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					Stuff You Should Know

					
						▶ Series: Aurora Cycle 

						▼ Cast

						Aurora Jie-Lin O’Malley—The girl out of time. Centuries ago, her colony ship, the Hadfield, was bound for Octavia III. We now know it’s a good thing she didn’t make it there because very bad, very…botanical things happened to the colonists who did. Unfortunately, this includes her dad.

						More about him in a moment.

						After joining forces with Squad 312 of the Aurora Legion, Auri started having prophetic dreams, exhibiting telekinetic powers, and generally transforming into a small but determined superhero. She learned her powers had been gifted to her by the Eshvaren, a mysterious race who defeated the Ra’haam eons ago.

						Knowing their ancient foe was only slumbering, the Eshvaren left behind a Weapon, and a way for the Trigger of that Weapon to undertake training in its use.

						Inside the Echo, a psychic training space, Auri mastered her powers—and practiced some other things with her boyfriend, Kal. She emerged, ready to take down the Ra’haam, only to discover that someone else had already stolen the Weapon.

						Also trained as a Trigger, the Syldrathi warlord known as the Starslayer had used the Weapon to destroy his own planet’s sun, and was now threatening Earth with it. Oh, and turns out he’s Kal’s dad. That was a conversation that did not end well.


Last seen: Aboard the Weapon, a crystal ship, fighting the Starslayer for control of its planet-shattering, underwear-soiling power.

						

						—

						
						Tyler Jericho Jones—The leader turned fugitive. When Tyler joined the Aurora Legion, he never imagined his squad would be full of the academy’s bottom-of-the-barrel choices. Then again, he never imagined he’d end up on the run from half the galaxy, robbing banks and ransacking shipwrecks, let alone teaming up with the meanest Syldrathi warrior he’s ever laid eyes on.

						Did I mention she’s Kal’s sister, Saedii? That boy has a lot of skeletons in his closet.

						Anyway, Tyler used his tactical brilliance and unparalleled dimples to lead his squad’s escape from Octavia to Emerald City, where they heisted a fat stack of cash, a box of mysterious gifts left long before any of these shenanigans began, and the keys to a very, very fancy new ship.

						In the middle of stealing the Hadfield’s black box, the gang was taken prisoner by the aforementioned Syldrathi warrior, Saedii. One drakkan pit fight later, Ty found himself captured by the Global Intelligence Agency (aka the GIA) alongside his new Syldrathi enemy.

						He learned many things, including what she looks like in her underwear, and that he and Scarlett are not human, as they thought, but that their mother was a Syldrathi Waywalker.


Last seen: On the run with his new frenemy, Saedii.

						

						—

						Kaliis Idraban Gilwraeth—The misunderstood warrior. From the highs of finding a new family in Squad 312 and finding love with psychic weapon Aurora to the lows of his unmasking as the son of the Starslayer and his expulsion from the squad, Kal has had quite a time recently.

						
						Cast out for omitting the teensy detail that he was the son of their archenemy, he returned to the family fold. But, twist! He remained loyal to Aurora, and fought beside her when she arrived to take on his father.


Last seen: Under psychic assault aboard the Eshvaren Weapon.

						

						—

						Scarlett Isobel Jones—The fabulous one, installer of my personality program, light of my life. She also knows where my Off switch is.

						The words “if she only applied herself” appeared more on Scar’s academy reports than on any other cadet’s in history, but her uncanny empathy (or not-so-uncanny, if you know her mother was a Syldrathi Waywalker, which Scar does not) and absolute loyalty to her twin brother, Tyler, saw her careening across the galaxy with Squad 312, never once chipping a nail.

						During their time on the run, the squad discovered a collection of gifts at the Dominion Repository, left for them many years before they’d even joined the Aurora Legion. Scar scored the best one—a necklace inset with a cluster of diamonds. They are, as everyone knows, a girl’s best friend.

						After Tyler was taken prisoner by the GIA, Scarlett and the others pushed on to help Aurora retake the Weapon from the Starslayer, save Earth, and get on with the job of killing the Ra’haam before it wakes up and eats the galaxy. No big.


