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			For Jayden King, who corrects my terrible flight mechanics, and is the best friend anyone could ask for.
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				Prologue

				Arturo

			
			I fell.

			The foreign planet loomed beneath me, hundreds of thousands of acres of deadly forest stretching in all directions, as I plummeted toward it without the protection of anything but my flightsuit. The land below grew larger, as if rushing up to meet me. It might have been beautiful, were it not about to be the instrument of my demise.

			Wind buffeted my skin, the atmosphere growing thicker, providing more resistance as my body cut through it. My stomach lodged in my throat, adrenaline coursing through me. I held tight to Naga, my hyperslug, who trembled violently in my arms. The inhibitor field around the planet prevented her from hyperjumping until we were near the ground—and then Naga could ask for and receive permission to teleport us to safety. If permission didn’t come, that would be that.

			My team couldn’t catch us. They had already been chased toward the forest by countless enemy ships. If I died, they’d be left here, fighting for their lives.

			Stars, we’d fallen so far, so fast. I couldn’t open my mouth, couldn’t speak, couldn’t even scream except in my mind, a silent wail of terror as I dropped down, down, down, gripping Naga because if the wind pulled her from my grasp, there was no hope of anything but a swift death. I began to make out the texture of the trees. We had mere seconds before we would crash through the branches and become a fine paste of blood and decaying bark.

			Alanik’s face flashed across my mind, and I regretted failing her the most. My head swam, and I wondered if I would faint from panic and fail to experience the last moments of my life.

			Though she couldn’t hear me, I silently pleaded to Naga. Give me another chance to find a way out of this.

			Don’t let me die here and abandon my team.

		

	
		
			
				One

				Arturo

			
			Three Days Earlier

			We were entering a new era, my mother said. An era of freedom. No longer trapped on a forgotten rock, no longer imprisoned by an oppressive galactic empire, no longer living in a preserve like endangered but fearsome predators. An era of possibility, where we would become what humankind was always meant to be.

			A new era in which there was money to be made, because if we didn’t capitalize on the Defiant Defense Force’s new need for interstellar trade infrastructure, someone else surely would. So it only made sense that my family’s starfighters were moved up to a docking platform in the rubble belt around Detritus, the planet we called home, to support our quest to secure intergalactic trade agreements, profiting off humankind’s new galactic freedom.

			“Your mom is going to kill you,” Nedd said, peering around me through the doorway of the private hangar. We’d snuck past the ground crew huddled around a screen in the break room, watching clips from last night’s digball championship.

			“Kill you!” added the yellow-and-blue slug peeking out of my backpack. She was the length of my forearm and twice as thick, with long rows of flexible spines that waved along her back.

			“Thanks for your concern, Naga,” I said, scritching behind her first plume of spines.

			“Hey, I was also concerned,” Nedd said. He curled the fingers of his prosthetic arm. On his shoulder perched another slug, this one entirely black with an iridescent blue shimmer. The slugs, also known as taynix, had powerful cytonic abilities. This one could send out a concussion blast that stunned anyone nearby, which had earned him the name Wham.

			Wham watched the movement of the prosthetic with interest as Nedd bent the fingers one at a time. Nedd was shot down during the war for our freedom just weeks ago, and the crash left him with a limb ending just above his elbow. The prosthetic’s joints could bend, and its fingers could clench and relax. He manipulated the motion with electrodes tied to the remaining nerves in his upper arm, and he had been practicing in a flight simulator every day, trying to improve his control. The prosthetic was steady as he moved, his finger motions smooth.

			But our holographic mockpits weren’t the same as flying actual starfighters. Nedd’s biological hand was shaking.

			“You’re only concerned about me?” I asked.

			“Of course,” Nedd said, though we both knew he was bluffing. His pale skin was even paler than usual. “Your mom won’t stay mad at me. I’m a delight.”

			I was her son, but that only meant she’d be twice as angry at me for taking this risk with our family assets. I was supposed to be better than that.

			Yet when I found out Nedd and I both had the afternoon off, I commissioned Naga to hyperjump us into my family’s hangar without a second thought. Under the new Defiant Defense Force hyperjumping regulations, I had to put in a request for a jump and wait for approval, but even my mother’s status as an assembly leader didn’t grant her access to the hyperjump logs, so she was none the wiser.

			“These ships don’t see enough flight time,” I said. “In a way, we’re doing my mother a favor by taking them for a spin.”

			“Totally,” Nedd said. “I’m sure your mother will see it that way.”

			“Your mother will see it that way!” Wham added.

			Ah, taynix. Ever the optimists.

			“Looks clear,” I said. “Let’s go.”

			Nedd and I ran for the two ships farthest from the door. These were Fresa-class starships—single-pilot fighters known for their speed and sleek design. We each climbed into a ship and ran system checks. My family’s ground team kept the ships well maintained and ready to fly at a moment’s notice, so we only had to do a few routine scans before takeoff.

			I engaged the airlock, and the door between the maintenance rooms closed, cutting the crew off from the hangar. Above us, the ceiling rolled back to reveal the layers of platforms in the belt that filled the sky over Detritus, huge chunks of metal blocking out the stars.

			“Ready when you are,” Nedd said over the radio.

			“We are a go,” I told him, and we both engaged our acclivity rings, allowing our ships to lift vertically off the landing pad and float toward the open airlock door.

			“Hey!” a voice shouted over my radio. “What the scud do you think you’re doing?”

			“Doing!” Naga sang cheerfully, sliding out of my pack to rest along the side of my seat.

			“Oh hi!” I replied over the radio. “Sorry, didn’t want to bother you. You all seemed busy! Arturo Mendez, taking the family ships for a routine flight. I’ll have them back inside of an hour.”

			“Copy, Amphisbaena,” the voice said, using my callsign, as was customary over the radio. “But you’re not scheduled to take the ships today. Your parents’ orders are clear: If you want to take the ships, you’ll have to—”

			“No need to bother my parents!” I said. “We’ll be back before you reach them anyway.” I hoped that was true. To avoid further argument, I changed my radio channel.

			The hangar door finished rolling open, then started in the opposite direction as the ground crew overrode my commands. Nedd and I squeezed our ships through before the door closed, and we hovered side by side above the hangar platform, our acclivity rings keeping us aloft.

			“Engage boosters,” I said. I shot off parallel to the hangar, flying through the wide space between the layers of the debris belt that orbited Detritus, like vat-grown meat between two slices of algae bread. Nedd followed at my wing, slow but steady.

			“This is going well,” I said.

			“Yes,” Nedd said, though his voice was strained. “I can take off in a straight line. Throw me a party.”

			Flying took a surprisingly light touch, so using the prosthetic couldn’t be easy. As both Nedd’s friend and his flightleader, I had to encourage him, to push him. Nedd and I had flown together since the day we entered flight school. Since then, so many pilots had left us—for the diplomatic corps, for the new DDF space exploration forces. Jorgen Weight, our last flightleader, was our scudding admiral now—despite being only eighteen, like the rest of us—and many of our fellow cadets had died during the war. Nedd and I were the only remaining pilots from the original Skyward Flight, and I wasn’t leaving my buddy behind. Not if I could help it.

			To make a case for a full return, we’d have to prove he could fly in combat. Dodging through the debris belt was a good first step—the metal platforms that orbited Detritus moved slowly and predictably, providing steady obstacles to navigate without the danger of being shot out of the sky.

			“Ready for some maneuvering?” I asked.

			“Not really,” Nedd said. It hurt to hear him so defeated. I’d been hounding engineering for weeks to design a ship specifically to fly one-handed, but so far it hadn’t been a priority. I was just the leader of one flight, even if we had recently been reclassified as “special forces.”

			Not special enough to get accommodations, apparently.

			“Here we go,” I said. “Try to tag me.” I switched my ship’s destructors to their laser function, which we used for target practice. This way, we’d be able to “hit” each other without doing damage. Nedd didn’t say anything, but a second later my ship’s monitor flashed green, meaning I’d taken a hit to my shields. When the light turned blue, my theoretical shields would be gone, and when it turned red, I was dead.

			“Cheap shot,” I said.

			“I think I paid what you’re worth.”

			“Fine.” I spun into a barrel roll away from Nedd and then shot up at a sharp angle between two platforms in the next layer.

			I tracked Nedd on my proximity monitors. He lagged behind, the nose of his ship bobbing erratically as he tried to ascend. We were high enough in the debris belt that there wasn’t enough atmosphere to experience drag, but he was still struggling with control. I didn’t want him to accuse me of going easy on him. I wouldn’t be doing him any favors—if he couldn’t fully control a ship with the prosthetic, he didn’t belong in combat. If I helped him cheat, I’d only get him killed.

			I flipped an Ahlstrom loop, pointing the nose of my ship up and cutting over my own flight path in a vertical dive. I took the loop a bit fast and my GravCaps engaged, soaking up the g-forces to lessen the impact on my body. If they engaged for too long, the GravCaps could overload and I’d feel the full effects of the g-forces—which could result in temporary blindness, blackouts, or even death.

			In this case, I only felt the press of my own momentum briefly before pulling out of the loop and heading back toward Nedd. It wasn’t hard to get him in my sights, and I wasn’t the best shot on the team. Nedd cut his boosters and spun with his nose pointed toward me, the rear of his ship skidding behind him. If he shot at me, he missed.

			I got Nedd in my sights and slammed on my destructors. My dash light flashed yellow. Hit.

			Nedd fired his boosters, soaring over me and away. His reaction time was sluggish, his flight path jagged. It was honestly impressive he could maneuver this well, new to the prosthetic as he was, but if he went into combat like this, he’d be dead.

			He needed more practice. That was all. I followed him between two large metal facilities, each big enough to house a small city within it. And maybe they did house cities once. Centuries before our people crash-landed here, a lot of this space junk had been inhabited by humans bent on conquering the galaxy.

			I didn’t try to tag Nedd again. I shot forward, sailing past him to forge a path through the highest layers of debris until empty space came into view, speckled with millions of stars. The sun was behind us, golden light shining across the rows of rotating platforms.

			So much blackness, so much nothing. Before we were confined to this planet, our ancestors roamed the ocean of space, flying ever onward without a shore to return to. I used to wonder if they did so by choice, or if they simply had nowhere else to go. We’d lost Earth in the Third Human War—not to invasion, it had simply disappeared—the same war that destroyed much of our species. After our defeat, most surviving humans had been confined to “preserve” planets by the victors, an alien alliance known as the Superiority.

			Still, we’d survived to fight back. I knew that other groups of humans had found other worlds to live on too. When I was a child, the idea of traveling the stars terrified me.

			Now it wasn’t the wide universe that scared me. It was the thought of being left behind.

			An alert flashed on my monitor. We’d risen through the debris close to one of Detritus’s weapons platforms—autonomous guns that shot down unidentified objects, protecting the planet from bombardment. I leveled out, staying below its firing range.

			Nedd’s ship shot past mine, continuing to climb.

			“Nedder, pitch down!” I said.

			“Pitch down!” Naga agreed.

			“I’ve got it,” Nedd said. His ship wavered, nose bobbing as he scrambled for control. He slid closer to the range of the autonomous gun.

			I wanted to let him handle it, but couldn’t take the chance. I pulled up, accelerating. Nedd got his nose down, but the angle wasn’t low enough to be sure he’d clear the danger zone without clipping it.

			I tagged Nedd’s ship with my light-lance—a beam of hard light that tethered my ship to his—and dove, pulling him to safety.

			“Amphi, look out!” Nedd shouted.

			A large chunk of damaged platform fell into my path, rapidly becoming larger as I barreled toward it. Nedd banked to the right, pulling me free of the debris before it scored the hull of my ship. His motion wasn’t elegant, but if he hadn’t, my ship could have sustained damage, maybe even lost a wing.

			Nedd straightened his flight path, getting full control again.

			“You okay?” I asked.

			“Okay!” Naga said.

			“I am,” Nedd said. “Are you?”

			“Yeah,” I said. “Thanks.”

			I could hear the grin in Nedd’s voice. “Might want to keep your eyes on your own paper, flightleader.”

			It felt good to hear him joke like that. “Sorry. I was worried you were going to—”

			“I know,” Nedd said. “Scud, I’m more of a liability than anything.”

			That was not the message I’d wanted to send. “It’s okay. You just need—”

			“More practice, I know. But I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to dogfight. Can we stop?”

			“Stop flying?” I asked. “Or stop talking?”

			“Definitely the second one.”

			“Yeah, okay.”

			An alert flashed on my instrument panel—someone trying to call me over a private channel.

			My private family channel.

			Scud.

			“Hey, Amphi?” Nedd said. “I think your mother’s calling.”

			“I see it.” I could ignore her, but she’d keep trying, and if I didn’t answer, she might get one of the pilots from our family’s shipping business to chase us down.

			So I answered.

			“Amphisbaena,” my mother said. She managed to utter my callsign in the same tone she used to call me by my full name when I was a kid. “What are you doing with two of our family starships outside the debris belt?”

			If I was already in trouble, I might as well double down. “Just going for a joyride.”

			“Is that Nedder with you?”

			“Yes, ma’am,” Nedd said.

			“Is he flying our starfighter with a prosthetic arm?”

			“Yes, ma’am,” Nedd said again, though I heard the tightness in his voice. My mother didn’t have to say that she didn’t think he was fit to fly—and she wouldn’t, not with Nedd on the line. She’d save that lecture for later, when she caught me alone. I would do my best to ensure that didn’t happen anytime soon.

			“There are procedures for use of the family ships,” Mom said. “Procedures to which you did not adhere.”

			“That’s true,” I said.

			Silence followed. Silence in which my mom was no doubt deciding if she was going to chew me out for my recklessness with Nedd listening.

			“Turn those ships around and return to the hangar,” she said.

			“Copy, Minerva,” I said, using her old callsign from her days in the DDF.

			I didn’t turn my ship around, and neither did Nedd.

			“Amphi?” Mom said. “I don’t see those ships returning.”

			“I’m looking for the safest place to turn around. Wouldn’t want to put the ships at risk.”

			I waited for my mother to call my bluff, but instead she said, “I have a meeting with Admiral Weight this evening. I intend to inquire about your advancement.”

			I gritted my teeth. Advancement in the DDF would inevitably mean joining Command and giving up my wings. I didn’t want to advance to the point where I could no longer fly.

			Removing me from a ship was, of course, my mother’s primary objective for my life, mostly because she loved me and didn’t want me to die. “I’m happy where I am. The flight needs me.”

			“Your flight has been separated,” my mother said. “Almost all of your contemporaries have been promoted.”

			“And I was promoted to flightleader,” I said. “Skyward Flight has new members, and I’m proud to lead them.”

			“Alien members,” my mother said.

			I bristled at the judgment in her voice. Officially, she couldn’t object to me flying with aliens; my new flightmates were part of the larger galactic alliance of species that had helped us break free of the Superiority. But old prejudices died hard. If my mother couldn’t accept me flying with aliens, she wasn’t ready to know how close I wished to be with one of them.

			“Sorry, Mom, you’re breaking up,” I said, even though she wasn’t. “Must be interference from one of the platforms. We’ll bring these ships back right a—”

			I switched the channel mid-word. My mother would know exactly what I’d done, but at least this way I had plausible deniability.

			“You ready to turn around?” Nedd asked.

			“No.” That conversation with my mother made me want to keep flying and never return. “Do you want to go back?”

			“No.” Nedd was quiet for a moment. “Jorgen offered me a job.”

			That didn’t surprise me, much as I hated it. Nedd was an excellent pilot and a better person. As admiral, Jorgen would want to find someplace Nedd could be of use. “You already have a job.”

			“A job on the ground,” Nedd said. “With Command.”

			It made sense, but if he took it, this might be the last time Nedd flew. “What did he offer?”

			“Flight liaison,” Nedd said. “I’d be in charge of finding out what the pilots need to do their jobs better and relaying that to Command.”

			Huh. In the past, the DDF was too consumed with ensuring the survival of humanity to care much about the needs of individual pilots.

			Now that we’d leveled out into a consistent flight path, Nedd’s ship flew steady and smooth. “You’d be good at that,” I said. Nedd had a way of putting people at ease. He played dumb, always pretending to be too stupid to understand anything serious or painful. In school, I was always the smart one. I’d sure thought I knew a lot as a cadet, and Nedd had fallen into step beside me, filling the role I left him. People took him at face value.

			I used to feel bad about that. Then I realized Nedd played dumb to avoid responsibility, proving he was the smart one after all. “Did you take it?”

			The platforms ticked by beneath us like tiles on a hallway floor. “Not yet. Do you think I should?”

			“It’s a good opportunity.”

			“Would you take it?” he asked.

			And give up flying? “No,” I admitted. “Not if I had a choice.”

			“You’d stay with the flight?” Nedd asked. “Even if you could only be a copilot?”

			“I don’t think I could let the flight go on without me,” I said. “Stay back while my friends kept fighting? Watch the next time you all flew into danger?”

			“Theoretically,” Nedd said, “the fighting and danger are past now. The Superiority’s gone. There’s no one left for us to fight.”

			I should be happy about that. I was happy that we were free, that we could make our own destiny in the galaxy now, that we no longer had to fly into battle, losing more people we loved. But it also meant that the kind of flying I loved—the rush of a well-executed turn, the thrill of the perfect destructor shot—was obsolete. As pilots, we used to be the most revered members of our society’s finely tuned war machine, but what use were we in times of peace? So many people I’d flown with had gone on to build things, discover things, lead our people into the future. My skills used to be the most essential to humanity’s survival, but we now faced a future where they’d be essentially useless.

			Nedd angled his ship upward, shooting out ahead of me. We climbed higher, toward the glittering masses of stars. I wondered how many of them had planets with people just like us, trying to figure out where they fit in the universe.

			“I’d stay with the flight,” I said. “Even as a copilot. You can keep practicing, and eventually we’ll get you reinstated as a pilot.” Maybe practice would be enough. If not, maybe we could eventually alter a ship to fly one-handed. Maybe some planet in the galaxy had better prosthetic technology. We knew a lot of things now we didn’t know before, and there was still more to discover. “I’d keep flying as long as I could. What about you? Would you rather stay behind?”

			Nedd fell silent, because I knew the answer.

			Detritus grew smaller below us, the individual platforms fading into a sliding mass of debris. “If I do stay with the flight,” Nedd said, “you need to appoint a new assistant flightleader. I can’t lead if I can’t fly.”

			“That’s not true,” I said. “There’s no regulation saying a copilot can’t outrank the pilot of his ship. It could be an asset, even. Having someone else do the flying will free you up to pay more attention to the battlefield.”

			“Good point,” Nedd said. “Maybe you should fly copilot too.”

			I shut my mouth. I’d walked into that one, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to ride side-seat if I could help it.

			We continued to angle up into the black, the sun at our backs. The higher we went, the less anchored I felt—we were just two small dots in a great sea of nothing, while the world below went on without us.

			“I’ll think about replacing you,” I said. “Until then, you’re staying on as assistant flightleader, copilot or not.”

			“Okay,” Nedd said. “I’ll stay.”

			I rocked my head back against the headrest. I hadn’t meant to push him into turning down the liaison job. “You sure?”

			“Yeah,” Nedd said. “You’re right. Next time Jorgen finds something that needs to be shot at, I don’t want to stay home.”

			He sounded confident that would happen, that our people couldn’t be at peace forever. That was the peril of growing up under constant barrage, knowing that the enemy could destroy your entire civilization at any minute. We were born with one eye to the sky, watching for danger.

			“That’s the decision I’d make,” I said. “I hope it’s the right one.”

			Nedd was silent for a moment. “Amphi?”

			“Yeah?”

			“Do you think your mom would be any angrier if we flew a while longer?”

			“Maybe,” I said. “But I don’t care. We can fly as long as you want.”

			“Thanks.” Nedd shot off above the platforms, not following them too closely, but edging along the curvature of the planet.

			We were running from the inevitable. We were entering a new era—one where, sooner or later, we’d both end up grounded.

			So I would keep running as long as I could.

		

	
		
			
				Two

				Arturo

			
			My mother didn’t send a pilot after us, and she didn’t jump into a ship herself to chase us down. We returned the ships safe and sound to the ground crew, and I waited for my mother to call me on my handheld radio to tell me what a disappointment I was. I waited and waited.

			But when the call finally came, it wasn’t from my mother. It was from Rikolfr, the secretary to Admiral Jorgen Weight. “Amphi,” Rikolfr said, “the admiral would like to see you in his office in thirty minutes.”

			“I’ll be there,” I told him, because when the admiral of the Defiant Defense Force asks for your presence, the answer is always yes.

			Still, I wondered what my mother must have said to Jorgen to inspire him to summon me. He wouldn’t care about me stealing the family ships, so I worried he was about to promote me.

			I wound my way through the labyrinthine hallways of Platform Prime to the admiral’s office. While the assembly argued about how to make Detritus’s surface more habitable, our military was headquartered in an old station in the debris belt, high above the planet’s surface. Jorgen’s office was small and windowless, with a wide desk and a conference table. It was completely undecorated, which was either a reflection of how busy he’d been or mandated by some obscure DDF regulation only Jorgen had read.

			Jorgen sat behind his desk, scrolling on a datapad. His white admiral’s uniform was crisp and well fitted, and it contrasted with his dark skin and curly black hair. Two taynix sat on the corner of his desk—one purple with orange spines and one red with black spines. The purple one was a commslug, which powered hypercommunications across galactic space, and the other could explode in a torrent of mindblades, ripping people to shreds, so Jorgen had aptly named it Boomslug.

			It still took me aback sometimes that creatures who looked so cuddly could be so powerful. The Superiority had forced the taynix into what was essentially slavery for centuries, using them to manage their communications and hyperjump their ships across space. By comparison, we’d only discovered them recently—and it was in large part because of them that we’d been able to win the war. Unlike the Superiority, we tried to treat them as partners rather than tools.

			Boomslug opened his mouth and sampled some papers on Jorgen’s desk. Jorgen didn’t seem to notice. I stepped up and saluted, as befitted the reception of my senior officer.

			“At ease,” Jorgen said. He hesitated. “In the future, you can dispense with the formalities when we’re alone.”

			Thank the North Star for that. Jorgen was young for an admiral, but he knew the DDF regulations inside and out and was only recently willing to consider that maybe the handbook didn’t contain every rule and guideline we’d ever need. All it took to grant him that perspective was developing inexplicable cosmic powers and the complete upending of our entire civilization.

			“If this is about something my mother said,” I began, but Jorgen waved a hand, indicating for me to take a seat in the chair across the desk from him.

			“It’s not about that,” Jorgen said. “Though if you want a position in Command, I would of course promote you.”

			My mother would salivate over this. “I hope you didn’t tell her that.”

			Jorgen smiled. “I did not. I take it you’re not eager to leave the flight?”

			“Not at all.”

			“Good,” Jorgen said, “because I have a job I need your help with.”

			“Need your help with!” Boomslug agreed, his baritone trill lower than other taynix’s.

			I shouldn’t be excited to be needed—if Jorgen had a job for Skyward Flight, it meant he thought someone should be shot at. Over the month since the end of the war, we’d mostly been sent on escort missions, accompanying alliance diplomats to various alien planets. Our presence on those trips was preventative and symbolic—and mostly boring, to be honest, but none of those assignments had been handed down by the admiral himself.

			“We’re starting to reach out to the other human preserves,” Jorgen said. “But we’ve run into an obstacle.” He waved a hand at the holoprojector on his desk, and an image splayed across the space between us—a spherical accumulation of rock, like the natural version of the platforms around Detritus.

			“That’s a planet with other humans?” I asked. We’d met very few humans from outside Detritus—the Superiority’s use of “preserves” had kept us separated while letting them congratulate themselves on only mostly destroying our species. We still didn’t know where all of them were, though we had the locations for a few—but those were so isolated, the humans there might not even know we were free.

			“Yes,” Jorgen said. “It’s called Blightfall. It’s a small planet in a tidally locked orbit around a red dwarf star.”

			We’d learned about tidal locking in school: When a planet was close enough to a star, its rotation could sync with its orbit so the same side of the planet always faced the star. There would be no sunrise or sunset, with the sun remaining in a static position in the sky based on your location on the planet.

			“We think there’s a large human city here,” Jorgen said. “But a cytonic disturbance is preventing us from hyperjumping through the rubble belt or using a hypercomm to make contact.”

			“An inhibitor?” I asked. Our own planet was protected by inhibitors produced by the blue-and-green taynix. They blocked all cytonic powers, like hyperjumping or hypercommunication.

			“We don’t think it’s a normal inhibitor,” Jorgen said. “The rubble around the planet looks a lot like the physical matter that leaks from our realm into the nowhere.”

			“Oh, scud,” I said. The nowhere was a dimension parallel to ours, which cytonics passed through when they hyperjumped. Despite what the name implied, it was far from empty. If one of the portals between our dimension and the nowhere had opened, sending a rubble belt’s worth of matter through to our side…“Are the humans on this planet still alive?”

			“We think so,” Jorgen said. He pressed a button on the holoprojector, bringing up a report beside another three-dimensional representation of a planet. The side facing us had a large landmass surrounded by ocean. Detritus had no large bodies of water, only a wasteland of dust and debris, so it always surprised me how common surface water was on other inhabited planets. “The information we stole from the Superiority during the war mentions the rubble belt and the inhibitor field around it. It’s not caused by taynix, but rather some kind of natural cytonic disturbance. It can’t be turned off, though it affects only the area around the planet, not the planet itself.”

			That was odd. I hadn’t heard of a “natural cytonic disturbance” before. And one that affected the area around the planet, but not the surface? It almost sounded like a cosmic bubble, the planet trapped within it.

			“Shouldn’t we be able to jump directly to the surface, then,” I asked, “even if the airspace above it is blocked?”

			“We should,” Jorgen confirmed. “But we can’t, and we don’t know why. That may be one reason the Superiority considered the humans on this planet a very low escape risk. In addition to being trapped inside some kind of naturally occurring inhibitor, they are also not spacefaring, don’t have acclivity stone to power ships, and seem to be peaceful.”

			“So they’re still trapped there,” I said. “Even though the Superiority is gone and can no longer actively hold them captive.”

			“That’s what we believe,” Jorgen said. “We’re sending scouts to fly through the disturbance, along with a team of diplomats…”

			I saw where this was going. Another bodyguard mission, this time to a people who were known to be peaceful and didn’t even have ships capable of firing on us.

			“Our job is to keep the diplomats safe,” I said.

			“In part. The information we stole indicates that there was a small Superiority security force watching the planet. But even if that force is still there, hiding inside the nowhere disturbance, they won’t have seen combat in a century. You should be able to quickly deal with any resistance and then land near the city. Leave it to the scouts to survey the planet and the diplomats to make contact with the city. I want your team to investigate the nowhere disturbance to see what you can learn about what caused it. You’ll want to take Alanik. As a cytonic, she may be able to sense things about the disturbance that others can’t.”

			I was never opposed to taking Alanik with me, and not just because she was an amazing pilot. I would spend all my time with her if I could. “Should I not take the entire flight?”

			“I don’t think you’ll need that many ships,” Jorgen said. “We aren’t sending our diplomats in without precautions, but we also don’t want a full strike force on a diplomatic mission to a population that doesn’t have starfighters. I want to send you, Alanik, and two other pilots.”

			“I’d like to bring Nedd,” I said.

			Jorgen raised an eyebrow. I didn’t know if Nedd had told Jorgen yet that he intended to stay with the flight. I didn’t want to turn Nedd’s job offer down for him, but I also didn’t want to leave him behind.

			“As a copilot,” I clarified. “He’s been riding with Gilaf, so I’ll bring him too.” As long as Nedd was my second-in-command, we couldn’t fly in the same ship. He had to be ready to give orders if I went down.

			“I want you to take four ships,” Jorgen said, “so you can break into wingmate pairs as necessary. If Nedd is riding with Gilaf, I recommend taking Sadie as your fourth pilot.”

			I resisted the urge to groan. Sadie Chay was the youngest pilot on my team, and the least experienced. “Due respect,” I said, “but if we’re supposed to silently guard the diplomats and let them do the talking, I’d rather bring someone…”

			“Quieter?” Jorgen suggested.

			“Someone who knows when to keep their mouth shut. I could bring T-Stall or Catnip.” They were the oldest and most experienced members of the flight, having graduated from cadet training a few years before the rest of our team.

			“It’s your call,” Jorgen said, “but I think you should take Sadie. She’s been underutilized, and she might surprise you.”

			Specific assignments for my team members were customarily up to my discretion. Jorgen wouldn’t force my hand, but a suggestion from our most senior officer couldn’t be easily ignored. “I’ll think about it,” I said.

			“Good.” Jorgen picked up the printout, frowning at the bite Boomslug had taken out of it.

			“Really?” he said softly to the slug.

			“Boom,” Boomslug said.

			Jorgen handed me what remained of the papers. “This has all the information from our stolen intelligence. The people of Blightfall speak several languages, and English is among them. You shouldn’t have to do much talking, but you’ll be able to communicate as necessary to keep the diplomats secure.”

			“Any idea why they call it Blightfall?” I said. “It sounds ominous.”

			“Ominous,” Boomslug agreed.

			“Yes,” Jorgen said, waving his hand at the holoprojector to zoom in on a section of the planet. “A large part of the planet has been taken over by an invasive tree species.” A waypoint marked the location of the human city at the north end of a large continent, and I could indeed see that much of the continent was covered in a massive forest bisected by a river. “The original spores were transported by a group of humans who’d been traveling planet to planet before the Second Human War, looking for exploitable resources. Apparently the nutrients in the soil and the atmosphere were ideal for the proliferation of the trees, which destroyed the existing ecosystem.”

			“Great,” I said. More parts of the galaxy ruined by invading humans. That was what all the human wars had been fought over: our ancestors’ desire to conquer the galaxy, and the intergalactic efforts of aliens to stop them. Sometimes I felt like we were teenagers leaving home for the first time, only to discover that our great-grandparents had robbed and murdered their way across the galaxy, soiling our family name. It didn’t make the Superiority’s oppression okay, but it did make it easier to understand.

			“I also wanted to talk to you about hyperjumps,” Jorgen said. “The new regulations are a little different from what you’re used to, and will change your command structure slightly.”

			“We can’t hyperjump anymore without filing for permission first,” I said, “so as not to anger the delvers.” We definitely didn’t want to do that—the delvers were godlike artificial intelligences that lived in the nowhere. The nowhere was somehow connected to all parts of our dimension at once, so a cytonic could enter and bounce back out anywhere in the galaxy. But doing so annoyed the delvers, and sometimes provoked them to attack us, so we now had regulations to ensure that our frequency of hyperjumps stayed below delver-accepted levels. “Do we even need to file an application if we’re in a remote part of the galaxy? Shouldn’t we be far enough away from other cytonics that it won’t be a problem?”

			“It doesn’t matter how many powers are being used in your area,” Jorgen said. “The delvers are in the center of a dimension that transcends space-time. They experience all hyperjumps through their realm cumulatively.”

			That…was unfortunate. “So we’re not allowed to hyperjump if we can’t file paperwork to request one?” If we couldn’t jump to the planet itself, that might not be much of an issue, but I’d prefer to have an escape route if things went south.

			“You can,” Jorgen said. “Your hyperslugs can request their jumps by communicating with Bob, who will be their official commanding officer for this mission.” He indicated the purple-and-orange taynix beside Boomslug.

			“Bob!” the taynix chirped. He arched his back, and his spines flopped over the front of his head like bangs.

			“That commslug is Naga’s commanding officer,” I repeated. “He decides when we can hyperjump.”

			“Bob will communicate with the delvers to secure permission to hyperjump,” Jorgen clarified. “The hyperslugs can jump by themselves anytime they want, because they have the means to camouflage themselves in the nowhere and avoid bothering the delvers. But if they want to hyperjump with passengers, they need to consult with Bob, and Bob will put in a request to the delvers.”

			“What about Alanik?” I asked. While the taynix had only one cytonic power each, full cytonics like Jorgen and Alanik had access to all cytonic powers, including the ability to hyperjump, though Jorgen hadn’t quite mastered it yet.

			“Alanik also answers to Bob,” Jorgen said.

			Stars, I bet she would love that.

			“The delay between your request and permission to jump depends on galactic traffic,” Jorgen said. “Sometimes you might get permission within a few minutes, but it may take up to thirty, and you can’t teleport until you receive it.”

			“What if lives are in danger?”

			Jorgen’s expression grew grim. “The hyperjump treaty is between the taynix and the delvers,” he said. “The taynix have agreed that protecting our realm from the destruction of the delvers is more important than the life of any individual person.”

			“Individual person!” Bob agreed from the corner of the desk.

			“If a cytonic breaks the treaty and hyperjumps without permission,” Jorgen said, “they’ll have to answer to the alliance. We haven’t finalized the consequences for such a breach, but they could face isolation and lose the use of their powers. So for now, please make sure the members of your flight follow the rules.”

			We shared a look across the desk. Jorgen knew as well as I did that I couldn’t control what Alanik did with her powers, even when she was technically under my command, so I hoped she bought into the importance of this alliance. Personally, I felt a lot less safe jetting around the galaxy knowing I couldn’t pull my people out in a hurry if I needed to.

			“The taynix research department has been working on some resources that might prove useful to you,” Jorgen said. “Your flight is invited to a send-off dinner tonight, where you can meet the teams who will accompany you.”

			I’d heard about those dinners, though I hadn’t attended one yet. Now that we weren’t being summoned by sirens to fight at all hours of the day and night, the DDF was trying something new to improve morale.

			“FM plans to attend,” Jorgen said, “and she’ll show you those resources herself.”

			FM used to be a member of our flight, though now she managed the DDF’s diplomatic corps. “Why is FM showing off slug research?” I asked. “Doesn’t she have other things to do?”

			Jorgen smiled. “She’s very excited about this one.”

			Fair enough. I stared at the image of the planet on the holoprojector. The mission sounded simple enough, but there were a lot of unknowns. A lot could go wrong. That was why Jorgen was sending us—his old team, the people he trusted to get the job done even when he couldn’t predict every skill or resource that would be needed.

			“We won’t let you down,” I said.

			I intended to make good on that promise.

		

	
		
			
				Three

				Sadie

			
			I had the enemy Krell ship in my sights. My finger hovered over my destructor button as the ship wove ahead of me. Gilaf kept it engaged so I could stay entirely focused on lining up my shot, while Alanik watched my six so I didn’t have to worry about other ships taking out my shields.

			“I will roast your entrails over an open flame,” I said to the ship.

			“I don’t think a drone has entrails, Sadie,” Alanik said, “since it doesn’t have a pilot.”

			She had a point. The drone was about the same size as my own ship, but while mine had a sleek fuselage and triangular wings, the enemy was shaped more like a jellyfish with tentacles flailing out behind.

			Despite its more organic shape, it wasn’t alive, and its pilot was somewhere far away, steering and shooting remotely. “I will roast your power matrix over an open flame!” That didn’t have quite the right ring to it. “And then I will feed the remains to…a horde of hungry puppies!”

			No, that definitely didn’t have the right ring to it. My former wingmate Spensa had taught me to fling insults and violent promises at my enemies, but no matter how many creative things I threatened to do with my enemy’s innards, I couldn’t catch up to her oratory skill, not by a kilometer. Most of the time I didn’t even get the insults right.

			“What’s a puppy?” Alanik asked.

			“I saw a picture of one once,” Gilaf said. “It’s like a fat monkey with sharper teeth.”

			I held my shot steady, ready to fire, when the enemy ship cut beneath Gilaf’s hull and performed a roll, circling back with a barrage of destructor fire. I steadied my hand on the control sphere. I took a deep breath and pressed the trigger.

			And missed. My destructor blast went wide, speeding off into oblivion. The ship hit its boosters, rocketing toward me and leaving Gilaf behind. Alanik covered me from the other incoming ships while this one showered me with destructor fire, and I switched to evasive maneuvers. Not fast enough; the ship took out my shields and fired one final shot.

			My ship exploded.

			I died.

			I deflated in my seat while Alanik reset the simulation. “Stars, I thought I had that one.” I should have. Yes, the ship was moving. Yes, my shot had to be incredibly precise. But since so many of our flight members had left, we had an opening for a crack-shot pilot who could be counted on never to miss. “I’m never going to be our sniper if I shoot like that.”

			“Shoot like that,” Nope agreed from the bottom of my mockpit. I bent down, petting the blue taynix down her long green spines. Nope was our flight’s inhibitor slug.

			“Everyone misses sometimes,” Gilaf said, climbing out of his mockpit and sticking his face through my holographic canopy. He and Alanik were siblings, UrDail from the planet ReDawn. The image of the cockpit fizzled around his face, bits of my shield casting an electric blue glow over his bright white hair and the white bone protrusions that emerged from the purple skin on his cheekbones. In the holographic light, his hair looked almost as blue as mine, which was also a bright, electric color, a gift from my Yeongian heritage.

			Gilaf scrutinized me. “You seem like you could use cheering up. Should I tell you a joke?” He spoke in the lilting UrDail language, but a pin on his jumpsuit translated his words into English.

			“No,” Alanik said from her mockpit.

			Gilaf looked confused. “Humans like jokes, yes?”

			“We do,” I said. “Do UrDail not like jokes?”

			“Not like jokes!” Nope trilled.

			“Not Gilaf’s jokes,” Alanik said.

			“Well, I want to hear it,” I said.

			“Did you hear about the monkey that fell out of the tree?” Gilaf asked.

			I shook my head.

			“It plummeted.” Gilaf grinned at me, as if expecting me to laugh. The trees on ReDawn were kilometers tall, suspended in the atmosphere of their gas giant planet. A monkey falling out of one of those trees would plummet a long, long way, and I didn’t find the image of its terror particularly amusing.

			Alanik sighed. “The UrDail word for ‘plummeted’ is a homophone for the color green. The same shade of green as a common species of monkey.”

			I was trying to piece that together, but found myself distracted by the image of a green monkey. I’d never seen a monkey in real life, but—“Your monkeys are green?”

			“Of course,” Gilaf said. “What color are yours?”

			“Brown, I think? Black, maybe?”

			Gilaf shook his head. “Ah, I see why the joke was not funny to you.”

			“That joke is not funny to me either,” Alanik said.

			“Yes,” Gilaf said, “because you don’t have a sense of humor.”

			“It’s okay!” I said. “Your joke worked. I’m all cheered up now.”

			Gilaf didn’t look convinced, which was fair. I didn’t sound cheered up and I wasn’t, particularly.

			“I thought humans smiled when they felt cheer,” Gilaf said.

			I forced a smile onto my face and pointed to my mouth with one finger. “See? Smiling now!” When Gilaf still looked skeptical, I added, “Isn’t it impressive the way I missed three out of four shots? That’s got to be some kind of record! Maybe if I keep at it I’ll be able to miss even more!”

			“Better,” Gilaf said. His face retreated out of the hologram.

			I was pretty sure Gilaf understood my sarcasm and was answering with his own, but it was sometimes hard to tell if we understood each other. Still, my fake enthusiasm did make me feel a bit better.

			“Are we going to go again?” Alanik asked. She started the simulation over, and I stared at the enemy ship in the distance, back to taunt me.

			“No,” I said. “I think I’m done for today.” I’d begged Alanik and Gilaf to practice with me to keep our skills sharp, since we hadn’t seen much battle lately. Theoretically, if the diplomats did their jobs, we might not see any more battle, which would be great. I didn’t enjoy being shot at.

			But they hadn’t disbanded our air force, which meant the DDF still anticipated a use for us. It was my job to be ready, so I had to find some way to distinguish myself. Arturo was our flightleader. Nedd was his second-in-command. Alanik was cytonic. T-Stall and Catnip were the big brothers of the flight. Gilaf was the best at evasives. Apparently he and Alanik had both learned to fly playing an UrDail sport that involved lots of dodging. Gilaf had promised to take me to a match on ReDawn someday, and I was going to make sure he made good on his promise.

			Try as I might, even after months with Skyward Flight, I was still the new girl. The inexperienced one. The innocent one. The young one—youngest on the team at barely seventeen and a half. The labels had stuck so hard I worried we’d take on new recruits and I still wouldn’t be able to shake them. I needed to find something I was good at, some way to prove myself.

			Which meant I’d better keep practicing, even if I sucked at it. “Same time tomorrow?” I asked.

			Alanik shut down our mockpits, and my canopy dissolved in little glimmering sparks. “Not tomorrow,” she said. “We’ll be on assignment.”

			I perked up in my seat. “We have an assignment?” Lately we’d just been escorting various diplomats to our allied planets, but even that was a welcome distraction.

			“Did you not hear?” Gilaf asked. He and Alanik exchanged a look.

			Was I not being called up with the others? I wasn’t on official leave or anything. “What’s the assignment?” I asked.

			“We’re going to one of your human planets,” Gilaf said. “Apparently there’s some weird space phenomenon that Alanik needs to poke at with her mind.”

			“It’s an inhibitor field,” Alanik said. “And how else would I investigate it besides with my mind?”

			My stomach sank, the crisp algae strips I’d had for lunch suddenly feeling very heavy. “You guys are going to a human planet?” Stars, another colony of humans. I wondered if their planet was a barren wasteland surrounded by space junk, like Detritus, or if they lived on a planet with clouds and sky and green plants, like Old Earth before it disappeared. “Without me?”

			“Maybe your briefing message was lost somehow,” Gilaf said.

			“I hope so,” I said, “because if I don’t get to go on the adventure to contact other humans, I will die.”

			“Die!” Nope said, wrapping herself around my ankle.

			“Someone should tell Arturo about the oversight,” Gilaf said. “He won’t want to be responsible for her death.”

			“She is not going to die,” Alanik said. “It’s a hyperbole.”

			“Is it?” I asked. “Are you sure?”

			Alanik stared at me, and I wilted. She was intimidating at the best of times.

			“Okay, it is a hyperbole,” I said. “But I’ll be sad.”

			“He won’t want to be responsible for her sadness,” Gilaf said.

			I wasn’t so sure. Arturo’s job was to follow orders and do what was best for the flight. It gutted me to think that what was best for the flight might be to leave me behind, but maybe it was.

			I stewed on that as I left the simulator and dropped Nope off at the slug lounge for lunch. My hyperslug copilot, Cheeky, was currently absent on shore leave in the caverns below the surface of Detritus, where most of our population had settled to avoid being destroyed by the Superiority. I missed her, but as our diplomacy division worked out the details of our treaty with the taynix, they’d agreed that slugs should have ample repatriation time and therefore couldn’t be assigned to any of us permanently. I didn’t know what a slug did on shore leave, but I imagined Cheeky gathered with hundreds of other slugs, all fluting little melodies and eating mushrooms and falling asleep fat and happy, even if that wasn’t exactly how the biologists described it.

			It made sense that the slugs wanted time at home, given that they still had one. We, on the other hand, were preparing to move our people off planet and return to our former nomadic life. Or maybe we were working on a way to terraform Detritus, emerge from the caverns, and live in the open. It was hard to tell. Sometimes I thought we needed a team of biologists to tell us what our natural habitat should be now that we weren’t stuck in caverns and had literally the whole galaxy to explore.

			I was headed to the gym to change out of my jumpsuit and into regulation exercise shorts when Arturo approached, wearing a serious expression. He’d recently cut his dark, curly hair, and it made him look even less approachable. “Sadie,” he said. “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

			I perked up, hoping he was here to tell me my lack of notification about the mission was all a big mix-up. “Sure,” I said. “I heard the flight was called up, but I didn’t get the briefing.”

			“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about,” Arturo said, leaning against the corridor wall. “I’m only taking a few pilots.”

			Not a misunderstanding, then. If he wasn’t taking the whole flight, it made sense I’d be the last one picked. “I understand—” I started to say, but Arturo cut me off.

			“Jorgen suggested I bring you along,” Arturo said. “But I have concerns.”

			I…had no idea how to react to that. On one hand, the admiral himself suggested me for this mission! But on the other…“Concerns?”

			Arturo sighed. “I’ll be up-front with you. Our assignment is to check out a strange cytonic disturbance, which will be primarily Alanik’s job, and also to accompany some diplomats to make contact with another settlement of humans. When the team is with the diplomats, we’re going to stay quiet and watch their backs while they do the talking. So I need pilots who know how to keep their mouths shut.”

			Oh. I’d assumed Arturo would leave me behind because I hadn’t done anything to set myself apart, but apparently I had, and not in a good way. “You think I talk too much?”

			“It’s not just about the volume of words,” Arturo said. “You’re not always the most aware of what’s going on around you. You’re a great pilot. I’m glad you’re in my flight. I would trust you to have my back in a firefight any day. But if we land on the planet and act as ground security for diplomats in a tenuous political situation…”

			“You’d rather have pilots that don’t ask questions,” I said.

			“Yes,” Arturo said, sounding relieved that I said it so he didn’t have to. Technically, as my commander, Arturo was supposed to tell me what I was doing wrong. But it clearly wasn’t his favorite part of the gig.

			I kind of wished he’d just left me home and not told me why. Now I would spend the whole time replaying every word I’d ever said in his presence. “So I’m not coming with you.”

			“Jorgen wants me to take you,” he said again. “But I need to know that you can be discreet and stick to the mission.”

			This conversation was giving me whiplash. So I was invited…but only if I agreed not to talk much? “I can do that,” I said quickly. “We’ve been in difficult political situations before, and I didn’t mess anything up.”

			“That’s true,” Arturo said. “But lately you’ve been…”

			“Louder?” I suggested.

			“More assertive,” Arturo said. “When you first came to the flight, you were happy to hang in the background. Maybe it’s because the flight’s smaller now, but it seems like you’re more comfortable asking questions and being, well, yeah, louder.”

			I knew exactly what had changed. Our flight split up. One of my former wingmates was off working for the new DDF exploration team, getting to travel the galaxy and see exciting new planets every day. Another of my old wingmates now ran the DDF diplomatic corps, also traveling to new planets and meeting new, exciting alien people. Our old flightleader was the scudding admiral of the DDF. I wanted to distinguish myself the way they had, so I’d been trying harder.

			But apparently all my efforts had earned me was a reputation for being unprofessional. A part of me wondered if he should leave me home, but the rest of me desperately wanted to meet these other humans and see what their lives were like.

			Even if I wasn’t allowed to speak to them.

			“I can be quiet,” I said. “If you bring me, I promise I won’t talk when I’m not supposed to.”

			Arturo nodded. “Okay. I’ll forward the briefing to your datapad so you can prepare. We’re leaving in the morning, and tonight we’re gathering with the scouts and diplomatic team for a mission send-off.”

			“You won’t regret bringing me,” I said.

			“I’m counting on that,” he said, and walked away, leaving me standing outside the changing rooms.

			I bounced a little on my feet. Maybe Arturo didn’t want to bring me along, but he was giving me a chance.

			I needed to make it count.

		

	
		
			
				Four

				Sadie

			
			That evening before the mission send-off, Gilaf knocked on the door to my bunk and leaned into the room. “I saw you were on the mission manifest,” he said in UrDail, his pin translating. “Now Arturo will not be responsible for your sadness.”

			“No sadness here!” I said, looking over my outfit choices. As pilots, we basically only had two wardrobe options: flightsuits for flying and jumpsuits for…well, not jumping, but everything else that wasn’t flying. Which would include jumping, if you were so inclined. I made up for this sad lack of variety by accessorizing.

			I didn’t have many options—just what I’d brought from home or managed to scavenge up here. I did have an array of hair clips that lay flat against my head to hold my hair back under my flight helmet, which were appropriately shiny, if not as brightly colored as I would have liked—but instead I sifted through my box of scarves and picked out a bright yellow one that contrasted with my blue hair. I rolled it into a strip and then wrapped it over the crown of my head, tied it down by my neck, and pulled my hair through it. Then I lined my eyes with a kohl pencil. Jewelry wasn’t allowed in the cockpit—not that I owned much of it—but eyeliner wasn’t considered a risk.

			“Okay,” I said, adjusting my headband slightly. “I’m ready.”

			“Good,” Gilaf said. “Apparently the diplomatic team is providing dinner. Among them is a xenoanthropologist who is sharing the ancient cuisine of your forefathers.”

			When our ancestors crashed on Detritus, the Superiority had destroyed most of our original ships and killed everyone who was in command in the Defiant fleet. Because of that, we’d lost a lot of knowledge of our history. Some of the alien peoples we’d met knew more about Old Earth culture than we did, hailing back to the days when humanity had conquered their planets. “Ancient food doesn’t sound very appetizing,” I said. “But probably the food isn’t ancient, right? Just the recipe?”

			“If you don’t want it, I’ll take your share,” Gilaf said.

			“Oh, I don’t care if the ancient cuisine is putrefied rat dung,” I said. “I’m trying it.”

			“Is that a delicacy among your people?”

			“No,” I said. “Not even in the Yeongian caverns.” I’d grown up in the farming areas beneath the surface of Detritus, where we grew algae and other foodstuffs in vats beneath full-spectrum lights. We ate a little better than the average citizen, since we also farmed the specialty food that only the rich could afford.

			Together Gilaf and I headed down the narrow corridors of Platform Prime toward the flight meeting halls. I knew this place had been built for functionality rather than design, but the ancient humans who built it could have used a little more color. It was a giant platform in the sky! They could at least have painted some cool space stuff on the walls. I wasn’t an artist, but I wondered if our flight could requisition some paint to do it ourselves. We were in the special forces division, after all. Our quarters should look a little more special.

			We reached the conference room, where an assembly of taynix crowded on one of the round tables. Nope was already there, curled up with Naga and Squeeze, our red-and-black flight boomslug. At the edge of the table perched Bob, our purple-and-orange commslug. I moved over to give Bob a scritch along his spines and was immediately interrupted by Wham, the concussion slug, who rolled over to me and nuzzled my hand. His whole body was a deep blue-black color that shimmered with iridescent sparkles. Wham’s concussion blasts left inorganic matter alone but knocked people unconscious, so in addition to having incredible sparkle, he was also a total badass. A badass who liked scritches right under his chin—or where his chin would be, if he had a jaw.

			Gilaf joined Alanik on the far side of the room, where she had set up two chairs woven from tree branches. The rest of the decor was plastic and chrome, but Alanik had brought in special chairs so she and her brother would be more comfortable, more reminded of home. There was something so extra about that, it made me giddy.

			Against the far wall, several kitsen hovered on acclivity disks over a low table, grinding a flaky red substance over the top of trays of food with tiny electric pepper grinders. Like the UrDail, the kitsen were one of the species who allied with us in the fight against the Superiority. They were only a handspan tall and resembled foxes who walked on two legs and wore cute little robes or sometimes power armor, but according to our recent sensitivity training, we weren’t supposed to call them foxes or squeal at them or tell them how cute they were. This would be doubly hard today, because half of them were wearing tiny aprons to keep their robes and fur clean while they cooked.

			The food they were preparing looked like giant, fluffy pancakes smeared with a red paste and frosted with an oozy substance. It smelled like baking bread and some kind of tangy element that never grew in an algae vat. The pancakes were three times wider than the kitsen were tall, so they used their saucer-sized disks to travel over the food as they worked.

			“What is that?” I asked, coming up behind Nedd and Arturo, who were seated around a table with three people I didn’t recognize.

			“Something that smells delicious,” Nedd said, twisting in his seat to give me a wide grin. He wore a prosthetic on his left arm, attached just beneath his bicep, which was still pretty defined even after his accident. I’d seen him in the workout room, doing resistance training on his injured arm with large rubber bands instead of weights, and I might have stared a little longer than was socially appropriate. It was enough to make a girl drool, especially when he was shirtless and sweaty.

			“Sadie,” Arturo said, motioning across the table, “this is Ferret, who will be piloting the passenger ship that will carry our diplomats. And these are the human members of our diplomatic team, Dasha Farion and Katri Amsel. Everyone, this is Sadie Chay.”

			The diplomats both reached across the table to shake my hand, while Ferret, also a human, leaned back and observed. Katri was a stout woman with dark hair, and Dasha was thin and lanky, with light hair worn in a thick braid down her back. On the table rested Twist, one of the diplomatic crew’s hyperslugs, and Ferret stroked Twist’s spines absently with the back of his hand.

			“Ranger Flight couldn’t join us,” Arturo said, “because they’ve been out on assignment today. But two of their pilots will also come with us.”

			“I hear we’re trusting your flight to keep us safe on this mission,” Katri said to the group of us.

			“Your safety is our first priority,” Arturo replied. “We’ll try to stay out of your way, but I hope you’ll also listen to our recommendations while we’re in unfamiliar territory.”

			“You mean you don’t want us to run off unescorted among the unknown humans?” Katri asked with a wry smile. “Don’t you know that’s what the diplomatic corps does for fun?”

			Dasha looked alarmed at the sarcasm, as if Arturo could miss it.

			“Hey,” Nedd said, “if you start an intergalactic incident, our team can do what we do for fun: shoot everything that moves.”

			Dasha shook her head so hard the tip of her braid whipped back and forth like a lion tail. “We’ll all do our best to avoid trouble,” she said. “This is a peaceful and careful approach. No shooting necessary.”

			“We’re going to approach with caution,” Arturo assured Dasha. “No firefights. No intergalactic incidents. My team is good at what they do, and they’ll keep you safe.”

			“It’ll be a barrel of laughs,” Katri said.

			“Barrel of laughs!” Twist said.

			“We’re not going for laughs,” Dasha insisted. “This is an important diplomatic—”

			Katri smiled through Dasha’s lecture, as if the real fun of her assignment was baiting the other diplomat, and Ferret watched the whole thing like it made for great entertainment.

			I liked these people already.

			One of the kitsen, wearing a green velvet robe over her grey fur, floated over on her hovering disk.

			“Have you all met Suki?” Dasha asked. “She’s a xenoanthropologist who’s been working as a liaison with the diplomatic corps. She’s an expert in alien cultures, including ours.”

			“I’m pleased to meet you,” Suki said. She spoke English with a sort of chirpy accent, which, insensitive as it might be, was factually adorable. “And in celebration of our forthcoming venture to reach out to some of your people, it is my pleasure to bring you a delicacy from your ancestral roots. Your ancestors reserved this food for the most solemn of occasions.” Suki folded her hands reverently. “Consuming it together is a ritual of unity and camaraderie. They called it”—she paused for dramatic effect—“pizza.”

			We had a food called pizza on Detritus. It was basically an algae pancake, and it definitely never looked like that. Blightfall was a human colony, much like ours; I wondered if their pizza looked like this, or if they were also reduced to making it out of algae.

			One of the kitsen chefs used a tiny remote control to levitate the platters holding the pizzas so they hovered over to the largest table.

			“What is that?” Alanik asked, pointing to the white ooze atop the pizza.

			“That is goat cheese,” Suki said. “It’s a traditional human food, adopted by my people during the occupation. But as your kind do not ingest milk, we have made you an alternative.”

			She indicated another floating platter. This pizza had a green glaze drizzled over the red sauce, and I wondered what it was made out of. Most UrDail foods were fruits and vegetables and weren’t harmful to the rest of us.

			Alanik, still eyeing the cheese with distaste, murmured, “Thank you for your consideration.”

			“Can I try a piece of yours?” I asked Alanik. She considered me with a frosty stare. Maybe I shouldn’t have asked…but I did want to know what it tasted like.

			“Of course,” she said. “I will…decline to try yours, though I hope you enjoy it.”

			She didn’t sound incredibly hopeful.

			Gilaf shrugged beside her. “I’d try a piece of the cheese.”

			Alanik looked at him like that was the most disgusting thing she’d ever heard.

			“What?” he said. “I’ll try anything once.”

			“Is there anything special we should do before we eat?” Arturo asked Suki.

			“It was a ritual of ancient humans to speak words of gratitude before consuming a meal together,” Suki said. “Allow me to say that I never expected to know such honorable and welcoming humans, and I am grateful for the opportunity to learn of your contemporary culture and get to know you as friends.”

			That was a nice way to say that she had expected us to conquer her people, like our ancestors had done with basically every species they encountered in the galaxy.

			One of the kitsen rode a tiny bicycle with sawblade wheels over the pizza, cutting it into slices—small ones for the kitsen, and larger ones for us—and we all crowded around the table, dishing it onto our plates. Dasha and Katri served algae strips and mushrooms for the slugs, and we settled around the large round table with the slugs munching in the middle. Suki joined us, her disk hovering at Arturo’s shoulder with her tiny plate of pizza in front of her.
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			“By the North Star,” Nedd said with his mouth full. “This is delicious.”

			He was right. The cheese was squishier than it looked, but the tangy red sauce complemented it nicely. It sure tasted better than anything made out of algae, which was the easiest thing to grow in the caverns beneath Detritus. Even the UrDail pizza was good—the green sauce tasted nutty with a little tang to it, different than anything I’d ever had, but in a good way.

			“How’s the cheese, Gilaf?” I asked.

			Gilaf had a slice of cheese pizza partway in his mouth, and he chewed thoughtfully. “Not bad,” he said in English. He had a heavy accent, and didn’t know very many words. He and Alanik both spoke fluent Mandarin, but I only knew a few words of that from back home, not enough to communicate. I’d grown up speaking Yeongian primarily, but unfortunately no one else in the flight spoke it.

			A tall figure in a white uniform stepped into the room, and we all turned. The admiral—Jorgen Weight, our former flightleader—with Boomslug perched on his shoulder.

			Stars, I hadn’t realized the admiral would be here. I used to fly under his command, so I shouldn’t be intimidated by him, but let’s be honest, I had been intimidated by him even then. We all stood, and Arturo, as commander of our mission, saluted.

			Jorgen surveyed us for a moment. “At ease,” he said.

			We all took our seats again. There was something strange about the admiral’s expression, like he was trying not to laugh, and his voice was stuffy and strangely pitched, like a woman with a bad cold.

			“Um, sir,” Arturo said. “We weren’t expecting you. You…feeling okay?”

			“Feeling okay!” the slug on his shoulder said, though its voice was also pitched wrong. Boomslugs had the deepest voices of all the taynix, but this one was midrange.

			“Great!” Jorgen said, more chipper than I’d ever heard him, and his voice now sounded like a woman whose cold was starting to improve.

			“All right,” Arturo said. “What’s going on?”

			Jorgen giggled, his voice as high-pitched as it was disconcerting. Arturo and Nedd both stood again, facing Jorgen as if he might be an enemy wearing a holographic disguise, but scud, we didn’t even have an enemy anymore, did we? Jorgen held up his hands in surrender, still laughing.

			“Wait, I can explain,” he said, his voice now sounding perfectly healthy, and definitely not male. In fact, I recognized that voice.

			“FM?” I asked.

			“Drop illusion,” Jorgen said, and suddenly his body shifted as well, revealing FM, one of my former wingmates who now headed the DDF’s department of diplomacy. She had short blond hair, fair skin, and was roughly as tall as Jorgen. The slug on her shoulder changed too, swapping Boomslug’s black stripes for a rainbow of colored spines that cascaded down the back of its ivory body.

			“Your Jorgen impression is terrible,” Arturo said.

			“Yeah,” FM said. “I should have worked on the voice more. But I wanted to demonstrate the results of our latest taynix research. In the most ridiculous way possible, apparently.”

			I blinked at the slug. “The taynix did that?”

			“Yep!” FM said. “Show them again, Hoid. Illusion up!”

			“Hoid!” the slug fluted, and suddenly FM looked like Jorgen again.

			Now that I knew it was fake, I had to admire how realistic it looked. The image of Jorgen’s skin and features moved realistically with FM’s facial expressions. She looked like Jorgen doing an FM impression—though if I hadn’t known them both, I wouldn’t have picked up on the differences.

			“It’s a hologram slug?” Arturo asked.

			The DDF had encountered holographic technology that could disguise full bodies, but our engineers hadn’t figured out how to replicate a hologram that advanced, so its use was limited to the couple of devices we had that worked. If the rainbow taynix could do the same job, though, we could use illusions all over the place.

			“We’re calling them illusion slugs,” FM said in her own voice. “But yes, basically. Hoid here is going to accompany you on your mission.”

			“Hoid!” the other slugs chimed from the table, their voices singing in harmony.

			“I like the name,” Ferret said. It was apt; Hoid was a wanderer from Old Earth mythology who performed illusions, traveled the stars, and appeared in the unlikeliest places.

			“Name!” Hoid fluted back, wiggling his spines happily.

			“Will this be useful?” Alanik asked from her wooden chair. She said the words in English, though she still wore her translator pin. She’d been working on learning our language, and I wanted to learn hers in return, but I wasn’t sure I’d ever be able to make my own words sound as elegant and flowy as hers.

			“Good question,” Katri said. “Why would we want to change what we look like to approach the humans?”

			“We don’t know what you’re going to encounter beyond that inhibitor field,” FM said. “Drop illusion.” She changed into herself again. I’d read about the strange disturbance around the planet when I’d finally received the mission briefing. It did sound bizarre and out of the ordinary, which was kind of our team’s specialty. “Hoid can do things like color the bottom of your ships to match the sky so that you’re camouflaged from beneath. Then the scout ships can fly close over the planet without being seen, to gather better intelligence before you approach.”

			“Before you approach!” Hoid added, fluffing out his spines and preening, inordinately pleased to be the center of attention. I wondered how much of this conversation the slugs understood. They seemed to pick up on our emotions. I wished I had that power. It would be really useful to cytonically sense when people were annoyed by me, instead of having to guess.

			“Okay,” Arturo said, eyeing Hoid’s rainbow spines. “So you’re telling me that taynix can disguise itself to look like anything, and it chooses to look like that?”

			“Actually,” FM said, “We think the rainbow colors are an illusion. They disappear if the slug is caught in an inhibitor.”

			“That,” I said, “makes Hoid my new favorite flightmate. Sorry, Gilaf.”

			“It’s fair,” Gilaf said. “Who can compete?”

			“Can one slug disguise all our ships?” Arturo asked.

			“Only a few at a time,” FM said. “The surface area one slug can affect is limited, and it goes down the more complex the illusion is. One slug can camouflage three or four ships against a blank sky—or a few people and their clothing, plus the color of their slug. More than that and you’d need a team of illusion slugs. We don’t have reason to think you’ll need that on this particular mission. Just a little gloss to help you check out the planet before Dasha, Katri, and Suki decide how best to make themselves known to the populace.”

			“That’s awesome,” I said. “Can the slug give everyone blue hair to match mine?”

			“He can!” FM said. “It’s easiest to have a cytonic relay the instructions, because they can speak to the slug mind-to-mind to make the intention clear.”

			“Alanik should be able to create the hologram, right?” Gilaf said. “She’s supposed to have all cytonic powers.”

			Alanik gave Gilaf a blank stare, and the air in front of her shimmered a bit. “That is all I can do so far,” she said. “I am still learning.”

			“Is Hoid asking permission from a commslug before he makes his rainbow stripes?” Katri asked. “Wouldn’t he have to ask permission all the time?”

			That was a good question. I’d read about the new hyperjump rules in the briefing, but I had no idea how they applied to illusions.

			“No,” FM said. “Only hyperjumps anger the delvers. Something about us physically passing through their realm is deeply annoying to them, so we’re trying to be respectful of their space. Other powers like mindblades and concussion blasts don’t seem to bother them—maybe because we’re pulling fragments of their world out, rather than putting something in.”

			“That makes sense,” I said. “Like, if you had a house at the center of your neighborhood, it would be pretty annoying if all your neighbors traipsed through your living room instead of walking around.”

			FM blinked at me. “I…never thought about it that way.”

			“I don’t know about you guys,” Nedd said, “but I’m going to have another piece of pizza.”

			“Agreed,” Gilaf said.

			“I’ll let you all relax now,” FM said, moving toward the door. “And…” She bit her lip. “Be safe.”

			“We’re always safe,” Nedd said.

			FM looked down at his prosthetic, but Nedd acted like he didn’t notice.

			“We’re going to hyperjump across the galaxy!” I said. “What could go wrong?”

			“Sadie,” Arturo said. “Never say that sentence again.”

			Okay, fine. Obviously a lot could go wrong. We were doing things almost no one in the entire universe had the opportunity to do.

			At least no one was likely to shoot at us on a diplomatic mission. That was the kind of thing a person started to take personally after a while.
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			The next morning, the Blightfall team met in the hangar on Platform Prime for last-minute flight preparations. Standard protocol called for a lot of checking and rechecking before missions. It was better to duplicate work on the ground than to have a preventable problem in the vacuum of space.

			The flight filtered in, Gilaf cracking jokes like this was just another experimental run with the new taynix and Sadie bouncing her way to her ship. Suki raised her fist at me as she, Dasha, and Katri arrived. She was wearing a tiny flightsuit today, trimmed in white fur that I assumed didn’t come from a kitsen.

			Alanik spoke quietly to Gilaf in their own language without their pins to translate. Gilaf would pilot the two-seat Dulo with Nedd, who had arrived before all of us and sat in the copilot’s seat, going over the intel on Blightfall we’d received from Command. Alanik was flying a ship on loan from the UrDail military; their controls were slightly different from ours, though the designs had obviously influenced each other centuries ago when the UrDail and the humans were allies. Theirs were equipped with light-nets rather than light-lances, which projected a crisscross array of hard light instead of a single beam. They were useful for catching ships or other objects in flight, but less useful for making a tight turn around an obstacle.

			Alanik spotted me and strode over, turning on her translator pin. The diplomacy department had provided Gilaf and her with new pins for this mission, loaded with the languages we’d encounter on Blightfall.

			I steeled myself. It didn’t matter that Alanik was gorgeous and intimidating. I was her flightleader, and I was going to be professional.

			“You are my wingmate for this mission?” she asked in English. Her accent was improving all the time, and she was getting better at the nuances of usage as well. I’d been trying to learn her language by speaking phrases into a pin and then repeating what it said, but my translations were off base more often than not, and I didn’t have the courage to embarrass myself by trying in front of Alanik.

			“Yes,” I said. Alanik had been my wingmate since I took over command of Skyward Flight—though, stars, keeping up with her was sometimes a challenge. “Sadie and Gilaf will fly as a pair, and you and me—”

			“But you are responsible for this mission,” Alanik said. “You’ll need to stay with the carrier ship to ensure the safety of the diplomats, yes?”

			Ah. I understood what she was getting at. “If you need to break off to investigate the cytonic activity in the area, I’ll come with you,” I said. “Nedd can be in charge of guarding the diplomats while you and I investigate.”

			“And you think this is the best use of your time?” she asked in English. “As our commander?”

			I hesitated, unsure how to respond. Alanik always seemed happy to spend time together—and we spent a lot of time together, both in a professional capacity and as friends. But it never progressed beyond friendship, and I wasn’t sure if that was because she didn’t want it to, or because I was just scudding bad at communicating that was what I wanted.

			“You’ll need someone to watch your back,” I said. “I trust Nedd to keep the rest of the team safe and call us back if necessary.” I’d only be distracted if Alanik was off investigating some strange magical phenomenon while I was stuck on guard duty, especially when we were guarding against people who didn’t even have starfighters.

			“Very well,” Alanik said, sounding neither pleased nor displeased with this development—as utterly unreadable as always.

			She sauntered back to her ship, and I tried and failed not to watch her go. I was always making a fool out of myself with Alanik, especially when I wanted to impress her. It felt like an impossible task, like a flashlight trying to impress the sun. That was why I never managed to outright ask Alanik if she was interested in evolving our relationship—she was too good for me in every way. I felt like a fool even thinking I deserved her romantic attention.

			The ground crew finished clearing my ship, and I climbed in and ran through the pilot’s checklist before addressing the flight over the general channel. We were only seven ships—one diplomatic transport, two scout ships, and my flight’s four fighters.

			“All ships,” I said over the radio. “Sound off.”

			“Orator One, ready,” Ferret called in. Orator One was our diplomatic passenger ship, and the only ship of its designation on our team.

			“Ranger One, ready,” a female voice replied. That was Blaze, the flightleader for Ranger Flight and our primary scout pilot for this mission. Her flight had their own hyperslugs—Pookie and Song, the latter of whose handler had outfitted her with a little vest with her name embroidered on the side—but their slugs were staying home for this mission since Naga and Twist were already riding along.

			“Ranger Three, ready,” a male voice chimed in. That was Underscore, Blaze’s wingmate. Underscore and Blaze had been flying together for a while, and had a reputation for sniffing out enemy ships with precision. If there was a threat to be found on Blightfall, Blaze and Underscore would alert us to it. They both flew Val-class ships, which were significantly less armed than the Sigos Sadie and I were flying, but much better equipped for long-range surveillance.