						Last seen: About to make out (!!!) with Finian (!!!), but thwarted at the last moment by his realization that the diamonds on her necklace aren’t diamonds at all but Eshvaren crystal (!!!).

						Oh yeah, and then everything exploded.

						

						—

						Finian de Karran de Seel—The one who really does grow on you, once you get to know him. Resident Betraskan mechanical genius, Finian’s proven his loyalty to Squad 312 over and over.

						He might have softened his abrasive exterior, but you can pry his smart-assery from his cold, dead hands. Which you might yet get to do, given that the last thing he, Scarlett, and Zila saw at the end of our last volume was a blinding flash of light in the middle of a giant space battle to defend Earth from a very cranky Starslayer.


Last seen: Interrupting his own lifelong dream of kissing (!!!) Scarlett Jones (!!!) with his necklace realization. This boy needs to get out of his own way, seriously.

						

						—

						Zila Madran—The one with the earrings. And the brain the size of a planet.

						Although Zila’s squad thought for quite some time that she was a straight-up sociopath—and in their defense, she did show a very unhealthy affection for her disruptor’s Stun setting—we’ve since learned that as a child she saw her parents killed as they tried to protect her, and that she’s been alone in the galaxy ever since.

						Pulling off some considerable badassery, including rescuing Squad 312 from imprisonment on Saedii’s ship, she’s upped her game from theoretical to practical, and slowly but surely, the ice seems to be melting.


						Last seen: Getting blown into her component molecules, along with Scarlett and Finian, during the battle to save Earth.

						

						—

						Catherine Brannock—The fallen comrade. Best friend to Tyler and Scarlett, and the pilot for Squad 312, Cat “Zero” Brannock was an Ace without equal.

						She was consumed by the Ra’haam as the squad fled Octavia, but that wasn’t the last we saw of her. Now she’s a part of the Ra’haam, and it’s been using her knowledge to pursue Aurora, Tyler, and the rest of the squad. It’s not above using her familiar face, either. When Tyler was taken prisoner, she interrogated him as part of the GIA.


Last seen: Firing a bunch of missiles at Tyler’s favorite face.

						

						—

						Caersan, Archon of the Unbroken—Every family’s got one, and he’s Kal’s. It’s helpful to know Syldrathi politics here. 

						So the Syldrathi are split up into cabals, yes? The Warbreed are the warriors (the hint’s in the name, really), and when the Syldrathi signed a peace accord with the Terrans and Betraskans, the warriors, well…they’d have preferred to keep fighting.

						A pack of them dubbed themselves the Unbroken and started a Syldrathi civil war. They were led by Caersan, Archon of the Unbroken, aka the Starslayer. He earned the name by stealing the Eshvaren Weapon that Auri was training to use, and blowing up his own planet’s sun in an epic power move that convinced everybody else to stay right out of his way while he made war on his own people.

						
						His son, Kal, wanted nothing to do with him and split to join the Aurora Legion incognito. We’ve seen how well that worked out for him.

						His daughter, Saedii, remained loyal, and when she and Tyler were taken prisoner by the GIA, he made it quite clear that he was prepared to blow up Earth to get her back.


Last seen: Psychic-wrestling Auri for control of said Weapon.

						

						—

						Saedii Gilwraeth—The scary sister. While Kal and his mother left Caersan at a young age, Kal’s sister chose to stick with her father. She now serves as one of his Templars, commanding a huge and terrifying battleship, and a significant part of his fleet.

						She’s beautiful, she’s deadly, and she’s got a necklace of former suitors’ thumbs around her neck, so you should really think twice before you try hitting on her.

						After a couple of the Unbroken picked up Kal’s name during a bar fight back on Sempiternity, she tracked the gang from Emerald City to the wreck of the Hadfield, where she took them prisoner. After that came that whole thing with the drakkan pit fight, and she and Tyler were taken prisoner by the Global Intelligence Agency. The GIA, corrupted by the Ra’haam, was trying to start an interplanetary incident to deflect attention from its quickly ripening nursery planets. It’s all really quite complicated.