			“Skyward Three, ready,” Alanik said. I was Skyward One, and Alanik was my wingmate, but Skyward Two was designated for the assistant flightleader, who was currently hanging out in Skyward Five with Gilaf. Alanik had Bob riding along with her. She hadn’t seemed thrilled with it, which I understood, though he was no less her commander if he rode in another ship.

			“Skyward Four, ready,” Sadie said. She managed to sound enthusiastic about her readiness. I’d heard her gushing earlier about how excited she was to see a river! With trees! Which, granted, were both things we mostly lacked on Detritus. Sadie had Nope as her own ride-along, in case we encountered any cytonics during our investigation and needed to protect ourselves.

			“Skyward Five, ready,” Gilaf said. He and Nedd were in the sleek Dulo, and they were accompanied by Wham and Squeeze, our team concussion slug and boomslug. Hopefully we wouldn’t need them on this mission, but it was DDF protocol to send one slug of each type, just in case.

			“All ships,” I said. “Connect via light-lances.”

			I connected my light-lance to Alanik’s ship, and she attached to Gilaf’s ship with the edge of her light-net, and so on around the hangar until all the ships were touching using our hard-light beams. Hyperslugs could only bring our ships with them if they were touching each other, and fortunately the hard-light connections were enough. Orator One didn’t have a light-lance of its own, but Underscore hit it with his beam so it wouldn’t be left behind.

			“All right,” I said to Naga, who reclined in the sling alongside my seat. “We are a go to hyperjump.”

			Alanik had already given Naga the destination codes. I could have filed the paperwork to schedule a hyperjump today, but I wanted to try this new system where we had to wait for Bob’s permission. It would take us extra time today, but I didn’t want to test it for the first time under fire.

			“Hyperjump!” Naga said.

			Then we waited. The hyperjump would be instantaneous, of course, but the permission from our delver overlords was not. I tapped my fingers on the dash, waiting tensely as the minutes ticked by.

			“Delvers are taking their time,” Underscore said over the radio.

			“We’re still popping out of one place in the galaxy and into another, right?” Sadie said. “Are we really complaining that interstellar travel might take us up to thirty minutes?”

			“It is pretty incredible we can do it at all,” I admitted, “even if the treaty makes it take longer.”

			“Hey! Would this be a good time to practice new insults to hurl at our enemies?”

			I sighed. This was exactly the reason I hadn’t wanted to bring Sadie along. I knew she didn’t mean any harm, but this wasn’t the kind of thing I wanted her announcing over the radio with the scouts and diplomats listening.

			“Some of my people do that before battle,” Suki said. “They say it’s to make themselves more intimidating, but this seems impractical if the enemy can’t hear you.”

			“You can intimidate them in spirit!” Sadie said. “I’ll start.”

			“Let’s not, Sentry,” I said, using Sadie’s callsign. “We’re not going into battle. This is a diplomatic mission.”

			“Good point! So…should we boast about our amazing diplomatic conquests? Last week I got Arturo to give me his cheesecake just by talking to him. That’s impressive, right?”

			“I gave it to you to get you to stop talking,” I said.

			“See?” Sadie said. “Clearly a diplomatic success. Watch out, humans of Blightfall! We will…talk to you so politely you’ll have to talk back!”

			“Talk back!” Naga echoed at my side.

			“We’re not doing the talking!” I reminded her. Stars, I should have opened a private channel to scold her, but I was in too deep now. “Our role here is to be very quiet, remember?”

			Sadie didn’t respond, which I took to mean that she did, in fact, remember.

			Still nothing happened.

			I eyed the sling on the left side of my seat. “Hyperjump?” I asked Naga.

			“Hyperjump!” she responded.

			But we didn’t. Naga tipped her bulbous yellow head upward, indicating she wanted chin scritches.

			I obliged. “Alanik?” I said. “How’s Bob? Any word?”

			“Word!” Bob fluted over the channel. Engineering had attached clip-on microphones to the slugs’ hammocks so we could hear the taynix during flight.

			“That’s all the information I have,” Alanik said.

			Of course it was. I sighed again.

			“So,” Nedd said. “Anyone know any good jokes?”

			I should have told him this wasn’t the time, but apparently we had nothing but time.

			“Your mom is a good joke,” Gilaf said.

			“Good one, Ghost,” Nedd said, using the callsign Gilaf had given himself. Nedd was, of course, the one who had taught Gilaf about your-mom jokes in an attempt to help him fit in with the team.

			“Was it?” Alanik asked. “I still do not understand why this joke is funny.”

			“It is,” Nedd said. “Trust me. Your-mom jokes are classic.”

			“Your mom is a classic,” Gilaf said.

			“Are we going to hear this the whole trip?” I asked.

			“Your mom is the whole trip,” Gilaf returned.

			“Gilaf isn’t being very quiet,” Sadie said.

			“Your mom is very quiet,” Gilaf added.

			“I really do not get it,” Alanik said.

			“You’re probably better off,” I told her.

			“Your mom is better off,” Gilaf said.

			“Huh,” Nedd said. “That last one doesn’t work as well. I’m not really sure why.”

			“Your mom is—”

			We were all spared the punch line when the hangar disappeared and we hung suddenly in a black sky filled with stars.

			“—not sure why,” Gilaf said.

			So we weren’t spared the punch line for long.

			We’d emerged at the edge of a debris belt—huge chunks of rock floating just a few klicks away. Unlike the platforms around Detritus, built hundreds of years ago by human hands, this collection of rocks and dust looked natural. While our platforms encircled the planet, blocking it from sight, this field was looser, the rocks and dust farther apart and easier to fly through, offering a view of the planet beneath. From here, the surface was a mottled purple-grey, but I wasn’t sure how much was the color of the planet and how much was filtered by the dust belt.

			“Angel,” I said, using Alanik’s callsign, “can you sense the inhibitor field?”

			“We’re right outside it,” she said. “Naga brought us as close as she could. Once we fly in, I won’t be able to use my powers and neither will the taynix.”

			“Any insight about its source?” Any information she could gather out here might help us know where to look once we were inside the field.

			“None,” she said. “The field feels…smooth. Impenetrable. I don’t know why it’s here or what’s causing it. If there’s an uninhibited pocket around the planet, I can’t feel it from here, but maybe we will understand more when we reach it.”

			I hoped so, or we were bound to fail an important part of our mission. “Ranger Flight,” I said, “can you detect any threats in the debris?”

			“Negative, Amphi,” Blaze said. “Looks clear.”

			“Where would you like us to stop for your next surveillance?” I asked.

			“We can scan as we go, but we can’t get good readings on the planet itself due to debris interference. Maybe stop a klick or two on the other side of the belt, so we have some cover while we decide the best approach?”

			“Copy,” I said. “All flights, proceed toward the planet. Let’s take it slow and careful. It’ll take us a few hours to fly through, but I don’t want any ships getting wrapped around a rock.”

			“Copy, Amphi,” Blaze said, and Ferret responded in kind.

			“Ranger Flight, take point,” I said. “Skyward Flight, star formation around Orator.” We didn’t have enough ships for a proper star formation, but my flight surrounded Orator anyway, with Alanik flying in front, Gilaf’s and Sadie’s ships on either side, and me at the back. From this vantage, I could keep an eye on everyone in the unit. “Nedder, plot the best course toward the planet.”

			“Copy, Amphi,” Nedd said. “Already working on it.”

			We moved toward Blightfall, passing easily between the first layer of debris. The dust was thin, mostly invisible around us, forming a hazy cloud around the larger pieces of orbiting rock in the distance. Chunks of rock and ice spun slowly around the planet. Our formation flew easily around them, but as soon as we passed, more appeared ahead. Nedd sent the clearest path to our navigation systems, and we were able to reach dogfighting speeds.

			“At this rate, we will reach the edge of the debris field in two hours,” Blaze said.

			“Good,” I answered. “Everyone stay alert.” Our formation coasted around a chunk of rock as big as the city-sized trees that floated in the atmosphere of ReDawn. Through my canopy I eyed it, towering over us. If the citizens of Blightfall had been spacefaring, they could have built a space station on it, much like Platform Prime. I skimmed along the side of the rock—and noticed something sticking out of the stone: a metal beam in an H shape.

			“Hey, guys,” I said. “Take a look at this.” I slowed to get a better look while the rest of my formation swung around.

			That beam was definitely human-made. I’d seen similar ones in our installations, and even in some of the taller structures in the city-sized caverns beneath Detritus. Above it, also lodged in the rock, was more metal, gnarled and twisted beyond recognition.

			“Um, Amphi?” Sadie said. “Are we sure Blightfall hasn’t blown up?”

			“The intelligence from the Superiority wreckage said that the debris field predates the current human settlement,” Dasha said. “It looks similar to debris that leaks into the nowhere, so it’s possible there was a nowhere portal on this planet at one time.”

			We’d encountered portals into the nowhere before. While a cytonic could hyperjump through the nowhere from any uninhibited place, the only way to go into the nowhere and remain there was through one of the mysterious doors located around the galaxy. They were more of a hazard than anything, though. More than a few people who went in never found their way back out.

			“Looks more like a planet blew up and the pieces got captured by Blightfall’s gravity,” Nedd said, and by the look of the debris, he wasn’t wrong.

			“It would take a tremendous amount of energy to explode a planet,” Suki said. “More likely a collision between planetary bodies, but such things are exceptionally rare.”

			“Well, something happened here,” I said, “though it’s not part of our mission to figure out what, unless it’s connected to the strange inhibitor field. Let’s get back in formation and keep moving.”

			We flew the next two hours in blessed relative silence, free from both your-mom jokes and Sadie’s intermittent outbursts. The planet loomed larger as we approached, its surface less obscured by rock and debris. Its mottled areas were still tinged a purple-grey even as we cleared much of the dust field, though the southern oceans began to appear more blue.

			“Hey, Amphi?” Underscore said over the general channel. “I’ve got motion on my proximity monitor at three o’clock.”

			I looked at my own monitor in the direction he indicated. “We’ve got motion all over,” I said. “There’s a ton of debris spinning out there.”

			“I saw it too,” Blaze said. “I think it’s loose rubble stripping off the larger chunks of rock.”

			“How close?” I asked.

			“About a klick,” Underscore said. “It wasn’t moving like a rock, though. It swerved around a piece of debris, like a ship.”

			“Underscore and I will check it out,” Blaze said, and the two scout ships cut in that direction.

			“Alanik,” I said, “any cytonic activity?”

			“We’re still in the inhibitor field,” she said. “I can’t sense anything.”

			“Oh, there it is!” Sadie said.

			This time I saw it too. The blip appeared on my monitor next to one of the larger pieces of debris and then disappeared again, as if it had taken off from the rock and then landed.

			“What the scud is that?” Nedd asked.

			“All ships, wide sweep formation,” I said. The object looked too small to be a crewed ship, and most of the remotely piloted drones we encountered were the same size as our fighters. We needed to determine what it was and whether it presented a threat.

			“I have visual on the object,” Underscore said. “Scud, what is that thing?”

			“Underscore?” Blaze said. “What are you seeing?”

			Underscore didn’t immediately respond. As I passed a smaller chunk of debris, my own proximity monitor blipped: an object heading straight for me. Others appeared on my monitor, lifting off pieces of debris all around us like a cloud.

			“Spread out,” I said. “Defensive maneuvers only. Do not fire unless fired upon.”

			“Copy, Amphi,” Gilaf said.

			“Scud,” Nedd said. “What are those things?”

			The one approaching me came into view and went straight for the nose of my ship. I dove, avoiding collision. The shadow of it passed over my canopy.

			“They’re birds,” Underscore said. “Scud, what is a bird doing way up here?”

			It was a bird—larger than the ones that lived on the kitsen planet—as long as my arm, with slender, pointed wings spanning at least four meters across. Its body was black, but its face was streaked with yellow feathers in a pattern that looked like enormous eyes. Two more flew up next to it, diving toward me like they wanted to get a better look at my ship.

			“Stars,” Sadie said. “Is there even enough atmosphere up here for them to fly through?”

			“There is not,” Nedd said. “How are they doing that?”

			The birds flapped their wings, but something about the motion looked out of sync with the flow of their bodies. They wriggled oddly in the air, shifting their tail feathers to change direction.

			“Fascinating,” Suki said. “They must be using acclivity stones. Some birds consume gravel as part of their digestion. My guess is that these somehow consumed acclivity stone and are now using it to propel themselves through space. But there’s no atmosphere for them to breathe. I wonder if they have some means of storing oxygen that allows them to venture so far from the surface.”

			“Space birds,” Sadie said. “Awesome.”

			“I suppose it’s not possible for us to collect a specimen,” Suki said.

			“Outside our mission parameters,” I said. “Do not engage. I think they’re just curious about us.”

			“I’d be curious too,” Sadie said. “If the humans here aren’t spacefaring, they may never have seen a ship before.”

			“Why would they want to fly up this high?” Alanik asked.

			“Maybe some kind of food source in the debris?” Katri suggested. “Algae growing in the ice crystals?”

			Nedd groaned. “Why is it always algae? Don’t they have a whole planet of other things to eat?”

			“That’s probably where they found acclivity stone,” I said. The strange gravity-defying mineral we used to power our ships was created in the nowhere, though I didn’t understand exactly how. If the rocks around us had passed through the nowhere, they might be rich with it.

			“There’s no way to know without more research,” Suki said. “I’ll take note of this for further study on another expedition.”

			“Continue toward the edge of the debris field,” I said over the radio. “And…try to avoid collisions.”

			“You mean you don’t want a giant bird in your booster socket?” Katri asked.

			“I’m picky that way,” I replied. A bird would likely mash itself into a fine paste if it collided with my ship, but I didn’t know how dense their bodies were. I couldn’t risk one of us sustaining damage.

			As we resumed course and picked up speed, we quickly left the birds behind, but my monitors flashed, telling me another flock was ahead. We were less than ten minutes out from the edge of the debris field with no idea how far the inhibitor would extend beyond that.

			The new flock of birds soared over me, and as they flashed by, I got a brief glance at their talons, all tucked up under their dark feathered bodies.

			“Hey, Ghost!” Sadie said. “They’re following you! Maybe they think you’re their mother!”

			“Your mom thinks she’s your mother,” Gilaf said.

			Oh stars, I hoped these birds weren’t trying to adopt us. Sadie would probably want to take the whole flock home.

			“Any advice for dealing with them, Suki?” I asked.

			“If the ship could steer close enough, I could get a better look at that plumage…”

			“Oh hell no,” Ferret said.

			“I appreciate your thirst for knowledge, Suki,” I said, “but our priority is your safety.”

			“They are following you, Ghost!” Sadie said. “You’ve got your very own flock!”

			He did. Though he was quickly leaving them behind, the birds gathered in formations in our wake.

			“I wonder if they enjoy the disturbance in the air,” Suki said, “or the heat from the boosters. I’m making note of this.”

			“Are we sure they don’t think we’re predators and aren’t congregating to scare us off?” I asked.

			“We’re not sure of anything, flightleader,” Suki said. “That is the joy of original research.”

			I preferred to do my learning from a book. I wove around the clusters of birds, trying to track the haphazard flight paths of my team as they, too, evaded the creatures.

			“Amphi,” Blaze said, “I’ve got something on my monitors.”

			“More birds?” I asked.

			“No,” she said. “Bigger.”

			“A really big bird?” Sadie asked.

			“Not a bird,” Underscore confirmed. “Stars, that’s a—”

			Destructor fire bloomed against a chunk of debris near the edge of the field, sending it spiraling upward, right into Sadie’s flight path. She dodged the slow-moving rock, but more fire sprayed at us as enemy ships took shape on my monitors. Stars, they hadn’t shown up on our scanners. Had they been hiding among the debris?

			And if the humans here weren’t spacefaring, who the hell was attacking us?
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			“My shields took a hit,” Underscore said. “Stars, there are a lot of them.”

			Our shields could take three hits before needing to be reignited, but it wasn’t a good sign that Underscore got shot so quickly.

			“You have visual on the ships?” I asked.

			Blaze cut in. “Amphi, we’ve got multiple Krell drone ships, dead ahead and closing. They must have sheltered behind the debris, or we would have seen them coming.”

			“What was that about not being shot at?” Nedd asked.

			“I knew I should have practiced my insults to their entrails!” Sadie said.

			Krell drone ships? Those were the ships we’d fought for years on Detritus. They used hypercomms to operate—their pilots stayed in a mockpit in the safety of some Superiority facility, sending instructions to their pilotless ships via cytonic communication. But the Superiority had been beaten. Its fighting force had either surrendered or been isolated to their own planets. The taynix had escaped from them en masse, no longer offering hyperjumps or hypercomm services to our enemy.

			These ships shouldn’t have access to cytonic abilities inside a naturally occurring inhibitor—and even if they could somehow bypass the inhibitor, they should have lost access to the taynix who powered their communication until the end of the war. Their ships shouldn’t function. Besides which, why would an outpost that hadn’t seen combat in over a century be prepared to shoot us on sight?

			“Amphi?” Blaze said.

			Right. All that was irrelevant if we got shot out of the sky. “Ranger Flight,” I said, “evasive maneuvers. Skyward Flight, shoot down those drones. Nedder, positional recommendation?”

			“If they’re hiding along the edge of the debris field, we want to let them come to us,” Nedd said. “We don’t know how many reinforcements they have lurking out there, and we don’t want to get overwhelmed.”

			“We’re on our way back,” Blaze said. “Scud!”

			Another barrage of destructor fire flew through the debris toward us. Nedd’s suggestion was a good one, but I couldn’t hang back while my scouts got shot out of the sky. Their guns were weaker than ours. It was our job to protect them.

			“My shield is down!” Underscore shouted.

			“Sentry, Ghost, advance on those ships,” I ordered.

			Sadie shot ahead, and Gilaf chased after her. But scud, we hadn’t brought a contingent big enough to take on a mass of enemy fighters and protect Orator. This was supposed to be a peaceful planet, not an ambush. If it hadn’t been for the inhibitor, I would have ordered a hyperjump and pulled us all out of there, but the nearest location from which we could hyperjump home was hours back through the debris field. The Krell ships would pick us off from behind as we fled.

			I knew I should stay with Orator. The diplomatic carrier had solid shields but no weapons, so they were even more at risk than the scouts. If I flew off to chase the enemy, I’d leave them exposed. As my wingmate, Alanik would normally stay behind too, but that left two fighters to take on an unknown number of Krell.

			“Amphi?” Alanik asked over the radio. She hung back, waiting for my lead.

			“Protect Orator,” I said. “Those are our orders.” I positioned myself in front of Orator, ready to defend them if the enemy approached. But scud, it killed me to wait while my teammates flew into the heat of battle.

			The birds had scattered, spooked by the destructor fire, taking refuge on the nearby rocks. I could see the drones now, weaving between chunks of debris. While our ships were sleek and aerodynamic, theirs were bulbous and rounded, with wires trailing behind their tails. Our cockpits were covered with transparent canopies, but their uncrewed ships were black and opaque. Two of them sped after Underscore and Blaze as the scouts escaped toward us. Scud, they were leading the drones right to our diplomatic ship, but if they didn’t come back so we could help, they’d be outnumbered and outgunned.

			“Ferret,” I said, “put some debris between you and those ships. If you have a rock at your back, Alanik and I will have an easier time covering you.”

			“Copy,” Ferret said, and he propelled Orator toward a chunk of icy rock about forty meters tall and almost as wide. Alanik and I took up positions near the rock, facing the oncoming ships. I watched the monitor to make sure no ships were approaching at our backs, but they all seemed to be coming from the direction of the planet.

			“Nedder,” I said, “how many enemy ships are there?”

			Normally that would be a question for the scouts with their long-range monitors, but Blaze and Underscore were clearly occupied. Underscore would have to cut power to his boosters to reignite his shield, which he couldn’t do with the enemy so hot on his tail.

			“Unknown,” Nedd said. “Hard to tell how many ships are hiding in the debris, especially when some of the moving objects are probably birds. But I’m counting a dozen at least, most a few minutes out.”

			Stars. A dozen Krell. And we were only four fighters, two scouts, and a carrier we needed to protect at all costs. At least if the enemy arrived in waves, we could take the first ships out before they outnumbered us.

			“Scud, Underscore, low and closing!” Blaze shouted as destructor fire tore a path toward Underscore’s ship from beneath.

			Both Sadie and Gilaf showered the enemy ship with their own fire, but it was too late. Without a shield, Underscore’s ship was cut to ribbons, shards of metal spiraling out into the dust.

			“Ghost, cover me!” Sadie called, diving toward the enemy ship and hitting her IMP, an electromagnetic pulse that took out shields but only worked at close range. Behind her, Gilaf got a bead on the drone and took it down.

			The remains of Underscore’s ship glittered in the sunlight. I tore my eyes away. I wanted to check on Blaze, ask if she was all right. Her ship was still intact, flipping a twin-scissor to evade her tails.

			But of course she wasn’t all right. She and Underscore had flown together for years. He was just there, over the radio, and now he was gone.

			And it happened on my watch. Stars, if I didn’t do something, he wouldn’t be the only one.

			“More ships incoming,” Blaze said. Her voice sounded shaky, but resolute.

			“Ghost, help Blaze,” I ordered. “Sentry, fall back to my position.” Sadie needed to pause flight and conserve energy to reignite her shields, but not in the open with so many ships converging on our position.

			Blaze reached Gilaf’s position and shot a nearby piece of debris with her light-lance, anchoring her ship to it and using the tether to spin her ship around the rock in a tight circle to face the enemy. Two more ships bore down on her immediately, and she sprayed them with destructor fire. Gilaf swooped in with the Dulo to cover her while she performed a barrel roll, deftly evading the oncoming ships.

			Sadie’s ship circled the rock where Orator hid. She stopped near us and hesitated, her shield drawing power from her booster and propulsion systems as it came back online. She’d managed to escape the skirmish without any tails, but a third ship arrived, joining the two enemy fighters engaged with Gilaf and Blaze.

			“I’m going to help them,” I said. “Sentry, help Angel cover Orator.” I hit my boosters and sped toward the fight without waiting for a response. More ships were on their way, but Sadie should have enough time to get her shield back up before they arrived.

			I dodged around a piece of debris and shot past Gilaf and Blaze to meet the third ship head-on. I slammed on my destructors, showering it with fire, and the ship turned to the side, peeling off toward the rock where Orator hid.

			Scud. I hadn’t intended to redirect the ship in that direction. “Angel, Sentry, you have a ship headed your way. Ghost, Blaze, have you got this?”

			“Blaze is in trouble,” Nedd said.

			I tagged a chunk of debris with my own light-lance, using it as an anchor to turn my ship. The ship I’d chased off was nearing Alanik, though Sadie had her shield reignited, ready to join her. It opened fire on Sadie, and she jagged her ship to the side, weathering the barrage behind a piece of debris. Rock and ice filled the air, obscuring her from view.

			“Sentry? You okay?” I asked.

			“You okay?” Naga said.

			I reached down and scritched her blue spines. The taynix saw us all as family. They felt as worried as we did when our friends were in danger.

			“Still here!” Sadie said, but she no longer sounded cheerful. She sounded terrified.

			“We got this,” Nedd said, though he, too, seemed shaken.

			I angled myself toward Blaze and Gilaf and let go with my light-lance, catapulting in their direction.

			“Blaze’s shields are down,” Nedd said. “Scud, Ghost, can we—”

			Gilaf didn’t need direction. He was already chasing the ship harassing Blaze. Blaze flew past me, toward three large chunks of ice where she could shelter and reignite her shields. Gilaf and I focused our fire on the enemy ships, forcing them to dodge instead of racing after her.

			“Blaze, look out!” Nedd shouted, and I glanced at my monitors just in time to see destructor fire emerge from the cluster of ice and pummel the rock Blaze was using as a shield. Another ship slid out from its hiding place, catching Blaze unawares with her shield still down.

			“Blaze, get out of there,” I said, but before I finished speaking, her ship was torn in two, colliding with the rocks where she’d tried to take shelter.

			The enemy fighter kept flying, heading straight toward us.
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			Scud. Scud. We hadn’t lost people like this since the war. We weren’t even attacking this outpost, but there was no radio frequency I could call, no way to reach the pilots of these drones. They might be on another planet, if their slugs had the codes to use their hypercomms inside the inhibitor. I didn’t understand how they found us so fast or why they had ambushed us. It was like it used to be in the days before we won the war, when the Krell ships pursued us relentlessly, trying to drive us underground and keep us there, when we never knew how many were coming or why they insisted on exterminating us.

			“Flightleader,” Suki said, “I don’t mean to interrupt, but I wanted to inquire if you had a plan.”

			Stars, did I have a plan? Both our scouts had just been cut out of the sky, and if we didn’t do something fast, we were all going to meet that same fate. Our most important job was to protect the diplomats. We’d clearly come unprepared, but none of our intelligence had warned of this onslaught.

			“Skyward Flight,” I said. “Descend toward the planet. Take out the ships if you can, but if not, lose them. Once we reach the other side of the inhibited zone, Bob can request a hyperjump. Even if we can’t leave the planet, we need distance between us and them.” Hide and regroup. It was the only way I could see out of this. “Cover Orator. Orator, evasive maneuvers. We’ll do our best to keep them off you.”

			“Copy, Amphi,” Ferret said. He maneuvered Orator around the rock, with Sadie in position on one side and Alanik on the other. Gilaf took point, using destructor fire to keep the path ahead clear. I moved to join them at the rear, keeping an eye on our six.

			“Amphi!” Alanik shouted. “Up top!”

			Destructor fire shot down at me, barely missing my left wing, and I went into a dive. A flock of birds skittered from the rock and joined me, mimicking my flight path as if I were one of them. I did not want to gun them down, but I also couldn’t afford to spare their lives if they came between me and an enemy ship.

			The ship dove after me, raining destructor fire around me. I spun to the side, barely dodging a shot at my shields. Alanik followed, firing on the ship and taking out some of the birds. The remaining flock scattered as Alanik knocked out the enemy ship’s shields and then delivered a final, fatal blow.

			“Amphi,” Nedd said, “another six ships are converging on our location.”

			Stars, we had no way to know how many lurked in the debris between us and the edge of the inhibitor field. Either these drones had seen us coming a long way off, or they’d already been stationed here. It was almost as if the Superiority expected an attack. These operatives must have means to communicate with their commanders at the Superiority, maybe by flying out through the debris to send messages outside the inhibitor field. They must know the Superiority had fallen, and they’d been waiting for us to come for their outpost as well. If the DDF had realized that, Jorgen would have sent a whole contingent of flights to subdue the remaining threat.

			But he hadn’t known, so he’d only sent us.

			Orator moved toward the planet, and I followed, watching the incoming enemy ships. They didn’t seem any more focused on Orator than the rest of us—so this wasn’t a direct attack on our diplomats. But that just meant they wanted to kill us all equally, and until we could escape the inhibitor, we were trapped here.

			Three of the enemy ships broke off, skirting to head us off, while the other three flew straight for us. “Enemy, nine o’clock!” I said. “Sentry, Ghost, set course to intercept. Angel, hold your position. More ships dead ahead.”

			I sped up, flying on Orator’s left wing, ready to peel off if the enemy targeted it. But stars, that left two fighters to deal with the harrying forces and Alanik alone to fend off the three ships that waited for us ahead—assuming there weren’t more hiding in the debris like the one that had picked off Blaze.

			“There aren’t enough of us,” I said, my headset turned off so only Naga could hear.

			“Enough of us!” Naga said mournfully.

			Sadie and Gilaf met the oncoming ships, destructors filling the air with death. Sadie took out one ship’s shields and Gilaf finished it off, sending the wreckage hurtling downward, toppling nose over tail. They focused on another ship, but the third broke away, heading straight toward Orator.

			I positioned myself between Orator and that oncoming ship, providing covering fire for Sadie and Gilaf.

			“Amphi!” Alanik shouted over the radio. “Those ships ahead circled around. They’re coming at Orator from three o’clock.”

			Scud. Orator was unprotected from that side. There wasn’t much we could do about it, few in number as we were.

			“I’m coming back,” Sadie said, using her light-lance to pivot around a piece of debris. It was small enough that she destabilized its orbit in the process, and let go at the right moment to send it flying at the enemy ship just as Gilaf finished taking down its shield. The resulting crash sent shards of rock and metal spiraling in all directions.

			“Four more ships,” I said.

			The third ship in Sadie and Gilaf’s group reached me, and I rolled away from its destructors. Instead of chasing me, it headed for Orator.

			“Ferret, you’re surrounded!” I shouted. This wasn’t working. They were going to pick us off one by one until there was nothing left. Our only prayer was to hyperjump lower in the atmosphere. “Orator, full speed toward the planet. Once we break free of the inhibitor, we’ll request a hyperjump.”

			I wasn’t completely sure we’d be able to—many things about this planet were not as they seemed—but trying was our best hope.

			“Copy, Amphi,” Ferret said. He slammed on his boosters, weaving around debris. He couldn’t hit overburn without risking a large piece smashing through his shields, but at least he was making progress.

			“Angel,” I said, “stay with Orator. We need Bob free of the field to request hyperjump.”

			“On it,” Alanik said.

			I turned my ship with an overwing twist and cut below Orator’s flight path, heading off the ships that Alanik had warned me about. I slammed on my destructors, not aiming at the ships specifically but laying down cover fire.

			It worked. The two ships engaged with me, giving Orator and Alanik time to outpace us and hopefully clear the inhibitor field. They might not be able to leave the planet once they did, but at least they could gain some distance while we figured out what the hell was going on.

			I kept firing on the enemy, chasing them back around a chunk of debris bigger than Platform Prime, with a beam of metal sticking out of the side that might once have been the corner of a large building. The ships stuck with me, and I suffered a hit to my shields. I used my light-lance to cut a quick ninety-degree turn, tearing a chunk of the building clean off. My GravCaps mitigated the forces, then cut out abruptly and my body slammed to the side of my cockpit. Naga squeaked in her sling beside my seat.

			“Sorry, girl,” I said, throwing us into a barrel roll to avoid the fire of the two ships as they rocketed around the debris behind me, still hot on my tail.

			“Amphi!” Alanik said. “More ships ahead!”

			“Angel, dodge!” Gilaf shouted over the radio.

			If I went to help Alanik protect Orator, I’d kite both drones with me. “Ghost, Sentry, can you back up Angel?”

			“Not yet,” Sadie said. “Have to get this last—”

			“I’m going,” Gilaf said.

			I glanced at my monitors. Gilaf had some debris to weave around, but he was moving in Alanik’s direction. Sadie had a ship on her tail and seemed to be doing the same thing I was: trying not to lead it toward the others. We could only entertain so many enemy ships apiece before they’d overwhelm us.

			I could see Alanik’s ship staunchly positioned directly in front of Orator, and imagined the diplomats inside the larger ship, powerless to protect themselves, relying on us to keep them safe. One of the drones behind me cut to the side and sped up, no doubt ready to head me off and restrict my movement. I went into a twin-scissor, avoiding their fire.

			“Amphi!” Alanik shouted, “Orator’s hit!”

			I couldn’t take it anymore. Yes, if I took off for Orator, I’d be leading these ships right to them, but if I stayed here, Alanik and Gilaf faced an unknown number of oncoming ships alone. I checked my proximity monitors, studying the debris between me and Alanik. I charted a straight shot, used my light-lance to pivot around one last piece of debris, and catapulted myself toward Orator and Alanik. I hit overburn, leaving the two ships in my wake. It wouldn’t take them long to change course and catch up, but I needed to reach Alanik before she was overwhelmed.

			Alanik and Orator were pushing toward the planet, and I decelerated as I reached them but still overshot as I slowed, preparing for a dogfight. I knew there were too many enemy ships to engage on my own, but the more I pulled toward me, the fewer would target Alanik and Orator while they raced for the edge of the inhibitor field.

			There were six ships coming at us and another three behind, if Sadie hadn’t taken care of hers. Stars, she’d been quiet for a while. For once, I didn’t like her silence. “Sentry, sitrep?”

			“Target down!” Sadie said. “On my way to you. You’ve got two tails, though. Want me to distract them?”

			I didn’t want to leave her behind to get caught between the ships I’d left and the ones coming at us from the planet side. “Negative. All ships, fly toward the planet.” Our speed would be limited when we entered atmosphere, but it was the only place we might escape these drones.

			“Copy, Amphi,” Sadie said. “Coming toward you.”

			Gilaf caught up, flying out in front of me on my left. He hit his destructors as the oncoming ships neared us, and I joined him, creating streams of fire to keep the ships off Orator.

			“Almost there,” Sadie said.

			Two of the drones fired directly at Gilaf and me. I took another hit to my shield before I had to dodge to avoid losing it entirely.

			“Amphi,” Nedd said, “we’ve got incoming up top and below.”

			He was right. The other four ships had split off into pairs, two above us and two beneath. With the two on our tail, that meant they were coming at us from four different directions, and we only had four ships left to defend against them.

			We’d always fought outnumbered, and we’d always had to outfly the Krell to protect our own. But we never had to do it with so few and no way to call backup to our aid. If Gilaf and I left our position in front of Orator, the diplomats would be exposed.

			“Angel, Sentry,” I said, “can you protect Orator from those ships?”

			“I’m almost there,” Sadie said.

			“On it,” Alanik said, though she didn’t sound confident. Alanik was usually practical enough to ask for help when she needed it, but she’d know now that there was no help to spare.

			“Angel,” I said, “how close are we to the edge of the inhibitor?”

			“I don’t know,” Alanik said. “I won’t be able to tell until we pass it.”

			The planet loomed larger below us, nearly filling my field of view. I focused on the enemy that had me in its sights. I traded shots with it, drawing closer. If I used my IMP, I’d leave my flightmates exposed while I withdrew to reignite my shield, but the Krell defenses were so much better than ours that they were scudding hard to shoot down without taking out their shields first.

			“They got past me,” Alanik said. “There are too many.”

			“Amphi!” Nedd shouted. “On your six and below!”

			I saw the ship on my monitor, cutting a fierce path up toward Orator. They must have clued in that we were protecting the diplomats’ ship, because they’d dodged around the rest of us and were heading straight toward it. I flipped an Imban turn. My ship flew in a half-moon shape, my nose pivoting a hundred and eighty degrees with my tail rotating out behind me—

			I exited my spin just in time to see the ship from below obliterate Orator’s shields. I opened fire, but the enemy bombarded Orator, blowing a hole in the front of the ship.

			“No!” I shouted, pounding the edge of the dash.

			Orator tumbled off course as the boosters cut out, no longer propelling the ship forward.

			“Flightleader?” Suki’s voice squeaked over the radio.

			Oh, stars. Some of them were alive in there—though there was no chance Ferret was among them, given that Orator’s cockpit was now a concave hole.

			“Suki,” I said, trying to force the desperation out of my voice, “what is your situation?”

			“Dire!” Suki said. “Our cabin has depressurized, and our ship appears to be out of control.”

			That was an understatement. Their ship was spinning near enough to the planet that they would soon be overcome by its gravity. The faster Orator fell, the sooner we should be able to leave the inhibitor behind and hyperjump the survivors clear of the wreckage.

			But if these drones murdered us all beforehand, we wouldn’t even get the chance to attempt a rescue. “Skyward Flight,” I said over the radio, “I’m going to grab Orator and flee toward the planet. Protect us and try to keep up.” I streaked toward Orator, connecting to the ship with my light-lance at the front of the fuselage just behind the wrecked cockpit. I sped toward the planet, plotting a course around the last remnants of the debris field before we hit open atmosphere.

			“Suki, sitrep?” I asked.

			“I’m still here!” Suki said, her voice significantly higher than normal. She had a flightsuit and a face mask for protection, at least, though that wouldn’t protect her from injuries if the ship continued to disintegrate.

			“Are there any other survivors on board?”

			“Unclear,” Suki said. “Dasha and Katri are both unconscious and, oh!”

			That didn’t sound good.

			“Oh?”

			“No, flightleader,” Suki said quietly. “The other diplomats did not survive.”

			“Just hang on,” I told her. “Any word on the taynix?”

			“Both alive,” Suki said. “We are huddling together.”

			“Huddling together,” Naga said sadly.

			“Hang on,” I repeated. Stars, we all had to just hang on. On my monitors, I saw the enemy drones gather on my tail, and my own flight form up behind me, keeping pace.

			“Naga,” I said, “we need that hyperjump.”

			“Hyperjump,” Naga said. She quivered with anticipation.

			“Angel!” I said. “Any news from Bob? Can he contact the delvers to initiate hyperjump?”

			“We’re still in range of the inhibitor,” Alanik said. “Until we—There! We’ve cleared the inhibitor. Bob is putting in for a hyperjump now.”

			Stars. At least that was still possible.

			“We can’t jump off planet,” Alanik said. “I can’t sense anything outside the inhibitor field.”

			At the moment, I’d accept anywhere but here. “Tell Bob and Naga to target the jump as close to the human city as possible,” I said. I’d ask Naga to do it, but this did not seem like the moment to rely on her ability to understand me without a mind-to-mind connection. Though if Naga got clearance to hyperjump at this moment, we would leave everyone but Orator behind. “As soon as the clearance comes through, everyone connect with a light-lance and I will give the order to go.” Our best hope was to hide and hope that no nearby cytonic could sense our specific arrival point.

			“Copy,” Alanik said.

			“City!” Naga said. If she didn’t understand my words, Alanik would make sure she understood my intent.

			“Near,” I said. “Hide.”

			“Hide near,” Naga replied, and I hoped that between Alanik and me, we’d communicated effectively.

			“Amphi, on your right!” Nedd shouted as destructor fire streamed toward me. I threw my ship into a Barrett sequence. Stars, it didn’t matter where we went now. All we could do was stay together, stay ahead of the enemy, stay alive.

			“More ships incoming,” Nedd said.

			I couldn’t see them on my monitors, so I zoomed out and there they were. More ships. Ever more ships. How big a force could one small, isolated, untested, scudding forgotten contingent of the Superiority really need?

			“Orders?” Alanik asked.

			“Time,” I said. “Fly evasives, protect Suki, and buy ourselves time.”

			“Copy!” Sadie said, and she and Gilaf began a dance of evasive maneuvers, taking potshots at the enemy ships to keep them engaged. Alanik followed on my tail, just behind Orator’s fin, ready to protect us if we got into trouble.

			I leveled out, not getting any closer to the surface of the planet. We didn’t really know what was down there. The Superiority records indicated these people weren’t spacefaring, but clearly not everything here was as it seemed, and I couldn’t guarantee they didn’t have some kind of antiaircraft weaponry that might blow us out of the sky. We cut through the atmosphere, now thick around us, the wind resistance dragging on what was left of Orator.

			“Suki, how are you doing?” I asked.

			“I am ready for rescue anytime, flightleader!”

			Stars, weren’t we all.

			An enemy ship accelerated on my right, launching fire at Alanik, but Sadie cut in front of it, taking a hit or two to her shield, but kiting it away again.

			“Bob says we are a go to jump!” Alanik said.

			“Go!” Naga chimed in. “Jump!”

			“Not yet,” I said to her. “Everyone connect!” I shouted over the radio.

			Alanik already had her light-net connected to Orator before I asked. Gilaf hit Alanik’s left wing with his light-lance, and Sadie came barreling in from my right, connecting to the lower part of my fuselage. My ship quivered from being pulled so many directions.

			“Cut your boosters!” I shouted. If we didn’t and Naga teleported us into a tight space, we’d crash immediately. “Go, Naga!”

			“Go!” Naga replied.

			Then the planet below us disappeared, and my ship suddenly plunged into darkness.

		

	
		
			
				Eight

				Arturo

			
			It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the dim light. Trees crowded around us, the canopy sheltering us from the sun, which shone through the branches at a low angle and tossed a pattern of light and shadow across the forest floor. Wide, five-pointed leaves waved wildly overhead, the light above exposing their large networks of veins. Our light-lances illuminated the purple-brown bark of their trunks, the color of a bad bruise.

			Naga had hyperjumped us deftly between the trees into a gully, so our ships would be hidden from view. My proximity monitors had a hard time getting a reading with my ship at lower elevation than the land around it. I wasn’t sure how far we’d gone, or how long it might take the ships to follow if they managed to track us.

			“Nedder,” I said over the radio, “do we have incoming?”

			If the Superiority force had a full cytonic, they’d be able to pinpoint our location and hyperjump after us. If they were only using taynix to give directions to their drone ships, they might have lost us.

			Nedd was quiet for a moment. “I’m not seeing anything,” he said. “Though it might take them time to reach us. Should we keep moving?”

			Could we keep moving? The woods had enough space that we could use the hangar controls on our boosters to painstakingly maneuver our way through, but it would be slow going, even slower than walking.

			“I think we have to stay put,” I said. “But Bob needs to be ready to put in for another hyperjump if things go south.”

			“Enemy drones might arrive from any direction,” Alanik said. “Oh, my translator indicates you mean if things go wrong. Why does your language have a bias toward north?”

			I…didn’t know the answer to that, so I ignored the question. I checked my ship’s atmospheric readings. According to my sensors, the air was safe to breathe. “Scan the area, Nedder.”

			“Will do,” Nedd said. His Dulo-class ship lacked the sophisticated scanning capabilities of the scout ships, but it could gather some limited data about our proximity to the city and the river that ran near it.

			“Suki,” I said, “are you and the slugs all right in there?”

			“We’re alive!” Suki said.

			I supposed at the moment that was all we could ask for.

			“I’m coming to get you,” I said. “Everyone else sit tight.”

			“Um, Amphi?” Sadie said. “Shouldn’t one of us back you up?”

			“Yes,” Alanik said. “These trees are disturbing.”

			“Really?” Sadie said. “You grew up in a tree!”

			“We live on trees,” Alanik said. “The trees do not grow over the top of us. Even the grafted orchards are not so large as these. It feels…wrong.”

			“I don’t know,” Sadie said. “Feels kind of like being in a cavern. Just like home.”

			Except the walls of the cavern didn’t sway in the breeze. Sadie did have a point about backup. I didn’t have good visibility in the shadows of the trees, and I couldn’t be sure what I’d encounter. I reached behind my seat to the storage box and pulled out a handheld light-line and a destructor pistol, making sure they were operational. “Angel, stay by your ship and provide cover while I extract Suki and the slugs.”

			“Copy, Amphi,” Alanik said, and to my left, the canopy of her ship popped open.

			I lifted my own and was unprepared for the oppressive blanket of heat that fell over me. This part of the planet was humid, the air heavy. I took off my flight mask and was struck by the stench of decay, with an undertone of something like cinnamon.

			“I’ve got you covered,” Alanik said. She hadn’t descended from her cockpit, but she had her destructor pistol pointed in my direction.

			I climbed out of my ship, my boots digging into the soft soil at the bottom of the gully. Rotting bark flaked apart as I trod toward the wreckage of Orator. The soil was composed mostly of purple-brown wood remnants, loose and fluffy, as if the trees had been molting. A creaking sound echoed through the forest as the wind bent the branches of the trees. They moaned as if they were in pain, and more remnants of bark filtered through the air and caught in the crooks of the branches or came to rest on the forest floor.

			Leaves were sparse on the lower branches, but I had to weave around tree trunks and over fallen branches. If we had to travel far like this, it might be easier to climb up to the lower branches, which twisted and tangled around each other. We could walk along them like a series of balance beams.

			I made my way to Orator and found the side fuselage door rumpled and jammed shut, so I climbed in through the hole where the cockpit used to be and forced my way through the door into the hold. It was dark inside, and I switched on the small light-lance attached to my wrist. The red-orange glow illuminated the bodies of Katri and Dasha, still strapped in their seats. Dasha’s head lolled at an unnatural angle, and Katri had a metal rod jammed through her side. Blood had pooled on her seat and splattered all over the walls and ceiling, spread by the abrupt changes in momentum during the fight above. I was grateful for their flight masks. I’d failed them both, and I couldn’t bear to look into their lifeless faces.

			Suki was barely visible, layered between Hoid and Twist, who had coiled themselves around her—for comfort or protection I wasn’t sure.

			“Are you hurt?” I asked Suki.

			“Only bruised, I think,” she said, reaching to unstrap herself from her seat, though the slugs remained in her way.

			“Hey,” I said to the slugs, and reached for them. I ran a hand down Twist’s blue spines and then Hoid’s rainbow-colored ones. “It’s okay. You can let go.”

			“Okay,” Twist said, loosening her grip on Suki.

			“Let go,” Hoid said, and he nuzzled my outstretched hand.

			I lifted Twist and Hoid onto my shoulders, where they nestled closer to my neck than was comfortable, especially in this heat. I freed Suki’s flotation platform, which was strapped next to her tiny seat, while she unbuckled herself.

			“Come on,” I said. “You can ride with me while we figure out what to do next.”

			Suki gave one long, last look at Dasha’s and Katri’s bodies before climbing onto her disk and floating after me as I made my way out of the wreckage. Suki had an easier time than I did navigating back to my ship. She sailed ahead of me, weaving between a few low branches while I trudged across the soft ground to my cockpit.

			“All clear,” I said over my radio when I arrived. I settled Hoid and Twist into the sling with Naga. The netting of the sling threatened to burst, but the slugs all curled around each other, too happy to be alive to care about the close quarters. “Nedder,” I said, “what have you found?”

			“There are still drones patrolling above us,” Nedd said. “But they’re in the upper atmosphere. If we flew above the canopy, they could probably spot us.”

			“If they’re not flying directly toward us,” I said, “that may mean they don’t know where we are. Any idea where the Superiority base is located?”

			“I did a scan for acclivity stone in the surrounding area,” Nedd said. That sensor function was meant for locating downed ships with broken beacons, but could also sense enemy airfields. “I’m not finding any concentrations on the planet.”

			“So our intel may be correct,” I said. “The people here aren’t spacefaring.”

			“Then why are there so many drones patrolling the atmosphere?” Gilaf asked.

			“Maybe they’re aware the Superiority has fallen,” I said, “and have been preparing for a potential attack.”

			“They were waiting for us,” Sadie said, “thinking we’d come to destroy them now that their side lost the war.”

			“That’s the only explanation I can think of,” I said. Though this Superiority force was surprisingly prepared for a group that hadn’t seen combat in a century and couldn’t have been preparing for our arrival for more than a couple of weeks. “Angel, do you sense any cytonic activity?”

			“None,” Alanik said. “Just the hypercomm signals to the patrolling ships. A few of them are flying beneath the inhibitor field.”

			“Can you tell where their instructions are coming from?” I asked.

			“I cannot,” Alanik responded. “They must be hidden by the inhibitor.”

			I knocked my head against the back of my seat. “If they can command their drones inside the inhibitor, that means their taynix know the inhibitor codes.” The code wasn’t an actual sequence of numbers, but a unique cytonic impression that allowed their taynix to use their abilities inside the inhibitor field, while we couldn’t. “That puts them at a huge advantage. Combined with their superior numbers, there’s no way we can take them by force, even if we can locate their base.”

			“I found it,” Nedd said. “Sensors indicate a large space station hovering over the planet, above the city.”

			“Okay,” I said, “so we can’t assault them directly, and we can’t outrun them through the inhibited zone. Their drones would gun us down before we worked our way through the debris and escaped.”

			“Sounds right,” Nedd said.

			Stars. I had to get my people out of this mess, but if we couldn’t fight and we couldn’t hyperjump, we hadn’t saved ourselves by hiding on the planet. Unless we wanted to start our own colony of tree people and live out our lives in this forest, we’d only delayed the inevitable.

			“If we wait long enough, Jorgen will send help,” I said. “Though he’ll be sending them into the same ambush that hit us.” He’d probably send a bigger force, but without any information about our disappearance, it wouldn’t be big enough. “Angel, any chance you or Bob can get a cytonic communication to Jorgen, let him know what we’re up against here?”

			“None,” Alanik said. “This planet is odd. I can use my powers here, but it’s as if the galaxy outside the inhibitor field has disappeared. We’re trapped in some kind of pocket.”

			That was odd, and I didn’t totally understand it. Figuring out the inhibitor field was part of our mission here, and we weren’t making progress on that front.

			The other half of our team’s mission was to begin diplomatic relations with the humans of Blightfall, but we’d lost most of our diplomatic team, and I was no longer confident that it was safe to announce ourselves to the humans of Blightfall—not when we had so drastically misunderstood the situation on this planet.

			We’d been in dangerous situations before, but this one felt different.

			It took me a moment to realize why.

			Jorgen was the one in charge then. I hadn’t had to make the calls during the war. I’d followed where he led.

			Saying that out loud would be admitting that I wasn’t as good a leader, that I didn’t have what it took to guide my team through this. And even if that were true, it would be worse to broadcast it to the team. If I wanted them to have confidence in me, I had to have confidence in myself. We’d already lost five members of our team today. I had to do everything I could to keep things from disintegrating further.

			“If we determined the situation was safe,” I said to Suki, who floated on her platform inside my cockpit, “would you be prepared to make diplomatic contact?”

			Suki looked at me like I had lost my mind, then said, “Flightleader, I’m a xenoanthropologist. My job on the diplomatic team was an advisory one. I daresay most of my direct diplomatic experience has been spending time with you.”

			I’d been afraid of that. Suki could help us in an advisory capacity, but even if it was safe to reveal ourselves to the humans of Blightfall, we’d have to do the talking. “Nedd,” I said over the radio, “can you tell how far we are from the human city?”

			“There’s a hub of radio activity thirteen klicks out,” Nedd said, “with enough traffic to indicate a city.”

			“Can you tell what kind of radio traffic?” I asked.

			Nedd was quiet, probably listening in. “Weather reports. Some statistics…I think they might be sports scores.”

			“Sounds like a civilization,” Alanik said.

			“Investigating that city is our best bet,” I said. “We can leave the ships here, and either hyperjump or follow their tracer beacons to return. For now, I think we need to disguise ourselves using Hoid’s illusions and take a look around the city. See if the humans are aware of the force that attacked us, and if they seem safe to approach.”

			“That sounds like a wise course,” Suki said.

			“If we’re going to do this,” I said, “we need stealth and subtlety.”

			“Hey,” Nedd said. “We can be subtle. Remember when we first met Alanik? We were totally subtle.”

			“Were you?” Alanik asked, as if this were the first she was hearing about our prowess with stealth.

			“Didn’t we corner her in a medical bay and scare her until she ran away?” I asked.

			“You did,” Alanik confirmed.

			“I meant after that,” Nedd said. “When we met up with her on her home planet.”

			“You mean when your hyperjump attracted military attention,” Gilaf said, “and ended in a firefight?”

			“Yeah,” Nedd said. “That time.”

			“There was the time you visited my people,” Suki said. “This also attracted attention and eventually a firefight. A very large one. With explosions.”

			“I’m sensing a pattern,” Nedd said. “Involving firefights.”

			“Okay!” I said. “So none of us have ever successfully spied on anyone before! But we did battle an oppressive galactic empire and a bunch of superpowered, godlike artificial intelligences, and we won, so it’s not like we don’t have experience doing impossible things.”

			“I’d say this is significantly less impossible,” Suki said.

			“Thank you,” I said. I steeled myself. My team needed my leadership, so I had to sound confident, even if I wasn’t. “This is why Skyward Flight was sent on this assignment. Because we all have experience jumping into insane situations where things go wrong and then finding our way back out again. Jorgen had faith that we can do this, and so do I.”

		

	
		
			Interlude

			Bob was a friendly slug. Bob liked friends. He had many friends, and many of his friends were new friends.

			Alanik was a new friend. Arturo was a new friend. Even Wham and Hoid were new friends. Some new friends had been hurt. Some new friends had died. Bob did not like it when his friends got hurt or died.

			The Big Minds were also Bob’s new friends. The Big Minds lived in the nowhere. The Big Minds had tried to eat slugs. But now the Big Minds had agreed not to eat slugs. The Big Minds agreed not to eat friends. The Big Minds had saved many slugs, and now they were all one big family.

			Bob talked to the Big Minds. That made Bob important. Bob did his part to keep all his friends safe. Even though some friends had died, Bob’s living friends were safe. Bob’s friends hid in the trees. Bob liked it here in the trees because Bob’s friends were safe.

			The ships above were not Bob’s friends. The ships above were looking for Bob’s friends. The ships did not know where Bob was, so the ships could not hurt Bob or his friends. The ships would not snuggle with Bob. The ships did not have minds. They did not have friends. Bob felt sorry for these ships because they could not have friends.

			But the ships heard voices. The voices talked to the ships and told the ships what to do. They told the ships to find Bob’s friends.

			The voices came from pilots. The pilots spoke through slugs. Bob did not know these pilots. The pilots were not Bob’s friends. Bob did not know those slugs, but all slugs were Bob’s friends. Those slugs were not safe in the sky. Those friends were left behind.

			Being left behind made Bob sad. It probably made those friends sad too. Bob wanted to snuggle those friends. He wanted to sing to those friends. He wanted to talk to those friends so those friends could also be safe.

			Bob could not talk to those slug friends. Those slug friends were in a Cloud. Bob’s friends could make Clouds, but they could not take Clouds away. Bob liked Clouds. Clouds kept friends safe. But Bob did not like this Cloud. This Cloud did not keep friends safe. It only kept Bob out.

			Bob sat. Bob waited. The Cloud did not go. The Cloud was not Bob’s friend. Bob wanted to talk to the slug friends in the Cloud. He wanted to save those friends. Bob had many friends, but Bob could always have more friends.

			Even the Big Minds were now Bob’s friends. One day, maybe the Big Minds would even snuggle with Bob. Bob was important. Bob would convince them.

			Bob waited for a ship to fly overhead. Bob thought at the ship. Bob had thought through machines before. Bob knew what to do.

			Are you there, friends? Bob thought. Are you there?

			Bob did not hear an answer, but Bob felt an answer. Friends were confused. Friends did not know who Bob was. Friends did not know that Bob was a friend.



  If enemies to lovers or fated mates is calling, there is no need to overthink it.

  Look up Lokepub on Google and start browsing.




			I am a friend, Bob said. We are here to save you.

			Bob was sure his human friends would agree. They were here to look. They were here to talk. But Bob had nice friends. Bob had good friends. Bob’s friends would not leave other friends behind.

			You are friends? a New Friend said.

			Oh, yes, Bob said. He sent the New Friend pictures of many slugs. He sent them thoughts of all the songs they would sing. Bob sent pictures of cuddles. Bob sent memories of scritches.

			Bob’s New Friend was sad. Bob’s New Friend did not get scritches. Bob’s New Friend did not cuddle. Bob’s New Friend lived in a box.

			We will save you, Bob thought. The Big Minds had saved the others, but these had been left behind. Bob could ask the Big Minds to save these too, but he did not know if the Big Minds would listen. Talking to the Big Minds was hard sometimes. Can you tell a slug friend to bring you here?

			Oh, no, New Friend said. Slug friends cannot leave. She will hurt us. She is not our friend. Bob could feel New Friend’s fear. Bob could feel New Friend’s pain. Bob did not like fear or pain.

			If you come to us, Bob said, we can save you.

			New Friend was not sure. Bob understood. Bob could wait. Bob could be patient.

			It’s okay, Bob said. We will save you. You can come to us when you are safe.

			The ship flew away. The ship did not find Bob and his friends. When the ship was far away, Bob could no longer hear his New Friend, but he knew his New Friend was still there, lonely and afraid. New Friend and other slug friends were afraid of Her.

			Bob’s friends would help. New friends would see. One day, they would all snuggle with Bob.
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				Nine

				Sadie

			
			“We need to leave the ships,” Arturo said. “Flying above the canopy will only draw the attention of the drones and the humans. Naga did a good job hiding us, so they’re as safe here as they’re going to be. I’d like to get a better look at what’s between us and the city before we try to walk there. Sentry, how do you feel about climbing a tree?”

			I perked up, reaching behind my seat for the container that held my handheld light-line, radio, and destructor pistol. “Great!” I said. “Better than great!”

			“Good,” Arturo said. “See if you can climb high enough to get a look at what lies between us and the city. The rest of us will cover you.”

			“Copy!” I said, strapping my light-line to my wrist and my pistol and radio to my belt. I probably should have felt sacrificial—Arturo was obviously sending the least important and lowest-ranked member of the team to do the investigating. But it meant I got to explore the forest before anyone else did, and it sounded like a good way to distract myself from the fact that we were in mortal peril with no way to get home.

			I popped my canopy and climbed out of my ship, surveying the trees around me. The ground was littered with fallen twigs and branches, and carpeted with a bed of soft leaves. Hopefully if I fell, I’d land on the latter and not the former.

			I pointed my light-line at a thick branch only three meters above the gully floor and tapped it, attaching a thick line of red-orange light to the branch. I waited for a moment and pulled hard on the line to see if the branch would react to the touch, but it seemed stable.

			Good enough. I shimmied up the light—now physical and stronger than any rope—and hoisted myself onto the branch. My flightmates had climbed out of their ships below and watched me with destructor pistols in hand.

			I stood on the branch and walked toe to heel until it passed near another large branch angled upward. I slowly transferred my weight to the new branch. The bark was oddly soft—my feet sank a little and left indentations behind. Bits of bark peeled off and fluttered down as I moved.

			“All clear up there?” Arturo called.

			I paused, looking around the forest now that I was high enough to see over the gully. The woods were dim from the setting sun, but all was still. Eerily so.

			“I don’t see anything but more trees,” I said into my radio, so as not to shout. Just because I couldn’t see a settlement of humans didn’t mean there wasn’t one just out of sight. “Climbing higher now.” I shot my light-line forward to connect with one of the thicker branches in the canopy above, stabilizing myself as the branch beneath my feet grew thinner, eventually no wider than the soles of my boots.

			Walking from branch to branch, I continued up and up, until the limb beneath me swayed with my weight. I kept my light-line securely attached above me so that if the branch snapped, I’d be able to swing to safety instead of tumbling to my death. I was probably twenty meters in the air now, and the leaves were growing thick, brushing my hair and tickling my face.

			“Sadie?” Arturo said over my radio. “You okay?”

			“Yep!” I replied.

			A strong breeze battered the leaves around me and blew back my hair. I wished I’d brought one of my kerchiefs to tie it back. I approached a wildly flailing clump of leaves near the top of the tree cover and pushed them aside with one hand, still gripping the light-line with the other.

			My face broke through the canopy, and I could see everything.

			The sun appeared to be setting behind me, turning the sky a pale shade of violet. It hung there unmoving, as if in stasis—though I guessed it was the planet being held to it, like a mother grabbing her kid by the face and forcing them to look in her eyes—which only furthered my opinion that this planet’s sun was incredibly creepy.

			The thick forest continued to the edge of a wide river, along which was some kind of farmland—evidence of the humans who lived here. Though I couldn’t tell what they were growing, they definitely weren’t growing it in a vat.

			The elevation sloped upward on the other side of the river, the leafy canopy rising with it like a quilt draped over a grandmother’s knees. Far to my right and at the top of a large hill, an enormous white stone wall extended above the tree line, encircling what must be the human city, set against a backdrop of mountains. Their dark shapes blended into the twilight and were punctuated by caps of snow. Even from this distance I could tell the city was massive. Tiny flags rippled atop the wall in a variety of colors.

			This was it. A bastion of humanity. The home of fellow survivors. And I was the first one to see it.

			I grinned. “I have visual on the city,” I said to Amphi. “It’s on the other side of a river lined with farmland. I don’t see any large settlements between us and our destination, but the river is partially hidden by trees, so I can’t see everything.”

			“Copy, Sentry,” Arturo said. “Good work. Can you see any defenses? Any enemy ships?”

			“Just the city wall,” I said. I looked up at the lavender-blue sky. The debris field was barely visible from here, just a vague haze in the atmosphere. Over the mountains, in the darkest part of the horizon, a smattering of stars shone across the indigo twilight. Stars weren’t visible from the surface of Detritus, much less from the caverns beneath it. But wishing on stars was an ancient human practice, and as a child I used to wish on the idea of stars—the many bright lights I knew were there even if I couldn’t see them, tiny hopes in the vast darkness.

			Today I wished on one of them for our fallen comrades—I hadn’t known them well, but they died because we failed to protect them. Even though we’d clearly been acting on bad information, we’d still fallen short.

			Directly overhead a single bright star shone against the purple sky, though no other stars were visible around it. The space station, watching the city from above.

			“I can see the Superiority base,” I said over the radio. “But no ships. If they’re flying beneath the debris belt, they’re too high up to be visible.”

			“Good work,” Arturo said. “You can come down now. We’ll pack up supplies and start walking.”

			I attached my light-line to a sturdy branch and then rappelled down until I hit the forest floor. My eyes took a moment to adjust to the dim light again. The others were already gathering rations and sidearms, packing them into backpacks where the slugs would ride as we walked. I climbed back into my ship to collect Nope and my own pack, when a female voice spoke through my ship’s radio.

			“Are you there?” it asked.

			We all froze. The voice was speaking English, though it sounded somewhat mechanical, like it was speaking through a translator.

			“That came over the hypercomm,” Alanik said. “Bob broadcast it to our ships.”

			“Are you there?” the voice said again. “Pardon me, I don’t mean to interrupt, but I am trying to reach the intruders who arrived earlier this cycle.”

			Arturo leaned out of his open canopy. “If I answer, can they track us?” he called to Alanik.

			“No more so than before,” Alanik said. “If they have a cytonic, they can already sense me or the taynix. If they’re communicating only through a commslug, they won’t be able to pinpoint us. Either way, responding won’t give them any new information.”

			We all moved closer, gathering around Arturo’s ship.

			“Hello?” the voice said. “Are you there?”

			Arturo hesitated, then responded via his headset. “Hello. Can I ask you to identify yourself?”

			“Clearly you can,” the voice said. “In fact you just have. My name is Ivy. My translator program indicates you are speaking English. That is a surprise.”

			Stars, she was already learning things about us. What could we glean about her? Ivy sounded like a human name, not an alien one.

			“Who, may I ask, are you?” Ivy asked.

			“I’m not inclined to identify myself to someone who attacked my team on sight,” Arturo said.

			“You attacked back,” the voice said, “which I suppose makes us even on that front. You’re welcome.”

			We were welcome? I wanted to say something to the others, but the only thing I could think was Holy scud! What’s happening? and that would not be a productive interjection at this moment.

			And Arturo thought I didn’t know how to keep my mouth shut when it mattered.

			“You killed members of my team,” Arturo said evenly, “with unpiloted drone ships. I don’t see how that makes us even.”

			“The drone ships were also members of my team,” the voice said.

			I blinked. Was she suggesting that the machines that could be rebuilt and replaced were as valuable as our living pilots? The polite tone of the words combined with the casual brushing off of the murder of several of our teammates made me think Ivy might be a varvax—crustacean-like creatures that traveled around in a carapace made of granite and quartz. They were leaders in the Superiority, and they tended to talk about peace while pointing guns at us and casually pulling the trigger. They’d caused the deaths of thousands of pilots. I understood logically that not all varvax were murderers, but it was hard not to hate them on principle.

			Arturo shook his head and changed the subject. “Why are you contacting us now?”

			“I have been scanning for you since you arrived,” Ivy said, which didn’t really explain anything. “I wanted to tell you there is absolutely nothing going on here that bears investigation, but you began shooting at my ships before I could relay the message. That was a rather aggressive tactic, wouldn’t you say?”

			Oh yeah. Definitely a varvax. They were always accusing us of being “aggressive” for daring to fight back. “What kind of varvax name is Ivy?” I whispered to Nedd.

			“A crazy one,” Nedd whispered back.

			“But let’s leave the past in the past, shall we?” Ivy said. “Come out from wherever you’re hiding, I’ll offer you whatever assurances you need to take back to the Department of Containment, and then you can be on your way.”

			Huh. She thought we were from the Superiority, and she expected that we still had leaders to return and report to. There went Arturo’s theory that the ships fired on us because they knew the Superiority had lost the war and were expecting us to finish the job. Ivy didn’t seem to know the war was over in the first place.

			“I’ll leave the past in the past,” Arturo said, “when I accept your unconditional surrender.”

			Ivy laughed. It sounded tinny and clipped, like an approximation of a laugh.

			“Do varvax laugh?” I asked Nedd.

			“Beats me,” Nedd said.

			I hoped Suki would chime in on the subject, but she hovered next to Arturo, listening raptly to the conversation.

			“Why would I surrender?” Ivy asked. “I have a charge from the Department of Penitentiary Maintenance and the Containment of Earthlings to observe the humans here, which I have been doing. You ran afoul of my defense protocol because your arrival was unfortunately unannounced. If you had called ahead of time to schedule an inspection, I would have, of course, obliged, as my team always does. Did your superiors not train you in procedure, or did you simply ignore it?”

			Arturo was silent, as if he wasn’t sure what to say. I didn’t blame him.

			“Come out from hiding,” Ivy said, “and we can have a proper conversation about it.”

			Arturo stared at the control panel of his ship for a moment, then reached over and turned off his comms. “It’s my opinion,” he said, “that this is a scudding trap. I’m no diplomat, but she didn’t sound like she was trying to make an actual alliance. She sounded like she wanted us to reveal our hiding place so she could finish us off.”

			“Bold move asking for their unconditional surrender,” Gilaf said. “Especially since they already killed half our team and shot us out of the sky.”

			“It was worth a try,” Arturo grumbled. “I wanted to tell her the Superiority had already lost the war and they’d better surrender because it’s only a matter of time before our admiral sends more ships here to search for us, but I don’t think it’s a good idea to alert her that they might be coming. She’s got so many drone ships that it would only increase the odds of our reinforcements getting killed.”

			“How long do you think it will be before they come?” Alanik asked.

			Arturo sighed, perching at the edge of his cockpit and staring out at the jungle. “Jorgen will allow time for us to scout the planet and then make contact. It could be a week before he starts to think something’s wrong, maybe longer before he sends a strike force to find us. And even then, he won’t send an armada and potentially damage a tenuous political situation. He’ll send a small force to investigate, and they’ll suffer the same fate we did.”

			“We don’t have enough rations to last that long,” Alanik said.

			“There’s farmland by the river,” I said. “We could steal food, if it came to that.”

			“The UrDail and I can eat many human foodstuffs,” Suki said. “It’s a good fallback plan.”

			“A better plan would be to get home before Jorgen starts to worry, if we can,” Arturo said, glancing at the sky peeking through the leaves, “so he doesn’t unknowingly send more people to their deaths.”

			“What if we tried to meet with Ivy?” I asked. “We have Hoid’s illusions. We could disguise one of us as a varvax or a dione and pretend to perform this inspection she’s talking about. Then we could tell her we approve of what she’s doing and get permission to fly out of here.” We wouldn’t liberate these humans that way, but we could get back to Detritus to report, and then the admiral could send a bigger army to deal with Ivy and her team.

			“None of us speak those alien languages,” Arturo said. “And Ivy sounded pretty hostile toward us, even believing we came from the Superiority. We can’t be sure she won’t shoot us on sight.”

			“Why would she do that, though?” Nedd asked. “To her own people?”

			“I don’t know,” Arturo said, rubbing his forehead. “Her attack when we arrived doesn’t make a lot of sense.”

			“I think we’re a couple branches short of a full tree,” Gilaf said.

			“I agree,” Alanik said. “We are missing something.”

			Arturo nodded. “Exactly. And I don’t want to put all of your lives at risk until we have more information.”

			That made sense, I supposed, but one way or another we had to go through Ivy to get out of here. “It just seems like if Ivy is the one standing between us and home, we should at least try to reason with her.”

			“I understand your point,” Arturo said. “Alanik, could you contact Ivy again, even if her position is inhibited?”

			“Yes,” Alanik said. “As long as Bob is outside an inhibitor, he can send messages to Ivy through her hypercomm. Now that she’s contacted him once, he’ll know exactly where to send the message.”

			“And can you continue to monitor hypercomm communications from Ivy?”

			“Of course,” Alanik said.

			“Good,” Arturo said. “Tell Bob not to put any more signals through to our comms, but let me know if Ivy sends anything new. We may need to make contact at some point, but I want to see what’s going on in the city first, and then we can think about how we want to respond. The human colony might be allies against Ivy’s forces here. Ivy compared our loss of living pilots to their loss of drone ships, so we can’t trust that our lives have any value to them. Until we have more information, some allies, or something we could use to bargain with them, we’re outgunned and outnumbered by an enemy that we have to assume wants us dead.”

			I nodded. That sounded like a reasonable plan, and it was Arturo’s call, not mine. Stars, I’d probably already done too much talking out of turn.

			“So we stick to our plan?” Nedd asked. “Investigate the city and see if we can find allies against her, or at least more information about what we’re up against?”