						She grudgingly admits Tyler turned out to be semi-useful during their escape.


						Last seen: Making a break for it with Tyler Jones.

						

						—

						The Eshvaren—The mysterious aliens. Eons ago, the Eshvaren fought the Ra’haam to stop it from taking over all life in the galaxy, and they won.

						Well, almost.

						The Ra’haam was actually driven into hiding, waiting approximately a bazillion years to regain its strength.

						Knowing they wouldn’t be around by the time Round 2 kicked off, the Eshvaren seeded the galaxy with hundreds of species—all bipedal, carbon-based, and capable of communicating with each other, a previously unexplained event that prompted the formation of the United Faith. Scholars will next turn their minds, no doubt, to the question of who made the makers.

						Known for their beautiful crystal artifacts, their flexible relationship with time, and their general mysteriousness, the Eshvaren created the Echo, where Aurora transformed herself from stressed-out time traveler to a brain warrior with a singular purpose.

						The Eshvaren told Auri she could only summon the power she needed if she freed herself from all the ties that bound her to her old life. But Aurora realized in the end that those ties were the reason she was willing to fight.


Last seen: Being extinct for eons.

						

						—

						The Ra’haam—The relentless and single-minded (literally) enemy.

						The Ra’haam has been trying to take over the Milky Way since time immemorial, and after its last great defeat at the hands of the Eshvaren, it retreated to twenty-two obscure nursery planets, where its last surviving seeds could slowly grow back to health beneath the surface. Nobody was counting on those pesky Terrans colonizing the planet Octavia, which woke the Ra’haam from its slumber early. It took over the bodies of the colonists—including, alas, Aurora’s father—and used them to infiltrate Terran society. 

						
						A couple of centuries after they were originally infected, the Octavia colonists have worked their way into power, now controlling the Global Intelligence Agency, Earth’s super-scary black-ops and planetary security outfit.

						They are led by Princeps, who in mind is simply another part of the Ra’haam, but in body is Aurora’s dad.

						These individual agents cannot generate the spores needed to infect others—they are only guarding against further interference with the nursery planets, where the Ra’haam has nearly finished growing back to full strength.

						Eventually those planets are set to bloom and then burst, sending spores out through the Fold to every inhabited planet in the galaxy, where they’ll infect all intelligent life, making it a part of the great, merged intelligence that is the Ra’haam.

						Hunting down Aurora and the rest of Squad 312 to keep its secret safe until the other twenty-one nursery planets were ready to bloom and burst, the Ra’haam took Tyler and Saedii prisoner. This kicked off an interplanetary incident that led to the Starslayer threatening to blow Earth to smithereens unless the GIA gave his daughter back this very minute.


						Last seen: In pursuit of Tyler and Saedii as they ran for it. But it’s everywhere, really.

						

						—

						Magellan—Oh, hi, that’s me! I’m not gonna lie. I’ve felt better than I do lately—I got zapped into broken town when Aurora touched an Eshvaren probe with me in her pocket, so I had to ask around to pick up some of this intel for you. I’m currently, uh, on a farm in the countryside, where there’s lots of room for me to run around.

						But maybe I’ll be back before the end of the story to save the day? Sounds like something I’d do…. 

						

						—

						For now, strap in, my friends, because we’re heading back in.

						Once upon a time, there were a bunch of crazy kids who refused to listen to their ultra-intelligent uniglass friend….
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			1

			ZILA

			I am rarely surprised. In any situation, I habitually calculate the odds of all possible outcomes, ensuring I am prepared for every eventuality.

			Nevertheless, I am extremely surprised to discover I am still alive.

			I spend six seconds in openmouthed shock, blinking slowly. After that, I press two fingers to my neck to check my pulse, which is rapid but unquestionably present. This suggests I am not experiencing an unexpected version of the afterlife.

			Interesting.

			A glance out of the cockpit viewshields reveals nothing—no stars, no ships, simple blackness. On instinct, I check our failing sensors, long-range and short. Strangely, I do not see any sign of the enormous battle that was raging around us moments ago, just before the Eshvaren Weapon blew itself apart—an incident with no possible outcome but our complete incineration.

			Impossible as it may be, the entire Syldrathi armada, along with the Terran and Betraskan fleets, and the Weapon, have…vanished.

			
			…Interesting?

			No. Unnerving.

			I let my training take over, instructing the ancient navcom on our Syldrathi ship to catalog all visible stars, FoldGates, and other landmarks or phenomena and then advise on our present location.

			Wait. Our.

			I flick on comms. “Finian, Scarlett, are you still…?”

			“Breathing?” comes Finian’s voice, a touch uneven.

			“Apparently so.”

			A wave of relief washes through me, and I do not attempt to prevent it. It is inefficient to combat such sensations. Better to let them pass naturally.

			“I am one confused boy right now,” Fin continues.

			“Didn’t we just…explode a moment ago?” Scarlett asks.

			“…Lemme check,” Fin replies.

			I hear a small squeak. A soft sigh. A long moment passes, and I am almost tempted to send a query when Finian speaks.

			“Yeah,” he finally reports. “We’re definitely still alive.”

			“I am investigating,” I advise them, as the navcom pings softly. “Please hold.”

			Consulting the ship’s guidance systems, I feel a small frown forming between my brows. Not only is there no sign of the massive battle that should have killed us, there is also no sign of the planetary bodies of the Terran solar system. No Neptune, no Uranus, no Jupiter.

			In fact, I can detect no stellar features at all, near or far.

			No systems.

			No stars.

			We have…moved.

			And I have no idea where.

			
			Interesting AND unnerving.

			A new icon pops up on the fritzing sensor display, indicating something is behind us. Our engines are still down, disabled during the fleet battle, so I turn on our rear sensors, looking at the vast stretch of space to our aft.

			It…

			That is to say…

			I, um…

			I…

			Stop that, legionnaire.

			I suck in a deep breath, straightening my spine.

			I do not understand what I am seeing.

			I begin by cataloging what can be observed, as any scientist would.

			The ship’s sensors are reading colossal fluctuations along the gravitonic and electromagnetic spectrums, bursts of quantum particles and reverberations through subspace. But engaging our aft cameras, I can barely see anything of this disruption in the visual spectrum at all.

			In fact, at first, I mistakenly assume our visual arrays have been damaged. Everything is totally black. And then a pale light flares in the distance, a small pulse of disintegrating photons. And by their brief mauve glow, I glimpse what can only be described as…

			A storm.

			A dark storm.

			It is enormous. Trillions upon trillions of kilometers wide. But it is utterly black, save for those brief photon flares within—an oily, seething emptiness, so complete that light simply dies inside it.

			I know what this is.

			
			“A tempest,” I whisper. “A dark matter tempest.”

			Its presence would be strange enough, given that mere moments ago we were on the very edge of Terran space, where no such spatial anomaly exists. But stranger still, I see something more. Engaging my magnification settings, I confirm my suspicion. To our starboard, etched in silver against that seething storm of blackness, is a…space station.

			It is a bulky, ugly thing, clearly built for function, not aesthetics. It appears to have been damaged—great crackling bolts of current slither over its surface, blinding and white. From the side closest to us, vapor is venting: fuel, or if the crew is unlucky, oxygen and atmosphere, puffing out like warm breath on a cold day and dragged into that endless roiling darkness.

			If it is Terran, the station’s design specs are positively archaic.

			But that does not explain what it is doing here in the first place.

			Or how we got here.

			None of this makes sense.

			“Zila?” It’s Scarlett. “What’s happening out there? Can you see the Eshvaren Weapon? What’s the status on the enemy fleet? Are we in danger?”

			“We…” I am not sure how to answer her question.

			“Zila?”

			There is a thick cable of gleaming metal stretching from the station. Hundreds of thousands of kilometers long, it twists and ripples but holds firm to the battered structure at one end. At the other, out on the edge of that seething tempest of dark matter, a great quicksilver sail is stretched across a rectangular frame, its surface swirling like an oil slick. It appears tiny on my visuals, but for me to even be able to see it at all from here, the sail must be immense.