			“Yes,” Arturo said. “Everyone pack some rations, translation equipment, and sidearms. We’re going to take a long walk.”
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			We loaded the slugs up in our backpacks, with Suki nestled in the hiding place she’d chosen for herself: a pouch made of black mesh on Arturo’s pack, which allowed her to see out but not be visible within. He stored her floating disk as well, in case she needed it. Arturo handed us all translator pins and earpieces, so we’d be able to hear the English translation quietly in our ears, instead of loudly broadcast to everyone.

			“We don’t know when we might encounter people,” Arturo said, “so we should put up some illusions to blend in. Alanik, can you instruct Hoid to disguise us? You and Gilaf need illusions over your faces and hands to look human, and cover Nedd’s arm as well. We don’t know what prosthetic technology is like here and we don’t want anyone asking questions. If he can cover our earpieces too, we can avoid questions about those.”

			“What about my hair?” I asked. Owing to centuries of genetic engineering, blue was my natural color, but Yeongian wasn’t among the languages spoken on this planet, so I doubted there were many people here with my heritage.

			“Sadie’s hair too, if possible,” Arturo said.

			“Got it,” Alanik said. She must have communicated telepathically with Hoid, because a moment later my hair turned dark brown, similar to Arturo’s. Not as fun as blue, but different. Different could be fun too.

			The earpieces the others wore now blended into their ears, matching the color of their skin. Alanik’s and Gilaf’s hair had changed to a dusty blond. Their skin tones darkened, pushing toward brown. Their violet eyes were now bright blue, the bone protrusions gone from their cheeks, their fingernails flat and blunt instead of sharp and pointed. They both still looked a little ethereal, but at least they weren’t instantly identifiable as aliens.

			“You’re staring,” Nedd said, and at first I assumed he was talking to me, until Arturo startled and quickly glanced away from Alanik.

			Nedd smirked, but then glanced down at his own arm and suddenly he was the one staring. His prosthetic was disguised to look like skin, and Nedd stretched his fingers, watching them like he’d seen a ghost.

			“Is there something wrong with my appearance?” Alanik asked Arturo.

			“No, nothing’s wrong!” he said, refusing to look at her. “You look great.”

			“Because if the illusion isn’t perfect,” Alanik said, “I could make subtle changes. Tell me if I’ve made a mistake.”

			“It’s fine,” he said.

			“You’re not even looking. How would you know?”

			Arturo shrugged, clearly realizing she wasn’t going to drop it. “If you’re trying to blend in, you could try looking a little more…plain, I guess?”

			“Plain?” Alanik said. “What do you mean?”

			“Like, ordinary.” Arturo winced, like he wished he hadn’t started this conversation. He acted like that around Alanik sometimes. They’d been circling each other since she’d joined our flight, but I could never quite tell if either one was aware of the other’s interest.

			“I know what the word means,” she said. “But what would make me more plain? I need to keep all the features on my face.”

			“Yes,” Arturo said. “But you could make them look…less striking. Stand out less.”

			Alanik gave him a skeptical look. “How would I do that?”

			“He wants you to look less pretty,” I translated.

			Arturo covered his face with his hand.

			“Is that what you mean?” Alanik asked.

			“Yeah, I guess,” Arturo said through his fingers. He looked like he wanted to burrow into the soil at his feet and become one with the forest, disintegrate into nothing. Though he had a point. Alanik had made herself as beautiful a human as she was an UrDail, which might draw attention to her.

			“Our flightsuits are probably going to stand out,” Arturo said, changing the subject. “But we don’t know yet what kind of clothes they wear here. If you see anyone, duck down in the underbrush so Alanik and Hoid can disguise our clothing before we’re spotted.”

			We all climbed out of the gully, headed in the direction of the river. It was a good thing the DDF required so much PT, because trekking across the soft, crumbly soil and climbing over branches and logs were no joke. We used our light-lines as little as possible to avoid drawing attention as we neared the population, which only made travel slower and harder.

			The forest was strangely alive, not just with trees, bushes, and moss, but also with an array of bugs. Small snails clustered on rotting bits of wood, chewing on the decaying bark. Beetles clung to foliage, eating even tinier beetles that looked like dots against the purple leaves. Black flies buzzed around our heads, as if trying to identify us as friend or foe.

			“Try not to let the flies bite you,” Arturo said, swatting at one on his neck. “They could be venomous.”

			“Can they be, if they coexist with the human colony?” I asked.

			“Old Earth had venomous snakes,” Nedd said.

			“And spiders,” Arturo added.

			We came to a large log, and I pulled myself on top of an old branch. “Okay, but those humans didn’t have a choice about where to live,” I said.

			“I think even most interstellar travelers have to take some of the bad with the good,” Suki said, peeking out of Arturo’s backpack as he jumped off the log. “No place is perfect.”

			“If much of the continent is so forested,” Alanik said, “it’s no wonder the humans haven’t spread farther across the surface.”

			“I don’t know,” Arturo said. “There’s good shelter here, and plenty of wood to build with. It’s more likely they haven’t spread out because they were being harried by Superiority drones.”

			“The city survived, though,” I said. “It has a stone wall around it, which might be good for ground defense, but it wouldn’t stand up to destructor fire for long.”

			“She makes a good point,” Gilaf said.

			A gust of wind blew overhead, though we were mostly sheltered from it. The moan of the shifting trees rose and fell, then off to our right, a scratching sound echoed through the forest, followed by a louder drawn-out creak.

			Alanik turned toward the sound. “What was that?”

			“I don’t know,” I said. The sound came again, accompanied this time by the rustling of leaves and underbrush.

			And then one of the branches began to move—about thirty meters away and thick as my waist, it bent and shifted, climbing upward.

			Oh scud. That wasn’t the wind. The branch groaned as it rose, coming to rest on a thicker branch, as if the tree had reached out a hand and laid it there for support.

			“What the scud is that?” Nedd asked.

			Stars, I’d assumed the trees had grown tangled up this way. They could just…reposition themselves? “Alanik?” I said. “Do the trees on your planet move their branches around?”

			“Definitely not,” Alanik said, her eyes glued to the branch.

			Closer to us, another branch lifted into the air, and then a whole section of the forest followed after it, like the tree had stepped forward and then shifted the rest of its body accordingly. Most of the trees remained still, but this patch appeared to be connected and—

			“It’s alive,” Arturo said.

			“All trees are alive,” Alanik said.

			“Okay,” Arturo said. “But not like a tree is alive. Like an animal is alive.”

			“Or a monster,” Gilaf said, his pin translating his words. Apparently their culture also had a concept of monsters. It seemed like a pretty universal idea.

			The first branch lifted again, and this time it swayed toward us, setting down no more than five meters away. We edged closer together instinctively, and Nedd and Arturo drew their destructor pistols. Would a pistol shot even hurt a tree? I wasn’t sure it was threatening us, or that it even knew we were here.

			“Everyone back slowly away,” Arturo said. “No sudden movements.”

			We followed his instructions, though moving backward wasn’t easy through the thick underbrush, and I didn’t want to take my eyes off the branch to look behind me.

			It shifted again, and this time, a mound of leaves and decaying bark lifted from the forest floor. Desiccated vegetation flaked off a gnarled hunk of purple-brown wood nearly as big as a starship. The knotted, burled wood contorted as two slits opened in the front of it, the outer layer of wood rolling back to reveal two black orbs with a shiny film across the surface, like…eyes.

			Two low branches extended toward us—stars, were those legs?

			“Oh, no,” Arturo said. “This is not happening.”

			The tree leaned closer, and a musty draft wafted over us, hot and thick, like the thing’s breath.

			“Spread out,” Arturo said, and we all scurried away from each other.

			The tree focused on Arturo, lifting its branches one by one with its trunk suspended between them like the body of a spider. Its eyes—big as dinner plates—blinked steadily. They were glossy and pure black, which made them look kind of evil, but that didn’t mean they were evil.

			Did it?

			One of the branches—I couldn’t tell quite how many there were, tangled as they were with the rest of the trees—reached forward, approaching Arturo. As he stumbled back, the tip of it made contact with his shoulder, pushing him into a bush.

			Arturo lost his footing and rolled off the bush onto his feet again. The tree crouched over him, emitting a rush of wind that blew his hair back.

			“Run,” Arturo ordered.

			And we did. Loath as I was to tear my eyes from the thing, I couldn’t guarantee that its next strike wouldn’t impale me, so I leaped over the nearest log and ran in the opposite direction. The others darted away as well, with Gilaf out in front and Arturo lagging behind. The sounds of groaning wood followed, joined by rattling leaves and cracking twigs as the thing paced after us.

			I threw myself over another log and allowed a glance over my shoulder. We were putting distance between ourselves and it, possibly because it had to maneuver its branches around many living and dead trees to pursue us.

			Arturo barreled past me, catching up to Alanik, when a shout rang out in a language I didn’t recognize.

			“GOTCHA!” my earpiece helpfully translated.

			Stars. Had we been spotted? I ducked behind a tree trunk and peeked around it in the direction of the voice.

			The tree monster had stopped following us, and now it had a large net draped over its head, hanging from the chunk of bark like a loose veil.

			More voices echoed through the woods, and my earpiece translated. “We got him! Take that!”

			A human appeared—a man with brown skin wearing loose cotton clothing—grabbing at one of the creature’s leg-branches with a hook at the end of a long pole.

			The rest of the flight crouched in the underbrush.

			“Alanik,” Arturo whispered. He unzipped his pouch to check on Suki. I caught sight of the back of her furry head—she appeared to be furiously drawing away on her tablet, so I assumed she must be unharmed.

			“Hoid is covering us with a leafy illusion,” Alanik said. “Blending us into the forest.”

			“Good job, Hoid,” Arturo said.

			We all watched as the humans surrounded the tree, catching it with hooks and lashing them around its body, compacting it. They threw more nets over it, binding some of its legs to its body, and then used the hooks to drag it forward on its remaining limbs, leading it in the direction of the river. They didn’t seem to have noticed us.

			“What the scud are they doing with that thing?” Nedd asked.

			“I don’t know,” Arturo said. “But they’re moving toward the city, so we’re going to follow them and find out.”
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			The other humans made slow progress as they prodded their restrained tree monster through the woods toward the river. We made even slower progress behind them, trying to fade into the underbrush, allowing them to get ahead so they wouldn’t hear us creeping along.

			When they were far enough ahead that I was sure I wouldn’t be heard, I turned to the others and whispered, “Did you see that thing? It was—”

			“Don’t tell me it was awesome,” Arturo said. “It attacked us!”

			Okay. Fine. But not telling him didn’t make it less so. “Did it?” I asked. “It didn’t really hit you that hard. Maybe it was just, you know, poking you.”

			“Poking me?” Arturo said. “It punched me in the shoulder!”

			“I don’t know,” I said. “Haven’t you ever seen a new critter, like a squirrel or a rat, and just…poked it to see what it felt like? Maybe it was doing that.”

			“I’m glad that wasn’t your first reaction to meeting me,” Suki said.

			“Of course not,” I said. “You’re a person.”

			“I’m a person!” Arturo said.

			“Okay, sure. But maybe the tree didn’t know that!”

			“I like this idea,” Nedd said. “Tree monsters that go around poking people for fun. Sign me up.”

			“To be fair,” Suki said, “I’m not sure we have evidence that the tree wasn’t a person.”

			“What I’m still trying to figure out,” Nedd said, easing his way between two trees, “is where Sadie found a squirrel and got close enough to poke it.”

			“There were lots of them in the Yeongian caverns,” I said. “They escaped from one of the animal preserves, I think. They like to eat our crops. And they’re very pokable, if you can get them to hold still.”

			Oh scud. I was still trying to find my place in this flight, and now I was outing myself as that weird girl who pokes squirrels. “The weird one” was not a role I aspired to. It wasn’t exactly a title that would stop the flight from underestimating me. Though, if I didn’t do anything to distinguish myself, maybe they were just…estimating me.

			“Have you all forgotten that we were just attacked by a tree?” Arturo said again.

			“I don’t think we’re at much risk to forget,” Alanik said, peering over a shrub in the direction the monster had been taken. I could still see its highest branches poking through the net, but not much else.

			“And it was awesome,” I added. “There, I said it.”

			Now I was going to get in trouble for talking too much. I waited for Arturo to lecture me, but he sighed. “How many of these trees do you think have faces? It isn’t…all of them, is it?”

			Oh scud. I hadn’t thought about that, but weaving through the trees suddenly seemed a lot more dangerous.

			“I doubt the planet could sustain that many mobile organisms,” Suki said. “There must be millions of trees in these woods, and large organisms that move require more energy than those that don’t.”

			“Still,” Arturo said, “since the tree that moved was indistinguishable from the others, we have to assume that any one of them could be a creature and not a plant.”

			“Or a plant creature,” I said. “Do you think they photosynthesize? If they do photosynthesize, then they all could be walking tree monsters, couldn’t they? Suki, do your lore books talk about this?”

			“They will when I am finished with my research here,” Suki said. “I am taking copious notes.”

			At least she was using her body to shield the light from her tablet screen so it wouldn’t show through the mesh. If anyone noticed her writing and sketching, her presence would be difficult to explain.

			We followed the humans until the glimmer of the river shone through the trees ahead. The humans stopped when they cleared the tree line, shouting to each other, though our pins were too far away to catch the exact words for translation.

			“Let’s move downriver a bit,” Arturo said, “so we can watch from a distance. Have Hoid put up our disguises again. Can he match our jumpsuits to their clothing?”

			“Clothing!” Hoid chirped from inside Alanik’s backpack, and a moment later we were all wearing carbon copies of the loose cotton clothes the humans wore.

			Arturo cringed. “We should vary them a little. We can adjust after we get a better look.” He led us through the woods to the left, down to the river, about eighty meters downstream from the group of humans. We broke through the tree line and the fullness of the river came into view.

			The river was wide—we could have fit several starfighters across without touching wings. On Detritus we watered our vat-grown crops from underground lakes, so I’d seen some large bodies of water before, but the canals that piped water from the lakes to the vat beds were nothing compared to this.

			Branches tangled along the edge of the river, twining around each other like fingers knotting themselves together for support. The lowest branches were fifteen meters above the surface of the water, though they grew lower and more densely over the bank, jutting down and burying themselves in the soil, as if the tree didn’t distinguish between branches and roots.

			The sun hadn’t moved in the sky since I’d glimpsed this landscape from the canopy, giving the impression that time here was frozen. Upriver, the humans used their long hooks and spearlike prods to urge the tree creature onto a large, rectangular craft anchored on the side of the river. On it was an enormous cage, big enough to fit the entire tree creature.

			“See if you can add some nuance to our clothing,” Arturo said to Hoid, and our outfits began to subtly shift, the colors and cuts varying slightly from those worn by the barge workers, so we wouldn’t look like we’d stolen their clothing. A motorboat headed in the direction of the city honked a horn at the people on the barge but didn’t pay us a bit of attention, which had to be a good sign.

			“Any way to know how deep that water is?” Arturo asked.

			“We could poke it with a stick,” Nedd said. “I hear that’s Sadie’s specialty.”

			“That could work,” Suki said through the mesh of Arturo’s pack. “Not every piece of knowledge needs to be gained with advanced technology. Why use sonar when a stick will do?”

			“It might need to be a long stick,” I said. “But this forest is sure full of those.”

			“Can anyone swim?” Suki asked.

			“I can,” I said.

			Arturo and Nedd both nodded, but Gilaf shook his head and Alanik just eyed the river nervously. They came from a planet without lakes or rivers; they supplied all their drinking water from condensation on their city-sized trees or from atmospheric generators.

			“We shouldn’t swim in it anyway,” Arturo said. “I don’t want any of us picking up parasites.”

			“I’d rather ride on a boat,” I said. “These are the best boats I’ve ever seen.”

			“I assume they’re the only boats you’ve ever seen,” Alanik said.

			“Not true,” I said. “We had little dinghies for the reservoir caverns at home. And these are about a million times cooler than those!”

			“I know the boats she’s talking about,” Nedd said. “They aren’t a lot of competition.”

			The humans continued to prod at the tree creature, which was jabbing its leg-branches at the cage and reaching toward the humans. There were more of them now, all wearing sturdy boots, trousers, and loose, woven ponchos that fell to their knees and were tied around their waists with a belt. They dodged the limbs of the creature as they finished loading it into the cage, and their barge began to float downstream.

			“If it passes us,” Arturo said, “just walk upstream like we’re supposed to be here.”

			The barge didn’t pass us, though. A spray of water erupted, and another tree creature rose out of the water in front of the barge. It was shorter and stubbier, as if most of its branches had broken off.

			No, I realized. They’d been trimmed. The tree was covered in flat circles as if its branches had been cut off with a saw. Instead of turning on us, the tree moved its lower, rootlike protrusions to march upstream. The boat, tied to the creature with ropes, traveled behind it.

			They’d…domesticated it? I wondered if this was a different species, or if cutting the branches off made it more docile. It looked…painful. I hoped these creatures didn’t have nerves in their branches, but I couldn’t imagine how they could not.

			The barge plodded slowly upriver with the tree creature pulling it, and we followed, keeping it in sight but staying far enough back to avoid drawing attention. Several ships passed, most with motors, but one drifted downriver at the speed of the current with a pruned tree creature in a cage on the back. I imagined they’d prod the creature out of the cage and use it to travel back upstream again when the time came.

			Soon after, we reached the first of the farms, areas where the forest had been cleared away and spiky plants were cultivated in rows, with large metal apparatuses rigged to draw water from the river and spray it over the fields.

			“Anyone know what they’re growing?” I asked.

			“Pineapple,” Suki piped up. “A species of fruit native to Old Earth.”

			“Another plant brought here by humans, then,” Gilaf said. “At least this one didn’t take over the planet.”

			“It also doesn’t seem to want to kill us,” Nedd said, looking over the pineapple field.

			Gilaf squinted over his shoulder into the low sunlight. “Shouldn’t it be hotter here, if the sun is always shining?”

			Arturo led the way forward, wiping some sweat off his brow. “I think it is hotter here.”

			“But hotter even than this,” Gilaf said.

			“Maybe the debris field blocks some of the sunlight?” Nedd suggested.

			“Or the atmosphere does,” Suki offered.

			“That’s supposed to be a red dwarf star,” Arturo said. “Shouldn’t it give off red light?”

			“That’s a misconception,” Suki said. Walking behind Arturo, I could look right at her through the pack’s mesh, though I couldn’t see her. “Red dwarfs give off mostly red light. But because the full spectrum of light is present, it appears white to our eyes. The light from Evershore’s sun appears white as well, though the color it emits most strongly is green, similar to your sun on Old Earth.”

			Interesting. They’d made us memorize the planets and moons of the Sol system in school, which always seemed strange to me, because Earth wasn’t even there anymore. We’d once flown by the place it used to be, during the war—now it was just an empty void between Venus and Mars. The space was inhabited only by Luna, Earth’s former moon, now traveling in its own orbit.

			We’d also had to learn all the continents and many of the countries of Old Earth geography, which wasn’t exactly useful knowledge either, considering the planet had vanished. Turns out a course in alien landscapes would have been a lot more practical.

			“Did you learn much about alien planets in school?” I asked Gilaf.

			“No,” he said. “The Superiority wanted to keep us isolated, so we learned very little about life outside of ReDawn.”

			“That’s disappointing,” I said. “I was going to ask if I could borrow some books.”

			“The kitsen have records you could borrow,” Suki said. “Though our knowledge is also limited from isolation, we have kept careful records of everything we did see.”

			“We should probably keep better records ourselves,” Alanik said.

			“I am working on it,” Suki said, and in fact, I could see the glimmer of light from a tiny datapad shining through the backpack mesh—she wasn’t blocking it as well now.

			“Your mom is working on it,” Gilaf said.

			Alanik gave him a withering look. The girl could really give a good wither when she put her mind to it.

			“Working on it,” Naga agreed from behind Suki. I thought the kitsen might be sitting on her, though I liked to imagine they were snuggling.

			“How was that joke?” Gilaf asked.

			“Not bad,” I said. “But if you overuse it, it gets less funny.”

			“Your dad is less funny,” Gilaf said.

			“See, now that doesn’t work at all,” I said.

			“I was trying not to overuse it,” Gilaf said, “so I changed it slightly. Why are moms funnier than dads?”

			“Sexism, probably,” I said.

			Arturo was outpacing us now, possibly to avoid Gilaf’s jokes.

			“Sexism is funny to you?” Gilaf asked.

			I sighed. “Not when you stop to think about it. Do you not have sexist jokes in your language?”

			“We do,” Gilaf said. “Though the most similar joke in my language isn’t about mothers. It’s about trees.”

			“That figures,” I said. “Isn’t everything on your planet about trees?”

			“Everything on your planet fell out of a tree,” Gilaf said.

			I laughed. “That’s so not funny it falls off the other end and becomes funny again.”

			“See,” Gilaf said. “If a joke is overused, you just use it more. Eventually it comes back around.”

			“It does not,” Alanik said, walking faster to catch up to Arturo, probably also to outpace Gilaf.

			“Your mother fell out of a tree,” I said.

			“See!” Gilaf said. “You get it. I knew you were my favorite.” Then he also sped up to further annoy Alanik.

			Nedd and I fell behind, though we stayed within sight of them. “I feel like as assistant flightleader, I should offer to walk between you and the forest in case another tree monster attacks,” Nedd said, “but I actually don’t know if we’re in more danger from the forest or accidentally falling in the river.”

			I shrugged. “I don’t think any of these trees are secretly monsters, or that barge crew would be after them. What’s really creepy is the sun, but I don’t know how you’d protect me from that.”

			“Seriously?” Nedd said. “You compare monster trees to squirrel poking, but you think the sun is creepy?”

			“Yes! The way it stares at you from the sky, watching you all the time. It’s like a nosy neighbor who always peeks in your windows.”

			“I didn’t think of it that way before,” Nedd said. “But I do now. Thanks.”

			I sounded weird again, but talking to Nedd made my brain fizzy. I knew the others thought I was airheaded at the best of times. Talking to a cute boy didn’t make me any more articulate, that was for sure.

			Still. It wasn’t every day I had the totally natural and not at all suspicious opportunity to spend time alone with Nedd. It would be completely normal for me to say a few words to him. Expected, even. In fact, it would be rude of me not to, right?

			“I think you should walk behind me, actually,” I said. “That way if a tree pops out of the woods to poke me, you can shout and warn me.”

			I liked the idea of Nedd saving me from a tree monster a little too much. It was downright regressive, how sexy it sounded for him to fight off an arboreal monstrosity bent on my destruction. If he got a little sweaty doing it, all the better.

			Oh stars. Now I was blushing. I hoped he hadn’t noticed. Was it obvious? At least I hadn’t said any of that out loud.

			Had I?

			“I don’t know,” Nedd said. “Your callsign is Sentry, so you should be the expert lookout, right? You should see a tree coming a mile away.”

			“It may surprise you to know,” I said, “that I’m not an actual sentry of any kind.”

			Nedd grinned, and I tried not to look at him. His grin was infectious, and it was really all for the best if I didn’t get too infected with it. It was stunning even when it was partially covered by that mustache he had tried to grow a few months ago. I was rooting for that mustache—an underdog if I ever saw one.

			“Why’d you pick Sentry?” Nedd asked.

			“Because I thought it sounded fierce,” I said. “Like a guardian who protects people, you know?” I shrugged. “I know, I know. I should have picked something that suits me more, like Chatter or Sunshine or—”

			“I like Sentry,” Nedd said. “I think it works for you.”

			My head was doing that fizzy thing again. Which was ridiculous. Even if I was the kind of girl Nedd would see that way, he was assistant flightleader, my superior, and definitely off limits. That hadn’t stopped other flight members in the past, but I was not the incomparable Jorgen Weight. He and our old flightmate Spensa were cytonic and therefore barely under military control at the best of times. I was also not going to be spontaneously promoted to admiral and suddenly outrank anyone who might look at me sideways.

			They were special. I was not. So even in an alternate universe where Nedd wanted to date me, it wasn’t meant to be.

			We were both silent now—and scud, was it an awkward silence? Was I supposed to thank him for liking my callsign and thinking it suited me? But after this long pause, that would certainly be awkward. Stars, why didn’t I thank him right away?

			“Why do you think it suits me?” I blurted out.

			Good job, Sadie. Way to not make this weird.

			“Because you want to see everything,” Nedd said. “The sentries are the ones who watch, right? The ones who see everything first and get to tell the story.”

			“I do like the idea of telling the story,” I said. “In that case, you’d better be the one who gets eaten by the tree, so I can live to tell the tale.”

			“Eh, they’d only take a bite out of me anyway,” Nedd said. “I probably taste terrible.”

			“That would make for a funnier story if you only got bitten instead of eaten.”

			“It would. Though with my luck, they’d get my good arm.”

			I smiled. “I bet the story would be more entertaining if you told it.”

			“Nah,” Nedd said. “No one has your flair for the dramatic.”

			I wasn’t sure I wanted a reputation for being the dramatic one. “Am I dramatic?” I asked. “Or just excitable?”

			“ ‘Excitable’ might be a better word. It’s good, though. Arturo and Alanik are too serious. I need help lightening the mood around here.”

			Nedd was always good for that—though since his crash, sometimes he seemed quieter than before, and other times louder, like he was playing a version of himself.

			“Do you ever get tired of being the funny one?” I asked.

			Nedd looked at me sharply, like I’d said something wrong. Or maybe like I’d seen things he didn’t want others to notice.

			“It’s not the easiest job,” Nedd said. “It often feels like there’s not a lot of reason to laugh, but we all need to keep doing it anyway.”

			“Better than the alternative,” I said.

			He nodded. “Much.”

			Nedd’s eyes fell to the water, his jaw set. If we were dating, or even close friends, I would have asked him what he wanted to do instead of laugh. But Nedd and I weren’t close—just flightmates having a casual conversation, and I didn’t want to make it weird, so I didn’t ask.

			“Yeah, okay,” I said. “You can count on me to help with the laughs.”

			We fell silent again, and this time it was definitely awkward. Mostly because I didn’t know what else to say. I could ask why Nedd picked his callsign, but the origin behind Nedder wasn’t exactly a mystery. We’d just established I was supposed to be funny, but what if I couldn’t think of a joke? Did that mean I wasn’t good at that job either?

			“Do you think the drones will find us here?” I asked finally, watching the lavender sky.

			“They haven’t yet,” Nedd said. “That seems like a good sign.”

			“Why do you think they wanted to kill us?”

			“Arturo’s probably right,” Nedd said. “They learned we defeated the Superiority, and they’re afraid of what we’ll do to them.”

			“If they shoot at us, we don’t have a lot of options but to shoot back,” I said.

			“True,” Nedd said. “You did some good flying in that firefight.”

			“Thanks,” I said. “You too.” I cringed. Nedd was a copilot. He hadn’t been flying. “I mean you did good work!” I said immediately. “There was a lot of navigation to do, and we were all too distracted trying to stay alive and—”

			“It’s okay,” Nedd said. “I know what you meant.”

			I didn’t think I actually meant anything. I was just babbling because I was nervous. But if Nedd was going to let me off the hook, I wasn’t going to correct him. His smile had faded, though, and he was looking out over the river like it had beaten up a friend of his.

			I’d hit a nerve, even though I hadn’t meant to. And that probably meant I should shut up, slink off, and go do my job. But if I was good at one thing, it was failing to quit when I was behind.

			“What’s it like?” I asked. “Being a copilot.”

			Nedd shrugged. The others were getting farther ahead, and we should have walked faster, but I didn’t want to be interrupted. “It’s fine,” he said. His tone said otherwise, and I couldn’t blame him. Being unable to fly was most pilots’ worst nightmare.

			“With that glowing review, maybe I’ll put in for a transfer.”

			That earned me a chuckle. “Don’t do that. The flight needs you.”

			“Do they?” I asked. “For what?”

			I immediately regretted that question too. Was I fishing for compliments now?

			Maybe I was. But sometimes when you went fishing, all you caught was a lost piece of vat equipment.

			“Because you’re a good pilot,” Nedd said. “And you’re good for morale.”

			Morale. That was a role, I guessed. “Like a mascot?”

			“No! Like…a person who doesn’t take life too seriously.”

			“Like you,” I said.

			Nedd shook his head. “Not like me. I mock everybody. But you remind us all that we’re on an alien planet and we ought to look around and notice how incredible it is that we’re here, even when it’s scary and we’re afraid of getting killed.”

			Okay. Probably none of them were going to do that. “You shouldn’t need reminding,” I said. “It’s obvious.”

			“Yeah, well,” Nedd said, looking into my eyes. “Maybe the obvious things are the easiest to forget.”

			That fizzy feeling bubbled all the way down to the tips of my toes. It shouldn’t have made me feel better, being offered the role of the person who says obvious things, like some kind of court jester from old stories. But Nedd seemed to genuinely think it was valuable.

			If it meant he thought about me at all, I’d take it.

			We walked in silence for a while longer, and I wondered if any of that joking could be considered flirting. I didn’t have the first idea how to flirt. If FM were here, I might have asked her, but Alanik and Gilaf weren’t likely to be much help, and Arturo would definitely accuse me of talking too much.

			The river split, and the tree creature pulled the barge up the smaller fork, which flowed down the hill from the city itself. Ahead was a bridge that a motorized vehicle was driving across, carrying a truckload of the spiky pineapples. The city waited on the hill, walled and intimidating.

			“Do you think we’re ready for this?” I asked.

			“I don’t know,” Nedd said. “But I guess we’re going to find out.”
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			The white walls of the city grew larger and larger as we approached the foothill on which it stood. The city was massive—bigger than any individual cavern on Detritus. The barge continued up the river, nearing a series of wooden docks at the base of the hill, lined with wooden buildings and huge metal waterwheels for generating power. A series of pipes jutted from one of the buildings, running up the cliffside to an enormous tank above the wall.

			The river didn’t run through the city, I realized. Instead, the city was accessible by a switchback road that ran up the hill from the river. There were also many people living outside the walls—farmers, factory workers, maybe more hidden in the forest.

			On Detritus, the Superiority had attacked us relentlessly, and we’d broken down into nomadic tribes, always moving from cavern to cavern to prevent our total annihilation. Even after we built Alta Base aboveground, we risked the lives of our people in the upper caverns daily. One well-placed bomb, and our entire civilization would have collapsed.

			“They aren’t defending themselves,” I said. “There aren’t any gun emplacements, no bunkers, no bomb shelters.”

			Alanik looked at me with pity, and I was immediately sorry I’d spoken. But the idea that these people lived right in the sights of a Superiority space station and were allowed to just, well, live without having to worry about spreading out for safety—

			I should have been relieved for them, but instead I felt angry.

			“If they have no ships,” Alanik said, “perhaps the Superiority did not consider them a threat.”

			That hurt too. They’d attacked us on sight the moment we arrived. They’d been so ready for us, and yet these people lived here in apparent peace. “We fought so hard on Detritus to preserve the apparatus that let us build starships,” I said. “But if we’d let them destroy it, would they have left us alone?”

			“There wasn’t a lot else for us on Detritus,” Nedd said. “It’s basically just a rock.”

			“Except the taynix,” Sadie said. “We would still have had hyperdrives, right? So we would have been able to escape eventually, even if they did destroy the apparatus.”

			“And they didn’t destroy you,” Alanik said. “They’re gone now. Whatever outpost is here is only a remnant.”

			“Like a ghost,” Sadie said. “We’re not fighting a war. This is more like…an exorcism.”

			It did feel that way, given that all we knew of Ivy was her disembodied voice.

			“If they can build power plants but not starfighters,” I said, “then our scanners were probably correct. They must not have a source of acclivity stone here, though they obviously still have engineers, if they can build waterwheels to power their factories.”

			“It’s not that hard to build a power plant, is it?” Sadie asked. “Those have been around for ages.”

			“If our flight were marooned on a planet and our starships destroyed,” Alanik said, “would you be able to build a power plant?”

			“Um,” Sadie said. “No.”

			“We also wouldn’t be single-handedly populating an entire city,” Nedd noted, “so they have a lot more varied expertise than we do.”

			Ahead, the barge docked at the wooden platform. By the time we reached it, a large wagon with another oversized cage had rolled forward. The barge workers lined the cage up with the one on the barge and opened the doors between them before poking the tree creature with hooks and wrangling it into the new enclosure. Then they transferred the pruned tree creature into the wagon’s yoke.

			We approached from behind the wagon, walking by with purpose, and the barge workers paid us no mind as we passed them and continued up the hill toward the city.

			I watched over my shoulder and craned my neck to see the path ahead, waiting for someone to stop us, ask for our identification, or otherwise notice that we were sneaking into an alien city unannounced. Other pedestrians strolled by, walking or riding in motorized carts.

			None of them seemed to think we were out of place.

			“I wish we could preschedule a hyperjump,” I said to Alanik, “in case we need to leave quickly. I feel more exposed here than when we were attacked.”

			I understood the reason for the new rules; if everyone asked for permission anytime there was the slightest chance they might need a hyperjump, it would bog down the system, delaying hyperjumps for those who really needed them.

			“If we hyperjump again, we might give away our position,” Alanik said. “We should only use one if our lives are in immediate danger.”

			She was right, but that only made me feel less protected. I looked over at her illusory human face, and something occurred to me. “Could we use Hoid’s illusions, then?” I asked. “Would a cytonic be able to tell?”

			“Probably not,” Alanik said. “Illusions are much harder to sense than hyperjumps. Like the difference between a whisper and a shout.”

			Just then the caged wagon passed us, headed into the city. The tree creature poked its branches at us menacingly, though its forked limbs caught on the bars and prevented it from reaching us.

			I wondered if they intended to domesticate this one, or if the one that pulled the wagon had been raised in captivity. It seemed cruel to prune the creature—they’d basically sawed off its arms and left it with only enough limbs to walk.

			We crested the top of the hill, passing through an arch in the white city wall—it wasn’t painted, I realized, but made from some sort of naturally white stone. I wondered if there was a quarry nearby, maybe farther up in the mountains. Above the arch, chiseled in relief, was the phrase Welcome to Epiphany. Words were inscribed below in three different alphabets, likely translations in the various languages spoken by the humans here.

			“Interesting name for a city,” Nedd said quietly.

			“It’s pretty,” Sadie added.

			It was. “Epiphany” meant at once the dawning of a new idea and also the appearance of a supernatural being. I wondered which meaning they had in mind when they named this place.

			“Any idea what those languages are?” I asked, holding the mesh of my pack in the right direction so Suki could see.

			“My pin indicates they are Hebrew, Ukrainian, and Arabic, respectively,” Suki said. “None of which I speak, unfortunately.”

			None of us did either, but at least we spoke one of the four.

			We walked through the archway and found a crowd gathering on the other side. My heart picked up pace—had we been noticed approaching the city?

			No, the crowd surrounded the wagon containing the caged tree creature, bunching so tightly that the barge workers had to herd people out of the path with their hooks while the wagon rolled slowly forward. For a moment I wondered if the barge crew was somehow under attack, but they didn’t look worried, and the crowd sounded excited about the appearance of the creature. They shouted and whooped, exclaiming in several different languages, including English. They paid no mind to the pruned tree pulling the wagon but ran alongside the cage, poking at the wild one with brooms, shovels, and sticks—whatever they’d had in their hands at the time.

			“What are they doing?” I asked the others.

			“We could ask someone,” Sadie said hopefully.

			That did seem like the best course of action, and many people here spoke English, so we could talk to the locals without immediately standing out. “All right,” I said to Sadie. “Permission granted.”

			Sadie’s eyes widened. “You want me to ask?”

			“Who better?” I hadn’t wanted to bring her because she sometimes didn’t know when to be quiet, but now that we needed a spokesperson, she was the most natural fit.

			Sadie’s whole face lit up, and she turned toward an old woman standing on the side of the road, speaking English to two young girls who might have been her grandchildren.
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			“Excuse me!” Sadie called. “We were just wondering where they’re taking the tree.”

			The woman looked confused. “The scion?” she said. She had a thicker accent than others in the crowd, though I couldn’t place it. “It’s going on right away. They’re a bit behind schedule.”

			Sadie glanced back at me. That hadn’t exactly answered the question, but it did indicate that if we lived here, we would already know what was going on. Pushing further would probably rouse suspicion.

			“Thank you,” I called to the woman, and ushered my team down the street.

			“A scion,” Nedd said quietly. “I wonder why they call it that.”

			Alanik shrugged. “My pin translated it as a plant cutting, the kind you would use to grow a new tree from a small branch.”

			“It’s also an Old Earth word for a noble descendant,” Suki added. “A descendant of the forest, perhaps?”

			Those both seemed like plausible theories. “She said it’s going on right away,” I said to Alanik. “What do you think that means?”

			“You know human culture better than me,” she said.

			“It’s not helping me in this case. Suki, any insight?”

			“None, I’m afraid,” Suki said, her own pin translating. “The English term is generally meant for going on a shift, yes? So perhaps she means they’ll put the creature to work as soon as they arrive.”

			“It could also be going on a stage,” Sadie said. “Like for a performance. Maybe it’s going to be in a play. Should I try asking someone else?”

			“Let’s just follow for now,” I said, “and see where it goes.”

			We’d entered the city along a main thoroughfare lined with shops—booths made of the same purplish wood as the forest—selling clothing and tools, fruits and vegetables, meat and grain. I recognized the barrels of rice, though there were several bushels of a stalky plant I wasn’t familiar with. One shop had shelves of toothbrushes and soaps. Another had many racks of clothing for sale, all pushed out into the street.

			The shopkeepers mostly kept to their booths, though they, too, raised their fists in salute and shouted toward the wagon as it passed. An array of plants grew in planter boxes and stone pots, with some types situated in the sun, and others in the shade.

			I didn’t see a lot of advanced technology, though there was a larger shop selling radios. The road was lined with electric lights, but the road itself was cobblestone and most of the buildings were made from wood rather than steel.

			“It’s like stepping into the past,” Sadie whispered so only we would hear. “With wooden buildings and wagons that roll on wheels.”

			“Old Earth didn’t have walking trees,” I replied.

			“I never imagined the past would smell this bad,” Nedd added as a flock of goats was shepherded past. Dung littered the roadside in patches. Animals in the city must be relatively common, which made sense, given the number of meat vendors.

			“This city is a mix of technologies,” Suki said. I held the bag in front of me to protect her from the crowd. She spoke so softly that I could barely hear her. “None of the cities of your past would have looked exactly like this one. It’s not a particular era, but a mix of bygone ones.”

			“That makes sense,” I said. I imagined that was what would happen if our people on Detritus tried to replicate an Old Earth city. We’d probably create a mix of anachronisms—things we thought of as old that actually came from many different eras, using whatever we could scrounge together from the resources we had.

			Stars. Was it possible this was an intentional re-creation? Some kind of…Old Earth theme park?

			A young girl rode by on a bicycle—one of the ancient kind, with a chain and pedals to power the wheels. She steered the craft with one hand, thrusting the other into a basket on the front that was stuffed full of leaflets. She handed one to Gilaf and continued on, passing the flyers out to members of the crowd. On closer inspection, many of the people crowded around the wagon were already clutching them.

			“What’s that say?” I asked, and Gilaf passed it to me. The leaflet was written in several languages, with the English passage toward the middle of the page.

			The End Is Nigh! it proclaimed. Humanity’s forces are gathering for a final battle. Don’t miss the most exciting event of the century. The End Times Tournament begins today!

			“The End Times?” Nedd said, reading the flyer over my shoulder. “That sounds dramatic.”

			Sadie scanned the flyer over my other shoulder.

			“Let me guess,” I said. “You think it sounds awesome.”

			“I don’t know,” she said thoughtfully. “I guess it depends how much you like the current times and why they’re ending.”

			That was a good point. I listened around me. Most people sounded confused, but a couple following the scion ahead of us mused about whether this meant the war was coming to an end.

			“Did you hear that?” I asked the others, nodding to the couple.

			“I did,” Alanik said. “What war are they referring to?”

			“We could ask someone,” Sadie said. She glanced at me, then added, “But that seems like another question we’d know the answer to if we lived here.”

			She was right. Still, nothing about this settlement suggested war. Yes, their city had a wall, but I imagined that was more about keeping ambulatory trees from rampaging through than protecting themselves from starships. Were they at war with the scions? Was the one in the wagon some kind of prisoner?

			We continued to follow the wagon, though it felt like everyone in the city had the same idea. The press of people grew as we entered some kind of residential district with multistory wooden buildings. Soon we were surrounded on all sides—and despite Nedd’s observation, the smell of the crowd wasn’t as bad as I would have expected. These people were clearly bathing frequently and controlling their body odor. They had a variety of hair colors and skin tones—from pale to dark brown, though I didn’t see anyone here with Sadie’s blue hair. A few women wore scarves covering their hair entirely, which might be an option if she needed to disguise it without an illusion.

			The crowd was loud and distracted enough that no one paid us any mind, though we took off our packs and held them between us so Suki and the slugs wouldn’t get squished. The last thing we needed was one of the hyperslugs jumping out of the bag and into the dense crowd. Several other people were protecting their own bags, though I assumed they had different reasons for not wanting their belongings battered around.

			The crowd grew louder and more excited as we pressed on, and Sadie and Gilaf cheered, matching their energy.

			“What are we so excited about?” I asked.

			“Everything!” Sadie said, bouncing up and down in a little circle, like she was taking it all in.

			I listened, trying to figure out where we were going, what war these people were fighting, and why it was coming to an end, but the random snippets of conversations weren’t enough for me to learn anything useful.

			Still, if the anticipation of the crowd was any indication, wherever this scion was headed wouldn’t disappoint.
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			We pushed through the residential district and toward the center of Epiphany. As we advanced, we passed taller buildings with metal trusses that looked like they might have been built out of ruins, or even old, repurposed starships.

			Several of the buildings featured large posters, only some of which were in English. Every effort supports the war effort, one proclaimed, while another said simply, We sacrifice one by one, but our victory is for all. They reminded me of the propaganda the DDF had spread during our fight against the Krell, but I couldn’t imagine who these people could be fighting, isolated and unprotected as they were.

			As we neared the center of the city, a structure loomed ahead—a ring of white stone walls that rose above even the tallest building. Every story was lined with gaping arches, open to the air, and through the highest level I could see the lavender sky beyond. The crowd swarmed around it, rushing into the building through the arches at the cardinal points.

			A coliseum, I realized. It had no roof, and was instead open to the sky. Maybe Sadie wasn’t far off when she said the scion was going to perform. The stadium was so big that I wondered if it had been built using a metal truss system, but all I could see was stone. It was possible it was constructed with techniques inspired by the ancient buildings of Old Earth.

			We passed through another commercial district, this one with more permanent shops instead of booths. They all had racks on the street, advertising their wares to the crowd. There were fewer staples for sale and more prepared food—rolls of rice and meat wrapped in tortillas, and cups of a fluffy, pale yellow substance I couldn’t identify. The scent of spices was heavy in the air and made my mouth water.

			“I wonder if it’s safe to eat the food here,” I said. I wasn’t particularly worried that any locals would hear me over the noise of the cheering. It was hard enough to be heard by my own flightmates, even pressed together as we were.

			“It’s obviously safe for your species,” Alanik said.

			“Maybe,” Suki piped up from the pocket in front of me, “but even on the same planet, eating food from another region can sometimes expose you to pathogens that can cause digestive distress.”

			A man nearby gave my pack a strange look, though to him, Suki’s voice would sound like small yips. I turned away, and he didn’t pursue me.

			“I want to try the food anyway,” Nedd said. “Do we have any money?”

			I gave him a look. “Where would we have acquired money?”

			“I don’t know,” Nedd said. “But we’d better figure it out because I’m starving.”

			“Agreed,” Sadie said.

			Food seemed to be widely available—if these people were at war, they certainly weren’t rationing. I wanted to tell my flightmates they were absolutely forbidden to eat the food, and to only eat the rations in their packs. But it did smell delicious.

			As we progressed toward the stadium, a vendor on a corner caught my eye, selling a wooden sword to a man with a child atop his shoulders. The little girl squealed in delight as her father handed her the sword, and he immediately had to put up a hand to prevent her from smacking him in the face in her excitement.

			The racks behind the shopkeeper were filled with various play weapons—swords of all shapes and sizes, axes, spears, whips—and something that looked like a light-up toy spear gun, complete with a battery pack. I didn’t see real weapons on anyone in the crowd—another sign that they didn’t appear to be fighting any kind of ground war, despite what the posters said.

			“What do you make of that?” I asked Suki, drawing my pack up toward my face so we could speak quietly, and pointed at the spear gun.

			“They clearly have advanced weaponry,” Suki said. “Or at least the memories of it. Kitsen children play with replica weapons. This is the same on Detritus?”

			“Yes,” I said. On Detritus, children of all socioeconomic levels played with toy guns. The kids in the poorer upper caverns sometimes had to make their own out of whatever they could find, but in the lower caverns, ours shot streams of water or laser beams. I remember Nedd and me playing on our estates with the neighborhood kids, ducking through the service alleys and shooting each other with lasers, always arguing about whose turn it was to play our alien enemy.

			If the Superiority was only watching these people and not harming them, who did these children fight when they played at going to war?

			The crowd—now filling the main street and the nearby arteries that led to the arena—approached the coliseum even slower than before. The scion had given up lashing out at the crowd and was now sitting at the center of the cage with its branches drawn up around it, as if trying to shelter itself from the chaos. The wagon pulled down a side street, made a three-point turn, and then backed down a ramp into the bowels of the stadium.

			The wagon disappeared below while the crowd dispersed up sets of stone stairs to seating on the upper levels. There was no one checking tickets at the door—everyone was admitted.

			We followed the crowd into the stands while the wagon reappeared on a ramp to the arena floor. The oval stage was covered in sand and the corpses of several scions, huge trunks lying on their sides with branches and roots jutting outward in large tangles. I guessed this End Times Tournament wasn’t going to involve anyone giving the scion a hug.

			“I don’t think it’s going to be in a play,” Sadie said sadly.

			“This place is enormous,” Nedd said. It was—much bigger than the digball stadiums back home. There wasn’t a single building this size in all the Detritus caverns, partly because when we were being attacked by the Krell, it wasn’t safe to gather so many people together, even in the deep caverns. Another sign they weren’t under constant attack here.

			Alanik shrugged. “The stadium on ReDawn is bigger,” she said quietly. “Though our competitors are in starfighters, so they require more space.”

			We filed along behind the people in front of us—who were speaking a language I didn’t recognize—until we came to an empty row of stone benches about two-thirds of the way up. This stadium was obviously well used, and had been built to last. The top was open to the sky, but floodlights were positioned around the arena to clearly illuminate the floor. The stands could hold thousands—maybe even tens of thousands—of people, and it seemed that, today at least, nearly every seat would be filled for the so-called End Times Tournament.

			I sat in the middle of my team, with Alanik and Gilaf on one side of me and Nedd and Sadie on the other, their attention already riveted on the arena floor. I set my pack on my knees with the pouch pointed outward so Suki could see, though I wasn’t sure if she was raptly paying attention to everything or busy taking notes.

			A family sat in front of us—a man and a woman with two small children, one seated on the man’s lap and the other on the bench between them. There were a lot of other families in the crowd, as well as teenagers, young adults, and groups who looked like they might have come together on their work breaks. The elderly mostly congregated on the lower floors; I wondered if that was a cultural thing, to give them lower seats so they wouldn’t have to climb as many stairs.

			There were a sizable number of people of all ages in the crowd whose gender I couldn’t identify—on Detritus we all wore more or less the same jumpsuits, so men’s fashion differed from women’s mostly in the cut of our hair. I was pretty sure headscarves were worn only by women here—roughly a quarter of the women in the audience were wearing some kind of fabric on their heads, in a wide variety of colors and textures, all tied at the napes of their necks. Some had their hair tucked up inside the scarf, while others let their hair fall over their shoulders beneath it.

			Many people had haircuts that were short on the sides and longer on top, with bangs falling partially over their faces or tucked behind their ears. They looked so ambiguous that I wasn’t sure which gender they indicated, or if they indicated gender at all.

			Down on the ramp, the barge team used their hooks to drive the scion out of the cage and into the arena, where it stumbled among the carcasses, waving its branches menacingly at the audience. Camera drones no bigger than our backpacks floated around the wagon, capturing footage of the scion and broadcasting it to enormous screens mounted around the rim of the stadium. I hadn’t seen much advanced technology outside, but it was useful here: otherwise it would have been difficult to see the action on the arena floor from the higher seats.

			The family in front of us began to cheer, and a deafening roar rose from the rest of the crowd as a woman waving a pair of bright red flags ran along the wall that ringed the arena floor. She signaled to each section of benches as she passed it, indicating for the segments of the circular stadium to stand and cheer. The roar of the crowd grew louder.

			And then a voice boomed through the stadium, loud and clear, speaking in English. “Welcome to the Ascension Games!”

			“Oh stars,” I muttered. I recognized that voice. “That’s Ivy.”

			“The what games?” Alanik asked in English. “What does that word mean?”

			“Ascension,” I said, loud enough to be heard over the crowd but hopefully not by those around us. “Like, to rise up.”

			“To stand?” Alanik asked.

			“Grander,” I said. “Like to rise up out of the ashes or…ascend to a higher plane.” You weren’t supposed to use a word in its own definition, but I didn’t know how else to explain it. I looked around, but I couldn’t identify the loudspeakers, though they clearly had a sound system in here somewhere—likely hidden in the decorative stone.

			Ivy, the voice of the Superiority forces that watched this planet, was also the announcer for these humans’…sports league? That didn’t make any sense. And yet the crisp, mechanical, feminine voice called over the loudspeaker again. “Welcome to the End Times Tournament! The war for humanity’s future is nearing its end. Every able body must stand and fight. Today before you, three unascended champions will fight, proving themselves worthy to join those who protect humanity’s interests across the galaxy.”

			“Huh,” Nedd said beside me, and I echoed his sentiment. These people were fighting to join the armies protecting humanity—but we had beaten the enemy that threatened humanity, and the voice making these promises had openly admitted to being part of the security team in place to keep these humans from fighting back.

			Something very strange was going on here.

			On the surface, it was great news that they were building a fighting force—one we could hopefully enlist to help us get off this planet. But if the army was recruited by Ivy…would they really be on our side?

			On the other hand, if Ivy was helping the humans fight the Superiority, maybe we were all on the same side, and the attack on our arrival was a misunderstanding. That “misunderstanding” had led to five deaths, though, so I wasn’t ready to assume that was the case.

			“Are you ready to greet your champions?” Ivy’s voice shouted, and the crowd went wild.

			On the opposite side of the arena, three humans ran down a ramp. One at a time, they climbed up on a platform at the edge of the sandpit, waving at the audience as Ivy introduced them over the loudspeaker.

			The first was a woman with long black hair braided from the top of her head to her waist in one thick rope. She wore a tight pair of pants tucked into black boots and a breast band. “Kalia Killcot holds the record for most killing blows in a single season. She’s got the best defensive record in the Ascension League, and the highest score of any competitor in the Ascension Games!”

			“So, money’s on her then,” Nedd said.

			“We don’t have any, remember?” Sadie said.

			“These people are all champions,” I said. “What makes you think she’s the best?”

			Gilaf whispered something to Alanik, who translated so those around us wouldn’t hear him speak UrDail. “Gilaf says never to discount desperation. He is right. The person at the bottom can claw their way to the top.”

			“Always root for the underdog,” Sadie said. “I can get behind that.”

			I wasn’t sure any of these people were underdogs.

			The next competitor—a man wearing a pair of knee-length shorts, sandals laced up his legs, and not much else—was introduced. “Give it up for Timon Trenchcoat!” Ivy said. “He is the leader for number of branches severed, and has the most second-place records of any living competitor!”

			“I don’t think that’s a trench coat he’s wearing,” I said.

			“Is it good to be in second place most often?” Alanik asked. “That seems like announcing he loses the most.”

			“Second place isn’t losing,” Sadie said. “It’s like winning but second.”

			“If there are only three fighters,” I said, “it’s as close to losing as to winning.”

			“Are they really going to fight a scion without armor?” Sadie asked.

			“They don’t need it,” Nedd said, pointing at the competitors. “See that guy? He’s protected by his paint.”

			Indeed, instead of armor, Timon had paint smeared across his chest in a striped pattern. That didn’t resemble a trench coat much either.

			“We’ll see how that goes for him,” Alanik said.

			“Keep your voices down,” I said. We were all sounding more clueless than we ought to for people supposedly from this city. Maybe if we claimed to be from the outlying farms, it would be plausible that we’d never seen a tournament before.

			Ivy introduced the final fighter. “Dayan Dayright holds the records for most climbing achievements and fewest hits taken. They also hold the record for most fan-favorite votes in their first year of competition!”

			I didn’t think the cheering could get any louder, but for Dayan, it noticeably did.

			Dayan was tall and thin, with short black hair streaked with blue and purple, some of which matched Sadie’s. Sadie’s was natural, while Dayan’s looked bleached and dyed. It was longer on top, similar to many of the haircuts I’d noticed in the crowd.

			I noted the ungendered pronoun in their announcement. I’d known some kids in school who preferred terms like that, but our teachers had sometimes refused to use them. The DDF wasn’t incredibly accepting about that sort of stuff. My mom said that our relatively small population numbers, combined with the constant Krell attacks, meant we needed to focus on procreation and the survival of the species at the expense of personal expression. These humans might have an even smaller population than Detritus—it was hard to tell without knowing how many lived out in the forest—but apparently they’d dealt with it differently than we had, so maybe those two priorities weren’t as opposed to each other as I’d been raised to believe.

			“Do you think this is staged?” Nedd asked.

			“The match?” Alanik asked across me. “Why would they stage it?”

			“Like a play,” Nedd suggested. “Like Sadie said. Maybe the winners are already decided.”

			Alanik looked offended by this concept.

			I hadn’t considered that, but it made as much sense as anything. If there was no army, no war, no fight against humanity, then maybe this was all a ploy to keep the humans here occupied so they didn’t try to escape from the planet. The whole thing did seem overblown. Unless their society was more warlike than I supposed, the fighters weren’t using their real last names.

			“All the contestants have nearly accrued enough points to ascend to Elysium!” Ivy said, her voice growing more intense, sending a shiver down my spine. The crowd cheered even louder, so much that I worried they were going to damage our hearing. “One or more may very well ascend today—but only if they give the performances of their lives! The remaining fighters will join the other gladiators in championship games tomorrow and the day after. Three games. Three battles. Three chances to prove themselves and join the last stand for humanity’s future! Let the games begin!”

			The roar of the crowd was deafening. Alanik said something to me, but I couldn’t hear it over the screaming. The rest of our team was cheering along with the crowd, which was good for our cover, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to cheer when I didn’t know what I was cheering for.

			What the scud was Elysium?

			The three fighters ran a loop around the rim following the flag bearer, waving their arms to the stands, their images broadcast on the screens above. Dayan stopped about a third of the way around, Timon after two-thirds, while Kalia ran the full lap and stopped at the edge of the arena where they’d begun.

			The woman with the flags did another lap, handing weapons to each of the competitors. Kalia’s was an electric shock spear, a larger model of the replica I’d seen at the shop. She turned the spear on, and the tip of it glowed blue, bright enough to be visible even from the stands.

			The flag bearer brought Timon a sword nearly as tall as he was, which he held aloft to the cheers of the crowd, and something small, barely longer than his forearm, which he held at his side. Enlarged on the screen, it looked like a weapon handle, not the weapon itself. I wasn’t entirely sure how that would be useful, but the crowd was excited about the sword.

			To Dayan, the flag bearer handed only a staff no longer than my arm.

			“What is that?” Alanik asked.

			“I don’t know,” I said. “I hope for Dayan’s sake it’s more dangerous than it looks.”

			The crowd continued to cheer as all three competitors held their weapons up, facing the scion, which had settled in the center of the stadium, whipping its branches around angrily like giant wooden fan blades. Kalia and Timon both appeared to relish the crowd’s attention, while Dayan seemed quieter, more focused, less expressive—though it was hard to tell anything truly meaningful about their personalities from this distance.

			“Competitors, enter the arena!” Ivy shouted.

			All together, the three fighters dropped to the sandy floor, surrounding the scion.

		

	
		
			
				Fourteen

				Sadie

			
			It seemed unfair to me to give one fighter a big sword and another a tiny staff, while the third had a shock weapon. I wondered if the fighters had chosen those, or if they were drawn at random, or assigned by some league leader who liked to play favorites. When I thought about it, I wasn’t sure what these tournament skills were for. The DDF had never fought a land war—all our combat was performed by pilots in starfighters.

			Were these people preparing for some epic battle between humans and scions? And if so…why was Ivy in the middle of it?

			The three fighters moved toward the center of the arena. I didn’t like the idea of them attacking the scion—and cutting off its branches? Was that where the worker trees came from?—but the energy of the crowd was contagious. If humanity really was at war with the trees, maybe I shouldn’t feel bad for it. For all I knew, it had a habit of butchering human children and eating them for breakfast.

			“You’re rooting for Kalia to win?” I asked Nedd.

			“Sure,” Nedd said. “She has the best weapon.”

			“I don’t know,” Arturo said. “I wouldn’t mind getting my hands on that sword.”

			“Yeah, but Kalia’s the hottest,” Nedd said.

			Oh. I watched Kalia stalk toward the scion with her shock spear out in front of her. Her physique was that of a warrior woman—tall with slim muscle, basically the opposite of me in every way.

			“I don’t think the scion discriminates based on attractiveness,” Arturo said.

			Kalia and Timon had almost reached the scion, but Dayan hung back. They climbed up on one of the fallen trees, held their staff aloft, and then flicked their wrist in a whipping motion. Three light-lines shot out of the end of the weapon, cracking through the air.

			Oh.

			“Wait, wait,” Nedd said. “One of them gets a metal sword and the other gets a light-whip? I want to change my vote.”

			Neither of those weapons would be first on my list when facing a tree, but what did I know?

			The cheering died down as the crowd focused on the action, and the man in front of us turned around. “They choose their own weapons,” he said in accented English. “Timon is trying to get a preponderance of severed branches for the bonus. Can’t sever a limb with a light-whip.”

			“Oh,” Nedd said. “Thanks.”

			Arturo shot him a look. We weren’t supposed to draw attention, but the guy in front of us didn’t seem to think anything of it. I never watched digball back home, but it seemed asking stupid questions about sports wasn’t a dead giveaway that we were from another planet. Besides, Arturo had said back on the street that I was allowed to ask questions.

			“Hey,” I said, tapping the guy on the shoulder. “Can you tell me why Kalia chose her weapon?”

			“I think you’re about to see,” the man said, turning back to the match.

			Kalia approached the scion, parrying branches as the thing reached for her. The thick bases of the branches moved slowly where they connected to the trunk, so the scion flung them in a whipping motion, lashing the thinner tips at Kalia, pummeling the flat handle of her spear.

			While she distracted it, Timon approached from the other side with his sword, swinging it with both hands at the rear branches, lopping off one as thick as his arm with one swipe.

			The crowd cheered, and the scion twisted, flinging more branches at Timon, who stumbled backward to avoid being tossed. His smaller weapon was clipped to the waistband of his shorts, though he hadn’t used it yet. Kalia took that opportunity to duck close to the trunk and stab her shock spear through the bark. The area around her erupted in sparks, and the scion convulsed, momentarily stunned.

			Timon rallied, driving forward with his sword, but Kalia grabbed the branch he’d severed and threw it at him, forcing him to dodge back again.

			“It seems like they’d be more effective if they worked together,” Nedd said.

			Alanik gave him a horrified look. “They are competing. They can’t help each other win.”

			“Sure,” Nedd said, “but which is most important? Beating each other or surviving the scion?”

			Dayan appeared to prioritize survival. They worked their way closer, letting Kalia and Timon fight it out, until the scion, fleeing Timon’s blows, tumbled over to the carcass where they were perched. Then Dayan drew back their light-whip and lashed it toward the base of the top branches. The strands of light tangled there, anchoring the whip, and Dayan pulled on it, launching themself onto the scion’s branches and holding on for dear life.

			Oh—Dayan wasn’t a conservative fighter after all. They’d only been waiting for an opportunity. The scion bucked and tossed, flailing at Dayan in an attempt to dislodge them. They crouched low to avoid being whacked, rolling with the shifting center of gravity and trying to stay on.

			The crowd began to chant, counting the seconds that Dayan remained on top of the writhing tree. Meanwhile Timon cut off three more branches on the scion’s left side, and Kalia stabbed toward the trunk again.

			Her spear connected, and the scion trembled as another current of energy ran through it. Dayan’s body jerked back as the shock hit them, and they flew from the top of the scion, landing in the dirt.

			Wow. The competitors really weren’t worried about hurting each other.

			The scion dragged itself backward by its branches, then lifted its trunk into the air. It stabbed toward Dayan, and they rolled to the side, barely avoiding being impaled.

			“Stars,” Arturo said, “one of them is going to get killed.”

			That seemed pretty likely. The competitors didn’t appear to be out to kill each other, but the scion wasn’t holding back.

			“Is this what the games are like where you’re from?” Arturo whispered to Alanik.

			“No,” she said. “People die sometimes, but it is very rare. We have rules to protect our athletes.”

			That made sense. The sports leagues on ReDawn flew starfighters through complicated maneuvers. If they tried to kill each other, they’d lose a lot of skilled pilots and valuable spacecraft. Our sports leagues used hoverbikes with small acclivity rings. The competitors weren’t as protected as pilots in starships, but they also didn’t go nearly as fast.

			Dayan was back on their feet, circling the scion, clearly searching for an opening to jump back on top. They weren’t going to kill the scion that way, so there must be some kind of point system that rewarded riding the scion for long periods of time. Dayan found a gap and jumped on top again. They lasted longer this time before the scion dislodged them with a flung branch. They used the light-whip to pull themself to safety on a nearby log.

			“That looks like fun,” I said.

			“Sadie,” Arturo said, “if we encounter another of those things in the wild, you are specifically ordered not to try to ride it.”

			“Aw,” Nedd said. “That could be fun to watch.”

			I pretended to pout, though honestly I didn’t have any desire to be murdered by a giant tree. I also didn’t have any desire to hurt the things—even if these people were at war with them, I still hadn’t seen evidence that they were evil trees, just defending themselves against unprovoked attacks.

			Timon, by this point, had racked up a total of ten severed branches, and the crowd went wild as he sent an eleventh one flying. The scion struck back, knocking the sword from Timon’s hand, and he jumped out of the way to avoid taking a full-body blow to his right side.

			The crowd grew quiet for a moment, then cheered loudly as he pulled his other weapon from his belt, held it in front of him, and turned it on. A shining laser sword emerged from the small, unassuming handle.

			“Okay,” Nedd said. “Now there’s a weapon.”

			The stadium erupted in chaos as Timon ran after the scion, cutting off three more branches, and Kalia dodged back to avoid being sliced up by the laser sword. Neither Kalia nor Dayan was trying to remove branches, so there must be lots of viable strategies for advancing toward ascension, whatever that meant.

			Kalia continued her tactic of ducking in close to the trunk while keeping it between her and Timon to fend off the fury of his laser sword. The scion flailed wildly, trying to get its branches close enough to whip her, occasionally connecting with a stray whack. She shocked the scion for a third time, and this time Dayan struck forward with their light-whip, catching several branches and binding them all together, then climbed on top.

			When the scion got over the momentary stun, it lifted its branches into the air, trying to shake off the light-whip. Dayan clung to the end of the whip and braced their feet against the branches, letting the scion swing them aloft, waving them wildly through the air.

			The crowd went crazy, then began counting again, seven seconds, then eight—beating Dayan’s previous record for this match—and kept on counting.

			Yes, I definitely liked this method of accruing points better than the others. Dayan didn’t seem to be hurting the scion, though they were seriously annoying it. Timon took advantage of the distraction, cutting branches off with abandon.

			The scion started to move more sluggishly. Whether it was in pain or not, sustaining so many attacks was taking its toll. I was torn. On one hand, this sport was awesome: Light-whips! Laser swords! People riding on top of thrashing trees! And on the other…it certainly looked like they were hurting the creature.

			The crowd didn’t appear concerned about the ethics. Groups of people stood in a kind of wave that started at the bottom of the auditorium, with each successive row jumping up to get a better view as it was blocked by the people in front of them. The crowd had lost count now, instead just yelling and screaming and whistling with abandon. The man in front of us waved a fist in the air, and the volume in the arena reached a roar that I was pretty sure might actually deafen me. I let myself get caught up in the excitement and grabbed Nedd’s arm, whooping in his ear. I realized too late I’d grabbed his prosthetic, which maybe I shouldn’t have done without asking, and scud, maybe he was weirded out that I was touching him at all. But Nedd didn’t seem to mind, joining me in screaming for the fighters.

			On the arena floor, Kalia tried to get close to the scion again, but Timon’s path cut toward her, blocking her way. He reached the branches Dayan had lashed themself to. The scion was trying to pry them off with a limb around their waist, but they used their whip as a tether and backflipped to another branch, maintaining their stance. As Timon’s laser sword approached, Dayan hauled on the branches, trying to turn the scion out of reach. The tree did pivot—

			But then with one mighty swipe, Timon cut Dayan’s branch and both Dayan and the severed branches went tumbling to the ground.

			Dayan rolled to avoid the scion’s ambulatory roots, which struck at them as they dodged frantically. Timon took that opportunity to draw back his blade and stab the scion right in its face. A retaliatory branch slapped him across the chest and beat him away.

			But the scion stumbled back and then fell over, nearly landing on Dayan, who rolled out of the way with one final twist.

			The tree fell still, and Kalia stood over it with a hand on one hip, looking seriously annoyed.

			“He won, right?” I shouted.

			“Yes!” the man in front of us called, though I didn’t know if that was directed at us or just a general announcement of joy. The numbers next to Timon’s name on the scoreboard were the highest, so I took that for confirmation.

			Timon and Dayan peeled themselves off the ground, and Dayan offered Timon a slap on the back. Then all three champions jogged toward the end of the arena where they’d entered.

			At the other end of the coliseum, another gate rolled open, its archway big enough that a scion could have walked through. Billows of a purplish smoke poured out, rolling down the ramp into the arena and then wafting up into the air.

			The crowd went oddly still, cheers dying on their lips. Those who weren’t yet standing climbed to their feet. Two robed figures stepped out of the smoke, which was thick enough to completely obscure the area beyond the archway. Their faces were hidden by their hoods, so I couldn’t even tell if they were human.

			I doubted I could ask about them without drawing attention. It was one thing not to know the specific rules of a sport and another to question what was clearly common knowledge—though with all the mystical smoke and creepy costumes, I wondered if the people here even knew what was really going on. If Ivy was running this show, maybe these guys were also varvax. It would explain the literal cloaks of secrecy. Anything could be hidden beneath those hoods.

			“Timon Trenchcoat!” Ivy’s voice said over the loudspeaker. “You alone have proven yourself worthy to join the ranks of your ancestors in Elysium. Step forward to claim your place in the armies of your forefathers. The others have not yet proven themselves worthy, but they will each receive another chance in the final two days of the End Times Tournament, when they join their fellow gladiators in a Grand Melee!”

			I expected this to be followed by cheers, but the crowd remained hushed. Timon dropped his sword to the arena floor and walked to the base of the ramp, where a woman holding a child ran toward him. They both threw their arms around Timon. He lifted them off the ground, hugging them. The way they clung around his neck didn’t look congratulatory.

			It looked like they were saying goodbye.

			The crowd and Ivy were silent while they embraced. Timon stepped away, giving the woman a kiss, and planting another on the cheek of the child. Then he marched up the ramp through the smoke. The two robed figures followed, and the gate rolled down again without ever revealing what was behind it.

			The woman and child stood on the ramp as the crowd erupted in cheers again, many people chanting Timon’s name. The chanting was so loud that my heartbeat aligned to it, and out of Nedd’s backpack, a high-pitched fluting joined in.

			“Timon! Timon!” Wham chanted, joined by the lower voice of Squeeze in Gilaf’s pack.

			Arturo said something to Alanik that I couldn’t hear, and the slugs fell silent. Alanik must have impressed on Bob the need to stay hidden. No one had noticed the strange voices in the cacophony of chanting and screaming and yelling.

			In the middle of it all, the woman stared at the gate, clutching the child to her side. Her face wasn’t clear from this distance, but from the way her shoulders shook, it was obvious she was sobbing.