			
			If I didn’t know better, I’d think it was—

			“Unknown vessel, you have entered restricted Terran space. Identify yourself and provide clearance codes, or you will be fired upon. You have thirty seconds to comply.”

			The voice crackles through the cockpit, harsh and discordant. My pulse kicks up a notch, which is unhelpful.

			I cannot see another vessel. Where is the voice coming from?

			Leaving aside the fact that I have no clearance codes, I do not know whether the hail comes from friend or foe.

			Not that my squad has a long list of friends just now.

			I depress the switch for intrasquad comms and speak urgently. “Scarlett, please hurry to the bridge. Diplomacies are required.”

			“Unknown vessel, identify yourself and provide clearance codes. Failure to comply will be interpreted as hostile intent. You have twenty seconds remaining.”

			I scan the shuttle’s controls and stretch—every Syldrathi over the age of twelve is taller than me—to press the button that will switch our channel from audio to visual. I must find out who is addressing me.

			The face that fills my commscreen is covered by a black breathing apparatus, a thick hose snaking out of sight. The mask conceals everything beneath the pilot’s eyes, and a helmet hides everything above.

			I am looking at a Terran, though, most likely East Asian in origin, age and gender unclear. Strange as my situation is, perhaps a Terran can be reasoned with—we are the same species, after all.

			
			“Please hold,” I say. “I am summoning my team’s Face.”

			“Ident codes!” the pilot demands, eyes narrowing. “Now!”

			“Understood,” I tell them. “I cannot provide codes, but—”

			“You are in violation of restricted Terran space! You have ten seconds to provide proper clearance, or I will fire on you!”

			All around me, alarms flare into life, lights flashing and Syldrathi symbols illuminating as a loudspeaker barks at me. I don’t understand the words, but I know what it’s saying.

			“Warning, warning: Missile lock detected.”

			“Five seconds!”

			“Please,” I say. “Please, wait—”

			“Firing!”

			I watch a tiny line of light appear on our scanners.

			We have no engines. No navigation. No defenses.

			We should be dead already. Incinerated with Aurora and the Weapon. But it seems somehow unfair to have to die again.

			The light draws closer.

			“Please—”

			The missile strikes.

			Fire tears through the bridge.

			BOOM.

		

	
		
		
			
			2.1

			SCARLETT

			Black light burns white across my skin. I can taste the sound around me, metallic on the back of my tongue, hearing touch and feeling scent as everything I am and was and will ever be rips itself apart and together and together and togeth—

			“Scar?”

			I open my eyes, see another pair of eyes before mine.

			Big.

			Black.

			Pretty.

			Finian.

			“Did you…?” I ask.

			“Was that…?” Fin says.

			“Weird,” we murmur.

			I look around us, a strange black-cat, creepy-crawly feeling of déjà vu spidering its way up my spine.

			We’re standing in the corridor outside the engine room, just where we were a minute ago when the Eshvaren Weapon fired a whole beamful of planet-destroying badness into our favorite faces and then blew itself to tiny shinies. But, joy of joys, we are not, in fact, dead.

			
			This comes as good news for a couple of reasons.

			First, of course, and speaking frankly, it would be a bad move on the universe’s part to waste an ass like mine by incinerating it in a fiery explosion in the depths of space. Honestly, they come along, like, once a millennium.

			Second, it means the boy standing opposite me isn’t dead, either. And strangely, that’s a whole lot more important to me than I would’ve admitted a few hours ago.

			Finian de Karran de Seel.

			He’s totally not my type. Brains not brawn. Chip on his shoulder as wide as the galaxy. But he’s brave. And he’s smart. And standing this close, I can’t help but notice that tumble of white hair and smooth pale skin and lips I almost kissed as we were about to die.

			But that’s the only reason I did it.

			Because we were totally about to die, right?

			We stare at each other, conscious of how close we’re still standing. Neither of us is moving away. He looks into my eyes and I open my mouth, but for the first time in as long as I can remember, I have no idea what to say, and the only thing that saves me from the embarrassment of being speechless, when the only thing I’m really good at is talking, is Zila’s voice crackling over comms.