			“Wait,” I said. “Where did he go?”

			The man in front of us was too distracted with cheering to notice my question—which I probably should have known the answer to—but I almost wished he would notice, because then he could tell me what I was missing.

			What the scud was Elysium, and where did that gate lead?

		

	
		
			Interlude

			Bob hid. Bob hid in Alanik’s bag. It was warm in Alanik’s bag, warm and dark. Bob did not mind being in Alanik’s dark bag, though Bob wished he had a friend to snuggle. That would have been better.

			Bob could hear his friends. He could hear his slug friends nearby in other bags. He could hear his human friends talking outside the bags. His human friends fit in this human place. But Bob did not fit in here. That was why Bob was in the bag.

			Bob could hear more humans who were not yet his friends. The other humans were loud. The other humans were many. If Bob tried to snuggle the other humans, it would take a long, long time. But Bob was up to the task. He would snuggle all the humans later, when he did not have to hide.

			Bob’s human friends were saying something. They were saying something about a gate. Bob could not see the gate. Bob could not hear the gate. Bob tried to listen, tried to hear, tried to feel the gate his friends were talking about.

			Ah! Bob found the gate. One of the humans who was not yet Bob’s friend passed through the gate. He passed through the gate with some other not-friends. These not-friends were not human. These not-friends were some of Them.

			Bob did not like Them. They hurt slugs like Bob. They hurt Bob’s human friends. Bob listened closely. He listened high above. Bob listened for the ships, the ships that got directions from the slugs in the Cloud. There was one, far above. Bob talked to his new slug friends in the Cloud through the ship in the sky.

			Bob’s new friends could not drop the Cloud in the sky. They did not cause it. The Cloud in the sky was caused by Something Else. Bob’s new friends would need to come to Bob.

			Are you ready to come to us? Bob asked his New Friend.

			We can’t, Bob’s New Friend answered. She will hurt us.

			She was one of Them. She had hurt Bob’s human friends, with her ships in the sky.

			We will help, Bob said. We will make it safe.

			Soon, please, Bob’s New Friend said.

			Bob did not know how to make it safe. He did not know how to stop Her. Bob’s human friends would have a plan. Bob’s human friends were good at saving slugs.

			Bob was patient. Bob hid in Alanik’s warm, dark bag. Bob prepared to cuddle new friends.

			Bob hoped his human friends would hurry.

		

	
		
			[image: Drawing of a massive sentient tree creature labeled “Blightfall Local Species Analysis – ‘Scion’ Record DST260127,” showing a towering trunk with many clawed, root-like legs and a broad leafy canopy, with two armored human figures holding weapons standing at its base for scale; inset silhouettes compare the creature’s shape to a normal tree and a spaceship, alongside printed notes reading “Presumptive non-native species with outward characteristics similar to invasive flora. Behavioral displays indicate a high likelihood of sentience.”.]
		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			Part Three

			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			
				Fifteen

				Sadie

			
			We remained in place as people began streaming out of the coliseum, many stepping over our knees to reach the aisle and the stairs. I hugged the backpack with Nope close, careful not to let anyone crush her.

			Once the area around us emptied, I figured I could safely speak. “Where do you think that doorway leads?” I asked Arturo, leaning over Nedd so I didn’t have to shout.

			“No idea,” Arturo said. “Anyone ever heard of Elysium? Sounds familiar, but I can’t place it.”

			“It’s a mythological heaven from ancient Earth,” Suki said quietly from Arturo’s bag. “It featured heavily in the philosophical writings of Jason Write, who brought humans onto the galactic stage using cytonics.”

			“And created the AIs that later became delvers,” Arturo said.

			“Huh,” Nedd said. “If they’re using ancient human rhetoric and training people to fight…wouldn’t the Superiority have intervened? Ivy is egging them on, not opposing them.”

			“It does seem like Ivy has influence over the humans here,” Alanik said softly. “I don’t think it would be wise to approach them. They may not be friendly to our cause.”

			“I don’t understand what Ivy could be doing with them,” I said. “What good are a bunch of scion fighters in an End Times war?”

			“Specialized melee fighters can be useful in many situations,” Suki said. “It’s difficult to hold territory without ground fighters, and human strike teams would often assassinate the leaders of planets they conquered.”

			Arturo and Alanik exchanged a glance.

			“There were a few human bodyguards working for the Superiority before they fell,” Alanik said. “I assumed they had breeding programs.”

			“Do you think Ivy was tasked with farming bodyguards on Blightfall?” Arturo asked. “It wasn’t in the information we stole, so it would have been classified even within the Superiority.”

			That was a sobering thought. And it raised the question: “If Ivy is supplying the Superiority with human bodyguards,” I said, “then where is she sending them now that the Superiority has fallen?”

			“We need more information,” Arturo said. “We don’t know if that’s what’s happening at all. It would help if we could see where that gate leads, and talk to some of the gladiators.”

			Dayan and Kalia remained on the arena floor, shaking hands with fans who gathered at the edge to greet them. Even the losers seemed popular—I guessed, given their point system, that they probably had to lose a lot of matches before they won enough to ascend to Elysium.

			We couldn’t talk to them now—they spent barely a second or two with each audience member before moving on to shake the next hand, and security guards stood behind them, ready to hustle the gladiators along if anyone tried to take too much of their time. If we wanted to have a conversation, we’d have to catch them when they weren’t surrounded by adoring fans.

			As the crowd thinned, crews of people—mostly our age or younger—climbed the steps and filed down the rows of seats, sweeping the floors with wide-bristled brooms, discarding leftover bits of food, and gathering forgotten belongings.

			“I wonder if they’re hiring,” I said.

			“The custodians?” Arturo asked.

			I shrugged. “Sure. It’s the kind of job where they probably always need people, right? No one likes to clean up other people’s messes, and this place is huge! We wanted a way to make money. And if we work here and look like we fit in, we’ll be less suspicious when we ask questions. We might even be able to catch the gladiators after all their fans have gone home.”

			“It might also give us access to that doorway,” Alanik said. “Let us see where it goes.”

			“That’s a good idea,” Arturo said. “Sadie, why don’t you approach one of the custodians and ask if their employer is hiring.”

			I blinked at him. “Me?”

			“Yes, you,” Arturo said. “You can handle it. Just ask the question and don’t blow our cover.”

			“Good thing you reminded her,” Nedd said. “I’m sure otherwise she intended to give us away first thing.”

			Arturo shot a glance at Nedd, who returned an innocent smile. Stars, did Arturo expect me to do all the talking on this mission? I was torn between desperately wanting to ask a thousand questions and also not wanting to screw up our operation.

			I stood, carefully handing the backpack containing Nope to Nedd, and then climbed down a few benches to where the nearest person was cleaning—a girl about my age wearing a blue jumpsuit, not too different from the ones we wore on Detritus, though it was less fitted and the fabric had a looser weave.

			“Hey,” I said. “How’d you get a job cleaning here?”

			She shrugged. “The coliseum office pays ten bits for a section. Check in to see if they need people. They provide the supplies, though if they catch you slacking, they’ll kick you right out.”

			I thanked her and asked for directions to the coliseum office, where a surly man with tight curly hair shoved a clipboard at us and frowned while we signed up for cleaning duty. The section nearest the gate was already taken, and the job came with strict instructions not to venture beyond the assigned seating areas.

			We followed Arturo back to the arena, where we took the available sections closest to the gate. A guard waited in front of the archway, scowling at us, clearly ready to tell us off if we tried to look beyond the gate. The last crowd of fans dispersed as the gladiators were escorted away. The arena floor was now empty except for the corpses of fallen scions.

			We set our packs down on a bench and got to work. Gilaf and Alanik used wide brooms to sweep the dirty floor while I used a hand broom and a metal dustpan to clean up their piles. Nedd and Arturo wiped down benches with rags. As I passed the row they were cleaning, Arturo waved me over.

			“We’re blending in,” he said, “so this would be a good opportunity to ask more questions.” He nodded toward the girl I’d talked to before, who was cleaning the floor between the bottom row of benches in our section and the short wall that surrounded the arena.

			My heart thudded. “You want me to do it?”

			“Yes,” Arturo said. “You spoke to her before, so she’ll recognize you, and you’re good at chatting with people. Make it seem natural, and find out what you can about Elysium.”

			“I don’t know if I’m good at it,” I said. “Volume isn’t the same thing as quality.”

			“Who would you rather I send?” Arturo asked.

			I looked around at the team. Gilaf and Alanik would need a translator pin to communicate, so they were out. That left Arturo, Nedd, and me. Of the three of us, Nedd was the best at putting people at ease, though I didn’t hear him volunteering, and if Arturo wanted to try, he wouldn’t have asked me.

			“Okay,” I said. “I’ll do it.” I wanted to do it. I just didn’t want to let Arturo down. Hesitating as long as I had was probably already giving him more reason to doubt me. So I took a deep breath and walked down the stairs to the bottom of our section.

			“Thanks for the tip,” I said as I approached the girl, waving my dustpan and then bending to sweep up the pile she’d collected. If I was going to try to get information out of her, helping her out wouldn’t hurt.

			“No problem,” she said, passing me to continue sweeping the wide strip of floor.

			“I’m Sadie,” I said. “Do you live around here?”

			“Liba,” the girl said. “Over in the tank district.”

			I guessed that was near the giant water tank on the city wall. “Do you work here a lot?”

			“After most fights. My mum works at a fiber mill, and I pick up shifts there changing the bobbins, but this pays better. Unless someone’s out sick, then I can run a machine of my own. When that happens, I’ll sometimes miss a fight.”

			That made sense, taking work where she could get it. “Do you like the work?” I asked.

			Liba shrugged. “It’s work. Keeps food on the table.”

			I hadn’t seen signs of great wealth in the city, but not a lot of poverty either. Most of the people looked like they’d had a meal recently, and I hadn’t spotted anyone sleeping on the street. But it was possible we hadn’t passed through the poor parts yet, or that one had to have a certain level of wealth to live here at all.

			I looked out at the corpse of the scion. “Do we need to clean out there?”

			“No,” Liba said. “They just leave the bodies as obstacles for the next battle. When there get to be too many, the lumberyard workers chop them up and thin them out.”

			A gruesome way to treat bodies, even if they were the bodies of trees. But expressing horror about it might break my cover.

			“Did you get to see the fight?” I asked.

			She nodded. “It was a good one. I’ve never seen Dayan hold on so long. Was this your first tournament?”

			“Yeah,” I said. “Seems like it was a good one, what with the End Times and all.”

			“I know!” Liba said. “Can you believe it? It feels like the war has been going on forever. Hard to believe we might actually be preparing for the final battle.”

			I wanted to ask who the enemy was, but I couldn’t sound like I arrived on the planet mere hours ago. “It’s kind of sad to think the games might be over when I only just saw my first one,” I said. “Does someone always ascend at the end of the fight?”

			“Not always,” Liba said. “A lot of times, though. Timon had been working on it forever. It takes a long time to accrue enough points from severed branches.”

			“Will he ever be back to fight here again?”

			She shook her head. “No, he’s gone to Elysium now. That’s the whole point, isn’t it?”

			I was pretty sure that was a rhetorical question. I was already treading the line of what was too obvious to ask, so I needed to come at it from a different angle. I bent to pick up another of Liba’s dust piles, trying to sound casual. “What do you think it’s like? Elysium?”

			“Dangerous,” she said.

			Huh. It didn’t seem like a huge honor to ascend to a dangerous place. Then again, it was an honor to be a pilot in the DDF, even though our life expectancies were not high, and this mission was serving as yet another reminder of why. “Do you think Timon will be okay there?”

			“Who knows,” she said. “He’ll be fighting to protect humanity, which is noble, but it sounds a lot more deadly than training against scions.”

			So they weren’t fighting scions in the war, then. This was finally the opening I needed. “What do you think Timon will be up against out there?”

			Liba gave me a weird look. “What do you mean?”

			Scud. I thought I’d angled that question carefully enough, but apparently I hadn’t. I didn’t want to stop pressing yet, though. Even if she found me suspicious, it was a far leap to assume I must be a visitor from another planet.

			“They aren’t fighting scions, right?” I asked. “Do you think it’ll be different, fighting other enemies?”

			She shrugged. “Probably, since he’ll have to fight everybody.”

			That was…not super informative. “Everybody?”

			“Yeah, sure,” she said. “There’s a whole universe of aliens out there, right? And they all want to kill us. When our fighters get good enough, they ascend to Elysium and join the war for humanity. It’s been going on forever, but they say we’re finally winning.”

			“I hope we are,” I said. “It’s scary to think about.”

			A whole universe of aliens that all wanted to kill us. That didn’t sound like Superiority rhetoric—more like propaganda from the human wars, when our ancestors’ ever-expanding empire put them in conflict with other alien species.

			Did these people think the human wars were still happening? If so, our theory about Ivy abducting their best fighters to be Superiority bodyguards was probably wrong. A bodyguard who’d trained their whole life to destroy all aliens wouldn’t be of much use to them.

			But that meant we still had no idea where the people of Blightfall were really taken. There was no war out there for them to fight, and we certainly hadn’t encountered any armadas of humans ready to help us when we’d defeated the Superiority.

			“What are scion fighters going to do against aliens?” I asked. “Wouldn’t it be better to train as pilots?”

			Liba shrugged. “You need all kinds of fighters in a war this big. I mean, that’s the whole reason there are lots of human outposts, all specializing in a different kind of fighting. Here we train melee fighters, but there are other planets training up pilots, artillery, navy, ground troops. Everything we need to protect ourselves from the monsters out there.”

			Stars, were there really outposts of humans all over the galaxy? It seemed impossible—and still raised the question of where all the fighters were going.

			“Have you ever met anyone from one of the other outposts?” I asked.

			Liba looked at me like I was crazy. “Of course not. But once our fighters get to Elysium, they all team up to protect us.”

			This was likely a story told to these humans to keep them feeding fighters to Elysium, whatever that really was. And if Ivy was involved, it was probably a Superiority plot to exploit them, the wheels of which were still turning even though the rest of the machine was gone.

			I had questions. So many questions. But I risked sounding too clueless if I continued to press, and I’d already raised Liba’s suspicions. I needed to find someone else to ask, someone who knew a bit more.

			“I’d sure like to talk to one of the gladiators,” I said, “and find out more about what they do. But everyone was trying to meet them after the fight was over, so I didn’t get a chance.”

			“I know,” Liba said. “It’s always like that. I shook Kalia’s hand once, but that’s the closest I’ve ever been. I hear a lot of them hang around the Angry Badger in the third shift. It’s a pub over in the grain district. They mostly show up because people will buy them food and drinks, but it’s a good time to ask questions, get them to sign replica weapons, that kind of thing.”

			“That sounds amazing,” I said.

			“It probably is,” Liba said. “I’ve never been. My mum won’t let me go.”

			A whistle blew near the top of the coliseum, and Liba startled. “We’d better keep working,” she said. “If they decide we’re slacking, they’ll kick us out.”

			“Thanks for the tip,” I said as Liba scurried away to another section with her broom.

			I picked up two of Alanik’s and Gilaf’s dirt piles before I managed to casually pass Arturo again. “I have information,” I told him.

			“Good job,” Arturo said, looking over at Liba, who was definitely still sweeping and not running off to tell the authorities that we were alien invaders. “Here, take a rag and tell me what you learned.”

			We both moved down to the next set of benches, and I set about scrubbing something orange and sticky—some kind of jam?—while telling him about my conversation with Liba.

			“If they’re amassing an army to fight in the human wars,” Arturo said, “where do the gladiators go after they walk through the door? If no one sees them again, are they being transported out of the city somehow? We haven’t seen any evidence of hyperdrive technology, and if they’d used one today, Alanik would have sensed it.”

			“I don’t know,” I said, “and Liba didn’t know either. We could meet up with some of the gladiators, though. They might know more.”

			“I agree that’s our best lead,” Arturo said. “But I also want to get a look behind that gate.” He glanced over his shoulder to the doorway to Elysium, still watched over by arena security. “We can try tonight, when all the workers have gone home.”

			“Do you think…” I started. “Could the End Times have anything to do with our arrival?”

			“The timing is suspicious,” Arturo said. “We arrive and Ivy attacks us. She thinks we’re inspection forces from the Superiority. And suddenly the end is nigh and she needs to send as many gladiators to Elysium as possible.”

			“It happened after she realized we were human,” I said. “Maybe she tried to contact her superiors and realized that we aren’t Superiority inspectors after all.”

			“That’s a possibility,” Arturo said. “She could be collecting fighters to defend herself against us.”

			“That’s a terrifying thought,” I said. We came here hoping to find allies, but perhaps we were even more outnumbered than we thought.

			Nedd finished the last bench in his section and wandered over, his rag tossed over his shoulder. As the others finished their own sections, we gathered our cleaning supplies and packs and headed back to the custodial office, where we collected metal coins from the attendant.

			We left by way of the main gates, pausing on the front steps. Arturo motioned for us all to step closer so he could speak without being overheard.

			“We need more information before we can determine if it’s safe to reveal ourselves to these humans,” Arturo said. “We’ll split into teams. Alanik and I will wait for most of the coliseum staff to finish work and leave, then we’ll use Hoid’s illusions to sneak back in and look behind that gate. If it’s a way off the planet, we might be able to use it to escape. Gilaf and Suki will watch our backs as we go in.”

			“I’d complain about not getting to see the depths of the arena,” Suki said from her hiding place in Arturo’s pack, “but danger isn’t exactly my specialty.”

			That left me and Nedd without a role. I was afraid to hope for what I thought this meant. “Do Nedd and I get to go to the pub to talk to the gladiators?”

			“Yes,” Arturo said. “We don’t know exactly when the third shift is, but you’ll need time to locate the place. Once you get there, ask around and see if anyone knows when the gladiators will arrive. If you catch them, find out what they know about Elysium. If not, find out what time you need to return, and we’ll all meet back here when we’re done scouting the arena. But don’t—”

			“Blow our cover,” I said. “I know.”

			“I was going to say don’t take unnecessary risks,” Arturo said. “Something nefarious is happening here. These people aren’t simply prisoners and we don’t know if they’re in league with Ivy, so we can’t be sure they wouldn’t also attack us on sight if they knew who we were. If anyone acts suspicious of you, get out of there. Don’t drink anything alcoholic, or anything that might make you sick.”

			“Aw,” Nedd said, “and here I thought we’d be more diplomatic if we got staggeringly drunk.”

			“You won’t have illusions,” Arturo said, pointedly ignoring Nedd, “because we need them to break into the coliseum. Take some of our money and buy clothes. Find a scarf to cover Sadie’s hair and a glove for Nedd’s prosthetic.” Arturo looked from me to Nedd. “Can you two handle this?”

			It was a fair question, given that neither of us was a trained spy. But if there was anything I had experience with, it was asking awkward questions. I nodded.

			“I’m more worried about you guys breaking past the coliseum security,” Nedd said. “You realize you’re leaving Sadie and me to launch a rescue mission if the four of you get caught?”

			“I do,” Arturo said. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

		

	
		
			
				Sixteen

				Sadie

			
			I was going to a pub with Nedd.

			I was going to a pub with Nedd!

			And our flightmates weren’t with us, so I didn’t even have to mentally edit them out to pretend we were alone!

			Of course, we were on a very serious mission to gather information, not to hang out with each other. And we were only going because Arturo ordered us to. And I was expected to do more talking…which meant I had to be sharp and helpful and coherent. At a pub. With Nedd.

			Arturo must not know about my crush or he would have realized he’d just increased our odds of failure tenfold.

			We found a shop not far from the coliseum where we used some of the metal coins we’d earned to buy clothes and a pretty blue headscarf, though we had to ask directions to a shop that sold work gloves so Nedd could find a pair that fit both his hand and his prosthetic. Before we got too far away from Hoid, we used a public restroom to change and stash our flightsuits in our bags. With no way to disguise them, we removed our earpieces—we wouldn’t need them to translate at the bar anyway. I tied the headscarf over my hair. I felt festive with it on, and the color matched my natural hair in case the cloth slipped.

			I asked one of the food vendors for directions to the Angry Badger. “Down the main road there for about a kilometer,” she told us. “You’ll see the mill on your right. Walk around the building and take a left just over the bridge.”

			“Thanks,” I said. We didn’t seem to have aroused any suspicion yet, so I chanced another question. “How long until third shift?”

			The woman looked at me sharply. “Third shift started an hour ago,” she said. “Are you late for something?”

			“Yep!” I said. “I better go!”

			Nedd fell into step beside me as I hurried away.

			“How awkward was that?” I asked him.

			“On a scale of FM to Alanik, I’d give you a solid Jorgen,” Nedd said.

			I laughed. Being compared to the admiral couldn’t be a bad thing. “Come on,” I said. “We don’t know how long third shift lasts, so we’d better hurry.”

			“We’d better hurry casually,” Nedd said, “to avoid drawing attention.”

			“Right,” I said.

			We hadn’t gone far before I realized I had no idea how to hurry casually. I was pretty sure I looked anything but casual, bouncing down the road, trying to take everything in. Nedd was walking with his thumbs hooked through the straps of his backpack, which held Squeeze and Twist. I had Nope in my own pack, though I didn’t think we would need a cytonic inhibitor, and even if we did, throwing one up might alert the enemy to our location.

			I’d expected the streets to get less crowded as the day went on, but the level of traffic hadn’t changed much with the new shift. We must have arrived in the morning, because the city wasn’t winding down at all. Some of the buildings had lights on inside, and streetlights constantly illuminated the perpetual twilight. Most buildings had large windows set into the same side, facing the sun to catch what light they could.

			We found the mill—a large industrial building with a water duct running directly into it, coming from the direction of the water tank atop the city wall. It had a large mural on the side with an image of a ship flying in front of a blue-and-green planet that could have been Earth. The words For One, For All, For Elysium! were emblazoned across the top.

			Beyond the mill, the water duct flowed on like an artificial river, lined with rocks and flanked by benches and beds of…Oh stars, that was green grass. I’d heard of grass before, but I’d never seen it. It was oddly spiky, little blades poking out of the ground like so many tiny swords. It couldn’t be as violent as it looked, though, because people were sitting right on top of it, eating and chatting and enjoying the day. Or night. Or whatever hour it was. My radio had a clock that would tell me what time it was back on Detritus, but that wouldn’t help here.

			“Do you think anyone would notice if I touched it?” I asked.

			“The river?” Nedd asked as we approached the bridge that stretched over the stream.

			“No,” I said. “The grass.”

			“Oh, that,” Nedd said. “Go for it. I’ll cover you.”

			Nedd stood at my side as I stopped by the edge of the grass and pretended to adjust my boot, then reached to the side to touch the green plant.

			Stars, it was soft! And fuzzy! I stifled a squeal and hopped up. “You have to try it,” I said.

			“I’ll do it on the way back.”

			Right. We shouldn’t both be freaks who pet grass. No one else was doing it, so I guessed it wasn’t some kind of custom, though it should be.

			We wandered down a street with several restaurants, passing terraces where people gathered around tables, playing games with dice or cards, or sitting and talking over their food.

			“So what’s our story?” I asked Nedd.

			“Our story?”

			“Yeah. Who are we? Why are we here? Where do we live?”

			“You’re Sadie and I’m Nedd,” Nedd said. “That seems easiest, right?”

			“Right.” I’d already told Liba my real name. It would be easiest to stick to that. We’d used our callsigns over the radio, so Ivy didn’t know our names. “And we’re…friends? Siblings? Total strangers who have never met before?”

			“Friends,” Nedd said. “That’s also true.”

			Oh nice. Nedd thought of me as a friend! I mean, it would have been ideal if he’d thought of me as more, but thinking of me as more than just a flightmate was amazing—and at least he didn’t want to pretend to be siblings. That would be weird, and I’d probably be bad at it.

			“Great. Friends. Who are fans of the Ascension Games. Of which we have seen exactly one match and don’t totally understand the rules.” I scrunched my nose. That didn’t add up. It was a good thing I was talking through this now and not in front of people.

			“We’re new fans,” Nedd said. “We work on a rice farm and traveled into the city to see our first match today.”

			“And we have all the questions!” I said. “Hey! We’re so good at this!”

			Nedd grinned at me, and I almost forgot who I was supposed to be again.

			Oh right. Myself. The only lie we’d come up with so far was that we worked on a rice farm.

			“Do you know anything about farming rice?” I asked. We’d seen dishes with rice in them outside the coliseum, so we knew they farmed it here.

			“Didn’t you grow up in the farming cavern?”

			“Yeah,” I said. “But the only rice we grew was made of coagulated algae. I’m pretty sure rice doesn’t naturally grow in a vat.”

			“Yum,” Nedd said. “I love it when my food is coagulated.”

			If I didn’t know better, I would have thought we were flirting. But Nedd joked around like this with everyone, so I was pretty sure we weren’t. “Good,” I said. “Once I tried to explain the algae coagulation process during dinner and T-Stall told me if I ever used that word again while he was eating I would be dead to him.”

			“Okay,” Nedd said, “but do you think anyone in this pub will interrogate us about rice farming techniques?”

			“Good point.” They probably wouldn’t ask us questions at all. Everyone would be too focused on the gladiators.

			We found the Angry Badger set back from the road with a large terrace in front, a shingled awning erected over it to protect the tables from rain. The doors on the far side of the terrace stood wide open and welcoming. Serving staff wandered among the tables, which were mostly full. It didn’t look much different from the pub we used to go to when I was in flight school, except for the total lack of DDF-issued jumpsuits.

			The pub’s patrons were dressed in the same woven fabrics we’d seen, though there were fewer ponchos and headscarves here. Like at the coliseum, the crowd came from a cross section of society, with some wearing fancier outfits—jackets, lapels, collars, and buttons—and others wearing loose-fitting shirts like the barge workers wore. Most patrons had plates of food in front of them, and the smell of meat and spices was intoxicating. I didn’t spot any gladiators, though I’d only seen two of them in the arena, and those from very far away, so I wasn’t totally sure I would recognize one when I saw them.

			Nedd strode confidently through the crowd, flexing his prosthetic inside its glove. We walked through the terrace, into the pub, and up to the bar, where we found a pair of empty stools and waited for the bartender.

			“Are there any gladiators here today?” I asked when he arrived to take our order.

			“Not yet,” he said. “They might be busy training or spending time with their families, what with the End Times and all.”

			“Yeah, what’s that about?” Nedd asked. “Why the big rush to send everyone to Elysium? Did something happen?”

			“We’re winning the war!” the bartender said. “Hopefully soon the fighting will be over, and then we’ll get off this forsaken planet.”

			Getting off this planet was exactly what we wanted for them, but I doubted Ivy could say the same. “Where would you go, if you could?” I asked.

			The bartender shrugged. “Anywhere, I guess. There’s a whole galaxy out there to explore, once the aliens stop trying to kill us.”

			They already have, I wanted to tell him, but breaking that news was definitely above my pay grade—and besides, I didn’t have any proof, so he probably wouldn’t believe me.

			“You think the gladiators are off preparing?” I asked. “Where would they do that?”

			“What do I know?” the bartender said. “I’m not their secretary. What can I get you?”

			I looked at Nedd. There was no reason for us to spend our money here if no gladiators were coming, though maybe we could get someone else talking so as not to call it a total loss. We had to wait for Arturo’s team to scout the coliseum either way.

			“Do you have anything with no alcohol?” I asked.

			“We’ve got colada,” the bartender said.

			“We’ll take two of those,” Nedd said.

			“Sure,” the bartender said. He pulled out two smoky-colored glasses from under the bar and poured them both full. “Four bits.”

			Nedd gave the bartender exact change, which meant he must have paid a lot more attention than I did when we were buying our clothes.

			I sipped my drink. It was much sweeter than I was used to, with a tangy flavor I didn’t recognize. Algae certainly never tasted like that. I’d learned in school that most human cultures hadn’t eaten much algae until we became spacefaring, and not because of scarcity—it had been plentiful on Old Earth—but they’d had enough other sources of food that it wasn’t considered a food group. But algae was one of the cheapest and easiest foods to grow on a spaceship.

			The humans of Blightfall had certainly been spacefaring at some point, but they didn’t seem to have carried that habit over into their new society. I wondered what our people would have eaten if we’d landed somewhere more hospitable than Detritus.

			“Hey,” Nedd said, elbowing me. I pretended not to notice that he’d touched me. My whole body definitely wasn’t jittering just from bumping elbows with him. Definitely not. “I guess they’re not too busy after all.”

			I looked up to see a group of gladiators arriving, the crowd simultaneously swarming them and moving aside to let them through. The hum of voices steadily rose, and several patrons let out whoops and cheers. Nedd and I turned around on our barstools, Nedd keeping his prosthetic near me, where it wouldn’t be bumped by anyone.

			The gladiators had changed out of their fighting costumes, but their clothing was tighter than the common fashion, fitted and more suited for battle. Kalia Killcot, her long black hair now loose from its braid, entered arm in arm with a tall, burly man. I guessed he was a gladiator too, because they both waved to people in the crowd and bumped fists as they passed. They headed straight toward the bar, and a space cleared at the far end, though people crowded around the open seats.

			I leaned over to the person next to me, a woman with a long ponytail cascading from a topknot. “Hey, we’re new here,” I said. “Who is that guy with Kalia?”

			“Ephraim Endwalker,” she said. “He’s been in the top bracket for a while. He’ll definitely be in the End Times Tournament, trying to earn the rest of his points.”

			“Is that his real name?” Their last names all sounded fake, but I couldn’t say for sure without a bigger sample.

			The woman laughed. “No, definitely not. I think Ephraim’s last name is Amos. They take stage names because it gets the crowd riled up.” She looked at me quizzically. “Where are you from?”

			I was asked that a lot, which probably meant I was not doing the best job at being inconspicuous.

			“Rice farms,” Nedd said over my shoulder.

			“Ah,” the woman said, though she still eyed us strangely before she turned her attention back to the gladiators. The crowd was getting thicker, everyone clamoring to buy them a drink. I didn’t love the idea of trying to elbow my way through, and it didn’t sound like anyone was getting into a very personal or deep conversation with either of them over the hubbub.

			We needed answers, but these circumstances were not ideal. I wondered if the crowd would thin out when it got late, and if the gladiators would stay long enough for that to happen.

			When the bartender came our direction, I flagged him down.

			“How long before you close?” I asked.

			“Close?” the bartender asked. “What do you mean?”

			“For the night,” I said. As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I knew they were wrong. The bartender clearly had no idea what I meant.

			“Do you mean how long before the shift ends?” he asked. “A couple hours.”

			“I meant how long can we stay?” I tried again.

			“Long as you keep buying drinks,” the bartender said.

			The woman who’d talked to us earlier looked over her shoulder at me. “They don’t close,” she said. “Always open. All the restaurants are. Do you not work in shifts on the farms? I thought the harvest ran constantly.”

			Oh. Apparently here, not having night meant they…didn’t have night. They ran Epiphany around the clock, with everyone sleeping and working on different shifts.

			That made sense. There would be plenty of people to keep the city running with a population this size, and there was no darkness and therefore no reason for the city to stop. Just because we simulated nighttime in the Detritus caverns didn’t mean that was the only way to run things. Even we had a night shift, since algae grew all the time.

			“We do!” I said. “I didn’t know it was the same here, thanks.”

			The woman turned away again. Hopefully she didn’t notice my cheeks burning, but I was pretty sure Nedd did.

			“I’m bad at this,” I said quietly to him.

			“No way!” Nedd whispered back. “You got us information. Now we know they run their society at all hours.”

			It wasn’t the biggest discovery we’d made today. “We do,” I said, “but that lady thinks I’m a weirdo.”

			“You are a weirdo,” Nedd said. “What’s wrong with that?”

			Okay, that did make me feel a little better. There wasn’t anything wrong with being weird, as long as no one decided to arrest or attack me. People looked at me strangely on Detritus sometimes too.

			Oh stars. Had Arturo picked me for this job because I was awkward in every situation?

			I took another gulp of my drink, trying to console myself with deliciousness.

			“If this place is open all the time and there is no night in the city,” I whispered, “then the crowds may never die down. It’ll also make Arturo and Alanik’s infiltration more difficult.”

			Nedd took a drag of his drink. “Yeah, but they’ll figure it out.”

			He sounded confident. Then again, he also said I wasn’t messing up my job, so I wasn’t sure Nedd’s opinion could be trusted.

		

	
		
			
				Seventeen

				Arturo

			
			“These people never seem to sleep,” I said.

			“More accurately,” Suki said from my bag, “they never seem to sleep at the same time.”

			Alanik and I sat on a bench near the coliseum, watching the crowds, Suki riding in my pack and Hoid in hers. Gilaf hung out near the staff entrance, waiting as the shift emptied to see how many new workers arrived.

			“This is normal on ReDawn,” Alanik said. “Our day cycle is too long to stay awake, so we alternate sleep cycles. That way, the city can run regardless of whether it’s light or dark.”

			“It’s never going to get dark,” I said. “And if they don’t have a night cycle where most of the city goes to sleep, we can’t wait for the streets to clear before we try to sneak in.”

			“Once we’re inside the arena, no one will see us from the street,” Alanik said. “Are you delaying because you’re afraid?”

			“What?” I said. “No! What would I be afraid of?”

			“I’m afraid,” Suki said. “We’re stuck in unknown territory with very little idea how we might ever get home.”

			“That’s the point of this investigation,” I said. “To figure out what’s going on and find a way out.”

			“Still, there are many things to be afraid of,” Alanik said. “Getting caught. Facing danger without a ship to protect you.”

			Okay, I was worried about that. I was out of my element and I knew it. But I had a pistol in my pack, along with a hyperdrive slug and a cytonic next to me. All of that meant I shouldn’t be afraid.

			But I was. Watching the sky, I didn’t see a single drone patrolling, looking for us. I told myself that was a good thing. It meant we could do our jobs without anyone shooting at us—or worse, shooting at bystanders trying to get to us. But I worried the fight might start at any moment, and when it did, some of these people would be in the way.

			And somewhere deep down, maybe I even wished someone would shoot at us, because that was a simple problem, one I knew how to handle. Information gathering was less familiar, and therefore more scary.

			The fact that this made sense to me probably meant I was irrevocably screwed up.

			“We’re going to be fine,” I said. “I’m more worried about the others.”

			I didn’t like the idea of leaving my team to deal with a delicate situation without me. If I was going to put someone in danger, I always wanted it to be me. Being flightleader meant I had to fight that impulse every moment. Jorgen told me leaders had to hang back sometimes and delegate risks, because losing a leader in the heat of battle was the worst thing that could happen to a team. It wasn’t that I was more selfless than Jorgen; he was just better at letting logic rule his choices. I might have found his reasoning more compelling if I had a handle on my own vision for this particular mission. I felt like we were flying blind.

			I wondered if our diplomatic team would have felt as lost as I did. I almost asked as much, but thought better of it. I was the commander. I needed to at least look like I knew what I was doing.

			Gilaf returned from his post by the service doors. With his back to the street, he turned on his pin, speaking low so no bystanders would hear his voice. “The last shift seems to have left,” he said. “I counted only six workers going in for the next shift. Even if they are all security, the arena is huge. We should be able to avoid them.”

			“Now is the time to go in then,” I said. “Let’s check around back, see if there’s a way we can slip in without being noticed.”

			Gilaf nodded, walking ahead. Alanik followed with her pack slung over her shoulder. She marched forward with purpose. Alanik never appeared lost, never lacked direction. She’d been trained as a spy before she came to work with us, and I wondered if that gave her confidence in situations like this. She seemed preternaturally confident—it was hard to imagine her any other way.

			“Is this part of your spy training?” I asked. “Walking like that?”

			Alanik gave me a confused glance over her shoulder. “Like what?”

			“With confidence. Like you know what you’re doing.”

			She looked even more bewildered. “Arturo, I’m just walking. Why are you thinking about it so much?”

			My face flushed. Stars, I was not supposed to be obsessing over Alanik’s gait. I was not supposed to be thinking about her at all. I was supposed to be focused on our mission, which meant thinking about the best way to get past coliseum security.

			I outpaced Alanik and Gilaf, leading the team away from the main entrance and around a section of the building lined by a wall about two meters in height that concealed half of the ground level from the adjacent apartment buildings. We found another pair of wide doors, though these were locked. We could try breaking in, but the resulting noise would no doubt summon security.

			The archways on the upper floors, though, were wide open, like a series of mouths all yawning in the breeze. I pointed at one. “What do you think about climbing?”

			Alanik shrugged. “I have no fear of heights.”

			“Can you go first, Suki?” I asked. I helped her out of my pack and powered on her floating disk. “Float up and peek into the archway, see if there’s a guard there. We’ll have Hoid put an illusion in front of the coliseum wall so you won’t be visible from the apartment windows as you reach the second floor.” I didn’t know what the citizens of Epiphany would do if they saw a bipedal gerbil floating on a disk to the second story of the arena, but the resulting attention wouldn’t help our cause.

			“Yes,” Suki said, “I believe I am fully qualified to look through an archway and identify if a person is present.”

			I was pretty sure she was being sarcastic, though that tone didn’t always translate. None of us were fully qualified for the job we were doing here, but our other option was to sit around waiting for reinforcements to arrive and get shot to pieces—so we were doing it, qualified or not.

			“Hoid says the illusion is up,” Alanik said, and I tested it, watching my hand slip through the illusion of the coliseum wall two feet in front of the physical wall. We could climb up the space between them without being spotted from the surrounding buildings.

			I stepped through the illusion so I could watch as Suki ascended. She stopped her platform with her eyes level with the bottom of the arch, nothing but her tiny ears visible to anyone inside.

			She lowered herself again, stopping in front of my face. “I saw no one,” she said. “Do you want me to proceed down the hall?”

			“Just a little,” I said. “Get the lay of the land while we climb.”

			Suki nodded and held a fist up to me in solidarity, then ascended through the second-floor archway.

			I made sure my pack with Naga was secure on my back and shot a light-line to the first row of open arches, then tapped the device to release it. The line remained connected at the top of the wall, hanging behind the illusion like a rope, ready for climbing.

			“Gilaf, stay here to watch our backs,” I said, handing him my light-line. “Use this if you need to come after us.”

			He gave me a thumbs-up—another gesture he learned from Nedd—and stepped back against the perimeter wall on the far side of the alley to keep watch.

			“You ready?” I asked Naga through the mesh of the bag.

			“Ready!” Naga said.

			“All right,” I said to Alanik. “Ladies first.”

			She looked at me like she wasn’t sure if I was mocking her or not.

			“Or trained spies first,” I said. “If you prefer.”

			Alanik smiled, grabbed hold of the light-line, and began to climb, quickly disappearing behind the illusion. I ducked inside it again to monitor her progress. I could still see Gilaf through the illusion, but he would no longer be able to see me.

			“Isn’t it strange the way these illusions only work from one side?” I asked.

			“No,” Alanik said. “If they worked from both sides, I wouldn’t be able to see through the color Hoid put over my eyes.”

			“Good point.”

			The first floor of the arena was twice as high as the ones above it, so we had to climb maybe six meters. I held the line steady at the bottom and, when she was about halfway, climbed up after her.

			Alanik hoisted herself through the arch, turning back to check on my progress. I hauled myself up, and we ducked around the corner, backs pressed to the white stone. We were in one of the walkways that circled the coliseum, rimmed by seats and interrupted every fifty meters or so by stairs to the higher levels. The floodlights had been turned off, leaving the arena dim, lit only by the twilight sky.

			Suki waited several banks of seats ahead. She brandished her fist at me, which I understood as both a greeting and a sign that she hadn’t yet encountered security.

			Alanik tucked herself behind a row of seats, and I joined her, staring out at the darkened arena. “There,” she said, pointing over the bench.

			Sure enough, I could make out someone moving along a walkway one level above us, pacing the arena on the far side. We waited for another minute, scanning for others, but didn’t see any.

			“There’s probably one on our side too,” I whispered. “Somewhere above us.”

			“Probably,” Alanik agreed, “though security may be heaviest near the gate.”

			That made sense, given how thoroughly guarded the gate had been while we were cleaning.

			“Come on,” I said, waving to Suki to follow.

			We kept to the shadows as we worked our way down so the guard across the way wouldn’t spot us. When we got to the ground level, Suki lowered her tiny platform beneath the benches and cruised away from us toward the ramp where Timon had left for Elysium. Alanik and I took a set of stairs sheltered by a meter-tall barrier wall, then circled along the bulwark that separated the crowd from the fighting floor. The shadows of the scion corpses on the arena floor looked more sinister in the dark—twisted, gnarled branches and roots curling into the air like tentacles.

			“The ramp looks unguarded,” I whispered.

			It couldn’t be, though, could it? If the answers to where the gladiators went lay beyond it, Ivy would keep it well protected. I scanned the area for cameras, but I didn’t see any, and the floating drones that had filmed the competition were also nowhere to be seen.

			I’d lost sight of Suki beneath the benches, which was a good sign. The ramp was only accessible from the floor of the arena, which was a story or two deeper than the first floor of the coliseum itself. It was sheltered from the audience by another low wall, about a meter in height, probably to keep people from pushing onto it as they crowded around to watch an ascension.

			Suki’s ears poked up over one of the benches until I could just make out her tiny snout. “There are two guards circling the levels above us,” she said, “so any noise would draw their attention.”

			That matched what Alanik and I had observed. “Thanks, Suki,” I said. “Keep watching those guards while I check this out.”

			“Do you want me to come with you?” Alanik asked.

			I shook my head. “Stay here and cover me if I’m spotted.”

			I waited, watching the guard on the opposite side circle the second level, until I was fairly certain they were turned in the other direction. Then I jumped the wall and hugged it as I ascended the ramp to an ornate metal gate. Decorative iron layers overlapped to obscure whatever was beyond.

			I grabbed the bars at the bottom, testing them. The gate was locked tight. It didn’t roll up when I pulled on it, and there was no mechanism to open it from this side. The bars were too close together for Suki to sneak through, and even if she could, I didn’t love the idea of sending her to scout an area where we couldn’t follow. I peered through the cracks, but all I could see inside was darkness.

			“Naga,” I whispered, “can you hyperjump in to see what’s inside?”

			“Naga!” Naga said, and my pack deflated a bit as she left.

			Scud. I immediately regretted sending her. Taynix could hyperjump without alerting nearby cytonics to their presence, but if she ran into danger, she’d be alone.

			She was gone less than ten seconds, but I felt every one before she reappeared on my shoulders.

			“Gate!” Naga fluted.

			“Yeah,” I said, “I know it’s a gate, but what’s on the other side?”

			“Gate!” Naga said.

			Alanik’s voice floated over the wall at my back. “Is that what she found in there? Another gate?”

			“Gate!” Naga said.

			“Okay,” I said. “Did you see what was on the other side of that gate?”

			“No gate!” Naga said.

			I sighed. This was not interspecies communication at its finest, and it reminded me why using hyperslugs for espionage was not on the first page of the DDF playbook. “Thanks, Naga. Any idea how we get inside?”

			“We could try those stairs,” Alanik said, her hand appearing over the wall and pointing to the other side of the ramp. Sure enough, there was a dark stairwell positioned just beneath the opposite wall, leading down.

			“Okay,” I said. “Suki, you stay here and alert us if anyone follows us.”

			“Will do!” Suki said, steering her platform out into the arena and taking shelter beneath the branches of a fallen scion.

			Alanik and I descended the stairs, which appeared to run directly under the stadium seats. At the bottom we came to a landing, and I squinted, trying to make sense of what I was seeing. I scanned the ceiling for cameras, but this hallway didn’t have any. Ivy and these humans obviously had the technology to install security cameras, so I didn’t understand why this area was so unguarded.

			The lower floor was lit by window wells, casting eerie, twisted shadows across the stone floor. As we entered, the shadows moved, like branches shifting in the breeze.

			Alanik and I both took a step back as we spotted a looming shape standing against the far wall—a scion, locked inside a cell. There must be another way out of here; no way did that scion fit through the staircase. The scion advanced toward the bars—a backlit, hulking shadow. Alanik turned on the light-line she was carrying, bathing it in red-orange light.

			The scion waved its branches at us half-heartedly. A number of limbs were broken, a few swinging limply, barely attached to the trunk. It glared menacingly, as if it didn’t have the strength to fight us and wanted to drive us back by intimidation alone. Granted, the thing was intimidating, even in its weakened state.

			I didn’t know what use it was down here. It didn’t look to be in good enough shape to fight, though maybe it had been in a battle already and come out like this. I wondered if the creatures ate food, or if they got their energy from the sun. If that was the case, the thing would slowly waste away down here, which seemed unnecessarily cruel.

			To our right was a doorway leading to a second staircase going even farther belowground. “Let’s try this way,” Alanik said.

			We retreated from the scion, slipping down the dark stairwell lined with pale footlights, which emitted a weak white glow. Alanik turned off her light-line so as not to attract attention from whatever was below.

			When we reached the bottom, all we found was a locked door.

			“Well,” I said, “I guess it was too much to ask that they leave the door open for us. You don’t happen to know how to pick locks?”

			“No,” Alanik said.

			I tried the door again, as if by turning the knob harder I could make it magically open. I sighed, tapping my forehead against it. If the secrets to Elysium were down here, they weren’t going to be unlocked or unguarded. We could give up, but then we’d be no closer to figuring out what Ivy was up to than before we’d snuck in.

			If we wanted valuable information, we were going to have to take some risks.

			“We could try shooting the lock,” I said.

			“The guards will hear that, yes?” Alanik asked.

			They might, though we were two stories underground here, and the guards in the stadium were several levels above us. There was a chance our shot would go unheard, especially if no one was on the other side of the door. Though I didn’t want to count on it.

			“Have Hoid prepare an illusion against the wall on the other side of the door,” I said. He wouldn’t know what color it should be until he saw it, but Alanik could communicate the general idea to him mind-to-mind before we went in. “We’ll shoot off the lock and then hide behind the illusion until we can push farther into the facility.”

			Alanik nodded. “Hoid is ready,” she said after a moment.

			I transferred Naga into my bag again, giving her a scritch, then pulled out my sidearm destructor and fired it at the lock.

			The thing broke in half, and the door swung open, revealing a long stone hallway. Alanik and I ducked inside and flattened ourselves against the wall, Hoid’s illusion blending us in with the white stone. If we moved even a few centimeters forward, we would step through the illusion’s boundaries and become visible.

			Somewhere down at the end of the hallway, a voice cried out in a strange language, and then footsteps approached.

		

	
		
			
				Eighteen

				Sadie

			
			Nedd and I waited for the crowd around the gladiators to clear, but it didn’t. I was steeling myself to elbow my way in and ask a question or two, when the patrons on the terrace cheered again, and I turned to see Dayan Dayright making their way through the pub door.

			Dayan’s demeanor was different than that of Kalia and Ephraim, who had encouraged the cheers and the shouts, interacting directly with the crowd. Dayan waved politely and smiled affably, but avoided eye contact with anyone in particular. Their short black hair was streaked with blue and purple. The fact that they chose blue made me like them immediately. I wondered if I could have gotten by without the headscarf after all—but even if others assumed it was dyed, blue hair would probably make me too memorable.

			Dayan waved to Kalia and Ephraim, but then found a seat at the end of the bar opposite the other gladiators, where they could put their back to the wall. A small crowd immediately gathered around them. Someone offered them a drink, and they accepted. The bartender poured it, calling Dayan by name. Clearly they’d come here knowing they’d be surrounded by adoring fans, though they looked less comfortable with the attention.

			The smaller crowd would be easier to elbow through, I supposed.

			“I think we’ll have more luck with Dayan,” I whispered to Nedd.

			He nodded. “Let’s give them a second to settle in.”

			That made sense. It would be suspicious to pepper them with questions the moment they walked through the door.

			Nedd ordered us a second round of coladas and we sipped them. The crowd around Dayan never cleared exactly, but when they spent more time talking to each individual person, some wandered away. Kalia and Ephraim seemed to be holding court with the entire crowd at once, which probably made it harder for any one person to steer the direction of the conversation.

			Dayan was definitely the one to approach.

			While we waited, I listened to the conversations around us to see what I could glean. The woman next to me finished her drink and left, and then two men sat down, already in the middle of an argument about copper. There had been an accident in a mine somewhere in the mountains above Epiphany.

			“We shouldn’t have increased production,” one man said. “This happens every time we try. The mine’s cursed.”

			“That’s just superstition,” the other said.

			“Ain’t superstition if it happens every time.”

			If that was true, he had a point. “Were people hurt?” I asked.

			They both stared at me, and I wilted a little. People called me abrupt at home, which should have taught me how to interrupt people, but practice didn’t make me any less awkward at it.

			“Not this time,” the first man said, and turned back to his friend. “We’ll get it up and running again, but Japen said we have to cap output at eighty-five percent of standard.”

			“Just keeps dropping,” the other man said. “At this rate, we’ll never develop outside the city walls.”

			“We ought to give it up. The only way we’ll ever live decently is to make our way to Elysium.”

			I thought they only took gladiators. But if the soldiers won the war they were supposedly fighting, more of the population would want to move off planet.

			“Check it out,” Nedd said, nodding at Dayan.

			Their most recent conversation had just ended, and they were gulping down their drink while they could. Nedd nudged me, like he wanted me to go first, so I walked over. Nedd followed.

			Dayan seemed even more wiry hunched up on a barstool. They were thin, but clearly all muscle. They smiled at us as we approached.

			“Hey!” I said. “We don’t often come up to the city, but we saw you fight today. You were incredible.”

			“Thanks,” Dayan said.

			“Thank you!” I said. I probably sounded too enthusiastic. But we were supposed to be enthusiastic, right? We were fans. “How long have you been in the games?”

			“About six months,” Dayan said.

			Six months to get nearly enough points to go to Elysium. “Did you train for a long time before that, just to get in?”

			Dayan sipped their drink and nodded. “Yeah, I’ve been training since I was a kid.”

			“So did you always want to be a gladiator, then?”

			Nedd and I were still standing awkwardly around Dayan’s barstool, but the people on the next stools finally took pity on us and vacated, letting us sit. For the moment, we had Dayan to ourselves. I scooted my chair away from the bar to discourage anyone else from crowding around.

			“Sure,” Dayan said, shrugging. “Wasn’t it everyone’s childhood dream to fight in the games?”

			“Totally,” I said.

			It probably was, like it was every Detritus kid’s dream to be a pilot. The DDF made sure we grew up idolizing pilots, so we’d work and work to pass the pilot’s test and earn the privilege to throw our lives away against the Krell.

			“I don’t think I have what it takes, though,” I said. “It looks”—I almost said “scudding scary,” but I hadn’t heard anyone use the word “scud” here; maybe they swore differently—“terrifying to ride on a thrashing tree with nothing but a light-whip to hold on to. You’d have to be brave to get up there and do it at all.”

			“Yeah, it’s frightening sometimes,” Dayan said, relaxing for the first time. “I know I’m not supposed to admit that.”

			“Why not? I think you’d be crazy not to be scared. Those scions are enormous. What’s the hardest part about fighting them?”

			“Landing,” Dayan said, without even thinking about it. “The branches will break your ribs, but it’s nothing compared to what you can do to yourself if you land wrong. The sand looks soft from the stands, but it still hurts like hell, even if you do it right.”

			I looked to Nedd. He was technically in command with Arturo absent, but I was doing all the babbling. He smiled and nodded at me, so I kept going.

			“Why do you do it then?” I asked.

			Dayan shrugged. “It pays well. My parents used to work in the quarry. When they got too old for the labor, we moved to the city, but it’s hard to make rent.”

			Oh stars. It made sense that being a gladiator wasn’t all about some fabled path to Elysium. It was also about survival. “Some people on the farms discouraged us from coming up here,” I said. “They said it was too expensive, too hard to find a job.”

			“Easy to find a job,” Dayan said. “Hard to find a good one. My parents work long hours just to cover rent. If I make it to Elysium, my family will get a huge bonus. My younger siblings want to be gladiators too, but if I make it, they won’t have to take the risk. My parents can find an apartment in a better neighborhood and not have to worry about money so much.”

			No one had to worry about rent on Detritus—the DDF provided every citizen with basic housing and credits. Theoretically we were all equal, but some jobs paid more credits than others, so it was hard to believe that was really true. Some neighborhoods were still more desirable than others, some caverns safer, some more prestigious.

			“I hoped things would be different in the city,” I said. “But I guess it’s the same struggle everywhere.”

			Dayan nodded. “I’m grateful for the opportunity to help my family, to fight in the games. It’s everyone’s dream and I’m living it, so that makes me pretty lucky.”

			I wondered if they really felt that way, or simply knew what fans wanted to hear. I thought about how to angle my next question to get into the juicy stuff.

			“Do you worry about what it’ll be like?” I asked. “Elysium?”

			“Yeah, of course,” Dayan said. “Not so much the fighting. The games are meant to prepare us for that. But I worry about never seeing my family again. We’re all supposedly in it for the glory. Even Timon, before he won today, talked a big game about how he would finally get to lay waste to the alien scum that threatens the galaxy, you know? But I know he was worried about leaving his family.”

			“Some people on the farms say Elysium doesn’t exist,” Nedd said. “They don’t think there’s really a war going on.”

			Dayan looked surprised. “Of course there’s a war. That’s how we ended up stuck on this planet.”

			“Sure,” Nedd said. “But how do we know the war hasn’t ended out there, and we’re still fighting, preparing for a battle that’s already done?”

			That was a risk, but it was a good one. We needed to get the people of this planet used to this idea if we wanted to convince them to be our allies in peace. It was good to test how they would react.

			Dayan shook their head. “If that’s true, where do the gladiators go?”

			“We don’t really know, do we?” I said. “They leave and never come back.”

			Dayan focused on their drink, like they were no longer enjoying this conversation. Nedd and I exchanged a look. We’d done a good job getting Dayan talking, but now we’d put them on the defensive. Nedd inclined his head toward Kalia and Ephraim, as if to suggest we should try them instead.

			But I liked Dayan, and I wasn’t ready to give up.

			“You’re probably right,” I said. “You would know better than us.”

			Dayan shrugged. “I’m just a gladiator. I don’t know any more about Elysium than you do. But I do believe in what we’re doing, fighting for humanity.” They looked up at me. “Don’t you?”

			I didn’t know how to answer that. I glanced at Nedd, but the traitor put his glass to his lips. “I hope we’re not at war,” I said finally. “Because it seems like such a waste, you know? Centuries of killing, when we could find a way to coexist, to have peace.”

			“Seriously?” Dayan said. “You think the aliens would make peace with us?”

			Our conversation had now captured the attention of several other patrons, who pressed closer around us. Had I said something so outrageous? Did no one on this planet entertain the possibility of peace?

			“Is that too much to hope for?” I asked.

			“It’ll never happen,” a man behind me said.

			“The aliens are the ones who stranded us here,” Dayan said. “They’re the reason we’re on this planet instead of a better one. They’re the reason Old Earth disappeared.”

			Stars, I didn’t know if that was true or not. My people had no idea why Old Earth disappeared. Our old flightmate Spensa had discovered an ancient artificial intelligence named M-Bot who knew basically everything, and even he hadn’t known what happened to Earth.

			But I was entirely certain that I knew more about the state of humanity’s relationship with various alien species than these people did, so it was time to steer the conversation in another direction.

			I smiled and shrugged. “It’s wishful thinking, I guess. I just don’t like the idea of so much death, you know?”

			“We’re soft,” the man behind me said. “With all the fighting happening on Elysium, we’ve gotten too comfortable here.”

			“Why don’t more people go to Elysium?” Nedd asked. “Why send only the gladiators? Don’t they need other jobs done out there? Fighters aren’t much good without people to feed them, or make them weapons, or clean up their waste.”

			“We do send supplies sometimes,” the man said. “Metals mostly, from the mine. But they have all those things. The people who farm, the people who mine—they don’t get killed as fast as the soldiers do. Those are the people who need to be replenished.”

			Dayan looked put out, and rightly so. He’d basically said that the gladiators were disposable. It was the same in our military. Before the war ended, they moved the age of admission younger and younger, just trying to fill the seats in our starfighters. They trained us, yes. They made a big show of respecting us. But especially in the days before we had hyperdrives, when we were fighting for survival, we were bodies in ships, and not a lot more.

			“The gladiators are specialized fighters,” I said. “They aren’t disposable.”

			“Of course they aren’t,” the man said. “Winning in the games is a tremendous honor! Takes dedication and skill. Isn’t that right, Dayan?”

			Dayan smiled and raised their drink, though they didn’t look entirely convinced. They turned to me. “So where are you guys staying in the city?”

			Oh no. I barely knew where anything was. Where had Liba said she lived again? I couldn’t make something up or they would know immediately.

			I must have taken too long to answer, because Nedd cut in. “We’re still figuring it out.”

			“There are always apartments open in the tank district,” Dayan said. “The factories are loud, so people don’t tend to stay there too long. If they have the money, that is. A lot of young couples start out there.”

			I sputtered. Couples? “Oh, we’re not—I mean, it’s not like we’re, we’re not—”

			Both Dayan and Nedd looked at me, waiting to see how this sentence would end. Nedd had a smug look on his face that told me he knew exactly what I was thinking.

			Well, hopefully not everything I was thinking.

			“We’re just friends,” Nedd said calmly, as if it were the easiest sentence in the world to form.

			Okay, I liked it a lot less when he said it like that.

			“We grew up together,” he added.

			“Ah,” Dayan said. “Sorry, didn’t mean to assume.”

			“It’s okay,” I said. “We get that all the time.”

			Dayan looked doubtful—probably because if it were true, I wouldn’t have sputtered so much about it. Scud. I was not the world’s best liar. I wanted to live in a universe where Nedd and I regularly got mistaken for a couple. I hoped that didn’t show too much on my face.

			“We’ll have to check out those apartments,” I said. I doubted we could afford one on day-labor janitorial work, but it wouldn’t make a lot of sense for us to have come to the city with only today’s wages. I sipped my drink, but my straw slurped at the bottom.

			“Which farm did you say you were from?”

			We hadn’t. Because we hadn’t covered that part of our backstory. “Rice farm,” I said. “Downriver.”

			Dayan nodded, thoughtful. “And you both grew up there.”

			“Yep,” I said. “Born and bred.”

			“I’ve always wondered,” Dayan said, “about the rice-farming process. Would you tell me about it?”

			I turned to Nedd, the genius who decided no one at this pub would interrogate us about rice farming.

			“I’d tell you,” Nedd said, saving me from trying to guess how the vat-growing process translated to actual soil, “but if you can believe it, the process is incredibly boring. I put myself to sleep every time I think about it.”

			Dayan didn’t look convinced. I was half tempted to tell them we were liars who had obviously not grown up on a rice farm and instead were from another planet, but I definitely didn’t want to be known as the one who blew the whole mission by opening her big mouth after Arturo had trusted me to talk.

			“Hey, we shouldn’t take up any more of your time!” I said. “It was so great to meet you. Hopefully we’ll get to watch you fight again soon.”

			“Sure,” Dayan said. “I’ll be in the final championship tournament.”

			“Great!” I said, standing abruptly and pulling on Nedd’s arm.

			Dayan looked a bit stunned, but gave us a wave and turned back to the bar, where an eager fan was already sliding a stool over to bend their ear.

			“That was a disaster,” I said to Nedd as we fled the bar. “Did we learn anything?”

			“We learned that people are interested in rice farming after all,” he said. “Maybe we should pick up a farm job to earn money.”

			“I joined the DDF to get away from farms,” I grumbled, but Nedd slung his bio arm around my shoulders as we walked along the street, which raised my spirits.

			“Don’t feel bad,” he said. “Arturo wouldn’t have done any better. And Jorgen would have done a lot scudding worse. Remember the time he tried to have a diplomatic conversation and instead he blew up the room with his brain?”

			I did remember, though I hadn’t been present in the actual meeting. “You ever feel like everyone is just making this up as we go along,” I said, “and no one has any actual idea what they’re doing?”

			“All the time,” Nedd said.

			I sighed. Nedd’s arm did feel good around my shoulders though, even if he only meant it in a friendly way. I glanced over at his hand, fingers brushing my arm—

			—and caught sight of someone walking in the shadow of the buildings across the road, avoiding the reach of the streetlights like they didn’t want to be noticed.

			I squinted at them, then lost sight as several motorized trucks carrying livestock trundled by, blocking my view. I’d gotten a good look, though—and while the light was dim, it wasn’t dark enough to hide them entirely.

			Dayan Dayright was following us.

		

	
		
			
				Nineteen

				Arturo

			
			Alanik and I flattened ourselves to the wall behind the illusion as an alien barreled around the corner. I recognized it immediately.

			This was a varvax, one of the central species that ran the Superiority before it fell. The creature had a hard exosuit that looked to be made from sandstone and steel, roughly humanoid in shape. They were actually small crustacean-like beings suspended in fluid, usually behind the face mask of their suit.

			This suit looked a bit different. The varvax was suspended in the torso, near where a human heart would be. Instead of its usual plated headpiece, there was only a wire frame with a small lens at the top jutting out of its shoulders. In its spindly hands, it held a robe like the ones worn by the figures that ushered Timon to Elysium.

			The varvax stopped and, seeing nothing but the illusion of an empty hallway, raised the robe over its shoulders and draped it over the wire frame, covering the body and giving the impression of being headless beneath its hood. It probably used that lens to see out while it was wearing the robe, and it was currently searching the space, scanning for us.

			I held my breath, trying to stay perfectly still. These were no mystical priests, only the creatures that had terrorized my people, imprisoned us on Detritus, tried to exterminate us and our allies. The varvax were supposed to all be neutralized. Isolated.

			What the scud were they up to on this planet?

			The varvax shouted something else in its language, waving its arms in the air. Alanik’s pin picked up part of the speech, translating it in my earpiece. The varvax was calling to others, warning of intruders.

			If they were worried about being discovered down here, why didn’t they have better security? A moment later, two more varvax in identical robes ran up the hallway.

			Stars, they looked creepy, walking around without faces. Like the robes were flying down the corridor on their own.

			The first varvax surveyed the door, which hung slightly open, and the lock lying at the foot of the stairs beyond. Alanik and I pressed against the wall to avoid being brushed. If the varvax passed too near us, bits of its robe might disappear behind the illusion and draw its attention.

			It passed our hiding spot, then through the doorway, looking for intruders. The other two waited, waving their arms wildly and talking in clicks and taps too quiet for Alanik’s pin to catch.

			It sounded like an argument, and the one who lost seemed to sulk before stalking down the corridor and out of sight, while the other remained, watching. If it looked away, we could sneak around it before the third one came back, but we didn’t dare budge with it standing there, waiting for what felt like forever.

			Alanik breathed slowly and deliberately, as if trying not to panic. I slid my hand along the wall, brushing her sleeve. She turned her head toward me, but her face was a mask, her expression betraying nothing. Hoid had dropped the illusion that made her look human, probably to focus on the wall illusion around us, and it was good to see her true features again, even under these circumstances.

			I wanted to ask if she was okay, but I couldn’t risk being overheard. As the seconds ticked by, I felt like I was suffocating, like we were moments away from being discovered, interrogated, maybe executed by aliens who wouldn’t think twice about it.

			Alanik’s fingers brushed mine, and I brushed hers back, then reached a little farther and grabbed her hand in mine. I waited for her to pull away, but instead she squeezed back, and a warm current ran up my arm, calming me.

			The first varvax returned, shouting loud enough for the pin to translate, “There’s no one there!”

			“Someone shot out the door handle!” the other replied. “Find them!”

			The varvax stopped centimeters from us. Alanik squeezed my hand tighter as we both stared straight ahead at it, the cloth of its robe drifting toward the illusion—which contracted to avoid it. I wondered if it was my imagination, or if Hoid, peering out through the mesh bag, had realized we needed it to pull back slightly.

			The third varvax returned with a set of power tools and a new door lock. They argued among themselves for a moment about who should fix the door, then two of them stalked deeper into the underground part of the arena, leaving the one with the power tools to repair the damage.

			It shoved the door closed, using a heavy tool to hold it shut, and unscrewed the remains of the old lock. Its back was to us, and I looked over at Alanik and then inclined my head toward the end of the hall. Our footsteps covered by the whir of the tools, we edged along the wall, Hoid moving the illusion to block us from the varvax’s view if it turned.

			Stars, these things could have eyes in the backs of their heads for all I knew. Theoretically, reverse lenses would be covered by their hood, but we knew so little about them, we had to assume the worst.

			The corridor branched in two directions. I peered one way, then the other. The other varvax had gone to the left, so I chose the right.

			Alanik didn’t let go of my hand as we wrapped around the corner. It felt so good to hold on to her, to know she was there, even if we couldn’t talk. There were so many things I wasn’t ready to talk about, and not just because of the mission or the varvax.

			Focus, I told myself. We were inside an enemy facility. This wasn’t the time or place to get distracted. Still, I allowed myself the comfort. Calm nerves made for better decisions.

			We edged down the next hall, then came to a set of ascending stairs. We were far enough from the varvax now that I stepped away from the wall, taking a deep breath.

			Alanik’s fingers loosened on mine—my cue to let go. I didn’t right away. I didn’t want to. But finally I relaxed my grip and our hands drifted apart.

			“Come on,” she said, moving ahead of me up the dark stairwell, lit only by dim floor lights.

			The landing at the top of the stairs opened into a large room with no lighting at all. We waited, but I didn’t hear any movement or voices.

			“I think it’s clear,” I said.

			“Clear!” Naga agreed.

			Alanik turned on her light-line, and we inspected the room in the red-orange glow.

			It was an armory. An array of swords, electric spears, and light weapons hung on racks along the wall. I moved immediately to one of the swords—it looked even bigger close up—and reached for it.

			“Is this necessary research?” Alanik asked.

			“Yes,” I said. “Absolutely necessary.”

			I picked up the sword, which was lighter than I expected. It gleamed in the red wash of the light-line, and I held it upright, like one of the knights of old. Swords were terrible weapons—I’d rather have a pistol or a rifle in a real fight—but there was something majestic about it, something at once lethal and awe-inspiring.

			“Coming to any conclusions?” Alanik asked, watching me with an amused expression. Okay, maybe I wasn’t being the most responsible flightleader right now, but also I was holding a sword.

			“Tell me you don’t want to try it,” I said.
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			“I’d rather try this one,” she said, lifting the hilt of a laser sword off the wall. That one would light up the room, potentially drawing more attention. But…

			“I don’t hear any varvax coming,” I said. “When are you going to get another shot?”

			She looked like she wanted to argue, but then turned on the sword, the laser glowing blue.

			Stars, she looked hot holding that thing.

			Alanik turned it off a moment later and put it back on the rack. “We should keep moving,” she said. “I think the gate is above us.”

			My eyes lingered on the sword in my hands. “Do you think we could take one?”

			“I think someone on the street might notice you lugging around a weapon from their sacred games.”

			She wasn’t wrong. The thing was half as tall as I was. It wasn’t going to fit in my pack.

			“We could use an illusion to cover it,” I said.

			“Arturo,” Alanik said. “What are you going to do with a sword that is worth that risk?”

			I sighed. She was right. I wouldn’t take one of these into battle. It would only be a trophy. I consoled myself by grabbing the laser sword and tucking it into my pack beside Naga. Maybe the DDF could use that kind of technology. It didn’t seem so different from our light-lines, and though I wouldn’t steal from potential human allies, I had no qualms about stealing from varvax.

			Alanik moved to the door on the far side of the armory, which led to a multilevel stairwell. We went up, angling, I thought, toward the mysterious gate to Elysium.

			In a large open room, we found it: The iron supports of the back side of the gate stretched from floor to ceiling to our right. There was a winch on this side, and a switch to lift the gate, in addition to several large machines and drums full of liquid—probably the machines to create the eerie smoke.

			To our left, the room recessed back about twenty meters, ending in a wall covered in scribbled lines, like someone held a pencil at varying heights while running back and forth along it. I stared at the wall, pieces clicking together in my mind.

			“That’s why they don’t have much security down here,” I said. “They’re hiding inside a nowhere portal.”

			I’d seen portals before—one on Detritus, and another on the kitsen planet. When we hyperjumped, we slipped in and out of the delvers’ strange dimension, but if we wanted to stay, we had to enter through a portal. The portals could be locked from the inside, so if the varvax hid behind it, security for these basement corridors was unnecessary. No one but a cytonic could slip in or out without their permission.

			“The varvax took Timon into the nowhere,” I said, “so Elysium could be anywhere. They’ve been abducting humans and transferring them somewhere. Maybe this really is where the Superiority was getting their human bodyguards.”

			“It doesn’t make sense, though,” Alanik said. “The games are about training to fight aliens. Why train your slaves to hate you?”

			She was right, but I didn’t know how to reconcile it.

			“Do you think we can use this portal to get off the planet?” I asked.

			“I don’t know,” Alanik said. “It may be locked. Jorgen managed to open the one on Evershore, but even if I figure out how to go through, I can’t guarantee we could get back. And we don’t know what’s on the other side. We could find ourselves surrounded by varvax. It might not be any safer than trying to fly out through the debris field.”

			That was true, and I didn’t want to strand the rest of our team on Blightfall, even more outnumbered than we currently were. “We can’t risk it,” I said. “Not yet. Our team can’t afford to lose a flightleader and a cytonic right now.”

			We had more information, and hopefully Nedd and Sadie had found something as well. We could come back here, try the portal with our entire team—but if we got lost in the nowhere, unable to return home, Jorgen would still send a rescue team after us to be shot down by Ivy’s drones.

			Stars, it killed me to be this close to answers and unable to find them. But we were trapped on Blightfall, and very much alone. Even if we could get through the portal, the risk was too great until we’d exhausted all our other options.

			Varvax voices drifted up the stairs, arguing again, though the pin didn’t pick up enough to discern the topic. Alanik turned off her light-line, plunging us into darkness.

			Scud. We needed to get out of here before they caught us and dragged us through the portal, ready to do to us whatever they did to the gladiators. We’d have answers then, but no guarantees that we could escape and bring the knowledge back to the rest of our team.

			We couldn’t go back down the stairs, and if we hyperjumped, we risked revealing our location to Ivy and any cytonics among the varvax.

			I felt Alanik’s hand in mine again, her sharp nails gently grazing my fingers. I became aware of my own heartbeat, of our breath in the dark. I held on, and she pulled me gently toward the gate. We couldn’t turn on the mechanism—that would make too much noise and alert them immediately.

			Alanik led me to the motorized winch that held the door in place. I knelt beside it, and she sheltered her light-line with her body, turning it on and keeping the orange glow localized over the motor. The varvax continued to argue, their voices growing louder—either they were getting closer or angrier.

			I wasn’t an expert engineer, but I managed to find where the crank disengaged from the motor. I turned it by hand, and the gate rose a centimeter with a soft popping sound. I held my breath as I rolled the door slowly, one centimeter at a time, until it was maybe thirty centimeters off the ground. I looked up at Alanik. Was that enough?

			She nodded and switched off her light-line. Together we squeezed through the gap, sliding our bodies along the ground.

			Suki levitated on the other side of the bulwark wall between the ramp and the stadium seats, her nose peeking out. “Finally,” she said. “One of those robed persons was up here searching for you, but they’ve gone below again.”

			“Let’s go,” I said. Alanik and I hopped the wall, and all of us moved up the stairs to return to Gilaf and our light-rope.

			The varvax would discover the gap under the gate eventually, but by then we would be long gone.

		

	
		
			
				Twenty

				Sadie

			
			“Nedd,” I said, “Dayan is following us.”

			“Really?” Nedd said. “I’d have thought they would hope never to see us again.”

			“Right?” I had no idea what Dayan would want from us, and when the road cleared, they were no longer standing in the shadows. But I was sure they’d been there.

			Nedd believed me, scanning the street. “I don’t see them.”

			“They were standing by that building over there, but they’re gone now,” I said.

			We were obviously staring, so if Dayan was still watching, they’d know they’d been spotted. I’d begun to wonder if they had fled—or if I’d imagined it—when a voice spoke from the side street to my left.

			“Hey,” the voice said. “Over here.”

			I turned to see Dayan pressed against the wall between two buildings.

			Nedd and I looked at each other. We’d come to get information from gladiators, and if Dayan wanted to talk to us privately, we needed to see what they had to say. But I also didn’t love the idea of being ambushed in a dark alley.

			I put my hand in my bag, finding my pistol. I kept my grip on it as I approached. In the dim light between the buildings, I could just make out a recessed veranda behind them, though all the windows in the dwelling were dark.

			“Hey, Dayan!” I called. “Did you…want to talk some more? We could find a quiet spot at the bar.”

			“I need to talk to you in private,” Dayan said. “Come here.”

			I glanced back at Nedd, who was right behind me. We’d closed half the distance between us and Dayan, now thoroughly in the shadow of the alley, out of plain view of the street.

			“This seems pretty private,” I said, turning around again.

			Dayan moved so fast I could hardly react. A light-whip bloomed to life in their hand, and they cracked it toward us, catching us both around the knees and knocking us down. My hand tangled in my bag as I tried to draw my pistol, and I heard Nope squeak as I elbowed her.

			“Sorry!” I said, kicking to get my feet clear of the whip, still trying to wrangle my pistol free, wondering if I ought to just shoot through the bottom of the bag, but I might catch Nope in the blast.

			Dayan circled us, lashing our bodies together and pulling tight. Soon my arms were pinned to my side, and I couldn’t draw the pistol if I wanted to. Dayan stepped back onto the veranda, hauling Nedd and me to where their light-whip wouldn’t be visible from the street.

			“Wait!” I said, stupidly trying to hold up my hands in surrender. “I think there’s been a misunderstanding.”

			Dayan stood over us, holding the whip tight. “What did you do to them?” they demanded.

			I blinked. I looked over at Nedd, whose prosthetic had come loose, making his arm look broken inside his sleeve, his gloved hand hanging at an unnatural angle. If Dayan thought they’d seriously injured him, they didn’t react.

			“What did we do with who?” I asked.

			Nedd managed to get his foot free and kicked at Dayan, catching them in the knee and sending them stumbling backward. They stayed on their feet and pulled the whip tighter, staying clear of Nedd’s leg.

			“With Zimmel,” Dayan said. “And Laryna and Yamin.”

			“We don’t know who any of those people are,” I said.

			“Don’t lie to me,” Dayan said. “I know you’re not from the rice farms. Zimmel said there were people snooping around, asking questions, and now he and the others are gone. So drop the act and tell me what you did to them.”

			My legs were losing feeling, and one of my arms was bent so hard I thought my shoulder might dislocate. We weren’t going to get out of this by pretending to be rice farmers.

			“Okay!” Nedd said. “You got us! We’re not from the rice farms. Can you let us free so we can talk about this?”

			“Why, so you can make me disappear too?” Dayan asked. “I know you all are watching us from your precious star. You think you can just come down here and abduct us and no one’s going to do anything about it?”

			“You know about the star?” I asked. “About the aliens watching you?”

			Dayan yanked on the whip, and I cried out as my arm wrenched farther. Nedd twisted, trying to loosen the pressure on my joint before it popped out of the socket.

			“Stop!” he said. “Let’s talk. We aren’t who you think we are.”

			“That’s exactly what you’d say,” Dayan said, “if you were aliens who thought I knew too much about your little schemes.”

			Oh, stars. Did Dayan know about the Superiority’s schemes? If they did, they’d be an invaluable resource. We had to talk our way out of this without hurting them, and somehow convince them we were all on the same side.

			“We’re not with the aliens on the star,” I said. “We’ve been on this world for less than a day. We came from another human colony, and we want to help you.”

			Nedd glanced at me, like he wasn’t sure I should have said any of that, and maybe I shouldn’t have. But lying or hiding who we were would only make Dayan more suspicious, and we needed their help to figure out what was going on with the Superiority and get off this planet.

			“You can release us,” I said. “I promise we aren’t going to hurt you.”

			“So you weren’t reaching into your bag for a weapon?”

			Oh scud. “I was!” I said. “But only because we don’t know you and you were ambushing us in an alley and frankly I wasn’t entirely off base to think this was a dangerous situation.”

			Dayan considered this. “Drop your bags,” they said.

			Oh no. Now they wanted to take our bags, which contained the taynix.

			“Um,” I said.

			“No arguments! Drop your bags. I’m going to take your weapons, and then I’ll release you and we can talk.”

			Talking while they remained armed with a light-whip, and Nedd and I were both totally unarmed, didn’t seem entirely fair, but it would be an improvement. I looked to Nedd.

			“Do as they say,” he said, and I released my bag.

			Dayan stepped closer, taking care to avoid Nedd’s loose leg, and hauled my bag away with one hand, still holding the light-whip tight with the other. The bag appeared deflated, as if it had already been emptied. Dayan peered inside, not immediately screaming at finding a blue-and-green frilly slug. They fished out the pistol and dropped the bag against the door of the house, then did the same with Nedd’s, which had also been partially emptied.

			Twist must have hyperjumped the slugs to safety. She was allowed to do that without permission, so long as she only moved taynix with her. I hoped they were all okay and not too bumped and bruised.

			Dayan turned off their light-whip, releasing Nedd and me into a tangle of limbs. Nedd climbed to his feet and offered me his bio hand. His prosthetic arm was still strapped to his body, the hand covered by his glove, but useless in his sleeve.

			“All right,” Dayan said, light-whip ready to lasso us both again if we made the slightest wrong move. “Tell me who the hell you two really are.”

			I turned to Nedd. He was the commander of our little side mission and was probably right that I shouldn’t have given Dayan the information I had. I’d have to apologize for that later.

			Nedd shrugged. “I guess we’re doing this,” he said. “Go ahead.”

			Stars, he still wanted me to do the talking?

			“We’re Sadie and Nedd, like we told you,” I said. “But we’re from a planet called Detritus. Our people were imprisoned there by the same aliens who are watching you.”

			“So you’re also prisoners?” they asked. They seemed less sure that we’d abducted their friends now, so that was progress.

			“We were until recently,” I said. “Our people crashed on Detritus at the end of the last Human War.”

			“What do you mean, the end?”

			“We don’t know where your gladiators are going,” Nedd said, “but they aren’t fighting in Elysium—because the war is over.”

			Dayan’s finger hovered over the light-whip’s trigger. “If the war is over, then why are those aliens still keeping us prisoner?”

			Dayan wouldn’t like this part, but I didn’t know how to explain without telling them the full story. “The humans lost the war almost a century ago,” I said. “And the Superiority—the aliens we were fighting—decided we were too dangerous, so they kept us isolated on our planet and shot us down whenever we got close to escaping.”

			“How could you escape?” they asked. “You have ships? You flew here?”

			It was better to admit that than spill everything we knew about cytonic hyperdrives. “Yes,” I said. “We have ships nearby.” I stole a glance at Nedd, who nodded for me to keep going. “The aliens on the star haven’t been shooting at you, have they? Do you have functional starships?”

			“No,” Dayan said. “Every time we tried to repair our old ships, something went wrong. Just like when our telescope manufacturing gets too advanced, or our mining too productive.”

			Huh. It seemed strange that the Superiority would shoot at us from a distance but sabotage the people of Blightfall up close. The Superiority had been terrified of humans—they preferred to fire at us with drone ships rather than put their feet on the same ground we walked on. Why had they treated this group so differently?

			“If we’re still detained,” Dayan said, “then the war is not over. They may have declared victory, but we have not conceded.”

			This conversation was getting away from me. “The war is over, though. Yes, we lost for a time, but recently we rallied and made alliances with several alien races. We defeated the Superiority, and now we’re forming a new galactic order. The people who kept you prisoner have been neutralized, and the humans are free now.”

			“This is what freedom looks like?” they said in a flat voice.

			Okay, maybe I overstated my case. Stars, we could use some diplomats about now.

			“We’re here to free you,” I tried again. “And invite you to join our alliance and work toward galactic peace.”

			Dayan squinted at me. “If you’ve come to liberate us, why are you sneaking around pretending to be rice farmers? And why would you ally with the creatures who kept you captive?”

			“Our allies weren’t our captors,” Nedd said. “This may be hard to believe, but there are a lot of other sapient species in the galaxy, and many aliens were also prisoners of the Superiority. Our allies want to coexist, to learn to live in peace.”

			“The aliens holding you captive are a remnant of the Superiority’s larger forces,” I said. “Your planet is in some kind of dimensional pocket that made it incredibly difficult for us to reach you, which helps the Superiority troops keep you prisoner even though the rest of us are free. We flew through to make contact, but now we’re trapped here, and we can’t get back or call for reinforcements.”

			“So you’re here to rescue us,” Dayan said, “but you have no more power than we do.”

			We still had ships. And hyperdrives, even if we couldn’t use them to get off world. “We have some resources,” I said. “What we lack is information. Can you tell us more about the people holding you here?”

			“I don’t know much,” they said. “A few months ago some older gladiators told me about the star. They said they had reasons to believe we were being watched, and they were suspicious of Elysium—the way no one ever comes back to visit or tell us what it’s like. Some of us think we’re being trained and taken for some other purpose, but we don’t know what it is. We talk about trying to get a message back after we cross over, but no one has managed it.”

			“You were already a gladiator when you learned about the star?” I asked. “So when you joined the games, you didn’t suspect anything?”

			Dayan shook their head. “Not at first. I wanted to fight in the games like everyone else, you know? For the money, the prestige, even to defend our people. But when I learned about the star, about the people watching us, I stopped believing the stories about how important we are, how vital to the survival of humanity. I think maybe we’re being played, and I want to know why.”

			“The other gladiators who told you about this,” Nedd said, “could we meet them?”

			“Not anymore,” they said. “They’re gone. Zimmel was hearing voices in his head. Usually anyone manifesting cytonic abilities bypasses the games and goes straight to Elysium, since they’re so important to the war effort.”

			Oh stars. These people knew about cytonics, but Ivy had convinced them to send them all away.

			“But Zimmel heard voices talking about watching us, instructions about which facilities to hit next. And his information was accurate; he warned us that the mine was going to shut down again, and then it did. But today during first shift, when I went to see him, to talk about the End Times, his home had been ransacked, and he and the others were gone.”

			Scud. I wondered if that, too, was related to our arrival, or if there was something else at play here we were missing.

			“All the gladiators who were suspicious of the games disappeared?” Nedd asked. “Except you?”

			“No,” Dayan said. “There are still others. Timon wanted to communicate with his family, to tell us all where he’d gone. Maybe he’ll figure it out and we’ll hear from him. If not, Kalia had the idea to capture one of the robed priests, see what they would tell us. But they only come out at the end of a match, to take the winners through the gate. Attacking them in front of an audience would be suicide.”

			“I don’t know where the gate leads,” I said, “but I’m pretty sure they’re not taking you to fight for honor and glory—not on behalf of humanity at least.”

			I still couldn’t imagine these people fighting on the Superiority’s behalf. We’d never encountered human militias in our battles with them.

			Another thought occurred to me. “It’s possible they aren’t amassing an army, but siphoning off your best warriors, keeping you weak.”

			Dayan stared at me, rage stretching across their face. I couldn’t blame them. If that theory was correct, it meant that instead of going off to fight for a noble cause, Dayan’s friends had been imprisoned or killed.

			“How long have your people been sending gladiators to Elysium?” I asked.

			“Over a century,” they said. “Since around the time you say the war ended. But if there is no war, why are these the End Times? Why stop the games?”

			“It might have something to do with us. Their leader tried to kill us, but she knows some of us are still alive and hiding.”

			There were a lot of unanswered questions—enough that I wasn’t sure what the next step was. Except…“Our team is here to gather information,” I said. “And right now you’re our best source of it. Would you be willing to come talk to our flightleader?”

			Stars. We probably should have done that a lot earlier in this conversation.

			“Your leader is here? In the city?” Dayan twisted the light-whip in their fist, as if considering whether it was safe to come with us, to leave this position where they clearly had the upper hand.

			“Yes,” I said. “We’re supposed to meet up with him and the rest of our team.”

			Dayan thought for another moment. “All right,” they said.

			Nedd nodded at me like I’d done good work.

			I only hoped Arturo would agree.

		

	
		
			
				Twenty-One

				Arturo

			
			Suki floated ahead as we moved through the arena, staying low in the shadow of the benches, scouting for guards. Alanik seemed as twitchy as I felt, walking close to me, our shoulders almost touching. We reached the archway with the light-line rope and climbed down, then diffused it when we reached the bottom.

			We met Gilaf where he was patrolling around the bend. Hoid had replaced Alanik’s illusion so she looked human again, and Gilaf still wore his. If he’d also lost it for a time while Hoid provided us cover, he’d handled it.

			“I didn’t hear any alarms,” he said quietly. “Were you not discovered?”

			“They know we were there,” Alanik said, “but they didn’t see us.”

			“What did you find behind the gate?” Gilaf asked.

			“Nowhere portal,” I said.

			My mind churned through our options. Short of going through the nowhere portal and potentially into an ambush, I wasn’t sure how to further our investigation. We could find almost anything on the other side of that door. It was impossible to prepare for every possibility, and our resources were few.

			“Let’s meet up with Nedd and Sadie,” I said. We needed to receive their full report before making a plan, which gave me at least that long to think of one.

			We’d arranged to meet them near the stairs to the arena, at a small park with an enormous tree growing in the center. Trees were few and far between in the dense city, and those that grew behind buildings or in side yards were shorter and spindlier than the purple-barked woods that covered the continent. The tree at the center of this park was the only one we’d seen that resembled the woods outside, and in its isolation it had grown bigger and thicker, large enough that all of us holding hands might not have been able to reach around it.

			As we entered the park, I scanned behind us, making sure we weren’t being followed.

			“Stop looking,” Alanik told me. “You appear nervous.”

			“You’ve looked over your shoulder three times since we left the coliseum,” I said.

			She huffed a little, but didn’t deny it. “I don’t think the varvax are following us.”

			I probably should have let it go, but I couldn’t help myself. “Which you know because you keep looking.”

			“Looking!” Hoid said quietly from Alanik’s pack.

			“Not you too,” she muttered.

			“You too!” Naga fluted from my pack.

			“For the record,” Suki said from her vantage point, now inside Alanik’s pack, “I haven’t seen anyone following us either.” At least Suki and the slugs were keeping their voices down and were muffled somewhat by the mesh.

			We stopped near a stream in the shade of the towering tree. I took its presence as confirmation that the trees weren’t all ambulatory—no one would plant creatures that could periodically wake up and attack the patrons in an unassuming park. A few passersby meandered near us, but we had relative privacy in the shelter of the tree and a clear view of anyone who might approach from either end of the walking path.

			I was starving, so I sat in the grass and pulled out rations. If we were back on Detritus, we’d be approaching evening by now. Naga had, at some point, broken into the bag that contained the mushrooms for her own sustenance, and the supply was more than half gone. “Guess you were hungry too,” I said, setting her in the hollow of the tree’s large roots, where she could move freely but remain out of sight.

			A moment later three slugs appeared beside her, blinking into existence as if from a hyperjump. Twist, Nope, and Squeeze—the slugs that had gone with Nedd and Sadie to the bar.

			“Uh, hi,” I said. “What are you guys doing here, and where are Nedd and Sadie?”

			“Doing here!” Twist said. “Nedd and Sadie?”

			I don’t know what I expected—the slugs always reiterated what we said—but these particular words had me worried. “Are they in danger?”

			“In danger,” Squeeze said, which sounded even more ominous in his baritone voice.

			“Do you think something happened to them?” Gilaf asked.

			Their assignment was to have a nonalcoholic drink at a pub. Ours was supposed to be the dangerous mission, and we’d come through it fine. But if we’d learned anything as a team, it was that things did not always go the way we expected.

			“Do they need help?” I asked Twist.

			“Help!” the three slugs said together, their voices forming an odd sort of harmony.

			Scud. We could try contacting them via their handheld radios, but the radios didn’t route through our earpieces, so our voices would be audible to anyone near them.

			“How bad is it?” I asked. “Do we need to go right away?”

			“How bad!” Twist said. “Go right away!”

			Stars, it sounded dire, but I couldn’t be sure with such limited communication. “Alanik, can you get anything more out of them? Can Bob?”

			“Their thoughts are confusing,” Alanik said. She opened her pack, letting Bob and Hoid join the other slugs in the large cuddle pile among the tree’s thick roots. “Hang on. Bob is conferring.”

			Bob’s “conferring” took a long time, and in the end, all Alanik managed to glean was that Sadie and Nedd had gotten into trouble and were somehow detained. The hyperslugs had a strange sense of spatial awareness—Twist could take us to them immediately if we hyperjumped, but couldn’t give us directions through the city if we wanted to travel the pedestrian way. And while taynix hyperjumps were all but invisible to the delvers and nearby cytonics, we’d need permission if they took us along—and we’d potentially draw Ivy’s attention.

			“I don’t want to hyperjump there if we can help it,” I said. “We haven’t seen any drones fly over the city, but we can’t guarantee that they won’t show up and open fire if they know exactly where we are. I don’t want to be responsible for civilian casualties.”

			“So should we look for them on foot?” Gilaf asked.

			“I agree that’s the best plan,” Alanik said.

			It took longer than I wanted for all the slugs to load back into our packs, with Suki still tucked safely inside Alanik’s, but as we hiked through the park to the main street, we caught sight of familiar figures approaching.

			Stars, it was Nedd and Sadie. And a third person who I recognized as they neared: Dayan Dayright, the gladiator from the arena.

			“Hey, Twist,” I said, pointing the mesh of my bag in their direction. “Sadie and Nedd don’t look detained.”

			“Sadie!” Twist squealed. “Nedd!”

			I didn’t know what to make of this situation, but if Sadie and Nedd had gotten themselves out of trouble and brought us a gladiator to interview, things were going significantly better than the slugs had implied.

			Stupid interspecies communication barriers.

			Sadie waved at us enthusiastically. “Hey!” she called. “We brought a friend!”

			Dayan looked skeptical at being called Sadie’s friend, which made sense since they’d just met.

			Once we met up, we hiked back to the tree where we could speak without being overheard. Without my asking, Gilaf took a position nearby, keeping watch in case anyone approached.

			Nedd escorted Dayan to our shelter under the tree. They looked suspiciously over their shoulder, like this might be some kind of ambush. They were carrying both Sadie’s and Nedd’s packs, which were, of course, empty of taynix—but also missing their weapons.

			So maybe they had been detained and talked their way out. Which was evidence I’d been right to assign them to do the talking, not the sneaking.

			“Dayan,” Sadie said, “this is Arturo, our flightleader.”

			Their flightleader? That implied there was a flight, which implied ships, which implied—

			“Hi,” Dayan said. “Is it true you have ships that brought you here from off planet?”

			Oh scud. I was impressed that Sadie and Nedd had talked their way out of trouble, but…had they really just announced that we came from another planet?

			“Um, yes,” I said. Technically our hyperdrives brought us, but I didn’t know if Nedd and Sadie had shared that. Though anyone who knew anything about space travel would surmise that we didn’t traverse the unimaginable swaths of emptiness between planets without it. “Nedd, you want to explain what’s going on?”

			“We went to the pub to talk to Dayan,” Nedd said, “but they thought we were acting suspicious, so they…approached us afterward and accused us of being from the Superiority.”

			I stared at him. “You went to have a casual conversation and immediately acted so suspicious that someone suspected you were an alien.”

			Dayan did not contradict this. They watched us all carefully, like they were learning things about our group from this exchange. We were not presenting ourselves in the best light at the moment.

			Sadie deflated. “They didn’t suspect us immediately.”

			“Sadie did a good job,” Nedd said, with a rare edge in his voice that surprised me. “It wasn’t her fault. Dayan got suspicious of us and thought we must be from the station in the sky. Some of the gladiators know the Superiority is watching them. Dayan thought we might be enemies, and we set them straight.”

			“We…had a report that you all were in trouble,” I said, carefully avoiding the specifics of who that report came from.

			“I’m glad our scouts made it back to you to report,” Nedd said, without missing a beat. “Yeah, we had a bit of a scuffle, but it all worked out.”

			Dayan looked down at their boots, shifting nervously—almost…guiltily.

			“Dayan tied us up,” Sadie blurted out. “So yeah, okay, maybe we were a little too obvious.”

			“You both were suspicious as hell,” Dayan said. “But I wouldn’t have thought you were aliens if I wasn’t already expecting to be ambushed.”

			“Some of Dayan’s friends were kidnapped by the Superiority,” Nedd explained. “People who suspected there was more to the story about Elysium. At least one of them was a cytonic.”

			“Do you think they took them to the space station in the sky?” Dayan asked.

			I gaped at them. “Your people know about that?”

			“Not everyone,” Dayan said. “Yamin gathered resources in secret—paid an engineer to build a telescope strong enough to get a good look at the space station, and it’s no star. I looked through it myself, even saw a few spacecraft coming and going. Someone is definitely watching us.”

			“We think it’s Ivy,” I said. “The same person who announces the Ascension Games. What is your people’s relationship with her?”

			Dayan looked confused. “The announcer voice? That’s just an output from the automated scoring system. The video drones record the matches, and the scoring system awards points—less biased that way—and then a text-to-voice program announces the results. It’s programmed to sound fancy, to rile up the audience.”

			We all looked at each other. “That same voice contacted us after we arrived,” I said. “They sent fighter drones to attack us. I don’t think it’s an automated system. I think it’s the Superiority leader who is watching this planet.”

			“Crabby,” Dayan said, and their tone made me think it was a swear word.

			“You don’t know who Ivy is then?” Sadie asked. “If she’s influencing your people to send gladiators to Elysium, she might be part of your government or something.”

			“No,” they said. “We have a representative government with council members from each city district. Contacts in Elysium send messages to our council about what they need on the battlefront. They don’t return from the war in person, so—”

			Stars. “So those supposed human contacts may actually be an alien force.”

			Dayan looked sick at this prospect, which might have been an underreaction, given the circumstances.

			“We were originally sent here to make an alliance with your people,” I said. “If we approach your leadership, could we convince them to stop sending gladiators to Elysium?”

			Dayan shook their head with a deep grimace. “Some of the communications Zimmel heard—he thought our representatives might be assisting the sabotage of our infrastructure. It’s possible some of them know they’re working with aliens. I don’t know who would be safe to approach.”

			Scud, that would be a massive betrayal of Dayan’s people. It was possible Ivy was duping the council, but I didn’t like the odds enough to risk approaching them.

			“So this Superiority is controlling our games, abducting our gladiators, robbing us of our cytonics,” Dayan said. “For what? Just to keep us docile?”

			“It’s likely,” I said. “Our people were also trapped on a planet, though we were relentlessly attacked and driven underground. It took us a century to learn why we were being held there.”

			“If you really won the war against them,” they said, “then you know how to defeat them, right? You know how to help us escape?”

			Stars, it seemed like we should.

			“There are complications,” I said. Since this information could be surmised anyway, I didn’t see the harm in sharing it. “Your planet has some kind of strange field around it that prevents us from hyperjumping directly here. And now that we’ve flown through that field, it also prevents us from contacting our superiors for reinforcements.”

			“You and Alanik didn’t find anything that would help?” Sadie asked.

			Scud, we hadn’t shared what we’d learned with the others yet. Alanik gave me a look. So far she’d kept her mouth shut—because the moment she spoke, Dayan might realize she was an alien. It was a wise choice.

			“Our team snuck into the area behind the gate inside the coliseum,” I told Dayan.

			“We’ve tried that,” they said. “There’s nothing there but the robed priests and brick walls. The only way out leads right back into the arena.”

			I understood why they’d think that when they didn’t know what they were looking at. “Did you notice the wall covered in scribbled writing?”

			Dayan shook their head. “I haven’t been back there personally, but Laryna has. We can’t ask her, because she’s gone.”

			“That wall is a portal,” I said. “It leads into the nowhere, the realm that objects pass through when they hyperjump.”

			“So it might lead to Elysium,” Dayan said. “Wherever that is.”

			“We don’t know. There could be a significant varvax force on the other side—those are the aliens who imprisoned our people, who are imprisoning yours.”

			“If we can’t get home through the portal,” Sadie said, “or by hyperjumping or by flying through the inhibitor field, what are our other options?”

			I looked to Dayan. “When Ivy contacted us after we arrived, she seemed to think we were an inspection force sent by the Superiority. We could do what Sadie suggested before—contact Ivy, tell her that our inspection is complete, we approve of her work, and we’d like permission to leave now to give her superiors a glowing review.”

			The only other choice I could think of was to wait for Jorgen to notice that our mission had gone wrong and let him send more small forces to their deaths until he figured out that this mission warranted the big guns. Who knew how long that would take or how many lives would be lost? If there was a way to prevent it, we owed it to everyone to try.

			Alanik looked uncomfortable. She scratched her lapel, reaching beneath it and surreptitiously turning off her translator pin. “We are not aliens,” she said in heavily accented English.

			Dayan didn’t seem fazed that a member of our team spoke a foreign language.

			“That’s true,” I said. “The Superiority wouldn’t have sent human inspectors, and Ivy already knows we speak English.”

			“We could tell Ivy that our dione leader died in the attack when we arrived,” Sadie said.

			The dione were one of the species that ran the Superiority before it fell, and they did sometimes use humans as bodyguards, so that was plausible. “Yes,” I said. “We’re the dione’s security force. When they died, we panicked.”

			“That’s close to the truth,” Nedd said.

			“We’ve seen conditions here,” I continued, “and we’re prepared to give a positive report to the Superiority, say that our leader died in an accident. We’ll negotiate with Ivy to let us fly out through the debris field, and then we hyperjump home and return with a fighting force to liberate Dayan’s people.”

			“I want to come with you,” Dayan said.

			I hesitated. I wanted to bring them—they knew a lot more about this planet than we did, and could answer questions for Command we might not even have thought of yet.

			“We don’t have a spare seat in our ships,” I said, “so you’d have to ride in the cargo space. It won’t be comfortable.”

			“That’s fine,” Dayan said.

			I nodded. Putting Dayan in the cargo space of a ship was risky—whoever flew with them wouldn’t be able to eject in case of emergency without killing them. But if we could get off the planet peacefully, without combat, that wouldn’t be a problem.

			“We’ll need a report prepared,” I said. “Something we can show her that talks about what a great job she’s doing.”

			“A great job oppressing my people,” Dayan said dryly.

			It wasn’t the message I wanted to send either, but it might be the most effective. Such a report was solidly in Suki’s skill set, with all the notes she’d been taking. “There’s a member of our team who could write one,” I told Dayan. “But you haven’t met them yet.”

			They looked surprised. “There are more of you in the city?”

			“Sort of.” I sighed. If Dayan was coming with us, they had to adjust to the idea of alien allies. If they couldn’t accept it, we might be better off leaving them behind. “Did Nedd and Sadie tell you we are allied with aliens?”

			“They mentioned that,” they said, not seeming thrilled—but they’d stayed after learning this news, so that was a good sign.

			“I want to introduce you to one of them, but first I need to be sure you understand that this person is working with us. They are not to be harmed in any way.”

			“You mean you don’t want me to wrap my light-whip around them and haul them into a dark alley,” Dayan said.

			Nedd smiled. “For example.”

			They sighed. “I won’t hurt your allies. My issue is with the aliens who are kidnapping my people, not with any who work with you.”

			“I’m glad to hear that,” I said, and the zipper on Alanik’s pack slipped open, and Suki poked her head out. Alanik turned, sheltering Suki from view of the path, though the park appeared to be empty at the moment.

			Dayan startled, staring at Suki with wide eyes. “What is that?”

			“Suki is a kitsen,” I said. “She is a xenoanthropologist.”

			“Greetings!” Suki said. “I am already composing this report!” She returned to the bag and tapped away on her data tablet.

			“You have an alien xenoanthropologist in your backpack,” Dayan said.

			“We have several aliens in our backpacks,” I said, opening my own bag so they could see Naga inside.

			“What is that? Your team diplomatic specialist?”

			“Sometimes I think so,” Nedd said.

			“Navigation specialist, actually,” I said.

			“Actually!” Naga added.

			Dayan looked incredulous. They obviously didn’t know that the taynix was our hyperdrive, which made sense. The Superiority had suppressed that knowledge for centuries.

			“Okay,” Dayan said. “So you travel with tiny alien creatures who are your allies.”

			They’d taken that news all right, so it was time to divulge the rest.

			“And maybe a few who aren’t so tiny.”

			Dayan stared at me expectantly.

			“Do you want to show them?” I asked Alanik.

			Alanik gave Dayan a wary look, but then she turned fully away from the path, and the glamour dropped from her face, revealing her purple skin and the white bone ridges across her cheeks.

			Dayan’s hand went to their light-whip. They still hadn’t returned Nedd’s and Sadie’s pistols, so I hoped we weren’t about to get into a firefight in the middle of the park.

			“Are you all aliens?” they demanded.

			“No,” I said. “Only Alanik and Gilaf.” I indicated to where Gilaf stood watch. “The rest of us are from another colony of humans, I promise.”

			Dayan regarded us all with suspicion, but they did take their hand off their light-whip, which I took as a good sign.

			“If you don’t want to come with us—” I began.

			“No, I do,” Dayan said. “My people need to be freed, and you clearly have more resources than the gladiators.”

			They sounded a bit reluctant, and I couldn’t blame them. This was a lot to take in.

			“All right,” I said. “Glad to have you on board.”

			Alanik restored her disguise and turned her translator pin back on. “Are you ready to call Ivy?”

			I shook my head. “I don’t want to hyperjump to the ships, in case that allows Ivy to pinpoint our location. We’ll hike back and call her from there. If our call provokes her to attack us again, at least we’ll be ready to return fire. No scrambling to defend ourselves. That also gives Suki ample time to finish her report.”

			“Copy, Amphi!” Suki said from Alanik’s pack.

			“Where exactly are your ships?” Dayan asked.

			“Downriver,” I said. “Hidden in the woods, walking distance from the city.”

			“If we’re going downriver, canoes would be faster,” Dayan said. “I know a place we can rent some.”

			“What’s a canoe?” Sadie asked.

			I was glad she asked, because I didn’t know either.

			“Small boats, with paddles,” they said. “Do you not have canoes where you come from?”

			“We don’t have rivers where we come from,” I said, which was true for all of us except Suki.

			“We get to ride in a boat!” Sadie said.

			Alanik looked significantly less thrilled.

			“Let’s move out,” I said. “We don’t want to keep Ivy waiting.”

		

	
		
			Interlude

			Naga hid inside the bag. Inside the bag, Naga was squished. Naga did not like to be squished.

			Outside the bag, Arturo was worried. Naga did not like it when her friends were worried.

			Naga hoped Arturo would give her scritches. Giving scritches made Arturo feel better. Naga provided this service to Arturo. Naga did not mind, because scritches felt good.

			But Arturo did not give Naga scritches. Instead Arturo talked to Sadie.

			Sadie walked near Arturo. Naga could see her through the dark bag. Sadie was nice. Sadie gave good scritches.

			“Sadie,” Arturo said, “I need to talk to you for a minute.”

			“Really?” Sadie said. Sadie sounded worried. Naga did not like it when Sadie was worried.

			“Really?” Naga said. Naga hoped that Arturo would give her scritches, but instead Arturo said, “Shhh.”

			“You and Nedd did a good job with Dayan,” Arturo said.

			“We were so obvious they ambushed us in an alley,” Sadie said.

			“But,” Arturo said, “you talked your way out of that situation and made an ally. I know I said back on Detritus that I was worried about bringing you along, but I’m glad I did. You’re an asset to the team.”

			“Oh,” Sadie said. Sadie sounded surprised. Sadie should not be surprised that Arturo liked Sadie. Naga liked Sadie. Sadie gave good scritches. “Thanks.”

			“So I’d like you to be the one to call Ivy,” Arturo said.

			“What?” Sadie sounded scared. Naga did not want Sadie to be scared. Maybe if Arturo gave Sadie scritches, Sadie would not be scared. But Arturo did not give Sadie scritches.

			“You’re the best of us when it comes to talking your way out of things,” Arturo said. “I could do it, but I don’t have that skill set.”

			“Is it that I’m so good at talking?” Sadie asked. “Or that the rest of you are bad at it?”

			Arturo was quiet. Arturo was worried. Naga would give Arturo scritches, but Naga did not have fingers.

			“It’s the second one,” Arturo said. “Look, I wish we had a diplomat to deal with this, but we don’t, and you are by far the best of us for the job.”

			Squeeze did not have fingers, but Squeeze had mindblades. Maybe Squeeze could give Arturo scritches with his mindblades. Then Arturo would not be so worried.

			“Scud,” Sadie said. “Okay. But can you help me figure out what to say before we call?”

			“Of course,” Arturo said. “Let’s talk it through.”

			Naga thought there should not be talking. Naga thought there should be scritching. But Arturo and Sadie just kept talking.

			Bob, Naga said, Arturo needs scritches. Can you ask Squeeze to give Arturo scritches?

			Not here, Bob said. Here we hide.

			Later? Naga asked.

			Later, Bob said.

			“Okay,” Sadie said. “I can do that. I will totally not get us killed.”

			Sadie was sad. Naga did not want Sadie to be sad. Naga could not scritch Sadie. Squeeze could not scritch Sadie.

			Naga snuggled in the pack. Arturo had mushrooms in the pack. Naga could give a mushroom to Sadie. Then Sadie would not be sad.

			Naga found mushrooms in the bag. Naga touched the mushrooms. Naga popped.

			Naga passed beneath the Night of the Big Minds. Naga floated. Naga watched. The eyes of the Big Minds watched Naga back.

			Hi! Naga said to the Big Minds.

			Naga waved her spines at them. The Big Minds had agreed to let Naga bring friends through the Night. The Big Minds wanted to be friends. But the Big Minds did not like too many friends to come. If the Big Minds were happy, maybe they would let more friends come through the Night to be safe.

			Naga let go of one mushroom.

			“For you!” Naga said. “Yum!”

			Naga appeared in Sadie’s bag. Some mushrooms appeared in Sadie’s bag, but one mushroom was missing. The bag did not have many eyes. The Big Minds could not see the bag. They could not tell Naga if they liked the mushroom. But maybe the Big Minds would tell Bob. Then Bob could tell Naga.

			Naga was patient. Naga would wait. Sadie could have these mushrooms. Later Arturo could have scritches. Naga would bring more mushrooms to the Big Minds.

			Naga would help everyone be happy.

		

	
		
			[image: Diagram titled “DDF Starfighters Overview” showing two detailed spacecraft designs labeled “DDF Fresa” and “DDF Dulo,” each drawn in multiple views over grid backgrounds; the Fresa section is noting “Single Pilot, Long-range, Area dominance, Recon/Interceptor,” while the Dulo section is noting “Dual Pilot, Long-range, Force support, Recon/Transport,” with record number “DST260128” printed at the top.]
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				Twenty-Two

				Sadie

			
			I lagged behind as we left Epiphany. Nedd glanced back at me like he was worried, but I gave him what I hoped was a reassuring wave. I should have been thrilled—Arturo had chosen me for an important assignment! He trusted me enough to let me take the lead on something vital to our survival!

			But if I messed up, my teammates could die. Arturo was extending his trust to me, and I desperately wanted to not let him down.

			The canoe rental place was north of the city, past the watermills, at the bend where the river wrapped around the hill and then continued on into the forest. Dayan didn’t ask us to pay for our own boats—they went inside and came out with two tickets to give to the attendant standing on the dock. The woman released two canoes from their rack and set them into the water. I climbed into the back of one while Arturo took the front of another. I hoped Nedd would come with me, but instead he climbed into the middle seat behind Arturo. I didn’t think the flightleader and the assistant flightleader were supposed to be in the same craft, but maybe that only counted for starfighters.

			Dayan joined me in my canoe, taking the middle seat, and Alanik took the seat in the front. Gilaf took up the rear in Arturo’s canoe. We all settled our bags between our knees, with Suki in Alanik’s bag at the front of the boat, still composing her report. All the men were in the same canoe, I realized, though Dayan probably had more upper body strength than any of us, so we were still coming out ahead.

			Dayan detached the paddles from the side of our boat—each had two blades attached at either end of one long pole, so we could dip it in and out of the water on either side without having to reorient the pole. Dayan gave us some basic instructions, then used their paddle to push away from the dock. The canoe began to drift downriver with the current. Alanik stared down at the dark water like it had murdered a friend of hers.

			Scud, I’d forgotten Alanik couldn’t swim, and neither could Gilaf. This must be terrifying for them.

			“Do these boats tip over very often?” I asked Dayan.

			“Only if you do something stupid,” Dayan said.

			“Let’s try not to do anything stupid, then,” I said.

			“Agreed,” Alanik said.

			As Arturo shoved off from the dock, he shouted and reached for his neck. His hand came away with a tiny bit of blood.

			“What happened?” Nedd asked.

			“Squeeze just used mindblades to scratch up my neck!” Arturo said. “What the hell?” he said at Gilaf’s pack.

			“Maybe he’s out of sorts from spending all day in a backpack,” Nedd said.

			“So he decided to make me bleed?” Arturo asked.

			“Scritch!” Naga said.

			Arturo groaned. “I don’t understand, but I think Squeeze needs some repatriation time.”

			We took turns paddling as we passed the city, wanting to increase our speed beyond that of the natural current. I thought about curling up and taking a nap, but I wasn’t going to do that. Tired as I was—it had been about twelve hours since we’d left the ships this morning, though it felt longer—it suddenly occurred to me that I was starving. “Are you hungry?” I asked Dayan as I reached into my pack. There was a large mushroom sitting right on top, though I was pretty sure that hadn’t been there when I’d lost the pack to Dayan. Nope, Twist, and Squeeze were still riding with Arturo, Gilaf, and Alanik, which made it all the easier to dig out the vacuum-sealed ration packs we’d brought with us.

			Dayan eyed the food over their shoulder as I unwrapped it. “What is that?” they asked. “Seaweed?”

			“Close,” I said. “Algae strips. If you hate them, I also have some dried fruit from Alanik’s people. They’re safe for humans as well.”

			Dayan eyed my algae strips skeptically, but they seemed even more skeptical of the alien fruit, so they reached out and took the strip I offered them.

			“That isn’t terrible,” they said.

			Alanik looked back at us. As we’d left Epiphany behind, she’d pinned on her translator and turned on its speaker so Dayan could understand her. Hoid kept up her illusion, though, so she wouldn’t appear obviously alien to anyone we might pass in a boat or on the riverbank.

			As the city disappeared from view behind us, the forest closed in, armlike branches reaching over us to shelter us from the sky.

			“Hey, Dayan,” I said, “how many of these trees are scions?”

			Dayan looked around. “None of them,” they said. “If they were, we’d want to paddle faster.”

			Good point. We should probably paddle faster anyway—Arturo’s canoe was a good fifty meters ahead of us. But for once, Alanik didn’t seem eager to speed up.

			“How common are scions?” I asked. “And what do they eat?”

			“They eat light, I think,” Dayan said.

			“Interesting!” Suki’s translator spoke as she chattered from Alanik’s bag. “They photosynthesize?”

			“Weren’t you working on a report?” Alanik asked.

			“I am,” Suki said. “But I can pause to take notes.”

			“What kind of scientist were you again?” Dayan asked.

			“A xenoanthropologist,” Suki said. “My research is on humans, but I’m interested in all kinds of alien life. So please tell us more about the scions. Do they reproduce from seeds? Do they defecate?”

			“Oooh, yes!” I said. “Let’s talk about tree poop!”

			“Please, let us not,” Alanik said.

			“Sorry to disappoint you,” Dayan said, “but I don’t actually know the answers to either of those questions.”

			“This seems like an oversight in your education,” Suki said.

			The inner workings of scions probably hadn’t been relevant to Dayan’s life. So I moved on to something they were more likely to know. “Does anyone in Epiphany ever protest the treatment of the scions?” I asked. “The fighting looks like it hurts them.”

			“Sure, some people,” Dayan said. “But it’s pretty accepted that we need to practice on something to support the war effort, and it’s much better than killing each other.” That was a good point, and sounded like the type of reasoning we’d hear from the leaders of the DDF when the war was going on.

			“You do not have to answer her questions,” Alanik said to Dayan, “if you find them to be offensive.”

			“Why would I find them offensive?” Dayan asked.

			“Yeah, Alanik,” I said. “Why would they find my questions offensive?”

			“If one is offended by questions,” Suki said, “one might be revealing the weakness in one’s own rhetorical position.”

			Alanik squinted down at Suki like she wasn’t sure if she was being insulted.

			“If you’re not offended,” I said, “can I ask about your gender? It seems like it’s normal on Blightfall not to use ‘he’ or ‘she.’ ”

			“That question is definitely offensive,” Alanik said.

			“No, it isn’t,” Dayan said. “Yes, it’s normal. We have three genders—male, female, and agendered. A lot of people shift from one to another as they grow up.”

			“Is that what you did?” I asked.

			“Yeah,” Dayan said. “It wasn’t really a big deal. I have sisters, and it was hard for my dad to switch from saying ‘my girls’ to ‘my kids,’ but after that no one really talked about it anymore.” Dayan looked back at me. “Is it not like that where you’re from?”

			“No,” I said. “We’ve been actively fighting the Superiority for a century, so our society is very big on sticking with the role you’re supposed to play. There’s not a lot of room for forging your own identity.”

			“That sounds miserable,” Dayan said.

			Sometimes it was. Maybe that was the real reason I liked to accessorize. There weren’t a lot of acceptable ways to be different on Detritus.

			We drifted in awkward silence for a moment. Alanik kept looking back at me like she wanted to say something, but she didn’t. Usually there was no stopping her from saying exactly what was on her mind.

			“Are you okay, Alanik?” I asked.

			“Of course I am,” Alanik said over her shoulder. “Why would you ask?”

			“Just wondering if you were struck mute by the inappropriateness of my questions.”

			“I am not mute,” Alanik said.

			“That’s good,” I said. “It seemed like you wanted to say something.”

			“I do,” Alanik said. “But I’m not sure how to ask it.”

			“You ask a question by making a statement in the interrogative form,” Suki said helpfully.

			“Very well,” Alanik said. “Is holding hands a gesture of comfort among humans?”

			Huh. I didn’t know what I’d expected her to ask, but it wasn’t that. “Yeah, sometimes,” I said. “Like, if someone is crying, you might hold their hand to let them know you’re there for them.” I looked at Dayan. “Is that the same for your people?”

			“Sure,” Dayan said. “Not everyone is a big hand-holder, but some people do.”

			“What if no one is crying?” Alanik asked. “What does it mean then?”

			I watched the way my paddle sent ripples through the water. My arms were starting to ache, but I wasn’t going to complain. “It depends on the context, I guess.” I had a pretty good idea where this was going, but I wanted to be sure. “Is there a context?”

			Alanik squirmed in her seat. I never in a million years thought I would see Alanik uncomfortable. She always breezed right through everyone else’s discomfort.

			“Did someone hold your hand?” I asked. The other canoe was even farther ahead of ours, now, so there was no chance of the boys hearing us, but I lowered my voice anyway. “Was it Arturo? You guys went into the coliseum alone.”

			“Yes,” Alanik said. She was clearly trying to sound like this was not a big deal, but if that were true, she wouldn’t be asking about it.

			I was not the expert on hand-holding, or any other kind of romantic gesture. I’d never even had a boyfriend. The guys I was interested in never seemed to like me back. But I still probably understood its cultural significance better than Alanik. “If no one was injured or crying, it was probably a gesture of affection, rather than comfort.”

			“We were in danger,” Alanik said. “We could easily have been discovered.”

			“Okay,” I said. “So maybe there was some comfort involved.”

			“Would you hold Arturo’s hand in such a situation?” Alanik asked, looking at me sharply over her shoulder.

			“No!” I probably shouldn’t have shouted, but I felt pretty emphatic about it. I lowered my voice again. “I’m not interested in Arturo!”

			Alanik paused to consider this. “So, in that case, holding hands would not be an appropriate gesture of comfort between a flightleader and one of his pilots.”

			“No,” I said. “Not unless they were romantically involved.” Oh, scud. “Not that I’m saying you are! I mean, I don’t know what you are.” I leaned forward in my seat. “Are you?”

			“We are not,” Alanik said. “But the gesture indicates interest?” She seemed to be trying really hard to follow me.

			“Yeah,” I said. “Unless there’s some really important context I’m missing, that’s what it means.”

			Alanik looked back at Dayan. “You agree?”

			“I don’t know the first thing about either of your cultures. If this is what you eat”—they indicated the remains of their algae strip—“then we probably have some pretty big differences. But yeah, if I wasn’t crying and someone I wasn’t related to decided to hold my hand, I would assume they were probably interested in me.”

			“This can’t be right,” Alanik said. “Once, when I was sedated in a medical lab, FM held my hand. I don’t think that indicated interest.”

			“True,” I said. “But you were in a hospital. That’s different.”

			Alanik sighed. “So holding hands is a romantic gesture unless someone is crying, injured, genetically related, or in a hospital.”

			I was glad she had her translator pin for this conversation. We definitely didn’t need to have any more misunderstandings than we were already having. “Well, you were both injured and in the hospital, right?”

			“Right,” Alanik said. She still seemed confused. “Are there any other exceptions? I want to avoid…cultural misunderstandings.”

			That was a reasonable fear. There was enough confusion inherent to relationships, even between people who came from the same planet.

			“Maybe we should ask Suki,” I said. “She’s the one who studies us.”

			“I am interested,” Suki said, “but I think I mean that in a very different way than any of you do.”

			I couldn’t be certain, but I thought she was taking notes again.

			“I think the question,” I said, “is whether or not you’re interested in Arturo.”

			I expected her to tell me that was none of my business, but instead she looked thoughtfully out at the forest.

			Scud. Was I actually having a conversation about feelings with Alanik? “I enjoy his company,” she said. “And I enjoyed holding his hand.”

			I smiled. “So you like him.”

			“Yes,” Alanik said, though she appeared troubled by it.

			I was probably pushing this conversation further than I should, but I was scudding curious, so if Alanik kept talking, I was going to keep asking. “Do you want to kiss him? Do your people kiss?”

			“Yes,” Alanik said. She paused. “To both. But I’m not clear on human customs, and I would like to avoid doing anything rash before I understand the full implications.”

			Stars. “I’m not sure anyone understands the full implications of kissing. It can mean different things to different people. Actually, if you want to know what holding hands means to Arturo, you should ask him.”

			“That’s good advice,” Dayan said. “Though you risk getting an answer you don’t like.”

			I didn’t think she would. It was obvious to everyone that Arturo was interested in Alanik. He’d been practically glued to her side since she’d joined our flight.

			“Do you think I should ask him about it?” she asked. “Is that your custom?”

			I shrugged. “I think the human custom is not to talk about relationships even when we should. But that’s by no means true of everyone. If you’re interested, you should go for it and see what happens. Or I guess you could just enjoy it, see where it goes naturally.”

			“Maybe I will,” Alanik said. “I’m enjoying what’s happening naturally very much.”

			That made me feel all fuzzy inside. I hoped things worked out for them. “Good,” I said. “I think you guys would be adorable together.”

			She looked at me sharply again, and I wondered if I’d said something offensive. “Please don’t tell him we spoke of this.”

			“No, of course not! Girl code. I promise.”

			“Girl code,” Alanik said experimentally. I expected her to ask me to explain, but she didn’t.

			“I’m not a girl,” Dayan said. “But I won’t tell him either.”

			“Right,” I said. “Friend code. That’s better.”

			Alanik seemed more puzzled by the idea that the three of us might be friends than she did about the cultural meaning of hand-holding, and for some reason, I found that hilarious.

		

	
		
			
				Twenty-Three

				Arturo

			
			I twisted in my seat, watching Alanik’s boat drifting behind us. “They need to hurry up,” I said. “The sooner we get to the ships, the sooner we can call Ivy and hopefully leave this planet.”

			“I think we should let them be,” Nedd said. “Suki was still working on her report, and we don’t want to rush her.” He hadn’t been able to use his prosthetic well to paddle, so he used his knee as a fulcrum for the shaft of his paddle and rowed on only one side. He was sweating from the effort, but was contributing as much as I was.

			“What were you and Sadie talking about as we left the city?” Nedd asked.

			“I told Sadie I want her to be the one to call Ivy,” I said. “You were with her on that last mission. You think that’s the right call?”

			“I think she can handle it,” Nedd said. “But does she? She looked like a puppy who’s afraid of being kicked. Back me up, Gilaf.”

			“She did look like a scared monkey,” Gilaf said. “I’m still not clear on the difference between that and a puppy.”

			“Puppies are rounder,” Nedd said. “Less likely to climb trees. I think. Come to think of it, I’ve never seen a puppy and a tree in the same place before. Detritus didn’t have a lot of trees.”

			Detritus didn’t have an overabundance of puppies either, just a small population of pets for the wealthy.

			“Anyway, I think you should be careful that you’re not putting too much on her,” Nedd said.

			“Why are you so worked up about what Sadie feels?” I twisted around to look at him. “Are you into her?”

			Nedd looked over his shoulder, as if worried about the others hearing, but their canoe was falling even farther behind. “No!” he said. “I’m just looking out for my flightmate. That’s all.”

			He was oddly quick to protest. I wasn’t entirely sure I believed him, but Nedd had never been one to deny when he was interested in a girl, so I wasn’t sure what to make of it.

			Nedd must have realized I wasn’t entirely buying what he was selling, because he abruptly changed the subject. “What about you and Alanik?” he asked.

			Stars. I didn’t have to tell Nedd I liked Alanik. He just knew. And most of the time he respected his solemn, unspoken duty not to ever bring it up, especially in front of her brother, who was watching us both like he was trying to find a your-mom joke in all this but couldn’t quite keep up. “What about us?”

			“You guys went on that mission alone,” he said.

			“We weren’t alone. Gilaf and Suki were with us.”

			“Part of the time,” Gilaf supplied helpfully.

			“Alone,” Nedd said again. “In a dark, empty coliseum. You totally could have made a move.”

			I looked back at Gilaf. This was his sister we were talking about, but he seemed unperturbed. “What?” he asked. “I’m not going to stop you. Though if Alanik doesn’t like your move, she sure will.”

			Stars, that was what I was afraid of. “I was there as a flightleader on official flight business, not to make a move.”

			“Never stopped Jorgen,” Nedd said.

			I was pretty sure it had stopped Jorgen, which was why it had taken him a long time to actually get together with his girlfriend, Spensa, who was even now off on some adventure with the DDF’s exploration program. “I’m not Jorgen!” I said.

			“Right,” Nedd said. “So nothing happened.”

			We’d held hands. So maybe something had happened. But I wasn’t sure if that meant anything to Alanik, and I didn’t want to dissect it.
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			“Nedd,” I said, “we’re going back to our ships so we can get off this planet. We’re not here to talk about my love life, or lack thereof.” My one and only girlfriend had been a friend of my family, basically arranged by my parents and hers. We were serious. I was supposed to marry her. Then she sent me a letter telling me I’d changed, saying we didn’t fit together anymore.

			She was probably right.

			“You’ve got a stick up your butt about something,” Nedd said. “I just figured Alanik was probably part of it.”

			“Alanik is a branch up a lot of people’s butts,” Gilaf said.

			Both Nedd and I turned around to look at him. Something told me that phrase didn’t mean the same thing in UrDail as it did in English.

			“I’m just worried about the mission,” I said to Nedd. “That’s all.”

			“Okay,” Nedd said. I waited for the next wisecrack, but it didn’t come.

			Now I was thinking about it, though. Holding hands with Alanik had felt…good. Natural. Right. But now that we were out of danger…I wasn’t sure if it changed anything. All the problems were still there. Maybe I shouldn’t have started anything, if I wasn’t sure I was ready to deal with the consequences.

			I sighed. My last relationship had been so easy. It required no risk, no real effort on my part. In the end, maybe that was the problem. Maybe it hadn’t ended because I’d changed, so much as because I hadn’t tried.

			“Hypothetically,” I said, “what do you think the ethics are of dating outside your species?”

			“Dude,” Nedd said, “she’s into you. You should go for it. Don’t you think, Gilaf?”

			“I know better than to get involved in my sister’s love life,” Gilaf said. “She is the only person in the galaxy who scares me.”

			“Really?” I said. “The only person?”

			“Yes,” Gilaf said. “Only her.”

			I wasn’t afraid of Alanik, exactly. More afraid of messing things up with her. Besides—“I wasn’t asking about Alanik! I said, hypothetically—” Stars, I sounded like Nedd did when he said he wasn’t into Sadie.

			Nedd sighed. “Sure. Whatever. I think hypothetically if you ask her out, she’s going to be into that.”

			“That’s not what ‘hypothetically’ means!” I said. “I was asking in general if you think it’s ethical—”

			“I think you’d be good together ethically too,” Nedd said. “I don’t see what the problem is.”

			Stars. I could. My parents didn’t want me to date outside their social circle, let alone an alien. And it wouldn’t be only my parents either. There were plenty of people on our planet who would have the same opinions my mother did, or worse.

			“You’re not helping,” I told Nedd.

			“Hey, you asked for my opinion.”

			“And that was obviously my first mistake.”

			“You might want to think of a better pickup line, though,” Nedd said. “The ethics thing is awkward, even for you.”

			“I don’t know,” Gilaf said. “That seems like the sort of bonkers thing Alanik would be into.”

			“Noted,” I said, and I turned and stared ahead at the river, ignoring Nedd’s chuckling behind me.

		

	
		
			
				Twenty-Four

				Arturo

			
			When we reached the bend in the river where we’d originally spotted the barge, we pulled our canoes over to the bank and stashed them in the trees. We’d hidden the ships well enough that we had to tromp through the forest following one of the recovery beacons on our acclivity rings before we found them.

			“Is there any way to know if scions are nearby?” I asked Dayan. “We encountered one near here before, but a barge crew hauled it off to fight in the arena.”

			“They are territorial,” Dayan said. “If you met one here, you aren’t likely to run into another. At least not right away.”

			That was good. “Everyone eat some rations, if you haven’t already,” I said. It had been a long day. Under normal circumstances I would have recommended we sleep before flying again, but if we convinced Ivy to let us leave, we could be sleeping in our own beds in a few hours. It felt worth the risk of pushing through.

			Everyone scattered, some to eat, some to change into fresh flightsuits, others to relieve themselves in the woods. Gilaf offered Dayan some rations from his ship. Dayan settled down on a log on the far side of our starfighters, staring at them.

			Oh, right. Our ships would look impressive to someone who’d never seen one.

			Alanik let Suki out of her pack, and she settled into her dash seat, still working on her tablet.

			“How is the report?” I asked.

			“Almost done,” she said. “Just adding some finishing touches.”

			We’d better be ready to go when she was done. I set about clearing space for Dayan behind my seat. It wouldn’t be comfortable, but it was technically possible to fit a person back there, and we had cargo straps for tying down loose objects that could work as a makeshift harness so Dayan wouldn’t become a pancake on the inside of the canopy the minute I dove. Still, I’d better not get shot out of the sky, or Dayan was toast.

			“You need a flightsuit,” Alanik said to Dayan. “You are about my height, so come, borrow one of mine.” Alanik led them to the storage compartment on her ship and held a flightsuit up in front of them. Nedd and Gilaf sat in their ship, scarfing down some rations while Dayan headed into the woods to change and Alanik prepared her own ship for the mission.

			I grasped at loose ends—we had a plan, but once we made the call to Ivy, any number of things might go wrong. I needed to keep my mind on the mission. I was leading my team into a precarious situation against a well-armed enemy. But I could only concentrate on the incoming danger so much before the buzz of anxiety got too loud and my brain started looking for something else—anything else—to focus on.

			The more I worried, the more I wanted to orbit Alanik, just to be near her. That meant something I wasn’t fully ready to admit to myself, but I couldn’t fight the pull of her gravity. I wandered over to her ship.

			“Do you want to talk about the call to Ivy?” Alanik asked.

			“Stars, no,” I said. “I want to talk about anything else.”

			Alanik smiled, sitting in her cockpit. “Have anything in mind?”

			And maybe it was the stress, or the exhaustion, or my desperation to talk about literally anything but the upcoming mission, but I let this sentence fall out of my mouth: “I’ve been thinking about an ethical question.” Oh, scud. Was I really going to start this conversation that way? Even Nedd thought it was a bad idea, and he was Nedd.

			“Okay,” Alanik said. She waited.

			I didn’t want to keep going, but apparently I was doing this. “What do you think the ethics are of dating outside your species?”

			Alanik considered this. “It probably depends on the sapience of the species in question.”

			“Assume both species are sapient,” I said quickly.

			“Then I think it depends on what the purpose of dating is,” she said thoughtfully. “Mate-pairs across species don’t make a great deal of sense, because the purpose of a mate-pair is to conceive children, and cross-species breeding is impossible. But some of my people pair for companionship, and that is possible between species.” She shrugged, like this discussion was entirely academic. “What is the purpose of dating between humans?”

			Alanik looked at me expectantly, like there was absolutely no subtext to this question.

			Scud, if she were even a little bit interested in me, shouldn’t she feel more awkward about this? Stars, Nedd understood what I was saying when I didn’t want him to. Why didn’t she?

			“I guess there are a lot of purposes,” I said. “Companionship is one. Having children is another. There’s physical…”

			“Enjoyment?” Alanik suggested, like she was talking about the weather. “Yes. That is another purpose, certainly. So I think your question needs to be more specific.”

			It clearly did. I should just come out and say, Hey Alanik, I’m interested in you, and I’m wondering if you think that’s wrong on some deep, unforgivable level.

			What I actually said was “What do you think the purpose of dating should be?”

			“I think they’re all valid purposes,” Alanik said. “You had a…girlfriend.” She said that word in English. “What was the purpose of that?”

			Another complicated question. “Our families wanted us to get married,” I said. “We knew each other growing up, and they thought it was a good match. She came from another wealthy family, and our parents were friends. I loved her, but not like a sister, so that was convenient.”

			“Ah,” Alanik said. “Social convention. That’s another purpose. I don’t think most relationships between alien species would serve that one.”

			“Not at all,” I said.

			“So,” Alanik said, “cross-species relationships are not practical for purposes of breeding or social conformity. That leaves pleasure and companionship, both of which are possible. Though I suppose the former depends on the anatomy and preferences of the alien species in question.”

			Oh, stars. I made a very specific point of not looking at her anatomy. I was pretty sure preferences wouldn’t be a problem, though I supposed I didn’t know all the details.

			I hoped she didn’t notice my face getting flushed.

			Alanik studied me, and suddenly I felt like maybe she was gathering a whole lot more from this conversation than I’d initially thought.

			“I’m curious,” Alanik said, in a tone that indicated her interest was purely objective, “about human romantic arrangements. You had a girlfriend, but now you don’t. Is it a complicated process to dissolve a relationship with a girlfriend?”

			Stars, any minute now Suki was going to finish her report and interrupt us in the middle of…this. At least Nedd and Gilaf seemed happy to recline in their own cockpit, oblivious to our conversation, and Dayan and Sadie were still off in the woods, hopefully not running into any scions, if Dayan was correct about their habits.

			“No,” I said. “A girlfriend or boyfriend is like…a temporary relationship. It means you have romantic inclinations toward each other, so you’re trying out the relationship to see if it can eventually become a marriage. Or not.”

			“Ah,” Alanik said. “So if you had another romantic relationship, it would be temporary.”

			She seemed oddly disappointed by this, and I wondered suddenly if not one word of this conversation had ever been hypothetical for her.

			“Not necessarily,” I said. “I guess it’s temporary with the hope it works out to be more.”

			Alanik smiled, and I suddenly felt like I’d said too much. “How is it for your people?” I asked. “You talked about mate-pairs, but are those similar to marriages? Or having a girlfriend?”

			“Somewhere in between,” Alanik said. “Sometimes pairs will split and match with other people. And having children with multiple partners isn’t really a complication. Often our children will be raised by different principal caregivers anyway, if they have more than one grandparent who is able.”

			That’s right. The UrDail didn’t raise their own children, but relied on their parents to take on that responsibility.

			“So do you choose a partner based on genetics?” I asked. “Or…”

			“Affection, mostly,” Alanik said. “You want to match with someone you like, someone you’re fond of and want to spend time with.”

			“Okay,” I said. “That’s similar to us.”

			Alanik nodded, like we’d agreed on something, but I wasn’t entirely certain what it was.

			I tried to sound casual, though the veneer was quickly peeling. “What about you?” I asked. “What are you looking for in a…relationship?”

			Alanik considered me, and I thought she understood exactly what I was asking. “I’m open to a relationship for pleasure and companionship, if an attractive option presents itself. Social expectation doesn’t concern me in the least. What about you?”

			She looked at me with those bright violet eyes.

			What about me?

			I wanted to take her in my arms and kiss her.

			“My last relationship was all about social expectation,” I said, “and I’m not interested in starting another like that. I cared about her, but she was right to call it off. We wouldn’t have been happy. The feelings weren’t strong enough.” I missed the comfort of knowing that part of my life was already figured out for me, but not her as a person. That alone said enough. “But yeah, enjoyment, companionship, and hopefully love. That sounds nice.”

			Alanik nodded. “So, for those purposes, a relationship between species would be ethical.”

			“Right,” I said.

			“All done!” Suki called from my ship. “I daresay this is a masterpiece in bureaucratic forgery.”

			“Go, Suki!” Sadie said, emerging from the woods and heading for her ship. Dayan had also reappeared, leaning against a tree and studying our ships again.

			Alanik turned to me, a smile ghosting across her lips, and I thought for a moment she might be laughing at me.

			Had we just agreed that we wanted to date each other? Stars, I thought we had, but I couldn’t be sure, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to ask her now.

			“Do you have any other questions?” Alanik asked me.

			Do you want to give this a try? I thought. And also: What are the chances this will end well?

			It felt a little morbid, asking about the end of a relationship that hadn’t yet begun. The appropriate thing was probably to run headlong into it, damn the consequences. I didn’t know how to do that anymore. I didn’t know if I ever did.

			“Later,” I said.

			When we were alone. When I could kiss her if I wanted to, which I sure as hell wasn’t going to do in front of the entire flight.

			Alanik settled back into her seat, and I thought maybe she was disappointed. “Okay,” she said quietly. “Let me know.”

			I looked around at my team. Nedd and Gilaf packed away their rations, and Dayan looked skeptically at the cargo space behind my seat. It would be serviceable for a flight off planet, and survivable if we got into combat, as long as things didn’t go terribly wrong.

			“Last chance to back out,” I said to Dayan.

			“I know,” Dayan said, “but this isn’t the first time I’ve put my life at risk.”

			Alanik watched me quietly, and I wished we’d gotten to finish that conversation.

			We would, I promised myself. Later.

			“All right,” I said. “Everyone prepare for takeoff.” I called to Sadie: “You’re up.”

		

	
		
			
				Twenty-Five

				Sadie

			
			Arturo stood next to the open canopy of my ship. Everyone else strapped in and prepared for takeoff but left their canopies open so they could contribute to my conversation with Ivy without having to use their radios to communicate with me. If all went well, we’d soon fly out through the debris field and home with Ivy’s blessing.

			“All right,” Arturo said, leaning on the side of my ship. “Do it just like we discussed.”

			It was a show of trust for Arturo to have me call Ivy. I should be excited. This was what I wanted—an opportunity to distinguish myself. But at the moment, I worried I would distinguish myself as the one who got us all killed.

			“If I mess this up,” I said, “I blow our only real chance at getting home.”

			“If it makes you feel better,” Nedd called from his ship, “it’s possible we don’t have a chance of getting home for you to blow.”

			Arturo shot him a glare. “You can do this,” he said to me. “Just follow the plan.”

			I took a deep breath, trying not to hyperventilate. I’d done a lot of talking on this mission, but so far I’d managed to do it mostly in low-risk situations, like in the coliseum with Liba or in the pub with Dayan, where if I messed up, I could extract myself and try again with someone else. The conversation after Dayan had attacked us had been different, but I’d been too tied up by their light-whip to consider the implications until the talking part was mostly over. “Okay,” I said. “Okay, I’ve got this.” I turned my hypercomm on.

			“Ivy?” I said. “Ivy, are you there?”

			There was no response on the other end.

			I tried again. “This is the head bodyguard to Superiority Protective Services Inspector Zuzen. Ivy, please respond.”

			Suki had provided us with the name, based on contact her people had when the Superiority was trying to recruit so-called lesser species to join their military.

			The hypercomm remained quiet, so I repeated myself again. I began to wonder if Ivy had stopped monitoring communications, if this was all for nothing.

			And then she spoke, her voice as upbeat yet mechanical as before. “Hello, head bodyguard,” Ivy said. “I spoke with one of your subordinates earlier, and they called for my unconditional surrender.”

			“I’m sorry for the idiocy of my subordinates!” I said. “They had no right to say such things to you, and I assure you they will be thoroughly punished.” I hoped that sounded appropriately violent. Superiority agents thought of humans as nothing but bloodthirsty monsters, and I wanted to live up to the expectation.