			“Finian, Scarlett, are you still…?”

			“Breathing?” Finian says, his voice a little uneven.

			“Apparently so.”

			And there it is again. That same creepy black-cat-walking-on-your-grave feeling. The feeling that—

			
			“I am one confused boy right now,” Finian says.

			“Didn’t we just…explode a moment ago?” I ask.

			He meets my eyes again. I can still feel that almost-kiss between us, and I know he can too. And I see him steel himself, take a deep breath.

			“…Lemme check,” he says.

			I feel electricity crackle when his fingertips brush mine. He takes my hand in his and he stares at me for just a second longer in silent question, and he’s totally not my type but I’m still not moving away. And now he’s leaning closer, and closer, and even though we’re not about to die anymore, he’s kissing me, oh Maker, he’s kissing me, the sensation sizzling like live current though my lips and all the way down my spine. I feel myself surge against him, kissing him back, tingling as I feel his hands slip over my hips, down to that ass even the universe wouldn’t dare waste, and squeeze in all the right ways.

			Well, Finian de Karran de Seel. Bless my stars.

			Who in the galaxy would’ve guessed you had game?

			Our lips break apart, and a part of me aches as he leans away, speaking into comms again.

			“Yeah,” he reports. “We’re definitely still alive.”

			“I am investigating,” Zila says. “Please hold.”

			The comms channel crackles out, leaving us alone. Fin and I are still pressed against each other and that kiss hangs between us now, and if one of us doesn’t say something, I know we’re going to start again. Given the circumstances, that’s probably not the smartest idea.

			I glance down at his hands.

			Yep. Still on my ass.

			
			“You know, when Zila said ‘Please hold,’ I’m not sure that’s what she meant, de Seel.”

			He laughs, nervous, releasing his grip. “Sorry.”

			“Don’t be.”

			And I lunge for his mouth again, just a brief collision, hard and hot. Biting his lip as I break away to let him know I’m still hungry.

			“But we need to figure out what the hells just happened.”

			“Yeah.” He breathes deep and steps away, dragging his metal-tipped fingers through his shock of white hair. “Yeah, we do.”

			We’re still in the corridor outside the shuttle’s engine room, doors still sealed. The air is sharp with the smell of burned plasteel, fused wiring, smoke. Looking through the plexiglass, I can see what that railgun round did to our engines when it hit us, and I know I’m not an expert, but I’m pretty sure engines aren’t supposed to come in fifty different pieces.

			“We need those to fly,” I say.

			“Who said you couldn’t have been a Gearhead?”

			“Every instructor I ever had at the academy, along with my guidance counselor and the head of the Engineering Division.”

			Finian smirks and glances around us. His dark eyes roam the ceiling, the ruined engine room. And then his stare drifts to my chest. His jaw goes a little slack, and I can practically see his eyes glazing over behind his contacts.

			What is it with boys and boobs, honestly?

			“Hey.” I snap my fingers. “I know they’re sensational, but seriously, mind on the job, de Seel.”

			
			“No.” He taps his throat. “Your necklace. Remember?”

			I reach up to my throat. To the necklace we found in the Dominion Repository back on Emerald City. Each of us had a gift waiting in that vault, courtesy of Admiral Adams and Battle Leader de Stoy. Tyler got his new boots, Kal the cigarillo case that saved his life. Finian got a ballpoint pen, which he was hilariously annoyed about; Zila got a pair of earrings with hawks on them. And I got this diamond necklace, inscribed with the words Go with Plan B. Except right before we were about to be blasted into our component molecules, Fin realized it wasn’t diamond at all.

			“It’s Eshvaren crystal.”

			And yeah, that is weird. We’d found Eshvaren crystal in the Fold before—the probe that led Auri to the Echo. But that doesn’t really explain why the academy commanders gave me a necklace of the stuff.

			Or why we’re not dead?