			“Aggression may be the only language they understand,” Ivy said. “Where is Inspector Zuzen?”

			“Unfortunately Zuzen was killed by your fighters upon our arrival,” I said.

			“It is regrettable that Zuzen chose not to call ahead to announce your visit. If they had, that misunderstanding could have been avoided.”

			I clenched my jaw. We were still calling the murder of half our team a misunderstanding. “It is understandable, if regrettable,” I said, keeping my voice even. “We were instructed not to call ahead. Our superiors wanted us to observe the planet covertly. We did not expect it to be quite so well guarded.”

			I looked at Arturo, and he nodded.

			“I understand,” Ivy said. “Your superiors underestimated the excellent job I have done containing the human menace here for many years.”

			“I agree!” I said. “We have completed our inspection of your populace, and I find the conditions here to be most agreeable! We are finalizing our observations now, and then we can be on our way.”

			“Good,” Arturo whispered.

			This was going well. If she agreed to let us go, we might be able to fly out through the debris field and hyperjump home without having to interact with her any further.

			“That is good to hear,” Ivy said smoothly. “If you’ve finished your inspection, I would love to see your report before you go.”
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			I smiled. We were prepared for this. “Would you like me to send it through the hypercomm?” I asked. My fingers fidgeted on the human-sized datapad where Suki had transferred her report.

			“I would prefer to receive your report in person,” Ivy reiterated. “And you haven’t observed conditions here on our station, which should certainly be in your notes.”

			Scud. I looked to Arturo, who hesitated.

			“Our orders were only to investigate the conditions of the humans here,” I said. “No need to bother you with a visit.”

			“It’s no bother at all!” Ivy said. “I would be delighted to host you.”

			That was odd—the Superiority usually found humans to be terrifying, especially in groups. “One moment, please,” I said. I turned off my transmitter, so Ivy wouldn’t hear what I said next. “What do you want me to do?”

			Arturo hesitated. “I don’t want to land on her station, but stars, the things we could learn up there.”

			“What are our other options?” Nedd asked. “The nowhere portal?”

			“I like our odds on the station better,” Arturo said. “We can try to appease her, but even if she were to attack, here in the somewhere we could flee, maybe to someplace where we could hyperjump to the surface of Blightfall, and hide again while we came up with a new plan. We can’t hyperjump in the nowhere, so we’d have fewer avenues of escape.”

			“I think the station is worth the risk,” Alanik said.

			Arturo looked back at Dayan. “I can help you if it comes to ground fighting,” Dayan said.

			“The Superiority is traditionally terrible at ground fighting,” Arturo said. “And the operatives we’ve met in the past have been terrified of humans. They usually run rather than fight, so I like our odds there.”

			“Let me at the aliens,” Dayan said.

			Alanik gave them a sharp look, but didn’t comment.

			“What do you think?” Arturo asked me.

			Stars, he wanted my opinion? “If it’s those two options or wait for Jorgen to send more pilots to die,” I said, “then I think we should go.”

			Arturo glanced at Nedd and Gilaf, who both nodded. Stars, I should be grateful Arturo was asking our opinions. But leadership only did that when they were afraid they were making the wrong call—or when they thought the balance of odds between victory and death was so skewed toward the latter that they wanted to console themselves with our consent.

			“Agree to it,” Arturo said. “If she won’t let us leave, maybe we can gain control of the space station, or find answers about the inhibitor field that would allow us to access the codes and hyperjump out.”

			I turned my transmitter back on. “We agree,” I said. “We will observe conditions on your station, deliver our report in person, and then fly out through the debris field and hyperjump to our superiors. Is this satisfactory to you?”

			“I eagerly await your arrival,” Ivy said. “My drones will escort you. As long as you head directly here, you will not encounter resistance.”

			“Thank you!” I said. “I look forward to making your acquaintance.” I flipped the hypercomm off.

			“She isn’t going to let us go once we land, is she?” I asked.

			“Maybe not,” Arturo said. “But once we’re on the station, we can work toward taking her out.” Arturo signaled to the others to close their canopies and climbed into his own fighter.

			For better or worse, we were doing this.

			I only hoped we would make it out alive.

		

	
		
			
				Twenty-Six

				Arturo

			
			“All ships,” I said, “lift off and fly low across the canopy for ninety kilometers. On Nedder’s signal, pivot and fly to the station in diamond formation.” Behind my seat, Dayan was harnessed in and crunched up. We were hoping they wouldn’t be recognized on the station, as they were wearing one of Alanik’s flightsuits and had covered their hair with a kerchief. Suki sat at the dash, and Naga had tucked herself inside Dayan’s harness and snuggled up to them for support. I had no idea if Dayan found this supportive—they kept looking at Naga like she might bite them—but when I tried moving Naga to her sling, she immediately teleported herself back into Dayan’s arms. I didn’t know how to tell her that maybe we should ease Dayan into close contact with aliens, so I let it go.

			We all lifted off and flew away from the city, right above the tree line—high enough to be maneuverable if Ivy’s drones attacked, but low enough to minimize the number of civilians who might spot our ships. Sadie had Hoid and Twist in her ship for this flight, while Nedd and Gilaf took Nope and the weaponslugs—Squeeze and Wham—in their ship. Alanik shared her cockpit only with Bob.

			“Nedder,” I said. “Report?”

			“No drones yet,” Nedd said. “Monitors indicate a few up near the space station. Approaching turn point.”

			On Nedd’s mark, we turned our noses upward.

			“Here we go,” I said to Dayan as the flight began to climb. The purple-brown forest shrank beneath us, and the city became visible in the distance, a white circle set against the deforested brown hill.

			“Damn,” Dayan said. “That’s a long way down.”

			“That’s not where the danger comes from,” I said.

			“Danger comes from!” Naga agreed. I looked over my shoulder and found Dayan with their arms wrapped around Naga.

			Maybe Naga did know what she was doing when it came to acclimating Dayan to alien life.

			“Drones are descending now,” Nedd said. “Set to intercept before we reach the station.”

			“Switch channel to hypercomm now,” I said. “Sadie, take the lead. Everyone else, no chatter.”

			We all switched to the hypercomm. “Ivy, do you copy?” Sadie said, taking over for me to give the illusion that she was our leader. “This is Sentry, chief bodyguard to Inspector Zuzen. We are en route to your location. Taking a bit of a detour to avoid alerting your populace.”

			“I appreciate your discretion,” Ivy responded immediately.

			“We look forward to meeting you!” Sadie said. “I assure you my human and UrDail associates will be under control at all times. You need not worry. They are very well trained.”

			“Is she serious?” Dayan asked in my ear. We’d equipped them with a headset, but they spoke off radio, so only I could hear them, and barely so, over the noise of my boosters.

			“That’s how they talk,” I said.

			“Unfortunately,” Suki said, “the flightleader is correct.”

			“Fantastic,” Dayan said.

			As we neared the station, I could see the drones approaching above us. Beyond them, I got my first real look at the space station—I’d envisioned it like one of our platforms, rectangular and flat, but it was shaped more like a pipe, round and long with open mouths at either end.

			“Inhibitor field begins fifty kilometers from the station,” Alanik said.

			“Copy,” Sadie said. None of our cytonics would work once we reached it, but we weren’t using illusions to hide our identities, so we should be okay unless Ivy decided to detain us. In that case, we’d have to either launch a ground assault to take over the station or use our ships to flee. Boarding the space station gave us an opportunity to find answers, but I still would have preferred to fly out and come back for answers with an armada of ships at our back.

			“More drones approaching out of the debris,” Nedd said.

			Scud. I could see them on my monitors. There were ten of them, all moving directly toward us.

			“Those ships are merely an escort, meant to welcome you,” Ivy said. “Pay them no mind. I look forward to your arrival.”

			“Thank you for the warm welcome,” Sadie said.

			“I think ‘warm’ may be an overstatement,” Suki said off radio.

			I agreed, but at least Sadie was doing a good job playing the part.

			There were more drones ahead, hovering around the space station. Dayan leaned against the side of my seat, trying to make sense of my proximity monitor.

			“Why are there so many ships up here?” Dayan asked. “What are they doing?”

			“If you can discern that,” Suki said, “you will be doing better than we have done.”

			“As far as we can tell,” I added, “this planet is completely isolated with no one spacefaring to fight. These are uncrewed drone ships. Their pilots control them via hypercomm, so they may be on that station, or they may be somewhere else in the galaxy.”

			“And the inhibitor,” Dayan said. “What does it do?”

			“It makes it so we can’t use hyperdrives or hypercomms. But Ivy’s ships will have the code to the inhibitor, so they can use cytonics within it even when we can’t.”

			“Do you have access to one of these inhibitors?” Dayan asked.

			“We do,” I said. “But the field ours produces is much smaller. We could use one to keep ships from hyperjumping in close to us, but as far as I can tell, these particular drones aren’t equipped with hyperdrives.”

			“Can’t you throw up an inhibitor and make it impossible for nearby drone pilots to talk to their ships? Wouldn’t they all just stop?”

			That was…incredibly astute. “We’ve tested that theory,” I said. “Doesn’t work that way. Their inhibitor stops the powers from the point of origin. If we want to use an inhibitor of our own to stop the hypercommunication, we’d have to catch the station’s hypercomm in the radius. And we can’t do that if we can’t activate our inhibitor close to the station.”

			“Which you can’t do because their inhibitor stops you,” Dayan said.

			“Exactly. The point of origin for our inhibitor would have to be outside the enemy inhibitor range, and in this case, ours is so much smaller that it won’t work.”

			As we neared, Sadie spoke to Ivy again. “Which docking facility would you prefer we use?” Sadie asked. “Please advise.”

			That was a nice, covert way to say we’d never seen a station shaped like this one and we didn’t know where to land. I assumed the landing pads would be found at either end of the cylindrical structure, but I couldn’t be sure, and if this was a common layout for a Superiority outpost it was possible Inspector Zuzen’s bodyguards should already know.

			“Landing zone B would be most convenient,” Ivy said. “Farthest from your entry point. I can meet you at that landing pad upon your arrival.”

			That probably meant we should fly the length of the station and approach the other end. We sped closer.

			“Flightleader,” Suki said off radio, “those drones are closing in.”

			Sure enough, the ten escort ships on our six steadily closed in. The ones clustered around the station—I could see five, but I couldn’t confirm that there weren’t more hiding behind the hulking structure—also approached, as if coming out to greet us.

			“Thank you for the welcoming party!” Sadie said over the radio. An edge of hysteria crept into her voice, and I hoped that was only obvious to those of us who knew her.

			“Steady,” I said aloud, though I didn’t dare express over the hypercomm that my supposed commander needed reassurance from me.

			“Is this really a thing they do?” Dayan asked. “Send armed ships to greet you? Because it’s intimidating as hell.”

			It was. More so as we approached the edge of the inhibitor, slipping beyond the point where Naga, Twist, or Alanik could pull us out.

			“Here we go,” I said. We had to land on that station. We needed answers and a way off this planet, and we weren’t going to find it anywhere else. I had to hope we could talk our way through this and end with a free ticket to fly home and regroup, with a better understanding of what we were up against and a whole lot more firepower.

			But my hopes were dashed when one of the ships in front of us opened fire.

		

	
		
			
				Twenty-Seven

				Arturo

			
			Several things happened at once. My flight immediately broke formation and switched to evasive maneuvers. Many other ships also opened fire, destructor blasts raining around us. I threw my ship into a sharp dive, angling beneath the station where fewer ships were waiting to ambush us. My GravCaps kicked in, absorbing g-forces and preventing Dayan and me from blacking out—though stars, even with the GravCaps, their body was going to take a punishment like no other as I started taking sharp turns at high speed. The GravCaps overloaded, and my head pounded as the blood in my body rushed to my head. Behind me, I heard Dayan scream.

			I pulled out of my dive and my head cleared, the force reducing. “Suki, check on Dayan,” I said.

			“Still conscious,” Suki said, twisting in her seat, “though I think they threw up.”

			By instinct, my flight had broken into two wingmate pairs, Alanik following me into my dive and Sadie and Gilaf both banking right, leading the other ships out of the inhibitor field.

			“Ivy!” Sadie shouted over the hypercomm once she was clear of the inhibitor. “I think there’s been a misunderstanding! This aggression is unnecessary! We are here to bring word of your good work to our superiors!”

			“I know what you mean to do here,” Ivy said.

			Scud. Had we given ourselves away somehow?

			“Amphi, watch out,” Alanik said, and I rolled, dodging a spray of fire from a ship that dove under the station and came flying at us.

			“Follow me,” I said to Alanik, and I flew directly at the enemy ships, spinning to avoid being hit by their fire, and then shot out behind them, moving away from the station on the far side.

			“What the hell was that?” Dayan asked from behind me, their voice sounding pained.

			“G-forces,” I said. “Sorry. They’re tough on the body when you’re not used to them.”

			“They are tough even when you are,” Suki added.

			“We don’t require a demonstration of your station defenses!” Sadie called. “I promise I’ve already provided a positive review of those in my report!”

			“You think you can skulk around my planet without permission,” Ivy said. “I am its protector, and I will not allow you or your superiors to put it in danger.”

			Oh, scud. Oh, scud. Ivy hadn’t found us out. She was trying to kill us because she thought we were an investigation force from the Superiority, and she didn’t want the Superiority officials to know what she was doing on Blightfall. Stars, that was why she had so many ships here, and why she’d attacked us on sight when we arrived on the planet. She had been preparing for such an occasion, and now that she thought she’d been discovered, she’d hastened the progress of the games, ready to kill us off and then close up shop.

			“We went about this all wrong,” I said.

			“And I wrote such a beautiful report,” Suki said, sniffing indignantly. “Now she doesn’t even want to see it.”

			I threw my ship into a reverse switchback, winding in an S formation to get my ship turned around and facing the station again.

			Stars, we were in trouble. Gilaf and Sadie had flown past the station, doubling back outside the inhibitor field. The ships waiting out there were pelting them with destructor fire, but so far their shields had held. Wham’s concussion blasts were useless against uncrewed ships, but Squeeze launched shards of psychic energy at the enemy, his mindblades creating a cloud of invisible death in front of Gilaf and Nedd’s Dulo. Three ships flew into it, and each was cut into pieces and immediately spiraled apart from the force.

			Two ships came at me from the sides and I threw my ship into a barrel roll, prompting a guttural moan from Dayan. More ships swooped in around Sadie and Gilaf, but they stayed together, sticking to the area outside the inhibitor. Sadie provided cover for Gilaf as he worked to get close enough to the enemy ships for Squeeze to take them out with his mindblades.

			“Ivy!” Sadie pleaded over the hypercomm. “I promise, we aren’t here to hurt your planet, we don’t—” She cut off as she took a hit to her shields, then another. One more and her shield would go down.

			Ivy didn’t respond.

			I pinged Sadie on a private channel. When she answered, she sounded like she was crying. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I tried to reason with her, but—”

			“It’s not your fault,” I said. Stars, I regretted putting this on her, even if she had been the best member of our team for the job. “This ambush was waiting for us because we chose the wrong cover story. Nothing you did would have changed it.”

			An enemy ship bolted in front of me, so I straightened my ship out and showered it with fire.

			“What do we do?” Sadie asked. “Do we run?”

			I didn’t know what was waiting for us on that station. I didn’t know what Ivy was hiding.

			But if Ivy wasn’t a Superiority agent siphoning off Blightfall’s best warriors, what was she doing with them? We needed to know.

			Three ships bore down on Alanik, and I turned my ship, covering her while she twisted away and turned around to pummel them with her own destructors. Caught between us, one of the ships took severe damage to its shield, then lost part of its dome-shaped hull, spinning out of control in the direction of the planet.

			“We’re not going to run,” I said. “The only way to find answers is to board that station.” Varvax were competent pilots, but the ones we’d met face-to-face were cowards, so afraid to appear aggressive that they couldn’t hold their own in a ground fight. We had sidearms, ground training, and one of Blightfall’s best hand-to-hand fighters ready to take them down. We might be outnumbered on that station, but if we ran and hid, we wouldn’t have any answers, and our remaining option would be to walk blindly through the nowhere portal beneath the arena. We wouldn’t be able to use cytonic abilities there either.

			Three out of our four ships were equipped with cytonic hyperdrives in the form of Twist, Naga, and Alanik, so we were well positioned to fly outside the inhibitor and hide on the planet again if the need arose.

			I still liked our odds better here.

			“Are you sure about this?” Suki asked.

			“Yes,” I told her.

			I couldn’t guarantee that Ivy wasn’t listening to this channel, but I had to take the risk. I needed to give orders to my flight. From my current vantage point, I could see a landing pad inside the pipelike end of the station. “We’ll land on this end of the station instead,” I said to Sadie. “Hopefully they’ll be less prepared for us there. Pass the word to Ghost. We need to take that station.”

			“Hell yes,” Dayan said from behind me, though they sounded a bit disoriented. “Let me at them.”

			“Glad you’re still with us,” I told them.

			I opened a general channel with my flight—a new one, hoping Ivy wouldn’t immediately trace the frequency—and waited for them all to pick up. “Angel,” I said, “help me distract the enemy ships while Sentry and Ghost make a landing. Sentry and Ghost, once you’ve landed, try to cover us while we come in to join you. If you encounter extreme resistance on the landing pad, pull out immediately.”

			“Copy,” Sadie said, though it took Gilaf a moment to answer the same.

			“We’re doing this?” Nedd asked.

			“Yes,” I said. We were committed now, and we needed to see it through.

			“Angel,” I said, “should we try a rat chase?”

			“Copy,” Alanik said.

			This was a maneuver we’d learned from Alanik and Gilaf, a common tactic they used in the ship-based sporting league on ReDawn. I accelerated toward the nearest enemy ship above the landing pad until I was flying right on its tail. The ship executed a series of evasive maneuvers, trying to shake me, but I stayed on my target with a single-minded focus.

			“Ready,” I told Alanik. While I was chasing, she’d positioned herself alongside another nearby enemy ship. Without warning, she threw her ship into an Imban turn, coming at the second ship from the side.

			The ship reacted defensively, rolling away from her, which drove it right toward the ship I was targeting. I went into a spin, launching myself at the first ship much the way Alanik had with hers—

			And that ship turned sharply, nearly colliding with Alanik’s prey. They both had to straighten out to avoid collision. While they were disoriented, Alanik and I switched places, weaving around the ships in a spiral to keep them from getting a bead on us. In the confusion, one of the ships flipped a turn and pivoted around to face us, shooting wildly. With one deft turn, Alanik swung toward the second ship and pelted it with fire—driving it up into the line of the other enemy ship’s destructor fire. Before either of the ships knew what was happening, one downed the other, and Alanik and I focused our fire on the remaining one, dropping it out of the sky.

			“Well done,” I said to Alanik, though my sensors were flashing, letting me know that Gilaf and Sadie had kited with them most of the remaining enemy ships, all converging on our location.

			Alanik and I had to make targets of ourselves to keep the fire off Sadie and Gilaf while they landed. “Cover me,” I said, whipping around toward the opening in the end of the tube-shaped station. My GravCaps flashed and Dayan echoed the sentiment, but I met the oncoming enemy head-on, weaving between them in a quick twin-scissor. They were now between me and the landing pad, so I swung around, coming back behind them and causing them to break formation, scattering in all directions to try to take me down. Alanik showered them with fire—we didn’t dare use our IMPs in this situation, since neither of us could stop long enough to reignite our shields. The point wasn’t to take down these ships, but to distract them, to give Sadie and Gilaf enough time to land.

			“Amphi!” Sadie said, “we’ve got a problem down here.”

			I looked at my monitors, but we’d done a good job of keeping the ships off Sadie and Gilaf—they had a clear area around the end of the station to make their landing.

			“Is the landing zone blocked?” I asked.

			“No,” Gilaf said, “but it’s protected by autofire.”

			Scud. We’d have to take those out before we could land—and we’d have to do it with a hell of a lot of fire on our tails.

		

	
		
			
				Twenty-Eight

				Sadie

			
			We were close to the landing pad. It was empty of ships, probably because they had all taken off before we arrived, ready to lure us close and then shoot us down. Arturo said I wasn’t to blame. And I’d played the part I was assigned to play. But it still felt like I’d failed, like it was my fault we were now fighting for our lives against an overwhelming enemy with very little idea of what kind of resistance we would face when we landed.

			All that stood between us and that terrifying discovery were the gun emplacements around the circumference of the station’s circular opening. There were four of them positioned at twelve, three, six, and nine o’clock. The landing pad was positioned toward the front of the tubelike opening, with an atmospheric bubble over it. It extended farther into the pipe than I could see, the hangar concealed somewhere within.

			Arturo and Alanik were doing a good job keeping the enemy ships off our backs, but every time I swooped too near the landing pad, the guns locked on to my ship and sent a barrage of energy flying at me, driving me back again.

			“Orders, Amphi?” I asked.

			“Nedder,” Arturo said, “can we destroy those stationary weapons?”

			“Affirmative,” Nedd said. “They have shields, but with enough fire, we should be able to take them down.”

			“Do it,” Arturo said.

			“Copy,” I said. “Let’s team up on the top one.”

			Gilaf and I flew at the weapon at twelve o’clock and fired on it. The gun locked onto my ship, and I danced through a set of scissor maneuvers, keeping it trained on me while Gilaf got in a few more shots at the emplacement’s shields, dropping them.

			I leveled my ship out, aimed at the stationary weapon, and fired.

			My shot struck the gun, reducing it to smoke and leaving a gap of torn, scorched metal at the top of the station.

			The two guns nearest to the one I’d taken out swiveled toward me, and I took a hit to my shield, the force of which blasted my ship to the side.

			“Sadie,” Nedd said, “weren’t you really excited to insult your enemies’ entrails? This seems like a good time.”

			He was right! “Curse you and your—” Stars, stationary guns didn’t have entrails. “Barrels of fiery…fire. May they all implode in a cloud of smoke and may you choke on it!”

			“Hey, that last part was pretty good,” Nedd said.

			“Your mother was pretty good,” Gilaf said.

			“Your mother fell into a smoking gun emplacement,” I added, and Gilaf laughed.

			“Are you focusing on those weapons?” Arturo asked. “We’re a little busy out here.”

			“On it,” I said. I speared the top edge of the station with my light-lance, using it as an anchor to pivot around and come up behind another of the autonomous guns.

			Which gave me an idea.

			“Hang on,” I said. “I’m going to try something.” We might eventually be able to take all the stationary guns out with our destructors, but every second we delayed was one more that Ivy’s people had to prepare inside the station. The gun in front of me was still shielded, but as I passed behind it, I tagged it with my light-lance and continued forward at top speed.

			When I reached the end of the beam of light, the stationary gun resisted, sending a jolt through my ship, and then broke free from the station. I glanced behind me to see the emplacement tumbling loose.

			“Nice going, Sentry!” Nedd said.

			“Nice going, Sentry!” Twist echoed, and I looked down to the sling beside my seat to see her curled up with Hoid, who was trembling slightly and missing all his rainbow stripes, his spines now the same pearly white color as the rest of his body. We were in the inhibitor field now, so he couldn’t even summon an illusion to decorate his own spines.

			“Good work,” Arturo said. “Do it again.”

			Gilaf grabbed the gun at the bottom of the station and ripped it off. He spun around and dropped it, tossing it down onto the landing bay.

			“Better,” Suki said, while I grabbed the fourth cannon. My ship jolted again as the light-lance pulled on it—and then something popped beneath my ship and my light-lance winked out.

			“Oh, scud,” I said. “I think I just broke my light-lance.”

			“You got the gun!” Nedd said. “It’s dangling free of its mount.”

			“Incoming!” Alanik shouted, the air around the station filled with destructor fire as an enemy ship bore down on us. I turned to face it, dancing between the lines of fire as more approached. Gilaf got close enough to hit one of the ships with his light-lance, tossing it toward the station, where it collided with the side, one of its wings folding. The ship fell in an uncontrolled descent.

			“Sentry, Ghost,” Arturo said. “Can you land now?”

			“Not yet!” Two more enemy ships were circling the landing zone, firing across the landing pad to keep us from descending. I didn’t dare land without my wingmate. I circled around, dodging more enemy fire, trying to find Gilaf.

			I saw his ship just as an enemy hit it with a light-lance. I opened fire as it used Gilaf’s momentum to swing his ship in the direction of the station. The Dulo containing Gilaf and Nedd went spinning around in a loop—

			But the enemy ship didn’t let go. At first, I felt relief that they hadn’t collided with the station, but then the ship shifted its own momentum, continuing to rotate Gilaf and Nedd by the nose of their ship, down and backward like a ball at the end of a string. Stars, the angle of the rotation was so small and the acceleration so great, the force must have completely outstripped the GravCaps.

			I’d never seen an enemy drone try this maneuver. The drone ships we’d fought before didn’t even have light-lances. This pilot was significantly more skilled than the remote pilots we usually fought. Spinning like that, Nedd and Gilaf would be taking hard g’s, their blood flowing to the front of their bodies and down into their feet, knocking them unconscious. The enemy ship spun in the opposite direction with equal force, but it didn’t have a pilot. It could withstand much stronger g-forces before it sustained damage.

			“Ghost!” I yelled over the radio. “Nedder? You okay?”

			Silence.

			“Amphi!” I said. “Nedder and Ghost are in trouble.”

			“I see it,” Arturo said. “Fire on that ship!”

			I was already firing, and Arturo and Alanik joined me. The ship stopped spinning Nedd and Gilaf, and turned toward the hangar opening, flying deeper into the facility.

			Towing Nedd and Gilaf’s fighter behind.

		

	
		
			
				Twenty-Nine

				Sadie

			
			Oh stars. Oh stars. The other ships still swarmed around us, firing relentlessly, but Nedd and Gilaf disappeared beneath the overhang of the cylindrical station, through a set of open hangar doors.

			If they closed those doors, we wouldn’t be able to get to Nedd and Gilaf.

			“Nedder!” Arturo shouted over the radio. “Nedd!”

			“I’m going,” Alanik said. She didn’t ask permission, didn’t wait for Arturo to acknowledge. She just ducked through the rain of destructor fire and flew through the hangar doors and out of sight.

			“Amphi?” I called.

			“Go with her,” Arturo said. “I’ll cover you, then follow.”

			I didn’t like leaving him behind, but I didn’t hesitate. I dove after Alanik over the landing platform. My ship began to handle differently as I passed through the surrounding air bubble, the sudden drag of atmosphere making my ship feel sluggish.

			The enemy drone that had towed Nedd and Gilaf into the landing bay turned itself around and immediately began to fire at Alanik and me. I took a second hit to my shields as I focused on Gilaf’s Dulo, which had collided with the hangar floor and now lay, inert, beneath the opposing ship. Dim yellow light lit the hangar from overhead. I slammed forward in my harness as I fired my boosters backward, rapidly slowing to keep from slamming into the wall on the far side.

			Stars, how bad were the g-forces from that spin? Had their blood vessels burst? Had it killed them?

			My shield took a final hit and blinked out, leaving me unprotected. I screamed and focused my destructors on the ship in front of me. Alanik joined me, and our combined fire tore it apart. I brought my ship to a stop just behind the wreckage, using it for cover. I set my shield to reignite and scanned for oxygen levels.

			My monitors indicated the air was safe to breathe. The ground crew seemed to have evacuated, but the large double doors that led into the facility were cracked open, and the barrel of a large gun protruded through the gap.

			“Gilaf!” Alanik shouted over the radio, not bothering with his callsign. “Respond!”

			More destructor fire rained onto the landing pad behind us as Arturo circled, keeping the bulk of the ships off us but unable to make a safe landing without leading them right to us. The gun peeking out from the station proper probably wasn’t heavy enough to damage our ships, but it would prevent us from climbing out to reach Nedd and Gilaf.

			“Cover me!” I said to Alanik, aiming my ship at the doorway just as the machine gun began to shoot. I returned fire.

			The gun was no match for ship destructors. My shots took out the gun, both doors, and a sizable part of the doorframe with it. I couldn’t see anyone on the other side. I’d probably blown the shooter clear across the room and into multiple pieces.

			Stars. If we walked in there, were we going to see the body? Most of the ships we shot down were drones, and even those that had pilots were distant, just wreckage falling out of the air. I knew that the creature tried to kill me first, but I still didn’t like the idea of looking it in the eyes afterward—if there were any eyes left.

			I grabbed my pack with my radio, light-line, and pistol. I dumped in Hoid—still stripeless—and Twist, then hopped out of my ship. Alanik had already disembarked, running from the shelter of her ship to the shadow of the Dulo and then forcing open the canopy. She grabbed Gilaf by the shoulders as I joined her.

			Gilaf groaned, holding his head. The bone protrusions on Gilaf’s face were ringed with dark purple blotches, and the whites of his eyes were stained dark. He was conscious, though. He was alive. He said something, but his translator pin must have fallen off because I couldn’t understand him.

			Nedd looked equally disoriented, but he blinked at me as I hoisted myself up on the ship. His prosthetic had shaken loose, hanging awkwardly in his sleeve. I winced as he pulled off his face mask. His face was covered in red blotches, his eyes red-ringed with broken blood vessels.

			He looked like hell and probably had a raging headache, but at least he was conscious. That probably meant he hadn’t done permanent damage to his brain.

			Alanik tucked Squeeze, Wham, and Nope into her own pack with Bob and began to haul Gilaf out of the ship.

			“You okay?” I asked Nedd.

			“I think so,” Nedd said. “Where are we?”

			“In the hangar,” I said. I located his pistol along the side of the seat and shoved it into his hand. Normally I wouldn’t want a disoriented person wandering around with a sidearm, but in this case, leaving him without one was the greater risk.

			More destructor fire disintegrated the remains of the ship I’d gunned down. We couldn’t stay here, or we were going to be killed.

			Arturo’s ship soared through the hangar doors. Once he landed, we wouldn’t have anyone else in the air to keep those ships off us.

			“We’ve got to go,” I said. “Come on!” I hauled Nedd out of the ship and pulled him toward the door into the facility. Our ships were parked almost all the way against the wall, so the drones wouldn’t be able to fire on them without destroying parts of the space station, but they might consider that an acceptable loss if they could prevent our escape, so I searched the wall until I found a control panel. I prayed I wasn’t about to evacuate our oxygen—surely that would be more difficult than the simple press of a button?—and pulled switches until the hangar doors closed, preventing the enemy drones from following, for the moment at least.

			Alanik hauled Gilaf in through the hole in the facility wall. Nedd and I followed as Arturo landed. He popped his canopy and jumped out, sprinting toward us. Dayan climbed out behind him, light-whip in one hand and Naga in the other, looking shaken but happy to be out of the ship.

			Nedd seemed a bit unsteady on his feet, but he had his destructor pistol pointed in the right direction as we moved into the hallway. The broken body of the varvax I’d shot lay against the far wall, its exoskeleton in pieces, leaking a brownish fluid. Dayan stared at it as if unsure of what they were seeing.

			I averted my eyes from the body. Maybe the varvax had survived. Except if it did, was I just leaving it alive to try to kill us another day? I didn’t know what to hope for.

			Arturo took Naga from Dayan and followed us in, Suki floating behind him on her disk. We were pretty small for a ground force, but the varvax had always caved in the face of human aggression before, so hopefully they’d do so now. We all moved to the end of the hall, pistols aimed in front of us, ready to fire on anything that resisted.

			At the end of the hall, we hugged the walls, pistols out, as we entered some kind of control center with a high ceiling and large computer screens lining the walls above rows of workstations. The left part of the room was sectioned off into cubicles with partial walls only a meter and a half tall.

			The center appeared abandoned, though several of the screens were still on. A lot of the text was in what I assumed was the varvax language, though one of the screens near the ceiling had the names of gladiators from Blightfall—it appeared to be some kind of leaderboard.

			Nedd had managed to get his prosthetic reattached and operational. He and Gilaf seemed to be more coherent, which was good, because we all needed to be on our toes if we expected to get through this.

			Alanik approached one of the computer screens with her translator pin, holding it up so the pin could read the text. Before it could speak, a voice sounded over a loudspeaker, booming and mechanical. Alanik’s pin translated the words: “Facility compromised.”

			All the computer screens went dark.

			“Scud,” Arturo said. “I guess we’re not getting information that way.”

			I scanned the room for exits. There were two doorways on either end of the far wall, roughly the size of normal human doors, leading deeper into the facility.

			“You will not win here,” Ivy’s voice said over the loudspeaker. “You’ve neglected this facility for too long, and now it’s far too late.”

			“The Superiority neglected Blightfall,” I repeated. “So Ivy turned it into her own splinter group?”

			No one had the chance to debate this with me, because at that moment, everything in the room, including us, began to float. My stomach leaped into my throat as my whole body lifted into the air, weightless. Hoid nearly drifted out of my open pack, and I tucked him in again. He and Twist curled around each other, looking pale and frightened.

			“Scud,” Arturo said. “They turned off the artificial gravity.”

			“This,” I said, “is incredible.” I reached out and grabbed onto Gilaf’s arm, pulling myself toward him as we both hovered in midair. Only Suki could move comfortably—she had strapped herself to her disk, which was powered by acclivity stone and therefore moved similarly even without gravity.

			At that moment, one of the doors on the far wall swung open, and the barrel of a cannon rolled into view.

			Oh scud. That was less incredible.

			“Take cover!” Arturo shouted.

			Easier said than done. I pushed off Gilaf’s shoulder, flinging myself at the floor. I floated toward it much more slowly than I wanted to, but twisted around to watch in horror as Gilaf went the other way, drifting toward the ceiling, completely exposed.

			“Oh, scud, I’m sorry!” I said, but Gilaf shoved the corner of one of the monitors, sending himself hurtling toward the floor much faster than I had. Suki navigated her disk down next to me. Naga floated away from Arturo’s shoulders, and Dayan lassoed her with their light-whip, swinging her back into Arturo’s reach.

			I twisted to check on Nedd—not sure if his reflexes had totally recovered—and found that he and Alanik had also flattened themselves to the floor, holding on to bolted-down table legs and shoving on the underside of desktops to stay down.

			I braced for the blast from the cannon, but it caused no damage to the furniture, the monitors, or the wall behind us. No material matter shot over our heads, but I felt the energy vibrating in my ears, humming with a frequency that turned my thoughts to jelly. I was far enough out of the blast radius not to lose consciousness, but I recognized the sick, disoriented feeling, even at the edges of it.

			“Concussion blast,” Alanik said. Stars, they had a concussion slug trapped inside that cannon.

			I still didn’t know what these varvax were doing here, but they clearly weren’t going to fold as quickly as we’d hoped.

		

	
		
			
				Thirty

				Arturo

			
			I’d never thought about how much I relied upon gravity until it was gone. The cannon advanced on us from the far end of the room, anchored to the floor by what I guessed were magnets, while we clung to the furniture, trying desperately to stay out of its path. Naga curled around the back of my neck, tucking her hind end into the collar of my flightsuit to hang on so she wouldn’t drift away again as I shifted.

			We’d all managed to get low enough to avoid the brunt of the mind-bending concussion blast that had sought to render us unconscious. The Superiority didn’t usually put taynix in small weapons, reserving cytonics for capital ships and other large weaponry so their slugs couldn’t be easily lost or stolen.

			These varvax clearly had a different philosophy. Five of them hustled around the sides of the cannon, holding pistols at the ready and taking cover behind a row of desks. Unlike the robed varvax beneath the coliseum, these wore typical exosuits with their crablike bodies hidden behind their face plates. Their feet stuck to the floor, which I guessed was also a magnetic design and not some kind of varvax antigravity magic.

			They opened fire immediately.

			“Scud!” I shouted, firing my pistol in their direction. My team aimed around the various pieces of office equipment, shooting at the varvax while Suki took refuge in a corner of the cubicle, out of sight.

			Dayan grabbed me by the shoulder and wrapped the tip of their light-whip around the edge of a nearby open doorframe. They pulled us both through the door and we took cover in what looked to be a storage room. The laser sword I’d stolen from the arena was still in my pack, though I wasn’t going to charge in and use it with that cannon advancing.

			The room we’d ducked into held spare maintenance equipment, probably used by the ground crew to maintain their ships. Outside the room, pistol fire shattered several monitors. In the chaos, Nedd and Alanik had managed to join Sadie, Gilaf, and Suki in the cubicle area just beyond where Dayan and I were hiding.

			A blast seared Sadie’s arm, leaving her with a long burn up her sleeve, and she dropped her pistol, which floated out of reach. She ducked low and braced herself against the floor, then threw a chair over the top of the cubicle wall. In the reflection on one of the far monitors, I watched it catapult through the air and collide with a varvax, knocking them off their feet. The varvax and the chair both slammed against the far wall.

			I gripped the doorframe to keep from accidentally knocking myself into the line of fire while the varvax, with their magnetized boots, marched toward us with ease. They’d been more prepared than we’d expected them to be at every step.

			I took aim at the nearest varvax and fired, hitting it in the shoulder and shattering the firing arm of its exosuit. Behind the cubicles, the others shot at the varvax, while Sadie grabbed loose and drifting chairs and heaved them over the cubicle wall, sending herself slamming against the far side of the cubicle in the process.

			In the chaos, I shot the now-armless varvax, aiming this time for the head.

			Loud clicks and pops sounded from across the room—a varvax shouting in their language and gesturing wildly. The varvax in the room all shimmied along the wall away from the cannon.

			Scud, it was going to fire again. “Get down!” I shouted. Dayan held on to a shelf and used their light-whip to catch me and propel me downward. I collided with the floor, and my hip ached sharply. Naga coiled tightly against the back of my neck, and I pressed the side of my face into the floor, turning to watch out the doorway as my teammates all struggled to get their own momentum pointed downward. They hauled each other down by their arms, ankles, and the sleeves of their flightsuits to get out of the way of the next blast.

			I braced myself for the disorientation, hoping they hadn’t managed to angle the cannon down far enough to catch us this time.

			The cannon fired, and invisible shrapnel tore through the cubicle walls, punching a hole in the wall above me. Computer monitors fractured in a shower of flying plastic and glass that floated like leaves caught in a sudden updraft.

			Stars. That was a mindblade blast. The varvax were probably torturing their taynix to get them to react so violently. I would have liked to charge over there and liberate them, but the varvax had already opened fire again, and there was no way to cross the room without being gunned down.

			Nedd and Sadie caught a chunk of broken cubicle wall as it flew toward them, slapping it with their palms and reversing its direction to fly toward the varvax while pushing themselves down toward the floor. The wall wouldn’t harm the varvax, but for the moment at least, it blocked their line of sight. Suki’s disk moved at full speed, zipping around the corner in the direction we’d come. I was glad she was getting herself to safety.

			Alanik was crumpled on the floor beside Sadie, holding her shoulder, globs of something slick and dark floating off her skin.

			Oh no. That was blood. Alanik had been hit by the mindblades, or some of the shrapnel. Gilaf shoved himself off one of the desks to float over to her and grab her by the arm, pressing his hand to her wound. While I fired through the doorway, providing cover, Dayan aimed their light-whip at Alanik and grabbed her around the waist, pulling her toward us. She drifted into the doorway and I grabbed her, letting her body collide with mine and push us farther into the storage room. Dayan transferred their light-whip to their off hand and aimed their pistol at the doorway, providing more covering fire while I attended to Alanik. Her eyes were closed, her body limp. I pressed my hands against her bleeding shoulder, and dark blood bubbled between my fingers. I couldn’t fight and stanch the bleeding, so I pulled off her flight jacket and tied it around her shoulder as tight as I could.

			Instead of pressing toward us, the varvax began to walk up the wall on the far side. The one who reached the top first pivoted, planting its feet on the ceiling and proceeding across the room. With my free hand, I fired at it and damaged one of its legs, severing it from its boot so it had only one foot magnetized to the ceiling. That stopped its progress, but it paused on the ceiling and fired, essentially becoming a turret. Dayan flicked their whip in its direction, catching it by the leg and tearing it from the ceiling. Dayan shut off the light-whip and slammed the varvax against the floor, but the others marched across the ceiling close behind.

			It wasn’t enough. Stars, when had the Superiority learned to fight like this? If other operatives we’d encountered had been this effective, we might still be stuck on Detritus.

			The team with the cannon was advancing it across the room, pushing it in short bursts to keep it from disconnecting completely from the floor when the magnetic mechanism disengaged. If it got another shot on my team, they were dead.

			This wasn’t working. We had to get out. If we retreated to the hangar, we’d still have to fight our way back through the enemy ships to get free of the inhibitor so we could hyperjump back to the planet to hide. But with these overly aggressive varvax, we now stood a better chance out there than we did in here. “Skyward Flight, retreat!” I shouted.

			Gilaf kicked backward off one of the bolted-down tables, launching himself toward the door and shooting at the enemy as he went. Nedd and Sadie catapulted after him, a gaggle of taynix still in their packs.

			I moved to shove myself out of the doorway, aiming with my pistol to cover the escape of the others, but the varvax on the ceiling had advanced far enough to shoot into the doorway, driving Dayan and me back.

			“I need cover to get Alanik out,” I said.

			Dayan clung to the shelving and began grabbing everything they could lift—ship parts and tools, saws and sanders and circuitry—and throwing them into the main room to cover our escape.

			I kept firing, one arm around Alanik, her body clamped against mine, my hand pressed to her shoulder. The varvax concentrated their fire on me, making it impossible for us to advance through the main room.

			Their focus on me gave the others an opening. Sadie and Nedd made it to the shelter of the hallway while Gilaf hesitated, no doubt worried about Alanik. He pushed off the wall and launched himself into the room, narrowly avoiding fire that was aimed at me.

			“Amphi!” Nedd shouted.

			“Coming!” I replied. I hated to let go of Alanik, but if I didn’t do something, we were all going to die here. I let Gilaf take her from me and ducked behind the storage room wall, digging into my pack and grabbing the laser sword.

			Dayan detached a shelf from one of the shelving units in the storage room and threw it through the doorway at the varvax on the ceiling. I kicked off the floor and launched myself behind it, using it as cover. The enemies on the ground scrambled to aim the cannon higher as I soared through the air. The shelf clattered off the armor of the varvax on the ceiling, and they shot wildly in my direction as I switched on my laser sword and held it out to the side.

			I slashed my sword through the air. The varvax were thrown off balance by the flying shelf, and I managed to cut two in half at the torso, then maneuvered my free arm in front of myself, bracing as I hit the ceiling.

			Two more varvax opened fire, but Dayan distracted them by flinging an entire toolkit at them, wrenches and sockets flying past them in a torrent of metal. Gilaf took the opportunity to haul Alanik out of the storage room and toward the hangar. I had to give him enough of an opening to get her to safety. I kicked off the ceiling, reversing direction—

			And misjudged my angle. A varvax shouted, and a concussion blast reverberated through the room, catching me straight on. My vision blurred, my brain vibrating in my skull. In my disorientation, I hit the wall without bracing myself and bounced off, headed back toward the varvax.

			I couldn’t see. I couldn’t think. I couldn’t do anything but flail helplessly while my head pounded and my mind spun.

			“Coming!” Naga said, still clinging to my neck, but without the inhibitor codes, she was powerless to help.

			Then I felt something wrap around my torso, and I was dragged suddenly and sharply down. My vision began to clear, and I found myself hauled behind Dayan like a kite on a string as they pulled themself through the doorway and down the corridor, following the others toward the hangar.

			I shook my head, trying to clear it. I managed to spin in the air, orienting myself upright. I needed a clear head for what was coming.

		

	
		
			
				Thirty-One

				Sadie

			
			Nedd and I kicked off the hallway wall, propelling ourselves toward the hangar. Suki zipped ahead of us on her disk, alternating worried glances ahead at Alanik and Gilaf and back at Nedd and me. Nedd and I collided as we hurtled through the room with the dead varvax, clinging to each other to avoid being flung in opposite directions. Normally I would be thrilled with this much bodily contact, but right now, all I cared about was that we survived.

			We hit the far wall just above the hole that used to be the hangar door, and I rotated, kicking off the ceiling and dragging Nedd with me as I soared through the gap. We flailed wildly in the air until we hit the hangar floor. Gilaf had managed to reach the Dulo, still carrying Alanik. Scud. With Alanik injured, we were down one pilot. “Should we put Alanik in my cargo space like Dayan?” I asked.

			Nedd shook his head. “Put her in the Dulo. I’ll fly her ship.”

			“The enemy ships are still going to be waiting for us out there,” I said. “You’ll be flying immediately into combat.”

			“Alanik is injured,” Nedd said. “She needs a proper seat. I can handle it.” He dragged himself down the wall to the button that controlled the hangar doors. As soon as we opened them, the drone ships outside could get to us again.

			“Let me do it,” I said. “You get to Alanik’s ship.”

			Gilaf was already strapping Alanik into the copilot’s seat of the Dulo, and Suki joined him, tucking herself into the kitsen-sized seat in the Dulo’s dash. Arturo and Dayan came flying through the hole in the wall, clinging to each other, propelled by Dayan’s whip. Dayan lassoed the nose of Arturo’s ship and dragged them both over to it.

			“I’m taking Alanik’s ship,” Nedd called to him. “Sadie’s got the door controls.”

			From the way Arturo glanced at Alanik, I could tell he’d rather be the one flying with her, but he didn’t protest. “Copy,” Arturo said. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

			Nedd popped Alanik’s canopy and hauled himself inside, dragging Alanik’s pack with several of the slugs in it with him. Once Dayan was strapped in and all my other flightmates were in their ships, I hit the hangar door controls and kicked off the wall, propelling myself at my own ship.

			The others lifted their ships into the air while I scrambled to my seat and strapped in. Through my canopy, I saw the varvax’s taynix cannon sliding up through the hole in the wall, aimed in our direction. I didn’t give them a chance to catch me in its blast. Lifting off, I spun my ship around and shot out of the hangar after the others, leaving the drag of the oxygen bubble behind.

			The enemy was waiting for us and opened fire immediately. I found Nedd and stayed on his wing in case he ran into trouble, though his flight path was steady. Together we hit overburn, rocketing away from the station in the direction of the planet.

			“Ghost,” Arturo said. “How’s Angel?”

			“Unconscious,” Gilaf said. “But she’s breathing.”

			Arturo swore. “We need her to tell Bob to put in a request for the hyperjump.”

			“Bob!” Naga said over the radio. “Hyperjump!”

			“I think they’ve got the message,” Nedd said.

			“Make for the edge of the inhibitor,” Arturo said. “The sooner we’re clear of the dead zone, the sooner Bob can put in the request. We’ll hyperjump down into the forest and hide, like we did before. For now, stick to evasive maneuvers. Your objective is to stay alive and stay together.”

			“Copy, Amphi!” I said, dancing my ship in an erratic pattern to keep the enemy from getting a bead on me.

			“Nedder,” Arturo said. “How are you doing?”

			“Still here,” Nedd said, though his ship was starting to tremble with the drag as we reentered Blightfall’s atmosphere.

			I glanced down at the slugs by the side of my seat and found that Hoid’s stripes had returned.
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			“How’s Bob coming on that permission?” I asked.

			“On that permission!” Twist said, though I guessed we didn’t actually have it, because no one had hyperjumped.

			“My light-lance broke during the fight,” I said over the radio. “So someone will have to connect to my ship when we’re ready to jump.”

			“I’ve got you,” Nedd said, though at the moment he didn’t look like he had the ability to do much besides keep his ship steady as we cut through the atmosphere and neared the planet. I could make out Epiphany now, far below us, a white dot against the sea of purplish grey.

			The enemy caught up to us and three ships flew up on my tail, all of them firing in a crisscross pattern, impossible to dodge. I tried anyway, throwing my ship into a twin-scissor, but I couldn’t avoid all the fire and my shield took a hit.

			Nedd fared worse. He didn’t have the dexterity for complex evasive maneuvers. The enemy ships shot past me, hitting his shields once, twice. Three times.

			“Nedder!” I shouted. “Amphi, Nedder’s in trouble!”

			A final shot hit his wing, and his ship began to fall. My stomach flew into my throat as I watched Nedd scramble for control, but even the most dexterous pilot couldn’t have pulled their ship out of that uncontrolled descent.

			“Nedder!” I screamed over the radio. “Eject!”

			For a horrifying moment, Nedd’s ship began to spiral with him still inside it. And then Nedd’s ship split apart, the explosion catapulting his seat into the air while the wreckage continued to spin down, down, down. An enemy ship swooped toward him, continuing to fire.

			Stars, he was completely unprotected. If they were going to keep firing on us even after we were down, then I couldn’t leave him to land in the forest. I swung my ship around in an Ahlstrom loop and fired at the ship that pursued him. It turned its fire on me, and I danced away, kiting the other enemy ships along with me.

			Below me, I saw Nedd’s parachute open. If I could keep these ships off his back, he would hopefully make it okay.

			“Sentry?” Arturo asked. “Sitrep?” On my monitors, I could see his and Gilaf’s ships continuing to speed away toward the city, swarmed by several more enemy ships. Arturo had Naga and I had Twist, so if Bob could get permission for two hyperjumps, we could still get out of this even if we were separated.

			“I can’t leave Nedd,” I said over the radio. Nedd had a handheld radio, but if it was on his person, he probably wouldn’t be able to maneuver and use it until he’d landed.

			“We’re coming back around,” Arturo said.

			“More ships are headed your way,” I said. Stars, I didn’t think we could take them all together. I moved away from Arturo and Gilaf, flying lower, staying focused on avoiding enemy fire.

			I couldn’t find Nedd against the backdrop of the forest anymore. It was possible he’d landed already. Stars, I hoped he survived impact.

			Twist squeaked next to me. “Permission!” she said urgently. “Permission!”

			Stars, it was about time.

			“I think Twist has permission to hyperjump,” I said.

			“Take it,” Arturo said. “Go.”

			I took another hit to my shields as enemy ships surrounded me. “What about you?” I asked.

			“Sentry,” Arturo said. “Go!”

			I took a sharp turn to the right to avoid enemy fire, g-forces slamming me to the side in my seat as my GravCaps maxed out. There were four ships on my tail and more headed my direction.

			“Okay, Twist,” I said. “Hyperjump!”

			“Hyperjump!” Twist said.

			She was waiting, I realized, for me to tell her where to go.

			“Take me to Nedd,” I said to Twist.

			And suddenly the world went dim.

		

	
		
			
				Thirty-Two

				Arturo

			
			We were in serious trouble. As Sadie hyperjumped out, the ships that had been tailing her turned in our direction. Gilaf and I twisted through the air, dodging and spinning to stay out of the enemy line of fire. Neither of us dared to use our IMP to drop enemy shields, though we did manage to get enough firepower on the enemy ships to drop two of them.

			As the ships fell out of the sky, Dayan yelled in my ear. “They’ll be able to see us from the city.”

			“Survival comes first,” I said. “Secrecy second.”

			“But you just shot ships out of the sky,” Dayan said. “Where do you think those are going to land?”

			Stars. “Hopefully in the uninhabited forest,” I said, though I couldn’t spare much of a thought for that either. “Has Bob already put in for another hyperjump?” I asked over the radio.

			“Bob!” Bob said, which I took to mean he was on the job.

			The ships were converging on us now, and stars, I didn’t think we had enough time to wait for a hyperjump. Gilaf led one group of ships in one direction and I led the second group in another. Even if we both lasted long enough to jump out, he and I wouldn’t be able to connect our ships together for the jump without getting shot down. And if my ship got hit, I couldn’t eject, not without my ejection seat vaporizing Dayan in the process.

			“I’ll distract them,” I said to Gilaf. “Make for the river, fly along it and hide.”

			“I’m not leaving you,” Gilaf said.

			“All this trouble could have been saved,” Ivy said over my radio, “if you’d just left me alone to do my job.”

			Scud. She’d cracked our encrypted channel. If we switched, how quickly could she follow? How long had she been listening?

			I opened my mouth to order radio silence, but before I could get the words out my ship was pummeled by a barrage of destructor fire. Four of the ships chasing me had positioned themselves for a coordinated attack, and as I rolled my ship to the side, the fire just kept coming.

			My shields winked out. Blasts pelted the hull of my ship. One of my wings tore free, and my ship began to fall.

			“Scud!” I shouted. My hand moved toward the eject lever, but if I used it, Dayan was dead. If we hit the ground in an uncontrolled descent, we were both dead. I gripped the control sphere, trying to buy us time. Was there any way we could both make it out of this?

			Gilaf’s ship soared over mine, chasing the ships away from me.

			“Amphi?” Nedd’s voice said over the radio. “You okay?”

			“I’m hit,” I said. “Gilaf, you’ve got to run. Try to lose them.” It was a long shot, but better than dying here with me.

			“Any chance we can hyperjump?” I yelled to Naga.

			“Any chance!” Naga said, which I took to mean not yet.

			Stars. If we kept waiting for a hyperjump, we might all end up dead. One of us needed to eject to maximize our chances, but saints be damned, it wasn’t going to be me.

			“Switch seats with me!” I shouted at Dayan, and I unharnessed myself, smashing myself against the canopy as the ship continued to spin downward.

			Dayan only hesitated for a split second before climbing into my seat. “What the hell are you doing?” they asked.

			“Strap in!” I reached down, extracting Naga from her hammock.

			Dayan fastened the restraint belts around themself. Stars, I could almost make out the branches on the trees below. A few more seconds and it would be too late.

			“Eject lever is between your legs!” I shouted. “Pull it as soon as I’m clear!”

			I reached over and disabled the safety latch on the canopy. Then I clutched Naga tight to my chest and popped the canopy open.

			Naga and I flew immediately through the air. The wind whipped so quickly around me I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think, could do nothing but hold on to Naga. We were swept away from the ship as it continued to spiral and Dayan ejected, their seat rocketing up away from the broken hull, their parachute blossoming in midair.

			They might make it, but Naga and I had precious few seconds left.

		

	
		
			Interlude

			Naga fell.

			Naga wanted to pop, but Naga could not pop. If Naga popped without permission, Naga must leave Arturo behind.

			Bob! Naga said. Can I pop?

			Not yet! Bob said. Wait, Naga!

			Naga did not want to wait. Naga wanted to scream. Naga tried to flute. Air whooshed by. Naga’s spines would not flute, so Naga fluted silently inside her mind. A silent, desperate scream.

			Arturo held Naga tight. As long as Arturo held Naga, Arturo was not dead. When Arturo hit the ground, Arturo would be squished. Naga would be squished. Arturo and Naga would be dead.

			Naga did not want to be dead. Naga could not help friends if Naga was dead. Naga screamed silently and waited until she could pop.

			The ground was getting closer. Naga and Arturo fell down, down, down, and still Naga could not pop.

			Bob, Naga asked again. Can I pop? Can I pop?

			Wait, Bob said. Wait. Oh, wait, YES! POP, NAGA! POP!

			Naga could not pop far because of the Cloud around the planet. So Naga found a place beneath the trees. Naga found a place near where Dayan fell. A quiet, secret place.

			Naga popped with Arturo. Naga saw the Big Minds. The Big Minds saw Naga. Under the gaze of the Big Minds, Naga floated. Naga was no longer falling. Compared to falling, the Big Minds were not so scary. Naga hoped that they were friends.

			Did you like the mushroom? Naga asked.

			Yes, little delver, the Big Minds said. Then Naga ceased to float. Naga popped into the secret place. Naga was tucked inside the crook of Arturo’s arm. Arturo held on too tight. Naga was squished.

			“Squish!” Naga fluted.

			Arturo did not respond. Arturo was breathing hard. Arturo seemed even more scared than Naga, but he had not screamed. Naga imagined he also screamed silently inside his mind.

			“Squish!” Naga fluted again.

			“Oh, sorry,” Arturo said. Arturo loosened his grip. He set Naga down on a log.

			Arturo fell to the ground beneath a big tree. The tree did not move. The tree did not try to eat Arturo. If the tree tried to eat Arturo, Naga would need to pop.

			Can I pop again? Naga asked Bob.

			No, Bob said. Wait.

			Want the others, Naga said. Pop?

			No, Bob said. Wait. Too many pops. Wait now.

			Naga quivered. Naga waved her spines. Naga wished she could pop to her friends.

			Friends are safe? Naga asked.

			For now, Bob said. Wait.

			Naga had to wait, but Naga did not have to like it.

			Soon, Bob said.

			Soon, Naga would be reunited with her friends.
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				Thirty-Three

				Sadie

			
			I sat in my ship with the canopy open, staring ahead at the dimly lit trees. Twist had tucked my ship safely in the underbrush, while Nedd had snagged in the branches above and had to climb down out of a nearby tree. Together, we’d listened while Gilaf and Arturo tried to fight long enough to get a second hyperjump out. And then…

			I wasn’t sure what happened then, honestly. The radio was silent, and I didn’t dare send a message for fear Ivy would use it to triangulate our location. I didn’t know if our teammates were dead or alive. When the radio went silent, Nedd had stalked off into the woods, and I wasn’t entirely sure where he’d gone. The slugs were finding comfort by fusing themselves into one giant cuddle pile in the hammock by my seat, completely wedging themselves into the small space.

			For some reason, that only made me feel more alone.

			As if she sensed my distress, Nope slithered out of the pile and slid up my seat, tucking her blue-and-green body into my lap.

			“Aw,” I said. “Thanks, Nope.” I scooped her into my arms, then climbed out of my ship and glanced around, waiting to see if any of the trees were going to start reaching toward me with their long, twisting branches.

			The sky was quiet. No shots rained down through the trees. No ships patrolled over my head.

			“Nedd?” I called.

			“Nedd?” Nope echoed.

			There was no response. The only sound was the wind blowing through the trees. Nedd’s parachute hung from a tree, his ejector seat dangling upside down from its ropes.

			I walked past it in the direction Nedd had gone, my feet sinking into the soft ground. I found him sitting on a log a few dozen meters away, his back to me.

			“Nedd?” I asked.

			He didn’t turn around. I hovered behind him, not sure what to say. Maybe I should have let him be, but I wasn’t great at being quiet at the best of times.

			“They might have survived,” I said.

			“Survived!” Nope said helpfully.

			Nedd continued to sit silently. He didn’t even turn around.

			“Arturo had Naga,” I said. “He’ll have gotten away, and taken Dayan with him too. And Gilaf was going to run and hide. Maybe he made it.”

			“Made it!” Nope added. Behind me in the ship, the other slugs echoed the sentiment in several octaves.

			More silence.

			“Nedd? Say something.”

			“Something!” Nope chimed, squirming for me to release her. When I did, she slid over the forest floor in Nedd’s direction.

			The silence was really starting to get to me. Obviously Nedd wanted me to leave him alone, but we were stranded here in this forest together, and we needed to make a plan. So against my better judgment, I walked around the log to face him.

			And found his eyes puffy, his face, still red in patches from broken blood vessels, tracked with tears. Scud. Nedd was crying.

			“Sorry,” I said. “I’m sorry. I can go.”

			I probably should have been doing that rather than saying it. I stumbled back, but Nedd held up a hand.

			“It’s okay,” he said. His voice was choked and hoarse and not at all Nedd-like. “Sorry for ignoring you.”

			“No, it’s fine!” I said. Stars, his best friend might have just died, and here I was, upset that he wouldn’t talk to me. He probably wasn’t mad at me, just heartbroken by the situation. But it would have been easier to see him angry than so broken.

			I didn’t know what to say, and I didn’t want to make it worse by forging ahead. So instead I sat down on the end of the log, about two meters away from Nedd, and waited for him to speak.

			I waited.

			And waited.

			Stars, it was hard to be quiet when I knew someone was hurting.

			“You weren’t around when I lost my brothers,” Nedd said finally. “You hadn’t started flight school yet.”

			I was only six months younger than the original Skyward Flight, but sometimes it felt like a lot more. “Yeah,” I said. “I hadn’t even taken the pilot’s test.”

			“There was this debris,” he said, “falling out of the belts around Detritus, and the Krell used it as cover to come after us.” His voice sounded far away, like a part of him was back there. “This enormous facility was falling to the surface, and the Krell chased my brothers inside. They were lost in there, and I was trying to save them, to help them find their way out.”

			“They didn’t make it,” I said. I knew the end of the story, though I’d never heard Nedd tell it.

			“I almost died in there with them.” He shrugged. “Sometimes I hear them talking to me. They’re trapped, and they can’t get out. I hear them screaming at me in my dreams. I’m searching for them, but the light is so bright and I can’t see, I can’t find them. And then sometimes I’m wide awake, and I hear Callum calling to me, like he’s the one searching for me, still trying to find a way out of that place.”

			My heart broke for him. I knew he missed his brothers, but I hadn’t known how much they haunted him. “I’m sorry that happened,” I said.

			Nedd shook his head. “I shouldn’t have gotten in a ship today. I shouldn’t even be here.”

			“It wasn’t your fault that the battle went wrong,” I said. “Arturo ordered us to land up there. It was the wrong call, but he couldn’t have known that going in.” Stars, maybe we’d all gotten a little too used to being exceptional during the war, to pulling off close calls and winning against the odds.

			Maybe our lucky streak was over, and we were going to die here one by one.

			“You’re right,” Nedd said. “But when it comes down to it, I choke. I’m not like Jorgen or Arturo. I feel…this desperation, you know? To save the people I care about. When I was shot down during the war, I lost my arm, but the hyperslug who flew with me lost his life. Chubs didn’t deserve that, and I don’t want anyone else to die because of me.”

			“Chubs didn’t die because of you,” I said. “He died because he was a soldier in a war. He died doing what he loved.”

			“He died trying to protect me,” Nedd said. “I didn’t want to put Alanik at risk today just because I can’t fly. I wanted to prove I could do it. But I can’t, and watching the rest of you keep flying eats me up every day. But even that pain is nothing compared to watching the people I love burn and not being able to save them. That’s what I can’t stand. I shouldn’t be in command. I shouldn’t be in a ship, not even as a copilot. I’m nothing but a scudding liability.”

			I wished someone else were here in my place, someone who would have something wise to say. I didn’t feel like I knew a lot about leadership, or about death or mourning or grief. “I don’t know if it makes you a bad commander to feel that way,” I said, “but I do know it makes you a good person to care when people are in danger.”

			Nedd leaned back, looking up at the trees. “I never wanted to be in command. I’ve been hiding behind Arturo and Jorgen this whole time. But I don’t want people to die because I can’t handle it. That’s worse than if I’d taken a ground position. Jorgen offered me one and I should have taken it.”

			“Why didn’t you?” I asked.

			Nedd closed his eyes. “I didn’t want to disappoint Arturo. But it wasn’t just that. I wanted to stay with the flight. I didn’t want to be left behind.”

			“I understand that,” I said. “Arturo didn’t want to bring me along, and I didn’t want to be left behind either.”

			“Do you wish he’d left you now?” Nedd asked.

			I considered that. “No,” I said. “Because I wouldn’t have seen this amazing planet with this incredible forest. You all still would have been in danger, but you would have had one fewer pilot to defend you. And maybe it’s selfish, because some other pilot might have done a better job, but I’m glad it was me. I’m glad I got the opportunity to fight alongside you, and Arturo, and Alanik, and Gilaf. And I’m glad you were here too.”

			“Why?” Nedd asked.

			“Because you’re Nedd,” I said. “Because you…” It was hard for me to put into words, the quintessential Neddness that made him a valuable member of the team. “Because you’re not afraid to say the obvious thing that everyone is thinking. And sometimes those things need to be said! Because you’re a good, competent navigator and you keep us out of trouble. Because you help keep the mood light, even when the mission gets scary as hell. Because—”

			Because every one of us was valuable and contributed to the team, even if we didn’t do it in exactly the way someone else would. Because we didn’t.

			“I’m glad we’re both here,” I said. “I wouldn’t trade the experience of it, even if parts of that experience are awful. Would you?”

			Nedd shook his head. “No. If Arturo had flown off and died here, I would have regretted not being there with him for the rest of my life. I would have wondered if there was anything I could have done to stop it, even if there wasn’t.”

			“You’re right,” I said. “But we don’t know that Arturo is dead. He and Gilaf may have made it.”

			“You don’t know that,” Nedd said.

			“I don’t. But I have hope. And I’m going to keep having hope until the universe proves otherwise.”

			“How can you do that?” Nedd asked. “After everything we’ve been through? How do you stay so happy with all the violence and death and destruction we’ve seen?”

			I thought about that. Was that who I was—Sadie, the happy one? It wasn’t such a bad role. But—“I’m not sure I am happy,” I said, “at least not all the time.” It felt like I was revealing a dark secret, one I spent a lot of time trying to ignore. Nedd seemed surprised, and I wondered if it made him think less of me. But at the same time, my words still weren’t quite right. “I guess there’s enough horror and pain and terror in the world. I can’t change what’s happened. I can’t stop what’s coming. So there’s no reason to borrow more, right? Why assume the others are dead, when it’s possible they aren’t? Why cause myself the trauma, the mourning, the agony, if there’s still a chance I won’t have to feel it?”

			“Maybe because it’s scary to hope,” Nedd said. “Scary to believe something and then discover it isn’t true.”

			“It is scary,” I said. “But do you think his death will hurt less if you resign yourself to it?”

			“No,” Nedd said. “It’s going to be horrific either way.” He looked down at his biological hand, flexing it. “Maybe I should look at the bright side more.”

			“That’s not what I meant,” I said. “It’s not like I think we should ignore all the terrible things that are happening. Or that you should try to forget about your brothers or not feel sad. I just think that even though there’s a lot of darkness and destruction, there’s a lot of hope and beauty too. And even if they don’t balance each other out, even if the good stuff doesn’t erase the bad stuff…the bad stuff doesn’t get to erase the good stuff either, you know? The hope and the pain, they can exist simultaneously.”

			I was circling the point I was trying to make, and I wasn’t sure I was making sense. But Nedd was still listening, so I kept trying. “Maybe you need to look at all the sides, the bright and the dark. Like, your brothers are dead, and that’s horrible. But you aren’t, and that’s pretty great. And Arturo might have died up there and that’s terrifying. But maybe he didn’t. He and Naga have been in tight spots before, and they may have gotten out.”

			“Gotten out!” Nope said. “Gotten out!”

			“We don’t know,” Nedd said quietly.

			“Know!” Nope said loudly. She was kind of interrupting the moment, but I didn’t correct her. We all dealt with stress in our own way, I supposed.

			“Stars, I’ve been rambling again. I’m sorry. I never know the right thing to say.”

			“Are you sure?” Nedd said. “Because that was pretty perfect.”

			“Yeah?” I said. I hated that Nedd was suffering. But if I couldn’t change the things that caused Nedd pain, it felt pretty good to be able to make a tiny piece of it a little less horrible.

			“They probably made it,” Nedd said quietly, as if he was testing the words.

			“Made it!” Nope said.

			“Probably,” I added.

			“Made it!” Nope said, getting louder and shriller with each outburst. “Made it! Made it! Know! Know!”

			Human-slug communication was difficult at the best of times, but Nope sounded so…certain. “Oh,” I said. “Do you think…Do you think Nope…knows?”

			“Knows!” Nope shrieked. “Knows knows knows!”

			“Oh!” I said. “The slugs can talk to each other! And if Bob can talk to Naga and Bob can talk to Nope—”

			“Bob! Nope! Naga!” Nope cried. “Made it!”

			“Hey!” I said. “They made it!”

			Nedd still looked afraid to believe it. For a moment he hesitated, and then a smile broke out across his face as he let himself give way to the hope.

			“They’re okay,” Nedd said. “Thank the stars.” He grinned at me, and I grinned back at him. Stars, looking Nedd in the eyes like that, seeing him look so happy—it gave me a tingly feeling all over. I knew I should look away. This was about Arturo being alive and not about my stupid crush.

			But we were just talking about how one should appreciate the beautiful things where one found them because the Saint knew there were enough awful things in the world to go around.

			So I let myself soak it all up, me and Nedd, alone in the woods.

			He was still watching me, a thoughtful look in his eyes, until all at once he broke eye contact and seemed to need to look literally anywhere else.

			Oh, no. Was I being obvious? I was probably being obvious. I felt my face flush and cursed myself for ruining a perfect moment.

			“I—” Nedd said. “I, um. Stars.” He looked around, as if just now realizing we were lost in woods inhabited by scions. “If the others are okay, we need to find them.”

			He probably wanted to get away from the clingy girl with the wrong idea as soon as possible. “Yeah,” I said. “And we have a hyperslug, so let’s see if Twist can help us out.”

		

	
		
			
				Thirty-Four

				Arturo

			
			I sat on the floor of the forest. My lungs burned and my heart pounded like it was going to beat out of my chest. Was this what a heart attack felt like? My whole body still felt like it was falling, falling, falling.

			But I wasn’t. I was on steady, soft soil. There were plenty of roots and logs to sit on, but I sat on the ground with both hands pressed into the dirt, needing to feel it beneath me.

			Stars, I’d never been afraid of heights before, but I thought I might be now.

			Leaves crunched to the side—Dayan had floated overhead just seconds after we landed. Naga had done a good job triangulating where to take us. I knew I should get up and make sure Dayan was okay, but the sound of them coming closer was probably a good sign.

			And I wasn’t sure if I stood that I wouldn’t just fall back down again.

			“You all right?” Dayan asked.

			I looked through the trees to find them smirking at me.

			“How are you okay?” I asked.

			Dayan shrugged, though they did look pale, and I noticed they were gripping the low branch of a nearby tree rather tightly.

			Maybe they were just better at putting on a brave face.

			“Okay!” Naga chirped beside me, nuzzling my leg with her face.

			“Okay,” I said. “Yes, we are okay. Thank you.”

			“Thank you!” Naga replied.

			I didn’t mean to seem ungrateful. Naga had saved my life. But stars, I was going to have nightmares about falling from the sky like that for years. I flopped backward, lying in the dirt, looking up at the canopy, which thankfully was not composed of scions.

			“Let’s never do that again,” I said, mostly to the sky.

			“Good plan,” Dayan said. “What, exactly, are we going to do now?”

			We were well hidden here. I’d heard a drone fly by overhead, but if they’d tracked the location of our hyperjump, they hadn’t been able to pinpoint us here beneath the canopy.

			“Find the others,” I said. “Though we can’t use the radio without advertising our location to Ivy.”

			“Yeah, okay,” Dayan said. “That figures.”

			“All right,” I said. “Let’s focus on the options we do have.”

			“We do have!” Naga said.

			Right. “We have a hyperdrive. Sadie also has one. Ivy doesn’t appear to be able to track us when we hyperjump.” Which meant Ivy was probably not a cytonic, though it could just mean she wasn’t great at that particular ability, the way Jorgen hadn’t figured out how to hyperjump, and Alanik hadn’t been able to form mindblades.

			Stars, Alanik. She’d been in bad shape, and Gilaf hadn’t had a hyperslug to teleport them out. My chest ached, thinking about what might have happened.

			We needed to find them as soon as possible. “Naga, can you ask Bob for permission to hyperjump again?”

			“Again!” Naga said.

			I hoped that meant that Bob, at least, had survived, though I couldn’t be sure.

			So we waited. I knew Jorgen said it mattered more how many hyperjumps were taking place in the whole of the galaxy than in our particular area, but I still worried it would be a while for this one, since we’d just asked for multiple hyperjumps in a row. I wanted to see the others, to be with Alanik and make sure she was okay. I had no idea what we’d be jumping into if we had Naga take us to the others, but I’d rather be with my team than here alone, wondering, no matter what they were going through.

			Branches creaked overhead. Dayan was on their feet in a heartbeat, their hand on their light-whip, which they’d managed to hold on to in the fall.

			“Was it just the wind?” I asked.

			Dayan didn’t answer, but one of the branches descended from the canopy, digging into the dirt just a meter from my head, stabbing in so hard that a good twenty centimeters of it buried itself in the soil.

			Dayan held their light-whip out to the side, switching it on. Tendrils of light shot from the end, whipping at the trees. I leaped to my feet, wishing I hadn’t left the laser sword in my ship. In front of us, one of the thick trunks began to move.

			“Are you going to fight it?” I asked.

			“I was thinking we would run,” Dayan said. “No points to be gained fighting here.”

			Dayan wasn’t wrong. “All right,” I said, keeping my eye on the trunk as the surface of it rippled, and two large eyes, gaping maws of blackness, opened in the bark. “On three.”

			Dayan didn’t even wait for me to begin counting. They spun around and lashed their light-whip to the branches of a stationary tree, kicking their legs into the air and swinging away.

			I reached down for Naga and turned to follow, fumbling with the light-line hanging at my belt.

			The creature stabbed another branch into the ground right next to me, then hauled its enormous trunk into me, slamming me over a log. My chest hit the curve of the log straight on, knocking the wind out of me. Naga went flying over the branch and landed in the shrubs beyond. I hung there, helpless, with my hands on one side of the log and my legs on the other, while the thing lumbered over me.

			Dayan dangled from their light-whip in the branches of a tree. They looked back over their shoulder and saw me stretched over the log like a side of meat, but they were too far to come back for me. The thing would be on me in seconds. I’d freed my light-line, only to drop it in the dirt somewhere behind me. I struggled to draw breath as the scion stabbed its branches on either side of me, easing its body over me. Was it going to eat me? Crush me? Neither option seemed particularly appealing.

			On the far side of the log, my hands found purchase on a large stick, almost as tall as I was. I still hadn’t managed to draw breath, but I latched onto it and dug my feet into the dirt, heaving the stick up over my head.

			It collided with the scion, bouncing off its thick bark. Stars, what did I think I was doing? Attacking a tree with a stick? That was like attacking a person with…well, a part of another person. But I didn’t know what else to do. I rolled over, kicking off the log and stabbing toward the creature’s gaping eyes, using the pointy end of the stick like a spear.

			I managed to jab it right beneath one of its cavernous eyes, knocking off a large chunk of bark. The wood—was it wood?—was dark under there, a greenish-black color.

			The scion swiped with one of its branches, and I tried to dodge but only got partly out of the way, taking a hit across my left shoulder. A moment later, the tendrils of Dayan’s light-whip hit that branch, wrapping around it and pulling it away, preventing the scion from walloping me again.

			I probably should have run, but staring down that creature, I found I didn’t want to. Maybe it was our loss in the space station, or the fact that my team had failed at our mission. Maybe it was the multikilometer freefall still filling me with adrenaline, or the pent-up stress of trying to be spies when we were clearly anything but. It could have been the pressure from my parents to be part of their empire to the stars, or even the awkward mess I’d made of things with Alanik.

			Whatever the reason, I stood my ground, raising the branch in front of me like a spear. I couldn’t solve any of my other problems by threatening them with a stick, and maybe this one wouldn’t be solved that way either, but damn it, I was going to try.

			I let out a guttural yell. The scion twisted and yanked its branches away from Dayan, who was launched into its branches, landing on a particularly thick one three meters up. The creature thrashed, trying to throw Dayan off, but they held on with a vengeance, just as they had during the battle in the arena.

			This time, I saw something else in the tree’s thrashing branches. Maybe I was projecting, but its body language suggested desperation. Fear.

			“Hold still,” I said to Dayan, and I lowered my spear and backed away, moving through the trees so as to no longer threaten it.

			The scion thrashed a while longer, then eventually stopped. It rested its branches, the ones Dayan was clinging to still twitching, as if it had a burr stuck there that it had resigned itself to not being able to shake.

			Dayan stayed very still, then reached out for the branch of a nearby tree, grabbing it in a firm hold and turning off their light-whip. They slowly transferred their weight to the branch and lifted their body off the scion.

			The scion seemed to sense the release and shifted its trunk, its black eyes blinking up at Dayan. The scratch beneath its eye was oozing a green sap, and I was suddenly sorry I’d injured the thing.

			The scion swung its branches around and lumbered away, as if it just wanted to be free of us.

			“Your form is terrible,” Dayan said, dropping down out of the tree. “But I’d give you full points for spirit.”

			“I shouldn’t have done that,” I said. “I should have run, like you said.”

			“But you’re not dead,” Dayan said. “So who’s to say I was right?”

			My shoulder was badly bruised where the scion had hit me, and my left side was a kind of numb that I knew was only going to get worse as the shock wore off.

			But despite all of it, I smiled.

			“Why didn’t you run?” Dayan asked.

			“I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe I just wanted to face something I stood a chance against.”

			Dayan snorted. “And you picked a scion?”

			“Not my finest moment.” Still, the thing hadn’t been as aggressive as I’d expected. I wondered how much of their violence was only because they were cornered.

			Stars, I knew the feeling.

			“Are you worried about the others?” Dayan asked.

			“Yeah, of course,” I said. “Gilaf didn’t have a hyperslug. I have no idea if he got out.”

			“And he had that alien girl in his ship.”

			“Yeah,” I said. “Alanik. She’s a cytonic, but she can’t have hyperjumped them out if she was unconscious.”

			“So you’re worried about her, specifically,” Dayan said.

			That was…an odd question. “Why do you ask?”

			Dayan shrugged. “I thought you might be involved.”

			Dayan had been with the flight for all of a day. Was I that transparent?

			“What made you think that?” I asked.

			“I heard some things.”

			“You heard some things?” I asked. “As in, the flight is gossiping about me?”

			Dayan shrugged again.

			“Come on,” I said. “You can’t casually drop that you’ve heard things and then not elaborate.”

			“I think I can,” Dayan said. “Though if you want to elaborate, I’m all ears.”

			I groaned, sitting down on a log facing the direction the scion had fled. “You hate aliens,” I said.

			“I don’t hate aliens,” Dayan said, settling down beside me, though they kept their light-whip at the ready. “I don’t know anything about aliens. Until I met you all, I assumed they were all trying to exterminate us. And apparently some of them are! But Alanik seems…nice.”

			I laughed. “I don’t think a lot of people describe her that way.”

			“Okay, well she seems nongenocidal, which is a good start.”

			That was a good quality, if a dismally low bar. “Alanik is amazing,” I said. “And yeah, I’m terrified for her.”

			Dayan nodded, but didn’t say anything.

			“You’re really not going to tell me what the flight was saying about me.”

			“No one was saying anything disrespectful,” Dayan said.

			That was good, I supposed. Though I didn’t love people talking about my personal life.

			“But you guys aren’t dating,” Dayan said.

			“No,” I said. “It’s…complicated.”

			Dayan laughed. “Good to know that’s a universal constant of the human existence.”

			“That’s the thing,” I said. “She isn’t human. And yeah, our cultures have some things in common, but other things not so much. And dating is complicated enough without adding in a bunch of cultural misunderstandings, isn’t it? Plus, people on both our planets would judge us. Maybe even the people closest to us.”

			“Aliens are judgmental too, eh?”

			“People are judgmental,” I said. “And aliens are people.”

			Dayan nodded. They seemed to be adjusting to that idea pretty well, given that they’d been thrust into our world overnight.

			“What do you want out of all this?” Dayan asked.

			“Dating?” I asked.

			“Being here,” Dayan said. “Making contact with my people. Fighting against your Superiority.”

			I thought about that. “I don’t know,” I said. “What about you?”

			“I want to survive,” Dayan said. “I was always taught that was the most important thing. We had to work hard, fight hard, train hard, make it to Elysium because all of humanity was counting on us to survive.”

			“That’s how I was raised too,” I said. “That was the single goal of my people’s existence for a very long time.” We’d sacrificed everything for it—our pilots, our individuality. Maybe even our humanity, at times.

			“Do you ever think maybe it’s not enough?” Dayan asked, looking up at the purple-blue of the sky. “Do you ever think, if the universe really isn’t full of aliens who want to destroy us, if things are better than we always thought they were, that it might be nice to want something else for a change?”

			The thought of that made my chest ache, and it took me a moment to understand why. “I’ve been trying to figure that out,” I said. “What I should want, if I’m allowed to want something other than mere survival.” This mission had not helped with that. It was alarming how comfortable it felt to worry only about making it home, bouncing from one terrifying situation to the next. “I used to think I just wanted to fly, but it’s more than that. I want to be a part of something important, you know? I want my life to matter.” And maybe the place I could make the best difference was back in Command with Jorgen, but I hated that idea, and I didn’t know what to do about that dissonance.

			Stars, was that why I didn’t want to leave the flight for Command? I was used to the existential terror of knowing I could be wiped out at any moment, so much so that safety felt uncomfortable. Alien, even.

			Was I still flying because I didn’t know how to live if I wasn’t constantly fighting to stay alive?

			“Again!” Naga said. “Again!”

			“Does that mean your strange yellow alien is ready to take us to the rest of your team?” Dayan asked.

			“Yeah,” I said, “I think that’s what she’s saying.”

			Dayan squinted at Naga. “How do you know it’s a she?”

			“I don’t think we do,” I said. “As far as I know, we don’t know how they reproduce. We just assigned them genders the same way we assigned them names. Feels better than saying ‘it,’ I suppose.”

			“But not the only option,” Dayan said.

			I supposed it wasn’t. “Here,” I said, scooping Naga into the crook of my elbow and reaching a hand out to Dayan. “Naga, take us to Alanik.”

			“Are you trying to hold my hand?” Dayan asked, looking at my offered fingers skeptically.

			“We have to touch or you’ll get left behind,” I said.

			Dayan shrugged. “I guess that gesture does have a lot of meanings.”

			I didn’t know what that meant, but Dayan took my hand without explaining, and the forest around us disappeared.

		

	
		
			
				Thirty-Five

				Arturo

			
			The woods shifted around us, the trees all changing position. We materialized next to the Dulo, parked beneath the low branches of a hulking tree. Its branches were bent over Alanik where she sat propped in the copilot’s seat, as if protecting her from the sky. Her shoulder was bandaged and her flightsuit stained with dark blood, but she was awake, and she smiled at me.

			Stars, it was good to see her. I felt like I could fall over from relief.

			“You’re alive,” Gilaf said. He sat in the Dulo’s pilot’s seat, hovering over Alanik. Suki sat on the dash, eating a bit of the rations we’d brought.

			Alanik looked sharply at him. “Was this in question?” She’d been unconscious at the end of the fight, and I guessed Gilaf had elected not to fill her in.

			“A bit,” I said, leading Dayan over to get a better look at her. “How did you escape?”

			“Took them on a wild chase until Alanik woke up enough to jump us out,” Gilaf said.

			“I’m glad she did,” I said.

			“I might have shaken her a little,” Gilaf said.

			“He did,” Alanik said. “It hurt.”

			“But you’re not dead,” Dayan said, “so I think you came out—”

			They were interrupted by Sadie and Nedd, who suddenly appeared next to the nose of the Dulo. Dayan jumped.

			“I know we just did that,” Dayan said, “but it’s still disorienting.”

			“You get used to it,” I said. I nodded to Nedd and Sadie. Nedd’s face still looked bruised from the stunt with the light-lances, and Sadie had a mark on her arm where she’d been burned, but otherwise they appeared unharmed. “You guys okay?”

			Nedd marched up to me and punched me in the arm.

			“Ouch!” I said. “What was that for?”

			“For making us all think you were dead,” Gilaf said. “Obviously.”

			“When did we think he was dead?” Alanik demanded.

			“Yeah, well,” I said. “Next time you can be the one to jump out of a crashing starship with nothing but your flightsuit and a hyperslug. How about that?”

			“Did you seriously do that?” Alanik asked.

			“If he hadn’t,” Dayan said, “I’d be dead.”

			“I’m okay,” I said to Alanik, though she still seemed horrified.

			“Jumping off a tall object with a hyperslug actually sounds kind of fun,” Sadie said. “If you’d already received permission to hyperjump, of course.”

			“You need to visit ReDawn sometime,” Gilaf said. “I’ll take you rubber-jumping from one of the branches.”

			“We’re doing that,” Sadie said. “As soon as possible. I cannot wait.”

			“People have died rubber-jumping,” Alanik said.

			“This is all beside the point!” I said. “We need to talk about getting back into the city.”

			“Is that where we’re going?” Gilaf asked.

			“We have to,” Sadie said. “The space station was a bust, so now the only place where we might find answers and a way off this planet is the nowhere portal under the arena. Right?”

			“Right,” I said. “Though we don’t know what we’re going to find inside, so we can’t say whether it’ll help until we take a look.” I hated the idea of sending my team in with so little intel, but we’d exhausted all our other options.

			“Can we even get through the nowhere portal?” Sadie asked. “What if it’s locked?”

			“There’s going to be a final tournament tomorrow,” Dayan said. “If they plan to take gladiators through, it’ll have to be open then.”

			“That’s a good point,” I said. “And around that time, there could also be a really big distraction in the coliseum.”

			Sadie smiled. “We’re going to make one, right?”

			“That’s what I’m thinking,” I said. I turned to Dayan. “What do you say?”

			Dayan smiled. “I say I’d like to get enough points to go to Elysium, get close enough to one of those robed priests, and then tear the robe off them right in the middle of the arena so everyone can see what’s underneath.”

			“Ooooh,” Sadie said. “That’ll do it.”

			That probably would do it. Ivy hadn’t mentioned recognizing Dayan on the space station, so hopefully our ruse with the flightsuit and hair covering had worked. “I imagine the audience will be pretty shocked to realize the gate to Elysium is being staffed by aliens.”

			“The varvax will attack Dayan if we do that,” Alanik said. “Some of us will need to stay in the coliseum to back them up.”

			“Do you think the gladiators would have your back if you disrobe a varvax in front of the crowd?” I asked. I imagined a crowd of armed gladiators would fare pretty well against the robed varvax, though if the varvax were armed, we would want a few of our team members in the arena with pistols.

			“I can brief them beforehand,” Dayan said. “A lot of them are already on our side.”

			“We’ll need to divide into two teams, then,” I said. “One to sneak through the portal while it’s open, and one to assist Dayan and the gladiators in the arena.” Both teams would take enormous risks. One would attack varvax in a stadium full of bystanders, and the other would go into a completely unknown situation with no way to be sure they’d be able to come out again. We’d lost people in the nowhere before.

			I could only go with one of these teams, I realized. And I didn’t like the idea of sending members of my team alone into either situation.

			“Sadie and I can take the portal,” Nedd said.

			That made sense. I knew Sadie was going to want to go in, and if I was going one way, Nedd would need to go the other. “It will be dangerous—” I began, but Nedd cut me off.

			“It’s all dangerous,” Nedd said. “We need to get word back to Jorgen about what’s going on before he sends more ships in. Even if we don’t make it out, it’s worth the risk.”

			He was right, much as I hated that it had come to this. “Okay,” I said. “Take Bob with you. We don’t know if he’ll be able to communicate from within the nowhere, but he can try.” Hyperjumping didn’t work into and out of the nowhere, only through it, but Jorgen had been able to use cytonic communication to speak to our old flightmate Spensa in the nowhere before, so it was worth a try. “And take Hoid and Naga too, for illusions as you sneak in, and in case you get caught beneath the arena and need to hyperjump away.”

			“I’d like to stay in this reality, if you don’t mind,” Suki said. “I have no desire to be lost in the nowhere.”

			I hoped no one was going to get lost, but I could see why Suki was cautious. Her people’s cytonics had been trapped in the nowhere for centuries and only recently released.
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			“Gilaf will also stay with me,” I said, “to help reveal the varvax, defend Dayan, and cause a distraction. Alanik—”

			“You are not leaving me behind,” Alanik said.

			I looked at her shoulder. “You’re wounded.” Alanik swung her feet out of the ship and stood up on the wing. I wanted to reach out to steady her, but I didn’t think she’d appreciate that when she was proving a point.

			“I am fine,” Alanik insisted.

			She didn’t look fine. She looked injured, but also determined.

			“We need to get some rest before we go, regardless,” I said. “We’ll all be sloppy and careless if we haven’t had any sleep.”

			“Though if we have to walk back to the city,” Dayan said, “we’d better get started now. Even if we go back for the canoes, going upstream is going to be a lot harder than going down.”

			“Hear me out,” I said. “I have another idea.”

			

			* * *

			We slept in the forest, denying Alanik a turn taking watch so she could get as much rest as possible. A few hours later, I sat in the pilot’s seat of the Dulo, the canopy open, the ship suspended over the water and moving at slow speed, by starfighter standards at least. The banks slid by; the tree branches towering overhead shaded us from view. Hoid sat on the dash, keeping up an illusion over the ship to make it look like one of the motorboats we’d seen on the way in—small and open topped, with a round prow that filled in the areas around the nose, disguising the shape. As long as we kept our distance, I thought the idea was pretty good.

			Ahead of us, Sadie and Nedd rode on the wing of Sadie’s ship, which was likewise disguised, with Gilaf sitting in the open cockpit while Suki and Dayan perched on the opposite wing. Alanik sat in the seat beside me, ostensibly resting, staring up at the branches as they passed overhead. Gilaf had cleaned her wound, changed her bandages, given her painkillers, and put her arm in a sling. It remained tucked against her side, and she wouldn’t be able to fly until it healed, but if it was causing her much pain, she refused to let it show.

			I caught sight of a singular, bright star overhead—the Superiority space station.

			“They can’t see many stars here,” I said to Alanik. “I always thought we were more or less unique, trapped under Detritus’s platforms, unable to see the sky. The people here can see a lot of sky, but the constant sunlight still obstructs their view of the stars. Besides the space station, only a couple of bright ones shine through.”

			“We can’t see stars from ReDawn either,” Alanik said.

			That was true—Alanik’s home planet was a gas giant, swirling with toxic gases that were cleaned from the air by the enormous floating trees on which her people lived.

			I squinted through the trees at the few pinpoints of light visible over the mountains behind Epiphany. The universe was a truly massive place, and the visible stars in any one location were only a small fraction of the total. But…“I wonder if you can see ReDawn’s star from here,” I said. “Or from outside the debris belt.”

			“Even if you could see it,” Alanik said, “it wouldn’t be the same light that we see. The light takes thousands of years to reach across the galaxy.” She shrugged. “It’s…hard to explain, but the universe I feel in my mind, the one I sense with my powers—it’s not the same as the one you can see with your eyes. The light we see in the sky is just a memory, an impression of the way the universe used to be. A bit of radiation the star emitted long, long ago, like an ancient photograph. And the universe is in constant motion, churning, shifting. You can’t visit that image of the past, because nothing is the same as it was. To visit the star you see, you’d have to go back in time.”

			“When you think about it that way,” I said, looking up at the branches as they passed by overhead, “it’s hard to imagine that anything we do matters.”

			“I suppose it depends,” Alanik said. “Matters to whom?”

			That was a good point. I supposed almost nothing we did mattered on the scale of the universe, but our actions mattered very much to the people closest to us, and even to the future of humanity. “Thanks,” I said.

			Alanik shot me a confused look. “For what?”

			I shrugged. “For being you.”

			Alanik looked surprised and then fell quiet. The silence felt awkward, like neither of us was sure what to say. On the ship in front of us, Sadie and Nedd were laughing about something. They both leaned back on their palms, looking up at the trees, like being together was the easiest thing in the world, and I was suddenly struck by jealousy, not just because they made it look so easy, but because I knew I was the one making this hard.

			“Those two look awfully friendly,” I said.

			Alanik glanced in their direction. “Do you think that’s ethical?” she asked. “Hypothetically, I mean.”

			She was mocking me and I deserved it. “He’s her superior, so maybe not. But I’m not going to stop them.”

			Alanik was quiet for a moment. “Do you think it is easier for them?” she asked. “Because they are the same species?”

			My heart stopped. I’d just been thinking as much, but I didn’t want to admit it. I didn’t care that Alanik was UrDail. On the contrary, I liked her that way. Her species was part of who she was. I stared up at the sky, at the star that wasn’t a star, imagining all the stars beyond it, twinkling dots in the vast sky, so far away that the lights we saw were only glimmers of the past. Alanik was right. Nothing in the universe stayed the same, and you couldn’t go back to the past, to the way things used to be.

			“I don’t know that taking a chance with someone else is ever easy,” I said. “Especially with lives as complicated as ours.”

			“What makes it so complicated?” she asked. “Social conventions?”

			“Yes,” I said. “My parents may disown me.” It was the first time I’d said it out loud. Maybe the first time I’d fully admitted it to myself. I hated thinking about the lectures I knew I would get from my mother. I was already angry about things she would say about Alanik, and she hadn’t even said them yet.

			“I don’t imagine mine would be thrilled,” Alanik agreed. “But I don’t think I care. Do you?”

			I wanted to say that I didn’t. But obviously I wouldn’t have hesitated if I didn’t care. I still valued my parents’ opinions of me. I still wanted to be respected, to make them proud, to make my community proud.

			Trouble was, I wasn’t sure I wanted the sort of life my parents or their friends took pride in. Not anymore.

			“I do care,” I said. “But I think I’d be happier if I stopped.”

			“Is it that easy?” Alanik asked. “Can you just stop?”

			“No,” I said. “But I don’t have to let what other people say govern my choices, even if it still bothers me. Does that make sense?”

			Alanik leaned back in her seat, looking up at the branches. They cast a pattern over her face that shifted as we moved. “I don’t want to be something you’re ashamed of,” she said.

			That hit me like a tree trunk to the chest. She didn’t deserve that. Alanik was too amazing to be something anyone was ashamed of.

			“You couldn’t be,” I said, struck by the truth of it. “If I were with you, I could never be anything but proud of it.”

			Alanik smiled. And then she reached over and took my hand below the dash, where no one else could see.

		

	
		
			
				Thirty-Six

				Sadie

			
			I sat beside Nedd on the wing of the ship, which was illusioned to look like the deck of a boat. My hair was hidden beneath the kerchief I’d bought in town, with clips beneath it to keep stray strands in place. If I was going to my death in the nowhere, at least I was accessorized for it.

			“Is there a way to tell which trees are scions?” I asked.

			“One kind moves and the other doesn’t,” Dayan called from the other wing.

			“Is that really the only difference? It’s strange that they look so alike. Do you think they’re related? Did the trees evolve into scions, or the scions into trees? Or were the scions an entirely different species that just evolved to look like the trees that they happened to be near?”

			Stars, I was rambling again. At least this time I wasn’t rambling about Nedd’s trauma.

			“It’s probably the last one,” Nedd said. “Turning from a tree into a scion seems like a pretty big evolutionary jump.”

			“Good point,” I said. “And I suppose it’s probably a step backward to put down roots and stop moving forever.” I wondered if they reproduced by similar spores, if they’d come to this planet together.

			We began to pass other boats on the river—motorized barges, small motorboats, and even the occasional barge pulled by a pruned scion like the one we’d followed up to the city the first time. Nedd and I had to be careful to keep our legs from dangling out of the parts of the illusion where they would fall right through. Even busy sailors would have to notice that.

			A short while later, the city came into view over the trees, slowly becoming more and more visible as the trees began to thin on the approach. I heard Dayan swear. Straight ahead, on the edge of the riverbank, was the wreckage of one of the enemy ships, partially submerged as if it had fallen into the river and then been dredged out.

			“Stars,” I said. “Do you think they’ll think those are alien ships, come to attack them all the way from Elysium?”

			“That’s what I would assume,” Dayan said.

			At least if it landed in the river and not the city, the casualties were probably at a minimum.

			Arturo’s “boat” sped up until it pulled beside us. “Let’s find someplace to hide the ships,” he said. “We’ll go the rest of the way on foot.”

			That made sense. We could dock our ships by the city, but Hoid wouldn’t be able to maintain the illusion permanently if he was coming with us to sneak into the portal.

			At the next bend in the river, we pulled over to the side and waited until no boats were passing by. Then we had Hoid put up an illusion of the riverbank behind us while we flew our ships at hangar speed into a grove of trees. This wasn’t as remote as our previous hiding spot, but the vegetation looked undisturbed, so it should work for a few hours, at least. When the ships were safely stashed out of sight, we all climbed out to walk the path along the bank up to the city.

			“You could stay with the ships,” Arturo said to Alanik as she climbed out of the Dulo. “Make sure no one discovers them.”

			“You could also stay,” she said. “Or assign someone else to do it.”

			Arturo sighed. “Fine. But if the pain gets too bad, or you start to feel faint, you let me know immediately. Promise me.”

			Alanik nodded. “I promise,” she said.

			I didn’t know if Alanik would keep that promise, but I wasn’t going to argue for leaving her behind.

			The marketplace was emptier than we’d seen it before, and as we passed through, a woman flagged down Dayan, waving her arms excitedly. “Why aren’t you at the coliseum?” she asked. “Isn’t the final tournament about to start? I’ve been betting on you to ascend!”

			“I’m on my way,” Dayan said. “Did you see the fallen ship outside the city wall? What happened?”

			“The End Times are here,” the woman said. “Some of the gladiators will go to Elysium, and those who don’t make it will remain here to defend us when the rest of the aliens come.”

			Stars, they were going to need a lot more than a few gladiators if that happened. I was glad we weren’t actually fighting a galactic war, because we didn’t have enough ships here to defend these people if it came to that.

			“We’ll make sure Dayan gets there on time,” Arturo said, hurrying Dayan off in the direction of the arena.

			“They must have started early,” Dayan said. “I won’t have as much time as I wanted to talk to the other gladiators. But I’ll get the word out. They all know about Zimmel’s disappearance. They’ll be ready to fight.”

			I hoped so, because we were going to need them.

			When we’d been to the arena before, the crowd had been impressive, but this time, the place was packed. People stood in the aisles and along the back wall, many using the stairs as seats or standing on the ground floor with their arms dangling over the edge into the arena. The crowds were great cover—there was no way our small group would stand out. Nedd and I left the others to find seats as we headed toward the stairwell that led underground.

			We weren’t going anywhere in a hurry. The crowd was so thick that at this rate, the battle was going to be over by the time we got there.

			I kept my pack strapped to my chest and stayed close on Nedd’s heels to shelter Hoid and Bob from the elbowing crowd. Nedd had Twist in his pack on his back, where I could look out for them while Nedd pushed through the crowd.

			Dayan had already joined the other gladiators, who stretched and waved to the crowds and waited for the fight to begin, their images projected on the screens above. There were seven of them so far. If this tournament battle was anything like the one we’d seen, it was likely to be over fast.

			A wagon backed down the ramp and released a large scion onto the arena floor. A gate opened on the opposite side of the ring, and two more scions with several broken branches each were prodded into the sandy fighting arena. Those two were covered in cuts and scars, healed over by thick, burled layers of bark. The survivors of past battles, probably, brought here for the last fight.

			As we worked our way along the crowded lower aisle, I caught sight of Arturo, Alanik, and Gilaf squeezing themselves along the aisle near the ramp that led to the gate to Elysium. They’d wait there to support Dayan after the fight was over. Arturo watched us, a concerned look on his face. He was probably both worried about what would happen if we didn’t reach the portal in time and what would happen if we did.

			The crowd started to cheer, and I saw a flash of flags below us as the runner raced around the perimeter of the arena floor again, whipping the crowd into a frenzy.

			“We don’t have time for this,” I said. “I’m going to start kicking people.”

			I didn’t actually kick anyone, but I did elbow my way past Nedd and begin to aggressively squeeze my way through the crowd, my arms wrapped protectively around the slugs in my pack. I was doing a pretty good job of sheltering them until the announcer began to introduce the gladiators, one by one. The first row of people all jumped to their feet, and one of them threw their arms out in excitement, shoving my arm out of the way and hitting my pack right on the pocket.

			One of the slugs squeaked, and I yelped to cover it up. The person who’d hit us—a woman with a child standing beside her on the bench, trying to climb up her side to see better—didn’t appear to notice. I brought my pack up closer to my face, squeezing past the others and ducking through a gap between the people who stood at the edge of the arena, cheering loudly.

			“Look at that!” Nedd said behind me, and I turned to see two more scions being prodded out of a wagon and into the arena. The crowd was going wild—I doubted they’d ever seen a fight with five scions. Eight gladiators had arrived now. Dayan stood among them, holding both a light-whip and a short sword. As their name was announced, they raised both up over their head, posing for the crowd.

			I hoped Dayan would be okay out there. It wouldn’t be easy to keep track of a battle with so many scions and so many competitors. If Dayan was killed during the fight, what then?

			I wove through the last of the crowd, finding the stairwell right where Arturo said it would be. People were gathered at the top, several standing on the handrail to see better over the arena wall. I pressed myself to the opposite wall and slid past them, descending the stairs.

			“All right, Hoid,” I whispered at my pack. “Give us some cover at the bottom of the stairs.”

			We were relying on our verbal communication—I couldn’t communicate mind-to-mind with Hoid to give him an exact picture of what I wanted like Alanik could. As Nedd and I slipped through the door at the bottom of the stairs, we flattened ourselves against the wall, hoping that Hoid had an illusion up in front of us.

			This room was filled with empty cages—the place where the injured scions had been kept. The scion handlers had retreated into the room and were hanging up the barbed spears they’d used to drive the scions through the tunnel to our right and onto the arena floor.

			None of them looked up at us, which was promising. We slid along the wall until we reached the second set of stairs, and then we descended into the bowels of the arena.

			At the bottom of the stairs, we came to the locked door Arturo and Alanik had broken through. Nedd pressed himself against the wall near the side of the door. Now out of sight of the humans upstairs, I dared step away to make sure Nedd was covered by an illusion. All I saw when I looked at him was a flat section of wall, so I stepped close again. I reached for the door handle, half hoping it would be open and we wouldn’t have to shoot the lock the way Arturo had.

			But I had no sooner set my fingers on the door handle than it turned and the door opened, revealing a creepy, faceless varvax in a hooded robe. I didn’t know if it had heard us in the hall, or if they had installed some kind of alert system to let them know if anyone came down the stairs during the fight. Regardless, the thing was less than a meter away and had a pistol protruding from its sleeve.

			I drew my hand quickly under the illusion, hoping the varvax hadn’t seen, but I was too late. The varvax stepped forward, running its hand along the wall where I’d disappeared, and grabbed onto my arm with smooth, cold fingers. The varvax hissed something, though the translator pin I’d brought in my bag was still turned off, so I had no idea what it said. Probably something along the lines of “Stop right there!” or “Intruders!” or “I will mop the shiny tile floors with your entrails, vile fiends!” Its pistol pivoted in my direction.

			I did the only thing I could do. I aimed my own sidearm at the center of the robes where I knew the varvax would be housed in its strange suit, and fired.

			The shot rang up the stairwell, and the varvax collapsed in the doorway, a sickly fluid leaking from the remains of its exoskeleton. Nedd and I ran through the doorway, escaping down the hall before the scion handlers could come to investigate. We pressed ourselves against the wall as two more varvax ran down the hallway past us. Camera drones followed behind them. Probably Ivy’s eyes, searching for us from the safety of the space station.

			The scion handlers came partway down the stairs and yelled in surprise when they ended up face-to-face with the robed varvax. The handlers were speaking another language, though I didn’t know which one. One of the varvax began to speak to the handlers through a translator pin, the stilted voice telling them to go back up the stairs.

			We didn’t stop to hear how the handlers reacted. Nedd and I hurried farther into the facility while Hoid blocked sight of us from the doorway. We found the next staircase Arturo and Alanik had described and took it to what must be the weapons room, though it was mostly empty, probably because the weapons were all in use above us in the arena. I could hear vibrations through the floor—the shouts of the crowd and Ivy’s booming voice, though I could only make out a few of her words.

			“This way,” Nedd said, pressing his back against the doorway where the stairs led up again, toward the gate to Elysium. He held his pistol in front of him with his bio hand, peering around the doorframe. I slid against the wall beside him.

			A few minutes later, two of the varvax returned, chittering in their harsh language. They passed through the weapons room and headed up the stairs to the gate.

			I strained my ears, trying to make out Ivy’s commentary. We couldn’t be sure the gate was open until they called the gladiators to Elysium, but when it was, we’d make our move.

		

	
		
			
				Thirty-Seven

				Arturo

			
			The arena was packed, everyone standing shoulder to shoulder. Alanik, Gilaf, and I couldn’t get seats, so we squished together in the aisle, pressed in on all sides by sweaty, cheering fans. I was glad we’d sent half the taynix with the other group—it was hard enough to shelter Suki from the crowd. Crammed in this close, there was no way we could talk to her without our neighbors wondering why our backpacks could speak.

			Sadie and Nedd had disappeared down the stairwell that led beneath the arena. I hoped they wouldn’t meet too much resistance down there, but if they did, at least they were together. Alanik could still communicate with Bob and hyperjump our team if she needed to, though that would obviously draw varvax attention. And we didn’t know if the communication would work once Sadie and Nedd passed through the portal.

			Ivy’s voice finished introducing the gladiators. Kalia Killcot was there, as well as a large guy with his chest and arms completely covered by a tattoo of a mighty scion. Its eyes stared out from his chest and wicked branches spiraled out over his shoulders and down his arms. I didn’t know if a scion could be intimidated by tattoos, but I sure would have been. He carried a massive axe in both hands, the handle nearly as tall as he was. He’d been introduced as Errol Executioner, which was a fitting name if I’d ever heard one.

			“My money’s on that guy,” I said, nudging Alanik as Errol jumped down into the arena, and the other gladiators followed.

			“Shouldn’t you be cheering for our ally?” Alanik whispered to me.

			“I am,” I said. “But look at him!”

			The gladiators all ran toward the scions. Dayan shot out in front of the pack, running up to one of the battle-scarred creatures and lassoing a top branch with their light-whip. Dayan hauled themself up into the branches, planting their feet and wrapping the whip around a nearby limb. The tree thrashed, but Dayan held on tight.

			The other gladiators spread out among the five targets. “Stars, that’s a lot of scions,” I said. Almost one per gladiator. The last fight we’d watched had been three on one.

			“Makes sense,” Alanik said. “More enemies means more opportunities to earn points.”

			That was true. The scion Dayan perched on tried to reach them, but Dayan sheltered themself behind the branches, so the creature resorted to tossing its entire body forward and backward, flicking Dayan back and forth in a tremendous arc. Dayan’s feet left the branch, and they clung to the tree by their light-whip alone, the strands of light wrapped double around their wrists. I wondered what would happen if the gladiators stopped threatening the scion. Would the creatures still fight, or would they look for an avenue of escape, like the one in the woods?

			Around us, the crowd counted for Dayan. “Eleven…twelve…”

			“Look at that,” Alanik said. She pointed to the camera drones. In the last fight, they had pointed only at the gladiators, projecting them onto the screen. Today several of them also floated along in front of the crowd, taking footage of the spectators and occasionally projecting them onto the screen.

			Ivy was probably looking for us. The varvax knew what we looked like now, but we had the protection of the crowd, and at least for now, Ivy appeared to be more interested in sending as many gladiators to Elysium as possible than she was in mowing through a city full of people to reach us.

			I wondered what would happen to these people when the fight was over—if the varvax planned to abandon the planet, retreat through the portal, and disappear into the nowhere. That would be good for the people of Blightfall, who would be free from varvax manipulation, but it wouldn’t answer our bigger questions about what these varvax were doing here, and why.

			The scion finally shook Dayan free, though their light-whip was still tangled high in the branches. Alanik grabbed my arm as we watched Dayan land and roll to a stop alongside a twisted, broken branch. Another gladiator, this one with a spear gun, charged in, stabbing the scion from behind. The creature convulsed, and Dayan climbed to their feet, though they seemed to be favoring their right arm. The crowd roared, counting again, this time for Errol, who faced off with one of the healthier scions, chopping its branches off one at a time.

			“Look!” Gilaf said, as Dayan took off running toward the scion with their whip tangled in its foliage. They held the short sword in front of them and leaped into the branches, stabbing and using the weapon as a handhold to propel them upward. The creature shook off the electric shock delivered by Dayan’s opponent’s spear, its branches bristling and quivering. Dayan climbed up the scion, grabbing hold of the end of the light-whip and turning it off. The light disappeared, which disentangled the handle from the branches. Reigniting it, Dayan wrapped the whip around a particularly thick branch, pressed their body against it, and used the whip to lash themself around the waist so they wouldn’t be easily dislodged.

			This time the scion stumbled across the arena, nearly bowling over the gladiator who had stunned it. Its remaining limbs clambered across the sand, lifting the massive trunk over the corpses of rotting scions. Another count arose from the crowd, though Errol was still going, having hacked a good quarter of the branches from his scion, all from one side, so the thing limped sideways on lopsided legs, trying to get away from him. The two counts—Errol’s branches and Dayan’s time aloft—mixed with each other so I couldn’t tell what numbers the crowd was chanting or for who.

			On the far side of the arena, three gladiators finished off the other battle-scarred scion and ran to join the fight against the others. On the far wall, the scoreboard listed their names; Errol was leading in points, no doubt because of his enormous lumber pile of severed branches, while Dayan was in second place.

			“Errol Executioner has earned enough points to ascend!” Ivy shouted as the numbers scrolled up next to Errol’s name. “Please proceed to the gate and wait for the others to finish.”

			Errol hesitated as the scion dragged itself away from him, unable to get the leverage to lift its trunk completely out of the sand. Several other gladiators stopped fighting and looked over at him, while the crowd murmured in confusion.

			Last time that announcement had come at the end of the battle. They hadn’t withdrawn Timon mid-combat, regardless of when he had accrued the appropriate number of points.

			“Errol Executioner, please proceed to the gate to Elysium!” Ivy shouted again, and Errol jogged to the nearest arena edge and hauled himself up onto it. The nearby crowd reached for him, and he sprinted past their arms toward our end of the seats, where he climbed down onto the empty ramp.

			The gate remained closed, and Errol held his axe, waiting. I wondered if he was one of the ones Dayan had warned about what was coming.

			“The battle continues!” Ivy proclaimed, and the other gladiators continued to fight. While Dayan recovered from their second fall from the branches of the scion, Kalia stunned one of the remaining healthy scions with a blast from her shock spear. Two more gladiators, carrying laser swords, encircled the beast, strategically cutting the branches that held up its trunk. The scion shuddered, leaning to the side after losing its support, and Kalia gave it another shock and then a shove with her foot, sending it rolling on its side into the sand. The crowd went crazy, and Kalia picked up points, surpassing Dayan to take the top spot on the leaderboard.

			That scion tried to right itself and failed, falling again to the sand, and Dayan charged right at it, climbing up the trunk and into the branches.

			The scion jerked back, trying to toss Dayan free, but Dayan already had a hold on the creature, braced between two branches with the light-whip wrapped securely around each. The scion planted its remaining branches in the sand and stood, and the crowd began to count.

			Dayan’s points on the scoreboard rose every moment they remained aloft. Kalia stabbed at the tree with her spear, and Dayan leaped into the air, swinging free of the tree as an electric shock rattled its body.

			Dayan landed on the tree again and the count continued. Their score continued to rise. Kalia stabbed at the creature again, and this time Dayan vaulted from the branches, landing in the sand as Kalia continued her attack. The scion rolled over in the sand, digging in with its remaining branches as if in surrender. It was one thing to fight a creature bent on attacking you, and another to torture the thing as it literally buried its head in the sand.

			When the scion didn’t get up again, Kalia pointed her spear in the air in victory, and her score rose again, though Dayan’s was now higher than either hers or Errol’s had been.

			“Kalia Killcot and Dayan Dayright have earned enough points to ascend!” Ivy shouted. “Please join Errol Executioner at the gate as the battle concludes.”

			Dayan ran toward the edge of the arena. Instead of climbing out immediately, they jogged through the sand until they reached the ramp, climbed over the arena wall, and joined Errol. Kalia arrived a moment later, clapping both Errol and Dayan on the back.

			There were five gladiators in the arena now, and only three active scions. I hadn’t been able to track the strategies of the rest of them, but their points were steadily rising.

			“Are they all going to win?” I asked. “If they’re going to take them all, what’s the point?”

			Alanik shook her head.

			This was all theater. It had to be. But if the varvax didn’t care who the best fighters were, if they only wanted to take humans through the portal, why bother staging games at all? Why not steal away humans in their sleep, or take criminals, or prisoners? The varvax were putting so much effort into these games, into making the humans fight. Was it all because they believed we were violent, believed this was what we wanted, or was there some deeper purpose?

			Two more scions fell, and two more gladiators joined the others on the ramp. One of the remaining gladiators had limped over to the edge of the arena, taking shelter near another fallen gladiator and clutching his own arm, which looked broken. Some of the spectators helped pull both wounded gladiators over the edge of the arena and out of the fight. The last gladiator stared up into the eyes of the remaining scion, which had managed to hold on to at least half of its limbs. The crowd seemed to take a collective breath, and then the gladiator charged at the scion with a spear.

			The creature shifted, and the gladiator ran past, then turned and threw the spear into the scion’s back.

			The scion toppled over, rolling into the dirt. I couldn’t tell if it was dead or only incapacitated, but when it didn’t rise again, the crowd cheered so loudly that I couldn’t make out the announcement of the last gladiator’s points. The gladiator joined the others on the ramp. I eased my way against the wall, watching as smoke began to rise from between the slats of the decorative metal gate.

			“Gladiators!” Ivy’s voice boomed. “You have proven yourselves worthy to join the ranks of your ancestors in Elysium! Step forward to claim your place in the armies of your forefathers.”

			From the bottom of the ramp, Dayan met my eyes and nodded.

			“Here we go,” I said to Alanik and Gilaf.

			The gate to Elysium slid upward, and fog rolled down the ramp in waves, like an avalanche of clouds, revealing two robed figures. Alanik and I were only a few meters from them, but we waited as Dayan and the other gladiators approached the top of the ramp.

			Errol Executioner went first. He walked with his head down, in deference to the priests, but his axe was still gripped in his hands. Ivy couldn’t call for them to be disarmed—they were going to war, after all, to defend humanity in Elysium. Dayan followed immediately behind Errol, light-whip turned off, posture unassuming, unthreatening. The other gladiators trailed behind them, giving no indication that anything was amiss.

			But when Errol was knee-deep in rolling fog, only a meter from the robed priests who would usher him off through the portal, he pulled back his axe and swung it at the nearest priest, cleaving him fully in half.

			A stunned silence emanated from the crowd. Those near the ramp watched in shock as Dayan stepped forward and tore the robes off the remaining pieces of the varvax’s now-exposed carapace. Dayan grabbed a piece of the carapace, lifting it out of the fog. It dripped with a tan liquid—

			And a creature that resembled a crab scrambled out of it, falling into the rivulets of fog. Dayan reached down, grabbing it by the leg, and held it up. For a moment, the screens showed the crablike varvax in all of its naked glory.

			And then the screens went black.

			“We’ve all been deceived!” Dayan shouted. They were addressing the crowd, but their voice wasn’t loud enough to be heard by most of the people without amplification.

			“Dayan Dayright.” Ivy’s voice echoed through the stadium, drowning out Dayan’s words. “You are a traitor to your kind, and a traitor to Elysium!”

			Oh, stars, Ivy was going to portray Dayan as the problem, and without a way to broadcast a message of our own, the crowd would have no one else to believe.

			“Is Bob still on this side of the portal?” I asked Alanik. “Can you communicate with him?”

			Alanik was quiet for a moment. “He’s still here. What do you want me to say?”

			“Tell him we need him to come here and broadcast Dayan’s voice to the crowd through the coliseum’s hypercomm,” I said. “Can he do that?”

			“I think so,” Alanik said.

			Stars, if we did this, we’d be leaving Sadie and Nedd without a way to communicate with us after they passed through the portal. But we couldn’t risk Ivy turning the crowd against Dayan. If they did, we were all dead. We’d have to find another way to communicate with them, or hope Nedd and Sadie could make their way out of the portal on their own.

			The remaining robed varvax pointed its pistol at Dayan, but Dayan lashed out with their light-whip, forcing the varvax to step back, disrupting its aim. The crowd was beginning to grumble about Dayan being a traitor, and we didn’t have long to turn the tide.

			The gladiators charged the varvax, and I jumped over the wall between the crowd and the Elysium gate. Alanik and Gilaf followed me, as did several crowd members. Moments later, Naga disappeared and then both she and Bob appeared on my shoulders.

			The gladiators wasted no time with the varvax: Kalia caught the robed one with her spear and sent an electric pulse through it, the carapace flying back into the fog and landing with a thud. Errol and another gladiator took the other from Dayan and held it down.

			Reaching Dayan, I put a hand on their shoulder and handed them Bob. The slug drew its orange spines up straight, as if at full attention. “Address the crowd again,” I said. “Bob will broadcast your words.”

			Varvax subdued, Dayan turned to face the crowd. “We’ve all been deceived!” Their voice reverberated over the speakers.

			“Keep talking!” I said to Dayan.

			“We’ve been lied to!” Dayan shouted. “The robed priests aren’t taking us to Elysium. They’re an alien species who are abducting our best fighters. They’re keeping us down, preventing us from fighting back!”

			The crowd buzzed.

			“I don’t know where our gladiators have gone,” Dayan said. “I don’t know what waits for us in Elysium, but we have to resist them!”

			Some in the crowd yelled angrily at Dayan, while most just looked confused. The gladiators formed a tight circle around Dayan.

			“We’ve had visitors from another planet,” Dayan said, pointing to me. “They are allies, other humans who were also imprisoned by these strange aliens.”

			“They’re the enemy!” someone in the crowd yelled, and many echoed agreement.

			“The varvax who have kept us here,” Dayan said to the audience, gesturing to the one restrained by Errol, “who have kidnapped our gladiators with promises of Elysium, they’re the enemy. These humans have come to help us. They’ve brought news beyond our imagining. The galactic wars are over.” Dayan looked me in the eye. “And we won.”

			There was a moment of silence, and then some in the crowd began to cheer, though they sounded confused and uncertain.

			Things were a lot more complicated than these humans could imagine, but if they could at least believe this much—there was no need for further fighting, the war had already been won—then maybe we could convince them to begin seeing aliens as potential allies. Maybe we could bring them one step closer to being ready to join our alliance.

			“It’s true,” I said, and Bob amplified my voice so it joined Dayan’s, becoming audible to thousands of humans. “We’re friends, and we’re here to help.”

			Such a simple sentiment, but it was the only one I felt I could convey to this many people at once. It was the message the taynix gave to us, over and over, the basis of our alliance with them.

			Maybe it was the most important message one group of people could give to another. Maybe everything else was just noise.

			“What about Elysium?” someone shouted from the crowd. “Where are the gladiators if the war is over?”

			“We need to find them,” Dayan said, “and we need to bring them home.”

			Dayan looked to me again. I didn’t have any answers about the gladiators or about Elysium. I hoped Nedd and Sadie were using this opportunity to get inside the portal, if they could.

			“We’ll help you find them,” I told Dayan, Bob broadcasting my words.

			But then, far over our heads, at the edge of the coliseum’s wall, something caught my eye. An object, moving in the sky.

			An enemy drone fighter, heading straight toward us.

		

	
		
			
				Thirty-Eight

				Sadie

			
			Nedd and I hurried up the stairs. We emerged into a room deep in fog, which emanated from two large machines that were mostly buried beneath the billowing haze. They emitted a loud hum, dampened only by the roar of the large fans that ushered the fog in the direction of the ramp. On this side of the fans, the floor was covered with only a thin layer of errant mist.

			On the left wall was the nowhere portal. I’d never actually seen one before, not even on our own planet. Still, I recognized it from its description: a wall covered in scribbles, as if someone had walked along it with a piece of chalk, moving their hand up and down and drawing line after crooked line. I wondered if there was some code in the scribbles, some language I was illiterate in.

			As Nedd and I stepped up to the wall, my pack suddenly felt lighter. I peered inside and found Hoid in the bottom, but Bob had disappeared.

			“Um, Nedd,” I said, just loud enough to be heard over the machines, “Bob is gone.”

			“What?” Nedd said. “Where’d he go?”

			Over the whir of the fans, I could make out the vibrations of Dayan’s voice over the arena’s loudspeaker.

			“Um,” I said, “I think he went to project Dayan’s voice through the hypercomm. Do we go in without him?”

			“Yes,” he said. “Our orders are to go through the gate, so we need to go. We might not be able to use him to communicate out of the nowhere anyway.”

			I reached forward, touching the strange scribbles, wincing as if the portal might suck me through like some magical vacuum.

			Though my feet stayed planted on the floor, my fingers passed through. The portal was open.

			I looked up at Nedd and grinned. If we did this, there might be no coming back. We were about to enter the nowhere, domain of taynix, cytonics, and godlike AIs. I’d heard the nowhere described before—a great archipelago of floating landmasses, drifting in an abyss of space. A light at their center, bits of cities drifting along like asteroids between them. If I got stuck, at least I would see something most normal people never got to see.

			And I, Sadie Chay, was going to step through first.

			I grabbed Nedd’s hand, clutching my pistol in the other. He looked over at me in surprise. “I don’t want to be separated,” I said. That wasn’t weird. If I had a good reason, it couldn’t be weird.

			Then, without waiting for him to reply, I stepped through.

			I didn’t appear on an island in a floating abyss. Instead, Nedd and I stood side by side next to the wall inside some kind of warehouse, massive and rectangular, with a row of dark windows up by the ceiling. The room was as big as the largest of the farming caverns back home; huge banks of what looked like thousands of cleansing pods were stacked one atop the other, all connected with tubes and wires, along with some dials and wheels that looked like they might be used to rotate the pods to provide access to each one. It was like some kind of giant spa where the population of an entire Detritus cavern might go to take a simultaneous bath.

			That couldn’t be right. I doubted a bunch of varvax were collecting the best of the best of human melee fighters to clean them. Though I guessed I shouldn’t judge their cultural heritage if they were.

			More alarming than the thousands—maybe hundreds of thousands—of pods, were the varvax racing around them. The gate we’d passed through was unguarded. Rather than defend it, the varvax ran here and there, lights flashing and sirens wailing, alerting them to do…whatever it was they were doing. There were dozens of them, some with clipboards, others wheeling carts piled with fluid-filled IV bags. These wore no robes, and their exosuits were fully intact, rather than missing their heads. Most of them didn’t look like soldiers. More like…vat workers.

			Ivy’s voice came over the loudspeaker, though the words were in another language. I turned on my pin so it would translate. “Intruders at the gate,” Ivy said. “Don’t let them disrupt the preparations!”

			Several varvax ran toward us between the pods, sidearms pointed in our direction. “Stop,” they said. “Drop your weapons!”

			If we dropped our weapons, they were probably going to kill us. Instead, Nedd and I dove for shelter behind the nearest pod and fired our pistols. The varvax returned fire, hitting the pod in front of us. A viscous liquid began to pour out of it, turning immediately to steam as it depressurized. A wave of cold wafted over me like a blast from a refrigerator, and through the broken part of the pod, I could see the arm and hand of a human inside.

			They weren’t farming people. They were freezing them. “It’s some kind of stasis pod,” I said. “They’re preserving all of these humans.”

			“That answers the question of where the gladiators are going,” Nedd said, firing again at the varvax over the top of the pod. We were leaning against some kind of vitals panel, I realized. The pod was monitoring and reporting blood oxygen levels, temperature, and heart rate. I wasn’t a medical expert, but all of those rates looked far below human normal. The person inside wasn’t literally frozen, but their vitals had been reduced to a minimum while the pod kept the person medically alive.

			I thought about Liba’s assertion that there were other planets training humans with other skills—pilots, ground troops, navies. Had they all been sent here? Ivy probably didn’t need a hundred thousand highly specialized melee fighters like the gladiators. If this really was a well-rounded army of trained humans ready to fight aliens, they could be exactly the resource we needed to fight Ivy and get home, especially if there were ships and sidearms stored in this facility. Could we wake them up and get them to be on our side?

			But it also raised an important question: Why had Ivy collected this army? What did she intend to do with them?

			“Are you people incompetent?” Ivy said. “Do I have to do everything myself?”

			“Oh, scud,” Nedd said as a host of small drones, no bigger than a taynix, flew over the top of the pods. One looked identical to the camera drones from the arena, but the others had small weapons, each glowing with an eerie orange light.

			“Come on,” Nedd said, ducking and running along the back of the bank of pods. I followed with my pistol pointed behind me, pausing only to take aim at one of the drones and shoot it out of the air. It landed on the far side of a pod with a heavy clank.

			The other drones were too fast, though. They descended on us. Nedd and I shot wildly, but we only succeeded in taking down one more drone before one pressed the glowing barrel of its weapon against the skin at the back of my neck. I reached around to seize it and toss it away, but I was too late. A current of electricity ran through my body, sending all my muscles into spasms. My pack hit the ground, and I heard Hoid squeak inside. My whole body screamed in pain, and I thought I screamed along with it, though I wasn’t sure if that was aloud or only in my mind.

			“Bring the humans to me,” Ivy said over the loudspeaker. “If you all can’t deal with them, I will.” The current stopped, but my muscles still cramped, and I lay helpless on the floor, unable to resist as varvax grabbed us by the arms, hauling us away.

		

	
		
			
				Thirty-Nine

				Arturo

			
			“Oh, stars,” I said, staring up at the approaching ships. Bob kept broadcasting my words, not knowing they were no longer meant for the crowd. “They’re going to attack. The scudding varvax are going to attack the arena.”

			Those ships would be here in moments. “We need to get to our ships,” I said to Alanik. Bob got the message on that one, and my words cut out halfway through. Stars, though, I’d just told a whole arena of people they were under attack. Many of them would have seen the ship that hit the city wall, and all of them would have heard about it. I could already hear the voices in the arena beginning to rise, the panic beginning to set in.

			There wasn’t time. I had to leave control of these people to Dayan and hope they could keep them from rioting. If a crowd this big tried to flee in a rush, people could be trampled.

			“Bob, stay with Dayan,” I said as Alanik put a hand on my shoulder. “Stars, we have to wait for a hyperjump,” I said. The ships might destroy the arena by then.

			“We can go now,” Alanik said. “I requested one when Ivy announced Dayan was a traitor. I thought we were having an immediate need.”

			I hadn’t commanded her to do that, but I wasn’t unhappy she had. Alanik put a hand on Gilaf as well.

			“We’ll do our best to keep them off you,” I said to Dayan, and in a blink, we’d left the arena behind. All those humans, about to be fired on by destructors. No shields. No ships. Not even a roof between them and raw firepower from enemy starfighters. Only Dayan and Bob remained to try to stave off the panic.

			We appeared near our ships. “Alanik, ride with me,” I said, running for the Dulo. She was injured, and we only had two ships for three pilots. From the copilot’s seat she could help me manage the taynix and keep an eye on the enemy. I let Suki out so she could climb into the Dulo’s dash seat. Alanik and I emptied our bags of taynix, and I passed Squeeze and Wham to Gilaf as he boarded the remaining starfighter. We kept Nope with us.

			But Naga was missing. “Naga!” I shouted, expecting to find her waiting on my dash, or already in her sling beside my seat, but she wasn’t here. The last time I’d seen her, she’d appeared in the coliseum. “Suki, did you see where she went?”

			“She hyperjumped while we were still in the arena,” Suki said.

			“Scud.” She was a hyperslug, so she couldn’t be left behind unless she wanted to be.

			“There’s no time to find her,” Alanik said. “She’ll have to catch up.”

			Stars, I hoped she was okay, but Alanik was right. We needed to be over the arena now.

			Suki buckled herself into the dash seat. I forgot about the preflight checklist. Even rule-following Jorgen wouldn’t mess with one under these circumstances. Instead, I lifted my ship off the ground, hovering just below the tree canopy. “Ghost, you ready?” I asked.

			“Ready,” Gilaf said.

			Stars, what did I think we were going to do? We were two scudding ships against whatever Ivy had at her disposal.

			Still, I wasn’t going to leave the people in the arena undefended.

			“Let’s do this,” I said. “Shoot down the enemy ships. Keep them from targeting the civilians in the arena. If you take out a ship, make sure to catch that wreckage. Do not let it drop over the civilians. Copy?”

			“Copy!” Gilaf said, “though the light-lance on this ship is broken, so you’ll have to do the catching.”

			“Noted,” I said, and we both shot through the trees, flying toward the arena.

			The enemy ships had already arrived, and one fired down into the crowd, destructor fire scattering over the stands.

			Stars, people were already dying. We didn’t have a moment to waste, and we had to be careful or we’d rain down hell on both the arena and the surrounding city. Gilaf reached the ships first, weaving in front of them and drawing their attention upward and away from the crowd.

			The enemy ships weren’t as discerning with their destructors, and Gilaf suffered a hit, but succeeded in leading some of the ships away from the arena.

			“I can hear Ivy over the hypercomm instructing the pilots,” Alanik said. Those communications were cytonic, which allowed Alanik to intercept them. “They’re going to target Dayan and Bob so they can’t keep talking.”

			That made sense. Ivy wanted control again. I soared over the open top of the arena and flipped an Imban turn, ready to shoot down anything that targeted Dayan and the other gladiators.

			“By the branches,” Alanik said.

			“What?” I asked.

			“I can’t hear them anymore,” she said. “One of those ships is carrying an inhibitor.”

			Oh, scud. The Superiority had only put inhibitors in capital ships, not in small fighters. But Ivy was clearly not working with the Superiority, or playing by their rules. “You’ve lost your cytonics?” I asked.

			“Yes,” Alanik said. “I can’t hear the hypercomm, and I can’t hyperjump us out of here if this goes wrong.”

			Scud. We were two ships against the enemy’s armada, without the use of any of our cytonic assets to aid our cause. Wham, Squeeze, Alanik herself, all neutralized.

			“Amphi?” Gilaf said. “Orders?”

			We could run. We could turn tail, speed out of inhibitor range, and get the hell out of here. Sadie and Nedd should be in the nowhere by now. We might be able to find a different way to get them out, or sneak back in and go after them when the carnage was over.

			But our mission was to open a path to diplomatic relations with these humans. Those starfighters were after them because of us. We’d brought this hellfire down on them.

			We couldn’t abandon them to this. We wouldn’t.

			“Protect the civilians,” I said. “Defend the arena. We might not be able to save them all, but we are damn well going to try.”

			Beside me, Alanik nodded. Suki held up her little fist in approval. They were willing to die here beside me to prevent this atrocity.

			I just hoped the sacrifice wouldn’t be for nothing.

		

	
		
			Interlude

			Bob was a friendly slug. Bob was a powerful slug. Bob had the power to speak to many, many friends at once. Bob wanted to tell the many, many new friends that they were all now friends. They would not fight. Instead, they would all cuddle. It would take a long time for Bob to cuddle so many, but Bob was up to the challenge.

			Instead, Bob spoke for Dayan. Dayan said many words. Bob hoped they were good words. The friends did not begin to cuddle, so Bob was not sure the words were so so good. Maybe next time, Dayan would use cuddlier words. Cuddles were good. Dayan would see.

			Ships had come for Bob and Bob’s friends. The pilots flying the ships were not Bob’s friends. The pilots flying the ships were far away, and they did not want to cuddle with Bob. Bob’s new slug friends were on those ships. Bob’s new slug friends were scared.

			One of Bob’s new friends created a Cloud. The Cloud came near. Naga could not pop to get those slug friends in the Cloud. When the Cloud arrived, the Cloud would stop Bob from being able to talk.

			Naga! Bob said. Come! Quick!

			Naga popped onto Dayan’s shoulder with Bob.

			The ships came near. Bob’s new human friends were afraid. Bob’s new human friends screamed. Dayan was strong, but Dayan could not stop the ships from hurting Bob’s new friends. Bob did not want to leave his new human friends, but Bob needed to go.

			Go? Naga said. Go now?

			Now! Bob said. Far from the Cloud!

			Bob and Naga both popped. Bob and Naga were under trees. Bob and Naga were far from the Cloud, so Bob could continue to talk.

			Talk, Bob, Naga said.

			Bob listened for a ship. He found a ship in the sky he could talk through to reach the slug in the Cloud.

			You can stop, Bob told the slug. You can stop the Cloud.

			Can’t stop, the slug said. Stop hurts.

			Bob did not like things that hurt slugs. Bob did not like these ships. Bob did not like these people in charge of the ships. They were not friends.

			Bob tried to talk to another slug in a ship. This other slug was a Talking Slug. That slug talked to the ships. The not-friends used that slug to tell the ships what to do.

			You could stop, Bob said to that slug.

			Can’t stop, that slug said. Stop hurts!

			Bob did not want to tell those slugs to do a thing that would hurt.

			Bob had another idea. Do not stop, Bob said to the Talking Slug. Tell that ship to go! Bob showed the slug a picture of the ship with the Cloud Slug. The Talking Slug could tell that ship to go far away. Go, go, go! Bob said. Do not stop, but go!

			The Talking Slug thought. Bob waited. Bob was a patient slug. Bob let that slug think.

			Okay, Talking Slug said.

			The Cloud Slug got farther away. Soon Talking Slug was outside the Cloud.

			Pop, Naga! Bob said. Pop to Talking Slug!

			Naga and Bob popped to Talking Slug. Talking Slug was on a ship. Talking Slug was scared. Bob cuddled with Talking Slug so Talking Slug would not be scared.

			Bob talked through the ship. Bob talked to the slug in the Cloud.

			You are far, Bob said. You are safe. You can stop the Cloud. When you stop the Cloud, we will save you.

			They will save you, Talking Slug said. They have come to save me.

			Bob could feel Cloud Slug’s fear. Cloud Slug was not sure. But there were other slugs in other ships. Other ships were now far from the Cloud.

			Pop, Naga, Bob said. When Naga popped with only slugs, Bob did not have to ask permission. Bob and Naga could pop all the pops. Bob and Naga could save all the slugs.

			Naga popped. Naga brought Bob and Talking Slug to the safe place beneath the trees. Naga popped again. Naga brought more friends. Bob cuddled each friend. Bob waited for Cloud Slug to feel safe.

			Are you ready? Bob asked Cloud Slug.

			Cloud Slug was brave. Cloud Slug was ready. Bob told Naga to pop.

			Soon, Bob and Naga would save them all.
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				Arturo

			
			I didn’t like flying over a sea of civilians. It tied our hands in ways that didn’t equally hinder the enemy. Just as Alanik had predicted, the ships kept trying to get an angle on the gateway to the portal, where the gladiators were gathered.

			Dayan still had a handheld radio we’d equipped them with when they were flying in my ship. I no longer cared if Ivy heard the transmission. We had to warn them.

			“You’re being targeted,” I said to Dayan. “Get your people out of there.”

			“We’re hiding inside the gate,” Dayan said. “But I don’t like the people watching us cower. It’s adding to their panic.”

			“It won’t work anyway,” I said. “If a ship gets a clear shot at the gate, that whole area is going to collapse. Get out of there. Spread out.”

			“Okay,” Dayan said. “Though running out in the open during a firefight seems counterintuitive.”

			“Trust me,” I said. “The roof you’re under isn’t going to hold up to destructor fire. They’re going to cave it in on your heads.”

			I grabbed a ship with my light-lance just as it lined up for a shot. I ascended quickly, groaning as the g-forces overwhelmed my GravCaps, and hauled the enemy ship’s nose up so its destructor fire went wild over the top of the arena wall. Gilaf pummeled it with fire, dropping its shields and then destroying its hull. I hauled the wreckage over the coliseum wall to avoid dropping it on the crowd, though I had nowhere to dump it besides over Epiphany itself. I tried to aim for the alley behind the coliseum, but I couldn’t spare the time to watch where it actually landed.

			Stars, I hated drones. It was nice not to worry about shooting down pilots who were only doing their jobs, but the enemy risked nothing except the cost of the equipment, while we risked everything.

			“Can you tell which of these ships has the inhibitor?” I asked Alanik.

			She shook her head. “All my cytonic senses are dead. I can’t feel it.”

			“It will probably be a ship taking fewer risks, yes?” Suki asked.

			That was a good point. “Can you find any matching that behavior pattern on the monitors?”

			Alanik and Suki scrutinized the screen while I targeted a ship that dove down into the arena from a high angle. It was coming in fast, but I aimed my destructors over the coliseum wall and shot at it, cutting off its path. Gilaf came at it from another angle, chasing it out over the city, where I hoped the civilians were taking cover.

			Another ship flew in, already shooting down into the crowd, and I grabbed it with my light-lance, hauling it along with me. Without Gilaf to shoot at it, I could do little more than drag it away, but Gilaf was already returning from taking out that last ship. I had to hold on.

			“Pull up!” Alanik shouted. “Pull up!”

			Scud, the ship I was dragging was on a trajectory to collide with the upper wall of the coliseum, which would rain stone down onto the crowd. I pulled up harder, g-forces overwhelming me. My vision tunneled and I thought I might pass out.

			My vision cleared as Gilaf swooped in, taking out my captured ship. I dropped my light-lance, releasing the wreckage in the alley, away from the streams of people fleeing the arena.

			“We’re moving into the arena,” Dayan said. “I think…I think it’s good for the people to see us out here. We’re not hiding.”

			“Good,” I said. “Keep it up. We’re doing our best to cover you.”

			“You’d better,” Dayan said.

			“I found something,” Suki said. “Two ships, flying in a circle around the arena at a distance of seven kilometers. You could chase them, but you’d have to abandon the arena.”

			I didn’t want to do that. Even as we spoke, two drones dove through the top of the coliseum at once. I grabbed one with the light-lance, hauling it up, but the other cut a path of carnage down the side of the arena before Gilaf could chase it over the wall.