			The adrenaline of almost dying and almost kissing and then definitely not dying but, yes, definitely kissing is wearing off now, and my hands feel shaky. But my eyes still roam Finian’s body as he looks around the corridor in that annoyed/confused way he has, like the universe has decided to inconvenience him specifically. Limbs wrapped in the silver cladding of his exosuit, ghost-pale skin, and pitch-black eyes narrowed as he tilts his head.

			“Not that I’m complaining,” he says carefully. “But we’re dead-stick in a Syldrathi ship during a massive fleet battle inside Terran space. Even if we survived the blast from the Weapon…shouldn’t some Terran fighter jock be blowing us to pieces right now?”

			
			I frown, tapping comms.

			“Zila? What’s happening out there? Can you see the Eshvaren Weapon? What’s the status on the enemy fleet? Are we in danger?”

			“We…” Her voice fails.

			“Zila?”

			And I look at Finian, and I can feel it in him, just like I can feel it in me. That creepy-crawling right up our spines. That feeling like…

			“Scar, this conversation seems…awfully familiar.”

			“I know what you mean.”

			He shakes his head, frowning. “It sounds crazy, but I’m having the strongest feeling of—”

			“Déjà vu.”

			He blinks. “What the hells is déjà vu?”

			“It’s a sensation. The impression you’ve said or done this before.”

			“Oh. Right.” He nods vigorously. “Yeah. I’m definitely having that. But Betraskans call it tahk-she.”

			“Yeah, I know. But on Terra we call it déjà vu. It’s French.”

			“I don’t know any French.”

			“Stick around,” I wink. “I’ll teach you some.”

			Zila’s voice breaks over comms again, laced with urgency. “Scarlett, please hurry to the bridge. Diplomacies are required.”

			And again, I’m struck with that feeling. That we’ve said, done, lived this moment before. And more, that it ended really, really badly. I hold out my hand, and Fin takes it without thinking, and we’re running up the corridor together. Fin’s exosuit seethes and hisses as we sprint, boots pounding the metal as we take the stairs up to the cockpit.

			
			Zila is seated in the pilot’s chair, looking slightly frazzled, which for her almost constitutes a complete nervous breakdown. At first glance, our vis-systems all look dead—nothing but blackness on any of our viewscreens. No planets, not even any stars, which is kinda—

			No, hold up. Some cams are still online at least. I can see a small, dumpy-looking space station on one viewscreen, trailing a heavy cable out into that otherwise perfect darkness.

			This makes no sense….

			We were in the middle of a massive space battle on the edge of Terran space a few minutes ago. Where did the fleets go? Where did this station come from? And why aren’t there any stars out there?

			Zila meets my eyes as I look to her for explanation, and I know it sounds insane, but a part of me knows knows KNOWS…

			“I take it you are also experiencing a sensation that suggests this moment is repeating itself,” she says.

			“It’s French!” Finian declares.

			A pulse of light flares on the viewscreens. It’s dim, deep mauve, only a few seconds long. But my stomach does an ugly little flip as I realize it’s not just darkness out there. There’s some kind of…storm happening. A greasy, rolling collision of dark tendrils, so big it almost breaks my brain.

			Fin blinks. “Is that…?”

			“A dark matter tempest,” Zila murmurs. “Yes.”

			I glance to the commscreen, the taste of burned metal on my tongue, luminous Syldrathi script crawling across the readouts. I can see the features of what’s definitely a Terran on the monitor—female, young—but her face is mostly obscured by a pilot’s breather and helmet. She has two diamond insignia on her collar marking her as a lieutenant, but that’s definitely not a Terran Defense Force uniform she’s wearing. My first impression is she’s a 17th-level badass. But her voice sounds just a tiiiiiiny bit uncertain.

			
			“Listen…you need to identify yourself and provide clearance codes. You have ten seconds.”

			Technically, Squad 312 is wanted for galactic terrorism, so I decide to get a little blurry on the whole “Identify Yourself” thing. I brush my hair back, conjure a smooth demeanor from my bag of tricks, and purr into the microphone.

			“I cannot tell you how good it is to see you, Lieutenant! We thought we were in big trouble. Our ship is damaged, our engines are offline, and we’re in need of your assistance, over.”