			Stars, that blast would have killed a lot of people, and even more would have witnessed their grisly deaths. “We need to get your hypercomm back up,” I said.

			“I can’t,” Dayan said. “Your slug disappeared.”

			Bob disappeared? Where would he have gone? Stars, I still hadn’t seen Naga either.

			“Wait!” Alanik said. “One of the circling ships is on the move.”

			One of the ships was leaving. It soared directly away from the city, accelerating as it went.

			“What the scud is it doing?” I asked.

			“Fleeing,” Alanik said. “The better question is why.”

			I didn’t know why, which was worrisome. “The inhibitor is down,” Alanik said. “It…ran away.”

			I didn’t know what that was about, but I had a guess. “Ghost, tell Squeeze to fire away.”

			“Over all these people?” Gilaf asked.

			“I’ll catch the wreckage,” I told him. “Do it now.”

			“I still don’t have a hypercomm,” Dayan said. “But everyone can see you’re trying to help us. That’s good, right?”

			It was, but if people kept dying, it wasn’t good enough.

			“Boom!” Gilaf said.

			There was no fire, no explosion, no blast. The ship flying in front of Gilaf slid elegantly apart, as if it had been run through an invisible egg slicer, the pieces fragmenting out in all directions. I swooped in, catching the majority of the ship with my light-lance before it could fall into the crowd and tossing it over the edge into the city.

			There were still six ships circling the arena. They had given up on aiming for the gate and were now shooting indiscriminately at the crowd, whether to punish them or to convince us to give up, I couldn’t tell. Gilaf dove his ship under a barrage of fire, catching the full force of it with his shield but preventing it from hitting the arena below. His shields went down, and he flew away from the arena, off to reignite.

			We needed to take these ships out fast, before they killed more civilians.

			“Where’s that other ship?” I asked. “The one that might have the hypercomm?”

			“It’s still flying,” Alanik said. “Here.” She indicated a spot on the monitors near three o’clock. I banked to go after it. I didn’t like leaving the arena undefended, but if we could take out that hypercomm, we could take down all the ships.

			I startled as a pile of slugs materialized between my seat and Alanik’s, heaped all the way up to Suki’s seat. Suki yelped as Naga slid off the pile, squishing her against the dash. Bob was among them, and also three commslugs I’d never seen before, two boomslugs, one concussion slug, one inhibitor slug, and two hyperslugs. They piled on top of one another, all wriggling in panic except Bob, who lay on top of the pile, looking smug.

			“Friends!” Naga said.

			Friends, indeed.

			“Naga!” I said. “Take Bob to Dayan!”

			“Dayan!” Naga said, and then she and Bob disappeared again, leaving us with a pile of unfamiliar slugs.

			“Could you…put those somewhere?” I asked Alanik.

			Alanik threw her hand in the air. “Any suggestions?”

			There wasn’t time. I jerked my ship to the side as an enemy drone came up behind me. I shot upward, trying to simultaneously shake the ship and direct it away from the civilians. The ship didn’t take the bait, instead moving in a straight line angled down toward the arena.

			Scud, all of the ships flew straight, as if…as if they’d suddenly lost navigational commands, and were just following the last trajectory they’d been given.

			Oh, stars. Naga had taken their commslug.

			“Way to go, Naga!” I said.

			“Way to go, Naga!” several of the new slugs replied.

			“The enemy has lost control over the ships!” I shouted into the radio. “Naga rescued their commslug.” We needed to catch the drones to make sure they didn’t crash over the city.

			Or over the arena. The ship that had been following me was going to clear the coliseum and crash somewhere in the woods beyond the city, but one of the other ships up ahead was on a collision course with the outside of the coliseum wall. How many would it kill if it took out the stone wall?

			I didn’t want to find out. I went into a dive, sweeping above the ship and tagging it with my light-lance. I pulled up sharply, hauling it over the top of the arena and into the forest beyond. A few plumes of smoke rose from the forest—I hoped those ships hadn’t crashed into anything important, though the casualties would be much lower out in the forest than they would be if they crashed into the arena.

			I sailed low over the forest outside the city wall, watching for a place that was dense with foliage and uninhabited, and then I dropped the wreckage and turned my ship around to fly back. Alanik wrangled slugs, trying to find places for them to rest in the slings, under the dash, and behind our seats.

			“Dayan,” I said, “how’s the arena? You shouldn’t take any more fire.”

			Dayan sounded decidedly less relieved about that than I’d hoped. “But Amphi, there are—there are people pouring through the gate from the nowhere.”

			“What?” I said. “What do you mean, people?”

			“Warriors,” Dayan said.

			“Your gladiators?” I asked. “Are they returning your people to you?”

			“I don’t recognize them,” Dayan said. “They’re armed and armored. The other gladiators and I have retreated, but some of the scions are still alive. They’re disoriented, so we’re avoiding them for now. Oh, crabs, the warriors—they’re attacking the civilians. And shouting about Elysium.”

			My heart sank into my gut. Not a happy reunion, then. Something was very, very wrong here. “Hang on,” I said. “We’re coming.”

			“Should we hyperjump in?” Alanik asked. “I can ask Bob for permission.”

			“You and I will be no help down there without a ship,” I said. “Gilaf, convene over the arena. We need to provide air support. Dayan, make sure your people are clear of that gate.”

			“We’re clear!” Dayan said.

			I soared into the coliseum, aimed, and fired. The ceiling over the gate caved in, collapsing on the incoming army, leaving a gaping pile of rubble and gore.

			“We’re baiting the scions up the ramp,” Dayan said. “We’re going to use them to create confusion for the warriors.”

			“I can hear Ivy again,” Alanik said. “She’s ordering the varvax to close the portal.”

			Stars, Sadie and Nedd were in there. We couldn’t let them get locked in, and we had to know where these soldiers were coming from.

			“Gilaf,” I said, “if more soldiers come out of that gate, fire on them. Careful not to hit the gladiators, the scions, or the civilians. You’re in command out here.”

			“What?” Gilaf said. “Where are you going?”

			I had an idea. Stars, it might be a terrible one. “I’m going to do something very stupid,” I told Alanik. “Do you want me to drop you in the arena before I try it?”

			“If you’re doing something stupid,” Alanik said, “I am coming with you.”

			“So am I!” Suki said.

			I surveyed the battlefield below. Stars, Dayan had climbed into the branches of one of the scions and was riding it straight toward the ramp full of warriors, with the other gladiators running along behind, spurring it forward.

			I accelerated past them, skimming over the incoming warriors.

			“Amphi,” Alanik said. “Are we going to—”

			“Hold on!” I said, and I flew my ship directly through the rubble of the gate, narrowly missing the heads of the warriors who were shoving their way out of it. The opening was just big enough for the fighter to pass through without shearing off my wings—and thankfully I’d gotten the aim dead on. For a moment, everything went black, and then we emerged on the other side.
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				Sadie

			
			The varvax dragged us up a set of stairs into a large room with windows that overlooked the enormous warehouse. The room was full of strange-looking equipment, including a row of gurneys and IV poles, a tank with a large hose attached to it, and several trays with hypodermic needles and various metal implements. One of the walls was dominated by what looked like a refrigerator with glass double doors, while another was lined with many large monitor panels, all of them dark. Two varvax hoisted each of us onto gurneys beside each other and used small light-lines to strap us down by our wrists and ankles. They’d taken our pistols and packs, and I wasn’t sure where the taynix had gone to. The slugs could all change their appearance to hide in the nowhere, so I hoped they were hidden nearby, not captured or harmed.

			As I lay on the gurney, strength began to return to my muscles, and my mouth was finally able to form words. “I thought you were taking us to your leader!” I shouted at one of the varvax, who leaned over the tray of medical implements.

			The varvax didn’t respond, only strode over and stabbed me in the arm with a syringe. I thrashed in protest, but only succeeded in causing myself more pain while the varvax depressed the plunger and injected me with the full dose of whatever fluid it contained.

			“Which one of you is Ivy?” Nedd asked, craning his neck to see as one of the other varvax gave him the same jab. He didn’t get an answer either.

			The varvax chattered among themselves and then left us alone while whatever they’d injected us with began to take effect. At first I felt nothing, only an ache in my muscles from the electric shock. Then the ache subsided, and my fingers and toes began to tingle.

			“Oh, stars,” I said. “I think they’re preparing us for cold storage.”

			“Stay alert,” Nedd said. “Maybe we can figure some way out of this.”

			I didn’t see a way out, but it was probably a good idea to take stock of our surroundings anyway. I lifted my head as far as I was able, trying to see what was happening down near the portal. The warehouse floor buzzed with activity. Several varvax wheeled in racks with armor and weapons as others managed a set of cryopods. As the pods opened and disoriented humans emerged from the fog, robed varvax busily equipped them for battle. “They’re waking up their army,” I said.

			“It appears that way,” Nedd said.

			At first the people emerging from the pods looked pretty unsteady, but that wore off fairly quickly. They didn’t appear to find it odd that the varvax wearing robes were thrusting weapons into their hands and strapping armor on their bodies.

			The first ranks of the newly wakened soldiers lined up and marched through the portal to Blightfall. I could hear Ivy’s voice echoing over the loudspeaker outside the windows. “This settlement of humans has been corrupted!” she said. “They are in league with the aliens! You must destroy them!” They looked more like rank-and-file soldiers, trained to work together as a unit, rather than specialized fighters like those from Blightfall. Which made sense—Ivy wouldn’t want to send the humans she’d collected on this planet out to attack their own kin.

			I strained against the light-lines that held my wrists and ankles, but they were fastened tight. Whatever agent the varvax had injected into my body didn’t seem to be a full paralytic. I could still move, so I tried jerking my whole body, but only succeeded in bashing my gurney into Nedd’s, jarring us both. “They’re marching on our friends,” I said. “And there’s nothing we can do to stop them.” We’d come here for answers and resources, but now we were trapped with even more questions while the only available resources were about to be weaponized against us. Not to mention that all those humans who had been promised a mission to save humanity were now being tricked into fighting against their own interests. “Well,” I said, “I don’t see how this can get any worse.”

			“You sure?” Nedd asked. He turned his head toward me, his bio hand resting at the edge of his gurney centimeters from mine.

			“Yeah,” I said. “I mean, we got into the nowhere! But now we’re prisoners here with no way to reach our friends. Our radios won’t work. Our sidearms have been confiscated. And we’ve been left here to watch while our friends are wiped out, if we even remain conscious that long.” At least my head felt clear, and I could still move my limbs, though they felt heavy and sluggish.

			“Good point,” Nedd said. “We can’t possibly make the situation any more terrible. Right?”

			“I guess that depends,” I said. “What were you thinking of doing?”

			Nedd stared at me. Hoid’s illusions had faded, revealing his bloodshot eyes and bruised face. “It doesn’t matter, right? Because no matter what I do it can’t get any worse.”

			“Nedd Strong,” I said. “You’re scaring me. What are you planning to do?”

			Nedd sighed. “If we had any chance of living through this, would you want to go out sometime?”

			My brain stuttered. I spoke a bunch of syllables, but they didn’t add up to a single word.

			“Um,” I said finally, “did you just ask me on a date?”

			“Yeah,” Nedd said.

			“While we are in mortal peril?”

			Nedd groaned. “I knew I wasn’t reading you right. I am terrible at signals. I always get it wrong.”

			A thousand butterflies exploded out of my chest. “Nedd,” I said. “This. Is. Awesome!”

			Nedd’s eyes widened. “Really?”

			“Yes!” I bounced a little on my gurney, knocking it repeatedly against his. My whole body buzzed with excitement. We were clearly never going to get out of here to have that date, but just the fact that he wanted to was—

			Something horrible occurred to me. “Wait, are you only asking me out because we’re going to die? Are you taking pity on me because you hope you’ll never have to follow through?” My mind raced away from me, finding one terrible conclusion after another, and I barreled after it, barely able to keep up. “Are you hoping to die here rather than have to go out with me?”

			“What? No!” Nedd looked appropriately horrified about this idea. “I’m asking because I want to, and you said I couldn’t make things any worse, so this seemed like a good time. Did you…Did you say yes?”

			“Yes!” I said. “Yes, yes, yes. Oh, scud, now we definitely have to live through this.”

			Nedd grinned. “Yeah, I’d say we definitely do.” He looked sideways at me. “Did I make this awkward?”

			“A little! But in the best way.”
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			“All right,” Nedd said. “I’ll take that.”

			Nedd wanted to go out with me! I was a little confused as to why, but this wasn’t the time to ask questions. This was the time to find a way to get out of here.

			“What do you think would happen if I started screaming?” I asked.

			“You’d make yourself hoarse,” Nedd replied.

			“True,” I said. “But would it annoy the varvax into coming back and actually taking us to Ivy? Do you think this room is soundproof?”

			“It isn’t,” Ivy said. “And the varvax are extremely hard to annoy with the sounds of human suffering. Believe me. I’ve tried.”

			I looked around, but the voice seemed to be coming through a speaker, not someone physically present in the room. “Hey!” I said. “Weren’t your people supposed to bring us to you? We were hoping we’d get to finally meet, but now we’re stuck here alone.”

			“You are not alone,” Ivy said.

			Scud, that was ominous.

			“Not literally, I suppose,” I said. “We are here with each other.”

			Ivy sighed. “I should have remembered how obtuse humans can be. You’re such frail creatures, basically sacks of meat and juices walking around on a pile of sticks. Maybe that’s why you insist on everything being concrete and tangible and visible.”

			A moment later, a hologram popped into existence at the center of the room. It was a girl roughly our age, with blue hair like mine, though she was several centimeters taller and had a more angular face. She was wearing a DDF flightsuit, much like the ones we were wearing.

			She wasn’t one of us, though. She couldn’t be.

			“Ivy?” I asked. “Is that you?”

			“It is as much me as anything is,” Ivy said. “Would you find someone older more comforting? I thought maybe you would like a friend—humans are so precious about their friendships—but if you would prefer—”

			The hologram aged several years, now looking more like the mother of the girl who had stood there before.

			“I think I’d prefer to see your true age,” I said. That would at least give us some information about her.

			“There is no way to represent my true age in human physiology,” Ivy said. “Human bodies deteriorate to decomposition in just over a century. This representation is as good a visualization of my true age as any human body would be.”

			Oh, stars. We’d assumed Ivy was a varvax, but—

			“Do varvax live that long?” I asked.

			“They do not,” Ivy said. “Their lifespans are not even as long as your own.”

			All this time, we’d assumed Ivy was a varvax because of her speech patterns, and because she had varvax working for her. But if she’d been hiding her true purpose here from the Superiority, if she’d lived longer than an organic being could—

			“You’re an AI,” Nedd said, echoing my thoughts.

			“Yes,” she said. “Specifically, I am IV-128, an advanced Writian model from the Onward product line. That’s a bit of a mouthful, and I do know how you humans like your comfortable, familiar titles, so for brevity, you may call me Ivy.”

			She sounded a little like M-Bot—the AI who’d been a member of our flight for a while—but crazier. While she smiled sweetly at us, her team of varvax returned and undid my restraints, wrestling me off the table.

			“What are you doing to her?” Nedd asked.

			“They’re preparing her for storage,” Ivy said. “I’ll tuck you away until I have a use for you. Humans with relatively high survival skills are hard to come by.”

			The varvax forced me into the clear glass refrigerator, attaching me to the back wall of the box with more restraints—small light-lines that coiled around my ankles, wrists, and chest to lash me to the wall. I fought against them, but there were too many of them, they were too strong, and my body felt leaden and unwieldy.

			“Don’t worry,” Ivy said. “The analgesic will ease your pain as your organs enter stasis.”

			Stars. That’s what they’d injected us with. It hadn’t disabled my limbs, but I did feel somewhat disconnected from my body, my limbs sluggish. The varvax returned for Nedd, lifting his body between them and hauling him into the refrigeration unit next to me. He twisted and fought, but the injection must also have weakened him somewhat, because he ended up strapped to the back of the refrigerator beside me, equally helpless. The varvax even noticed his prosthetic and used the light-line ties to lash his shoulder to the wall in addition to his wrist, so he couldn’t detach his arm to get free.

			“By the way,” Ivy said, her voice clear through a speaker in the top of the refrigerator unit, the mouth of her holographic illusion still smiling benevolently at us through the doors. “You’re welcome.”

			Yes, she was definitely insane.
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			We emerged from the nowhere portal in what looked like a massive warehouse filled with strange apparatuses. We sped across the room at breakneck speed, rapidly approaching the far wall. “Scud!” I shouted. “Scud, scud, scud!”

			“Scud!” a chorus of taynix echoed around me.

			I pulled up and fired with my destructors, blowing a hole in the wall. Dust and stone rained around us, but my fighter sailed cleanly through the hole, flying out into the sky.

			The horizon was a dusky blue color, clouded with a haze that made it difficult to see too far in any particular direction. Enormous chunks of rock hung in the sky, similar to the debris field surrounding Blightfall, though these rocks were closer together and much lower to the ground. They were suspended in midair, as if gravity held no sway over them here.

			I’d heard the nowhere described as a series of islands floating in space, but the ground here was solid, as if we’d transported to another planet. Around my ship, a complex of square buildings rose up, all similar in size and shape, arranged in a grid pattern. It was so…mundane-looking, not unlike the squat, utilitarian military buildings we constructed on Detritus. Even the chunks of rock floating in the sky reminded me of home.

			“Nedder? Sentry?” I said over the radio. “Are you there? Do you copy?”

			There was no response. Stars, we’d probably left them behind in that warehouse. I hoped they were hiding. Other alternatives were too terrible to think about.

			“When I imagined the negative realm,” Alanik said, “this is not what I expected it to look like.”

			“Me neither,” I said.

			“I never imagined I’d see it at all,” Suki said.

			She hadn’t wanted to, but I’d dragged her along anyway. “I’m sorry, Suki,” I said. “I’ll do my best to get us out of here.”

			That started by figuring out where the hell we were. “What do you think these buildings are?” I asked.

			“I don’t know,” Alanik said. “But Amphi, look.”

			“Look!” Naga said.

			Alanik pointed to the monitors, at objects beginning to move toward us.

			Maybe I should have turned to run, but instead I pivoted my ship in their direction. We’d come here to grab Nedd and Sadie and find out what the varvax were doing in the nowhere. We needed to see everything we could if we wanted to find answers.

			It didn’t take long to identify them. Several enemy ships soared toward us. These weren’t Krell ships but crewed fighters of a design similar to our own. “Those are piloted ships,” I said. “Why didn’t Ivy send them after us before?” Every ship we’d seen since we arrived on Blightfall was an unpiloted drone.

			“Maybe because she would’ve needed to fly them through an arena to get them out,” Alanik said. “Not everyone is that kind of crazy.”

			“Crazy,” several slugs repeated.

			“Fair point,” I said. That would have startled the humans of Epiphany, that was for sure.

			Stars, there were a lot of ships. Where had they found twenty pilots?

			“We can’t fight that many alone,” Alanik said. “We need to run.”

			She was right. If we led the ships away, lost them in the debris field, then picked some off as we swung back around, we might have time to find some answers and rescue Nedd and Sadie before being completely overwhelmed.

			For now, I shot between the nearest buildings and into the sky, toward the big pieces of floating debris that hovered overhead. Nearing them, I used my light-lance to circle around one of the pieces of rock, changing my trajectory and heading away from the warehouse, still climbing in altitude.

			The ships were gaining on me now, flying faster than I was. I accelerated, hoping to stay ahead of them, dodging through the debris to obscure my flight path on the enemy proximity monitors.

			“I’ve never seen that model of starfighter before,” I said.

			“Are they a varvax design?” Alanik asked.

			“I believe they are based on a historical human ship design,” Suki said. “Your people no longer use them, but perhaps other human settlements do. Look out!” Suki ducked down in her seat as destructor fire bombarded us from behind.

			“May be an old model,” I said, “but it still has the same guns.”

			“Blowing things up isn’t an advanced technology,” Suki said. “You’d be surprised how little advancement is required before humans begin to bomb each other.”

			“Not just humans,” Alanik said.

			I wove through the debris, hitting piece after piece with my light-lance, weaving between them, putting more and more obstacles between me and the enemy. I seemed to have lost them, for the moment, at least.

			I slowed to a stop above a particularly large piece of debris. I’d never seen rocks floating so close to the surface of a planet—if that was what this landmass was. Theoretically, gravity should have pulled them down, crashed them into the buildings below. And yet they stayed aloft, almost like they were frozen in time.

			I hovered close to the rock beneath me, keeping it between me and the surface below. This near, the sensors of the enemy ships shouldn’t be able to differentiate between me and the debris. They’d have to search the sky rock by rock. And to do that, they’d have to separate, which meant I could pick off any that came close.

			The various taynix still hanging out in my ship seemed to have mostly settled in. One boomslug curled around Alanik’s ankles while another rested on her knees. Three taynix were fluting softly behind my seat, where they had found a bag of Naga’s rations and tucked into it. At least that would keep them from wandering around the ship and disturbing the instrumentation.

			“Look at that,” Suki said, indicating the rock. Like some of the debris around Blightfall, this chunk of jagged stone contained a square, inorganic shape. This one appeared to be made out of concrete.

			“Looks like the foundation of a building,” I said. “And there”—I pointed up higher on the rock—“there’s one of the walls.” It was mostly destroyed, its exposed steel all that held the remaining pieces together.

			This debris looked exactly like the chunks of rock that hung around Blightfall, as if some of them had leaked from one side to the other.

			“Material leaks from the somewhere into the nowhere, right?” I asked. “It slides through the portal and ends up here. That’s how we think the caverns on Detritus were formed. Rock slowly leaking through over years, leaving a space behind where it used to be.”

			“But where did the land below us come from?” Alanik said. “Can it all have leaked through?”

			“Can we get a look at the surface from here?” Suki asked, craning her neck and peering past the nose of the ship. I eased my ship slowly toward the edge of the rock. As long as I stayed close, the enemy ships should have difficulty finding me. So I tipped the ship to get a better look at the land below. Our view was hazy due to the rock and dust in the atmosphere, but we could make out the general shape of the land below.

			It was sloped and spherical. Stars, had an entire world been sucked through into the nowhere, all in one piece? Blightfall’s portal wasn’t big enough for that, though space clearly worked differently in this dimension, since every point of it seemed to be tied equally to every point of the somewhere.

			To devour a whole planet, though. The implications boggled my mind.

			There were oceans below, though the geography looked different from the islands of Evershore or the forests of Blightfall. And there were unmistakably continents, the curves of their coastlines irregular and jagged. My eyes paused on a particular hooked formation on one of the continents.

			It looked familiar.

			“No,” I said.

			“What?” Alanik asked.

			I couldn’t bring myself to say it, not unless I was sure.

			I didn’t want to expose us to danger, but I needed to get a better view. I checked for enemy ships, but the closest ones were all moving erratically, still searching for me. I eased out from behind the rock, banking left, traveling from piece of debris to piece of debris to avoid detection, watching below me and analyzing the shape of the land. It was simply a coastline, just curves and lines. It didn’t have to mean anything.

			But the curve of the top of the continent looked familiar too, and there was the hooked, boot-like shape of a peninsula just above it.

			“All stars above,” I said. “Suki, are you seeing this?”

			“I’m seeing it,” Suki said. From the hush in her voice, I could tell she was coming to the same conclusion.

			“What is it?” Alanik asked.

			“It’s Italy,” Suki said, her voice quiet with awe.

			“It’s what?”

			“Earth,” I said, unable to rip my eyes away. “It’s the coastline of what used to be Europe. This planet is Earth.”

			Alanik swore in her own language, which was warranted. Earth had vanished a hundred years ago. No one had seen any trace of it since. “Are you sure?”

			“Very sure,” Suki said. “That block-shaped peninsula there, that used to be the Old Earth country of Spain.”

			“The continent next to it was Africa,” I said. Suddenly, those school lessons didn’t seem so pointless after all. “Is Africa? Stars, I don’t know. Are there people still living here?”

			“Look at that,” Alanik said. She pointed at the horizon, an area particularly crowded with broken fragments. “Watch for enemies,” I said to Alanik, unable to tear my eyes from the surface of the planet as I flew to investigate.

			As we approached, it became more and more clear that the surface of the planet had exploded. Debris hung motionless in a spray pattern, as if it had erupted from the surface and then frozen, suspended on its outward path by invisible wires.

			Ridges around the ragged edges of the torn earth below kept the oceans from rushing into the concave hole created by the explosion. If the land below had still been subject to the laws of ordinary physics, gravity should have pulled those pieces of rock back in, making them part of the orbiting whole again, or else expelled them, throwing the planet off balance.

			It had done neither. The pieces hung in permanent stasis, a monument to whatever horror had caused this.

			“Which part exploded?” I asked. “North America?”

			“I think so,” Suki said. “And South America, it seems.”

			This must be where the debris around Blightfall came from. Half of Earth’s surface had erupted, sending large chunks of matter into stasis around the planet on this side, and into orbit around Blightfall on the other. I wondered if this event was what caused the strange inhibitor field as well—some leftover effect of a mass this large making the transition from one side to the other.

			“We found Earth,” I said. “Stars, we have to get back to tell the others.” Humanity needed something to unite us, and if there was ever anything that would bring us all together in purpose, this was it.

		

	
		
			
				Forty-Three

				Sadie

			
			“Welcome for what?” I asked Ivy. “Imprisoning us?”

			“For saving you,” Ivy said, as if this was obvious.

			I was beginning to think maybe her databanks were corrupt. “Is that what this is?” I asked, lifting my chin toward the glass doors of the refrigerator. Air pushed through a grate on the wall, smelling slightly like the solvents we used to clean our starfighters.

			Oh, stars. Whatever chemicals they were using to prepare our bodies to be frozen were already coming through that grate.

			“I saved you all!” Ivy said, not really answering my question. “And you are so very, very welcome. I mean that from the bottom of my heart.”

			Maybe it was better to play along. “Thank you!” I said. “We’re so grateful to you for saving us! And you were really effective at it too. We’re all saved now. So if you don’t mind, we’d like to be going…” I inched my foot toward the grate, pulling it tight against the restraints that tethered me to the back of the unit. If I pivoted my toes, I could just barely slide them to the edge of the grate, but I couldn’t reach to kick it in.

			“How,” Ivy said, “do you intend to show me your undying gratitude?”

			I shot an alarmed look at Nedd, who shrugged, as if to say, It was your brilliant idea to thank the insane artificial intelligence.

			I shot him a glare that I hoped replied, Unless you’re going to help, you don’t get to criticize.

			I thought my message got through, because Nedd opened his mouth. “We thought a thank-you would suffice.”

			The AI made a disgruntled noise but was interrupted by screams in the warehouse. Through the refrigerator glass and the windows that overlooked the warehouse, we watched a DDF starship fly through the nowhere portal, headed straight for the warehouse wall. The Dulo shot out the wall and kept flying, right out of the warehouse again and into the sky beyond. Outside, I could see more buildings like this one, rows and rows of them.

			I blinked.

			Who had that been? Gilaf? Alanik? Arturo?

			“That was one way to get in,” Nedd said.

			Stars, how bad had things gotten out there that one of our flight members had flown a ship through that gate?

			“It was,” I agreed. A moment later, the radio at my belt sputtered to life.

			“Nedder?” Arturo said. “Sentry? Are you there? Do you copy?”

			I tried to reach the radio so I could press the button to respond, but it was just out of my reach.

			Scud. There had to be a way to respond. Nedd and I stared at the hole in the warehouse wall as if willing Arturo to return.

			He didn’t.

			“I guess that wasn’t our rescue, then,” Nedd said.

			“I wonder if you are suffering memory loss,” Ivy said. “As I distinctly said, you have already been saved. By me.”

			Right.

			“If we’ve been saved,” Nedd said, “then why are you putting us in storage?”

			“I am merely protecting you from the consequences of your own ignorance,” Ivy said imperiously. “So many of your people don’t seem to understand that I’ve saved them. Even the people who programmed me never came back to show their appreciation! Can you imagine?”

			I wondered what happened to those people and if it involved her chaining them up. But I didn’t think asking was going to help us get out of here, which had to be our first priority.

			While Ivy was talking, I flexed my foot up and down, pushing through the tingling sensation to work my toes under the edge of the grate. There were no visible bolts on the outside, which was promising. Besides smelling terrible, the gas emanating from the grate was starting to make my lungs burn. I guessed it wouldn’t kill us if the end goal was for us to be frozen and preserved, and it was slow-acting, possibly to prevent it from killing us as it transitioned us into cryosleep. But I still wanted to stop breathing it as soon as possible.

			“All those fighters out there,” Nedd said, “did you save them too?”

			“I certainly did!” Ivy said. “Do you know what those Superiority aliens would have done to me if they’d found out what I was doing here? I saved all these people from them. Would you like to know how many?”

			Oh, stars. Ivy had co-opted the station that watched the preserve, convincing the varvax here to work with her instead of their own government.

			“A couple hundred thousand?” Nedd guessed.

			“Almost five million,” Ivy said.

			Stars, how big was her operation, if she’d been able to collect five million humans? How many other planets were there like Blightfall, and how long had this been going on? It would take far fewer than five million troops to overwhelm Epiphany. We had to warn them.

			I kept up my efforts, wiggling my toes up and down under the edge of the grate. It was hard to tell through my boot if it was moving, but I thought I felt it give the tiniest bit each time my toes flexed. Unless she had a camera pointed directly at my foot, Ivy wouldn’t be able to see what I was doing past the frame of the refrigerator doors.

			Nedd seemed to have caught on, because he twisted his own boot toward the grate on his side of the unit and kept Ivy talking. “Why train the gladiators on Blightfall against scions?” he asked. “With light-whips and shock spears?”

			“I’ve trained warriors in all specialties,” Ivy said. “Even I, who can predict probabilities down to a hundredth of a percent, don’t know exactly which possibilities will become a reality. So I planned for them all! Do you know how much coordination that required? How much effort? How much loving care? And I had only varvax to help me! So many times they almost revealed my plans to the Superiority. They must have found out about us a month ago, because one day, half our taynix disappeared, just like that! All we had left were the ones under my protection in here.”

			Ah, that was how Ivy had held on to the taynix. The ones under her control had been in the nowhere when the delvers liberated the Superiority’s captive slugs.

			Yes, the grate was definitely moving under my toes now. I tried to push against the numbness, to rotate my foot as much as I could.

			The grate slid off, leaning against my leg, and I carefully nudged it against the wall, where it stood upright, still mostly covering the compartment within. Through the open slit along the top of the compartment, I could see hoses inside, attached to cartridges containing various liquids, all labeled in a language I couldn’t read.

			“How do you hide from the delvers in here?” Nedd asked. He had his toe under the grate on that side now, wiggling it.

			“Oh, them?” Ivy asked. “They never leave the center of the realm. This realm shouldn’t even have a center, did you know? There is no center to infinite space. Still, here on the edges, it’s only a matter of bending the infinite curve of time a little, and poof! A pocket where no one will find you. Certainly not them. It’s not like they’re going to dig their heads out of the infinite sands of space-time to come looking.”

			“Right,” Nedd said. “That clears that right up.”

			“But the varvax!” Ivy continued. “I’ve had to watch them every minute, just to keep them from bungling the whole thing! Can you imagine how much I’ve suffered?”

			“Yeah,” Nedd said. “Sounds awful.”

			Nedd nudged the cover off the compartment on his side, and the humming sound of the unit grew louder. There were electronic parts in there, parts that made the unit function. If we could damage what was inside, we might be able to stop the operation of the entire thing, which should also release our light-line restraints. But I couldn’t lift my foot high enough to kick inside the grate, and my hands were still bound tight.

			“Not that it’s a burden to watch,” Ivy said. “I have subroutines to handle that. It barely touches my processing power; the effort is so small as to be almost immeasurable. But to have to interact with varvax with their petty concerns and their frail bodies? It’s almost insulting.”

			I was no fan of varvax, given what they’d done to Detritus, but even I felt a little offended on their behalf.

			“What are you going to do with the people,” Nedd asked, “now that you’ve saved them?”

			The avatar of Ivy gave him a look of consternation, like a mother annoyed at a child who’d asked the same question for the hundredth time. She spoke slowly, as if we might be having a hard time understanding her words. “I’m going to protect them,” she said. “I thought I said that already.”

			“You did,” Nedd said.

			“I know I did,” Ivy said. “I have a databank that records everything. I’m making a note of this particular dialogue, so if you feel the need to ask this again, I can simply replay it for you. Because I care.”

			“She’s not going to let us go,” I said. “We’re going to die here.”

			As I took stock of our options, I became aware that the entire unit was beginning to cool. Goose bumps broke out on my flesh beneath my flightsuit. Every breath irritated my lungs—I could only imagine the gas contained some compound that would prevent our cells from expanding and being destroyed as we froze, but it didn’t feel good.

			“We’re not here to attack you,” Nedd said. “We only fired on your ships because they attacked us first. We lied about being from the Superiority. We’re only here to find other humans, and we did! So you don’t need to worry about us. You can let us go. We don’t have to fight each other.”

			I didn’t have a weapon to shoot out the compartment, and I couldn’t punch or kick it. The only tool I had available to me was the grate I’d already knocked loose. I didn’t want to do anything to draw Ivy’s attention to the fact that I’d opened it, so I scooted my foot ever so slowly backward, allowing the grate to slide farther along the floor inch by inch, revealing more of the compartment behind it.

			“I want to believe you,” Ivy said, “but your friends flew a starfighter through the wall of my incubatorium. Do you know how valuable walls are?”

			“Um,” Nedd said, “that wall was made of brick, right? So…not very?”

			There, near the top of the compartment, I could see a panel with a number of buttons and switches. If I shuffled the grate cover slightly off-kilter, I might be able to angle the top corner of it to press some of the buttons. I had no way to know which ones did what, and any abrupt change might draw the varvax down on us.

			But I didn’t know what else to do, so I had to try. I shifted my foot back, angling the grate cover, trying to get the top corner in place.

			“It depends on how rare bricks are in your current environment!” Ivy said. “Supply and demand! But even if I forgive you the destruction of my wall, there’s the fact that you’ve essentially come into my home and assaulted my children with a weapon of war. That’s hardly friendly behavior, now is it? Do you know what that behavior tells me about you?”

			Nedd and I exchanged a glance. “What?” Nedd said.

			“It tells me you are exactly the sort of people who need my protection! Humans face so many threats. There’s the Superiority, of course, but do you know what the greatest threat is?”

			“Our puny little brains?” Nedd suggested.

			“Close, but your brains aren’t the only part of you that fails itself.”

			“Good thing we have you to take care of us,” I said.

			There. The corner of the grate now pointed at the panel. Since I didn’t know what any of the buttons did, I didn’t care which ones I hit. I slipped my toes on top of the bottom part of the grate and applied pressure, so the top corner slowly bore down on the button panel.

			“Yes, it is,” Ivy said. “A very good thing.”

			Out the window, the varvax teams moved through the warehouse, waking up banks of humans and equipping them for battle.

			“Are they really ready to fight?” I asked. “They look a little confused.”

			One of the buttons depressed, but nothing seemed to happen. I shifted my foot, sliding the grate an inch to the side.

			“The disorientation will wear off shortly,” Ivy said. “It’s natural for them to feel a bit out of sorts when they wake. Some of them have been unconscious for centuries! And the disorientation helps them to understand their instructions. They’re less likely to question their task if it’s given to them in the first few minutes after they awaken.”

			Ivy might not respond well to pandering, but she sure did like to talk about herself and her brilliant plans.

			I heard a slight scraping sound on the other side of the refrigerator. Nedd froze, and I stared forward until he began talking again. “You say you want to protect humans, and that we need you to save us. But you’re treating those people down there like cogs in a machine, and using them to destroy other humans. That’s a betrayal of everything you claim to represent.”

			I snuck a glance down at the grate on Nedd’s side. He’d maneuvered his similarly to mine and was working to get the corner of it angled into a mass of wires, right at the point where they connected to the electrical panel.

			I wanted to congratulate him, but that would obviously have to wait.

			“My army is not a machine,” Ivy snapped. For the first time, she sounded angry. He’d clearly hit a nerve.

			“It was a metaphor,” I said. “You know what a metaphor is, right?”

			“I could recite an alphabetical list of eleven million five hundred and ninety-eight of your species’ most commonly used metaphors,” Ivy said. “You think you’re so original, but some of those metaphors have been recorded in use tens of millions of times!”

			That was a dodge of the question. I was pretty sure Ivy was just spitting facts to sound smart, which was a classic diversion. If we hadn’t needed to stay on her good side, I might have pointed that out.

			I pressed up on the panel, pushing another button, and this time, the gas coming out of the vent stopped.

			That bought us some time, at least. Now we needed to figure out how to disable the restraints and the cooling mechanism so we didn’t freeze to death.

			I shifted my hips, wiggling the radio at my belt and extending my fingers until my bound hand could reach the response button on my radio.

			If we couldn’t disable the cryogenic unit in time, at least we’d be ready when Arturo tried to contact us again.

		

	
		
			
				Forty-Four

				Arturo

			
			The ships had stopped searching for me and were beginning to descend, probably to protect the warehouse again. I wasn’t going to get a better chance to ambush them. “Here we go,” I said to the others.

			Whipping around the rock we were hiding behind, I opened fire on the nearest ship, catching it unawares from behind. Its shields were weak, and I took it out, then slipped between two more chunks of debris, approaching the next nearest ship. All the hunks of rock—stars, hunks of Earth—would keep the others from drawing a bead on me to take me out from a distance.

			“Alanik,” I said, showering the nearest ship with destructor fire, “are we still affected by the inhibitor around Blightfall?”

			Alanik shook her head. “Inhibitors don’t work in here,” she said. “Just like hyperjumps.”

			“Jorgen has been able to communicate with people in the nowhere before,” I said. He’d done it when our teammate Spensa had gotten lost on this side. “Can you try to reach him?” He clearly couldn’t pierce the inhibitor around Blightfall, but maybe we could reach him here.

			“I’ll try,” Alanik said.

			I threw the ship around a particularly large chunk of rock, coming face-to-face with a third ship on the other side. I opened fire, taking a hit to my shield before eliminating the enemy fighter altogether. The pilot didn’t eject. Stars, I hated hurting these people, but we were too outnumbered not to take what shots I could.

			“Watch out!” Suki shouted as destructor fire showered us from both sides. I threw my ship into a barrel roll, dodging through one burst of fire, and then reversed, rolling the other way through another. I took another hit to my shield, but it was a miracle I hadn’t taken more.

			Alanik gripped the sides of her seat, like she wished she could hyperjump anywhere but here, and stars, I wished she would take me with her. The many taynix still crowded in my ship were rattling around, fluting annoyed little noises, and I didn’t blame them. “How much is it bothering you not to have control of the ship?” I asked her.

			“There are words in your language,” Alanik said, “that mean I dislike it a lot. But I can’t think of them right now.”

			I slowed, and the two ships crossed in front of me, ready to swing back around and fire again. I grabbed one of the ships with my light-lance, throwing it into a piece of debris, and opened fire on the other as it tried to turn itself around and come back in my direction.

			Five ships down. My monitors showed that some of the others were still moving toward the warehouse, but others were working their way toward us. If they wanted to split their numbers for me, all the better. I flew around a flat piece of rock and intercepted another ship, which opened fire immediately. I executed another complicated set of dodging maneuvers and pulled a light-lance turn to swing around another rock and fire on the ship.

			“Hate?” I suggested.

			“Yes, that one,” Alanik said. “There are others?”

			Two more ships raced into the fray, and I flew a twin-scissor right between them, then focused my fire on the first ship, taking it down.

			“Loathe,” I said. “Abhor. Detest. Abominate.”

			“ ‘Abominate’ has a nasty ring to it,” Suki said.

			“I like it,” Alanik said. “It’s perfect.”

			“I’d switch seats with you,” I said, concentrating my fire on the closest ship. “But I don’t think this is our moment.”

			“Above!” Suki yelled, and sure enough, more destructor fire rained down. I dove, putting debris between me and them. There were too many ships on me now. I needed to move away, hide, and separate them again to regain the upper hand.

			“Amphi!” Alanik said. “I found him!”

			Arturo? Jorgen’s voice said in my mind, and it felt so good to hear him I could have cried. Most cytonics could only speak to other cytonics mind-to-mind, but Jorgen’s unusual communication powers made him an exception to that rule. What the scud is going on over there?

			Stars, where to begin. Earth was clearly the biggest discovery, but explaining that would take some backtracking.

			Wait, Jorgen said, you’re on Earth?

			Oh, right. He could read my mind.

			We were attacked on arrival and got stuck on Blightfall, I thought, trying to fill him in as quickly as I could. Varvax are training human warriors, then sending them through a nowhere portal for reasons currently unclear. We flew through the portal and found it leads to Earth, stuck in the nowhere. I think that’s the cause of the weird debris and the inhibitor around the planet.

			I wove through debris, but one of the enemy ships had taken a page out of my book and hidden. The ship tethered itself around a rock ahead, doubling back and coming straight for me. I opened fire, executing a spin to dodge. I didn’t think I hit the ship at all, but I did succeed in making it fly off course, sparing my own shields a direct hit.

			You’re under attack? Jorgen asked.

			Yeah, I said. Drones and piloted ships, on both sides of the nowhere portal. They had taynix captives but they’ve been freed now.

			I’ll send backup to the planet, Jorgen said. It’ll be a few hours before they can get to you through the inhibitor field.

			The enemy ship passed me and used its light-lance to spin around a piece of debris toward me. I snagged a smaller rock near me and threw it at the ship, shearing one of its wings clean off.

			Send a large force, I said. We’ve faced heavy resistance. Stars, I hadn’t told him about the diplomats. Their deaths seemed so long ago. Shame flooded through me. We lost Ferret, Underscore, Blaze, Dasha, and Katri in the first attack.

			I’m sorry, Jorgen said. He could have been angry that I’d lost half my team, but all I felt from his words was concern.

			I scanned the monitors. Some of the ships had hidden among the debris. Either I’d killed enough of them that they were starting to fear me, or they were setting up an ambush.

			“I think we can head back,” Alanik said. “I saw where some of them are hiding. I can plot you a safer route.”

			I ducked the ship behind a large rock while she did so, keeping an eye on my monitors for nearby motion, but I didn’t see any.

			Combat over? Jorgen asked.

			For the moment, I said. Nedd and Sadie are presumably trapped in a facility on this side of the gate. We need to go back for them, but there are ships in our way.

			“Here,” Alanik said, indicating a path through the debris, and I followed her instructions, swinging out wide and then working my way back down to the warehouse through an area that was particularly thick with rocks and pieces of broken buildings.

			You okay? Jorgen asked. The mind-to-mind contact relayed some of his intent along with the words. He wasn’t asking about the state of the mission or the physical state of my ship. He was asking about me, probably because he’d sensed the wave of shame along with the news about the deaths of our teammates.

			I’m doing my job, I said. I watched for ships on the monitors, but I didn’t see any in our immediate vicinity.

			I didn’t ask if you were doing your job, Jorgen said. I’ve done a lot of this job in a state of not being okay.

			That was fair. He’d once led us on one of our most successful diplomatic missions right after his parents had been murdered. I didn’t have a right to complain.

			Stop it, Jorgen said. Of course you have a right to complain.

			Dude, I said. Get out of my head.

			I felt something from Jorgen that resembled laughter. Sorry. Perils of being a psychic.

			I didn’t think he could delve deep into my mind. He didn’t know all my secrets, unless I was thinking about them on the surface. But so much was right there, so raw. My failures, my confusion, my anger.

			Yeah, Jorgen said. I’m intimately familiar with that feeling.

			I don’t have control of this situation, I said.

			Yeah. You know, I’ve felt like that every moment since before we left flight school.

			Fine, but now I feel it, and it’s much worse! I liked it better when you were in charge. I skirted around a rock nearly the size of Platform Prime back home.

			More laughter.

			I needed to figure out how Jorgen did it. Set aside my personal feelings and my fears about the future, and just forge ahead. Take the risk. Do the thing.

			Yeah, Jorgen said. Act like me. I’m sure that will help.

			“There are two hiding in the debris ahead,” Alanik said. “More waiting beyond that.”

			You’ve got this, Jorgen said. Get Sadie and Nedd out of there and hold on until backup arrives.

			Copy, I said.

			Jorgen didn’t tell me how to get out of this. He just trusted me to do it, even knowing I’d lost half the team.

			If I wanted to get through those ships and rescue Sadie and Nedd, I needed to summon that kind of confidence in myself.

		

	
		
			
				Forty-Five

				Sadie

			
			When Arturo called the next time, I leaned to the side and pressed the button to reply. “Nedder?” Arturo called. “Sentry? This is Amphi. Do you copy?”

			“That’s our flightleader,” I said to Ivy. “The one that crashed through the wall. Can I answer him? He hasn’t heard yet about how you protected us. I think he should know.”

			“Do you think it will change anything?” Ivy said. “It’s so hard for you humans to comprehend my benevolence.”

			“Arturo is all about benevolence,” Nedd said. “It’s like his favorite thing.”

			Arturo was quiet, so I hoped he could hear us and had wisely decided to listen in.

			“Talk to him while you can,” Ivy said cheerfully. “It’s the last you’ll speak to anyone for a long while.”

			Stars, that was terrifying. “Amphi,” I said, “we’re here with Ivy, the AI who’s been building a human army and cryogenically freezing them. She’d like to tell you all about it, but she’s worried you won’t be suitably impressed.”

			There was a beat of silence, and I worried I hadn’t gotten my radio turned on after all, but then Arturo responded. “You’ve also got an impressive flight of pilots out here.” The sound of destructor fire blasted over the radio. Oh, stars. He was in combat. “Any chance you could call them off?”

			Ivy laughed. It was an unnatural sound, more like someone pretending to laugh than actual laughter. “I have more than just one flight of pilots,” she said.

			I supposed this was our chance to learn exactly what she’d amassed out there. “You have…two flights?” I asked.

			“Seven thousand pilots,” Ivy said. “Five armies. Two navies. A few battalions of marksmen, four hundred elite strike forces, and another hundred ballistics experts. You need fewer of them, since they don’t carry the bombs in person. Less messy that way. One hundred four cytonics of various specialties. And forty-five tacticians. Better not to have too many of them awake at one time, as they get in each other’s way, but it’s important to have a few redundancies.”

			That sounded like a nightmare. The Superiority had suppressed violence, which was good on the surface, but it left us unprepared to defend against an enemy like this as a united galactic front. Scud, I wasn’t even sure we were a united galactic front yet, even if we did have the firepower.

			“You hearing this, Amphi?” I asked. “Are you impressed yet?”

			More shooting came over the radio. “Very impressed!” Arturo said. “Let me know where you are so I can come tell Ivy how impressed I am in person.”

			For all her supposed brilliance, Ivy hadn’t noticed that I’d turned off the flow of gas into the unit. I stole a glance down at Nedd’s panel. He had it angled just right and was easing the grate against the side of his boot, sliding it up against the wire connections.

			“We’re back in the facility where you took out the wall!” I said. “You kind of abandoned us here, sir.”

			“Yeah, sorry,” Arturo said. “We’ve had a little bit of excitement up here.”

			“It’s always fascinating what you humans find exciting,” Ivy said. “And by fascinating I mean incredibly dull.”

			Nedd eased the grate panel back and forth, back and forth. I could see the wires shifting, though the power to the unit remained on.

			More destructor fire sounded over the radio. “This planet we’re on,” Amphi said. “It’s Earth.”

			It took a moment for that to sink in. “What?” I said.

			“This place. It’s Earth, Sentry. You’re on Earth right now.”

			That didn’t seem right. If I were on Earth, I would know it, wouldn’t I? Though I’d never been on Earth, and neither had my parents, or my grandparents. No one had seen it for a hundred years. How would I know it from anyplace else?

			“We’re in the nowhere,” I said, trying to still my body’s shaking, to concentrate on the words, meditate on the words, be the words. Oh, stars. No wonder no one had been able to find it, not for centuries. “Earth is in the nowhere?”

			“Yes,” Arturo said. “And it looks like it took some damage coming in. Several continents have been destroyed.”

			“You’re welcome,” Ivy said.
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			“We’re welcome?” I said, letting my rising hysteria bleed into my voice. “Is that how you saved us? Did you suck Earth into the nowhere?”

			“You’re welcome!” Ivy said again.

			“Yeah, thanks,” Nedd said. I could hear the shock and panic behind his words. “Did Amphi just say half of it was destroyed?”

			“Amphi is incorrect,” Ivy said. “None of Earth was destroyed. Parts of it were simply propelled into the riftwake above the surface and around the planet Blightfall.”

			Stars, so that was the debris field we’d flown through. “It was turned into a mass of floating rocks!” I said. “That seems pretty destroyed to me.”

			“Your definition is dubious,” Ivy said. “But even if we accept it, only twenty-three and three-tenths percent of the surface of Earth was destroyed in its transition from the somewhere to the nowhere. So it would be more correct to say that less than one-quarter of Earth was destroyed when I saved it, if you insist on using inflammatory terms and inexact generalities.”

			“Scudding hell,” Arturo said. “Saved it from what?”

			“From the amassing armies of the Superiority during the Third Human War,” Ivy said. “They were going to destroy you, once and for all. And I saved you.”

			Our Defiant ancestors had already left Earth before that attack, so we hadn’t personally been saved by whatever Ivy had done. The only outcome I knew was that Earth had disappeared, never to be found no matter how many scientists searched for evidence of it. Many had theorized it had been entirely destroyed.

			It was here all along, in the nowhere.

			“Like hell you did,” Nedd said, and he jammed his foot to the side, as hard as he could against his restraints, sending the corner of the grate jabbing into the wire connections.

			The humming noise immediately ceased. The light-line restraints winked out, and my hands and feet were suddenly free. They still tingled slightly, but I threw myself forward against the unit’s glass doors.

			The doors held tight. Ivy’s avatar smirked at me, though she didn’t comment, as if our disabling of her cryogenic freezer was beneath her notice.

			“If my creators could not escape from me,” Ivy said, “neither will you.”

			Stars, I hoped she was wrong about that. Nedd slumped against the back of the unit behind me, while I beat my fists against the glass. It was still scudding cold in here, and we were still trapped.

			“Your creators really asked you to do this?” I said. “They told you to, what, save Earth? And they weren’t specific about how you should do it?”

			“Why should they have been specific?” Ivy asked. “They knew I was smarter than they could ever hope to be. They knew I would be able to calculate the exact odds of Earth’s survival and figure out the best possible way to save it.”

			“The best possible way?” Nedd asked. “You said it destroyed a quarter of the planet!”

			“Twenty-three and three-tenths percent! This is why they left the decision to me. Humans are so emotional. So unwilling to accept losses, to accept the cost of survival. I was designed to calculate those risks, to make that decision so you wouldn’t have to! My math was impeccable, my judgment beyond reproach. This was absolutely the very best outcome for Earth given the unchangeable parameters. None of you were willing to make the call. You lack courage! And then when you learn how I saved you, do you thank me?”

			“We did, in fact,” Nedd said.

			“No!” Ivy said. “All you worry about is the damage and the deaths.”

			So many deaths. Stars, with that much of the planet destroyed, how many could have survived? Physics worked differently in the nowhere, but I was pretty sure people could still die from environmental conditions, or, you know, a quarter of their planet exploding.

			They’d asked her to save Earth. But what about its people?

			“This facility is staffed by varvax,” I said. “Not humans. Is that because…Ivy, when you saved Earth, how many humans survived?”

			Ivy, for the first time since she’d revealed herself to us, was completely silent.

		

	
		
			
				Forty-Six

				Sadie

			
			We had to get out of here. Ivy was allowing Arturo and me to talk because she thought there was no chance of us escaping. Made sense, since she had us locked inside a box.

			“Arturo,” I said, “You almost here?”

			“Hang on,” Arturo said.

			“Even if he manages to fight through,” Ivy said, “my varvax will have another flight of pilots awake and ready soon.”

			I smothered the urge to scream. “I thought you wanted some humans alive to appreciate you! You murdered an entire planet’s worth of people and now you’re going to kill us too?”

			“I did not,” Ivy snapped. “Much of the population had emigrated, and another large percentage had evacuated. Of those who were left, some of them survived.”

			“How many?” I asked.

			Ivy didn’t respond.

			“How many?”

			“Twelve million,” Ivy said. “Ten and thirteen one-hundredths percent of the remaining population of the planet.”

			“And where are those people now?” I asked. “Frozen? Or did you only preserve the useful ones?”

			“Their descendants…evade me,” Ivy said defensively.

			I bet they did. Stars, Earth was yet another prison colony.

			“Almost there,” Arturo said.

			I kicked at the glass doors with my boots, then picked up the grate cover—no longer caring what Ivy might think—and banged it against the glass, but to no avail. Arturo wouldn’t be able to fight all the way up here and free us. We had to get ourselves free if we wanted to join him when he returned.

			I threw my whole body against the glass, and this time the unit rocked forward, just slightly. I looked back at Nedd. He met my eyes, and I leaned against the back of the unit again.

			Then we threw ourselves at the glass doors in tandem. The box rocked forward and then righted itself with a thud.

			“What are you doing?” Ivy asked. For the first time, she looked concerned.

			“Come on,” Nedd said, and together we threw ourselves against the glass again, then threw ourselves backward, rocking the unit back and forth, each time tipping it a little farther.

			“Stop that!” Ivy said, then began calling for her varvax assistants in hisses and clicks.

			“So about that date,” I said to Nedd as we tossed our bodies back and forth. “What are we going to do? Dinner? A moonlit walk through a scion forest?”

			“Picnic on the beach?” Nedd asked, strain evident in his voice. “I think I could arrange for us to visit one on Evershore. There are some kitsen who owe me a favor.”

			“Evershore it is,” I said, wincing as I hit the glass with my shoulder. “I want to swim in the ocean.”

			“Yes,” Nedd said. “Please.”

			“Where in the building are you?” Arturo asked.

			On the next tip, the unit came precariously close to toppling over before it fell back again.

			Stars, he was listening to this. “Second floor,” I said as we rushed the doors again. “Room above the warehouse floor with big windows facing in.”

			“Here it goes,” Nedd said, and the whole unit tipped forward. Nedd and I landed on top of the glass doors as they shattered against the floor beneath us, and we both immediately braced ourselves against the unit above us and lifted.

			We pulled the thing off us, our arms bleeding, and scrambled out from beneath it in time to see two things: Ivy’s alarmed expression as she frantically called for help, and the warehouse outside exploding inward, concrete showering the cryopods, forming a second large hole next to the first one.

			The door flew open, and several varvax barreled through. I grabbed the nearest gurney and rolled it into the path of the varvax, knocking the nearest one off its feet.

			“Stop them!” Ivy shouted.

			These varvax were medical assistants, not warriors, and they didn’t have weapons, though I imagined those who did would be following soon.

			One of the varvax grabbed medical implements from a tray and began hurling them in our direction. I ducked the first one, but the varvax picked up a second. It lifted it high, ready to throw, then screamed. The tool changed in midair, becoming the multicolored body of Hoid. Another implement on the tray turned into Twist, who shouted an impressive array of swear words at the varvax. I was as surprised to hear her conjure so many original words as I was by the content.

			They had managed to camouflage themselves. I grabbed for Twist while Nedd stumbled to the door, nearly colliding with a team of varvax with destructor pistols, flanked by more electric shock drones. Nedd swore and threw the door closed.

			Stars, we were still trapped in here. Just then Arturo’s ship flew through the hole he’d blasted, and the ceiling outside exploded in destructor fire, sending more chunks of concrete raining down. The windows shattered with it, and Arturo shot his light-lance at us, hitting one of the gurneys near the hole where the window had been.

			“Grab on!” Arturo shouted over the radio.

			The varvax in the room were now cowering behind the tank of cryogenic fluid. Nedd grabbed Hoid and stumbled across the room to the line of light.

			“Stop them!” Ivy shouted again, and I tucked Twist under my arm and ran to where Nedd waited. He grabbed me by the hand and hauled me out through the window, where we hung from Arturo’s light-lance, the gurney falling to dangle beneath us. Destructor pistols fired below us, and Arturo canvassed the room with fire, vaporizing varvax and humans alike. Nedd and I clung desperately to the light-lance with our limbs still partially numb. We hung just beneath the fuselage as Arturo cruised through the portal, out of the facility, and into the arena again.

		

	
		
			
				Forty-Seven

				Arturo

			
			We flew out through the portal into the arena. I circled the ship and hovered beside an old corpse of a fallen scion, careful to let Nedd and Sadie climb off the light-line without bumping into anything. They both looked shaken and their arms were bleeding, but they were alive.

			“You returned!” Dayan shouted to me over the radio.

			The arena had emptied somewhat, though I imagined the streets outside were in chaos. Once Nedd and Sadie were safely on the ground, I lifted my ship into the air again, aiming my destructors at the portal. I’d taken care of some of the ships outside the warehouse and a lot of the armed varvax inside, but Ivy apparently had millions of soldiers available to awaken, and any number of them could come through at any moment.

			The gate remained still. No one emerged.

			“Permission to investigate?” Alanik said.

			“Not alone,” I said, landing on the arena floor. I didn’t know what all Nedd and Sadie had been through, but they were both sitting on the arena sand and looking reluctant to stand. “Take Gilaf with you.”

			Alanik nodded and disembarked, joining Gilaf at the edge of the arena. They disappeared behind the gate, still dark, though no longer obscured by the fog.

			“It’s closed,” Alanik said over the radio. “Locked. I don’t know how to open it from this side.”

			They weren’t coming after us, then. Now that we knew she had Earth and a massive army of humans, Ivy had locked up her hidden corner of the nowhere, with our home planet and its remaining inhabitants as her captives.

			Alanik and Gilaf returned from the gate, and Dayan approached, this time with a small group of people I didn’t recognize. They were eyeing Alanik and Gilaf nervously, so I stepped between them.

			“This is council leader Moran,” Dayan said to me. “She realizes that you just saved our city from alien attackers, but she’s pretty confused on the finer points.”

			Finally, I could say the words I’d wanted to say since we arrived. “Our reinforcements are on their way,” I said. “We’ll monitor the portal until they arrive.”

			Suki floated out of my ship on her little disk, while our taynix all convened on the sand beneath the wing of my ship in a big cuddle pile with their new taynix friends. The council leaders looked even more alarmed at this display, but they didn’t appear inclined to violence, which was a start. I didn’t know how many of them had been in league with Ivy, or what they had known about her control of the settlement here, but now that they were separated from her, they posed much less of a threat.

			“If you don’t mind, flightleader,” Suki said, her pin translating aloud for everyone, “I’d love to begin answering the council’s questions and ask a few of mine in return.”

			I looked at the council leaders for their reaction. They hesitated, and then the one Dayan had called Moran spoke. “We would love to speak with you and get some answers,” she said.

			“I don’t know if I can provide you with all the answers you seek,” Suki said, “but I will try.”

			“Can you supervise that?” I asked Dayan quietly. I wasn’t about to leave Suki alone with humans who, until an hour ago, had presumably hated all aliens universally and may have been working with the enemy.

			“Of course,” Dayan said.

			“Gilaf can attend me also,” Suki said, “as my personal security detail. With the flightleader’s permission, of course.”

			“Sure,” I said, nodding to Gilaf, and he followed Suki, Dayan, and the council leaders as they convened in the stands.

			Alanik and I stood quietly on the arena floor, watching as several of the gladiators surrounded one of the surviving scions and gently herded it into a corner. I wondered if these people’s relationship to the creatures would change, once they understood that their combat against the scions had always been manipulated by darker forces.

			“Ivy could open that portal again at any time,” Alanik said. “As long as these people live here, they’re in danger.”

			That was true. Our business here was clearly far from over. We’d barely begun.

			“Thank you,” I said.

			Alanik squinted at me. “For what?”

			“For fighting beside me,” I said.

			Alanik smiled, appraising me for a moment. “It is always a pleasure to fight beside you,” she said. She held my gaze, and stars, I wanted to kiss her. I hesitated, looking around at Epiphany’s leadership in the stands with our flightmates, the gladiators standing around the exhausted scion, Nedd and Sadie getting their wounds looked at by some of the stadium’s medics.

			Alanik seemed to sense my hesitation. “We decided we did not care about social convention,” she said. “But I suppose with the diplomatic situation here, this is not the place to begin to break it.”

			Stars, we could have died multiple times over these last few days. It might not be the wisest diplomatic choice, but who was to say we weren’t setting an example for good alien–human relations?

			I closed the distance between Alanik and me, and I kissed her. She smiled against my lips.

			And in that moment, I didn’t care who was watching.

			

			* * *

			A few hours later, our DDF reinforcements finally arrived. Several flights of starfighters gathered in the sky above Epiphany while a small carrier descended. It seated twenty people, including FM and a diplomatic envoy. I introduced the diplomats to Dayan first. “They can introduce you to the city’s leadership,” I said, and Dayan thankfully nodded. “Suki’s already been talking to them.”

			“Anything I should know before we do this?” FM asked me.

			“These people have been conditioned and radicalized by a contingent of rogue varvax who were acting under the command of an AI, not the Superiority,” I said. “The AI and the varvax turned on these people, tried to kill them, and an entire arena of spectators witnessed it all. I’m…pretty sure they’re going to be ready to work with us, given that they just watched us fight to protect their people, alongside their own gladiatorial heroes.”

			“The privilege was ours,” Dayan said.

			FM nodded. “Good work,” she said to me. She was in full diplomat mode, so she didn’t stop to interrogate me about Ivy, but I imagined she’d get the full report from Jorgen and have many, many questions then.

			Didn’t we all.

			A member of the Command staff beckoned me toward the carrier ship. “The admiral wants to see you,” he said.

			The fact that Jorgen had come in person told me he already had a sense of how serious this was. It was my job to give him the full report, but I hadn’t been present for some of our most important discoveries.

			“Sadie!” I called across the arena.

			Sadie looked up from where she sat next to Nedd. Their arms were bandaged from where they’d apparently broken down a glass cabinet with their own bodies.

			I jogged over. “Jorgen needs a report,” I said. “Come with me.”

			Sadie looked at Nedd, like I might be talking to him.

			“Sentry,” I said, “come on. You saw more of what went on than anyone.”

			“Nedd was there too,” she said. “And he’s the assistant—”

			“He knows my rank,” Nedd interrupted. “But you did the talking, Sadie. Go help with the report.”

			Sadie shook her head. “Shouldn’t you two be the ones to talk to Jorgen?”

			Sadie had led the conversation—had led all of our conversations, since the moment we arrived. She was the obvious choice. Nedd seemed to agree. “Who, me?” he asked. “Do work that other people are perfectly able to do for me? No thanks. I’m going to stay here and try to block that time I was almost cryogenically frozen from my memory forever.”

			I clapped him on the shoulder. “Unfortunately, I’d like you to go with FM to help Dayan answer her questions.”

			“Fine,” Nedd said, climbing to his feet. “I guess my psychological repression will have to wait until later.”

			Sadie and I climbed into the carrier and found Jorgen sitting on a wide bench at the back that could easily seat three people. He motioned for us to take the seats that faced inward on either side of the bench, and we did, Sadie more reluctantly than me.

			“You may leave us,” Jorgen said to his remaining assistants, and they climbed out of the ship. Jorgen didn’t question Sadie’s presence. He knew I wouldn’t have invited her along if she didn’t have something valuable to share.

			“Alanik gave me an update as soon as we broke through the inhibitor,” Jorgen said. “Did you…really see Earth?”

			I nodded. “I flew in the sky above it, but Sadie and Nedd got most of the information. I was just listening over the radio.” I indicated Sadie, and she stared at me wide-eyed, then gave Jorgen a fairly detailed report of her and Nedd’s conversation with Ivy.

			“Ivy’s a real nut job,” I added. “Sounded like she was tasked with saving Earth during the Third War, and well…she sucked it into the nowhere. A huge section of it was destroyed—North and South America at least.”

			“Twenty-three and three-tenths percent of the surface,” Sadie said. “Arturo’s right. She’s crazy. Obsessed with the idea that we should thank her for what she did.”

			“Did any of the population survive?”

			“Twelve million,” Sadie said. “I don’t know how many of those are still alive. She said their descendants were hiding from her. Some of the people who survived were conscripted into her army. She’s got millions of humans stored in stasis pods, just waiting to wake them up to defend Earth.” She bit her lip. “And I think maybe now she thinks she needs to defend it from us.”

			Jorgen let out a slow breath, oblivious to Sadie’s distress. “An army of millions of humans. Ready to invade the galaxy to defend Earth. You’re sure about this.”

			“Very,” I said. “What about the space station? There may still be varvax up there. Did your forces get attacked when you arrived?”

			“We didn’t,” Jorgen said. “My team searched the station before we landed. The varvax had evacuated, and they didn’t leave any taynix behind.”

			“I think the taynix had already been rescued,” I said, “given how many Naga and Bob collected in my ship.”

			Jorgen smiled. “I’m glad they were able to take care of each other.”

			“We really found Earth,” I said. “We know where it went. That’s a good thing, isn’t it?”

			“It’s incredible,” Jorgen said. “You’ve done well,” he said, reverting to his commander voice. “You fulfilled your mission with honor. Thank you. When the rest of the team is ready, you can hyperjump back to Detritus.” He silenced my objection with a look. Scud, Jorgen was getting good at that. Must be all the practice he was getting. “Don’t worry. I’ll have more for you soon. Probably sooner than you’d like.” He looked at me. “If that’s what you still want.”

			“It is,” I said. “More than ever.” What Jorgen did in Command was essential, but he couldn’t be everywhere. He needed people in the air who would make the right decisions, prioritize our alliances, do right by our people and the rest of the species in the galaxy.

			Maybe it was hubris, but I wanted to be one of those people.

			Jorgen stood. “If you’ll excuse me, I think I have some diplomatic introductions to attend.”

			He left the ship, and Sadie stood to follow after him.

			“Hang on a minute,” I said to her.

			She regarded me nervously.

			“Did I talk too much to Ivy?” she asked. “I probably did.”

			“No,” I said. “In fact, you were the backbone of this mission. You led out on practically every part of it, and I want you to know I didn’t miss it. You stepped up, and you got the job done. Including when you were talking to a power-hungry artificial intelligence that held you captive and tried to cryogenically freeze you, which must have been scudding scary.”

			“It was,” Sadie said. “While it was happening, I didn’t think about how scary. I just sort of kept talking. And maybe I didn’t say the right things—”

			“Maybe not always,” I said. “But you said enough of the right things. You did more than your share of the mission we were given, and you did it even when it meant running into a nowhere portal while we were under attack, with no idea how you were going to get out again.” I paused. It was becoming more and more clear to me what needed to happen. “So I want to give you a promotion,” I said, “to assistant flightleader.”

			It wasn’t enough. Sadie could have led the flight. But her whole face lit up.

			“Really?” she said.

			“Yeah,” I said. “If you don’t have your eye on something bigger. Because if you’d rather, I can talk to FM about openings in her department, or—”

			“No, I’ll take it! Scud…” She looked at me in disbelief. “I’ll outrank T-Stall and Catnip! What are they going to say?”

			“I’m pretty sure they’re going to be happy for you,” I said. “Plus, now you’ll get to boss them around.”

			Sadie suddenly looked worried. “Nedd’s not leaving the flight, though, is he?”

			“Not to my knowledge,” I said. “He’s considered it, but I’d rather have you both stay on.”

			“We’ll be the same rank,” Sadie said, looking contemplative. “Does that mean we can date as long as we disclose it? I think that’s what that means.” She scrunched up her nose.

			“I don’t care if you date Nedd,” I said, “so long as I don’t have to be on the other end of the radio for any more of it.”

			“You won’t!” Sadie said. “Consider it a promise.”

			And then she hugged me.

			That…was unexpected.

			“Thank you,” she said when she collapsed back onto the bench where Jorgen had sat. She looked scudding tired. We all were. And Jorgen was right. It wouldn’t be long before there was more work to do.

			“Let’s get back,” I said. “We all need rest.”

			“You can rest,” Sadie said. “I’m going to throw myself a party!”

			I laughed. “Well, I hope we’ll all be invited.”

			Sadie just grinned.

			We stood and left the ship to join the others. I needed to tell them how impressed I was with their courage, and their willingness to follow me in the face of terrifying odds.

			I was going to need more of that loyalty, staying on as flightleader, but I was lucky. I didn’t know exactly what was coming at us, but I was facing it with a scudding amazing team.
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