			“This is a restricted area,” the pilot replies, still a touch shaky. “How did you get here? And what the hell are you flying?”

			“It’s a really long story, Lieutenant,” I smile, warm and friendly. “But our life-support situation isn’t exactly puppies and sunshine over here, so if you could offer us a tow, I can buy you a drink and tell you all about it.”

			A long pause follows, my jaw clenched.

			“All right,” the pilot finally declares. “I’m going to fire you a tow cable and bring you into dock. But you make any wrong moves, I will blast your asses across the system without even thinking twice about it.”

			I smile. “That is great news, Lieutenant.”

			“Thank youuuu!” Finian pops up behind me and waves. “You are as wise as you are beautiful, madam!”

			
			The pilot’s voice turns to ice. What little I can see of her expression hardens to stone. “You have a goddamn Betraskan on board?”

			All around us, alarms flare into life, red lights flashing and Syldrathi symbols illuminating, and a loudspeaker barks.

			“Warning, warning: Missile lock detected.”

			A tiny line of light appears on our scanners. I look to the others, helpless, wild. We have no engines. No navigation. No defenses.

			“Oh shit…,” I breathe.

			“Scar…,” Fin whispers.

			The light draws closer. Our fingers touch.

			“Do not be afraid,” Zila frowns. “It does not hurt much.”

			“…What?” I ask.

			The missile strikes.

			Fire tears through the bridge.

			BOOM.

		

	
		
		
			
			2.2

			SCARLETT

			Black light burns white across my skin. I can taste the sound around me, metallic on the back of my tongue, hearing touch and feeling scent as everything I am and was and will ever be rips itself apart and together and together and togeth—

			“Scar?”

			I open my eyes, see another pair of eyes before mine.

			Big.

			Black.

			Pretty.

			Finian.

			“Did you…?” I ask.

			“Was that…?” Fin says.

			“Weird,” we murmur.

			I look around, a strange black-cat creepy-crawly feeling of déjà vu spidering its way up my spine. We’re in the corridor outside the engine room. And, joy of joys, we are not, in fact, dead.

			But…

			Wait…

			
			Didn’t we just…?

			I look at Finian, conscious of how close we’re standing. He looks into my eyes but I have no idea what to say, and I’m saved from the embarrassment of being speechless by Zila.

			“Finian, Scarlett, are you still…?”

			“Breathing?” Finian says, his voice a little uneven.

			“Apparently so.”

			And there it is again. That creepy black-cat-walking-on-your-grave feeling. The feeling that—

			“I am one confused boy right now,” Finian says.

			“Didn’t we just…explode a moment ago?” I ask.

			He meets my eyes again. I see him steel himself, take a deep breath.

			“…Lemme check.”

			I feel electricity crackle as his fingertips brush across mine and then, oh Maker, he’s kissing me, the sensation sizzling like live current though my lips and—

			“Stop,” I say, breaking away. “No, stop, Fin…wait…”

			I’m looking at him, and he’s staring back with the same confused expression I’m probably wearing, and somehow, somehow, before he speaks I know exactly what he’s going to say.

			“Scar, I’m having the strongest feeling of—”

			“Déjà vu.”

			He blinks once. “…That’s French.”

			“You don’t know any French,” I say, my belly turning somersaults.

			He eases away from me, the deck seeming to shift underneath my feet, and there’s a cold lump of ice where my stomach used to be as he stares around us. We’re still in the corridor outside the shuttle’s engine room, the air is still sharp with the smell of burned plasteel, fused wiring, smoke. Looking through the plexiglass, I can still see what’s left of the engines, and I know I’m no expert, but this place, this conversation, somehow…

			
			“What the hells, Fin…?”

			His brow is creased in a deep scowl. “We’ve done this before.”

			“But that’s…that’s not possible….”

			He raises one pale eyebrow, somehow still managing to find a smile despite everything. “Scar, believe me when I say that I’ve imagined kissing you enough to realize when I’ve done it twice in the same day.”

			A voice rings over comms. “Scarlett? Finian?”

			“Zila?”

			“Are you both…well?”

			“I have no idea.” Fin squares his jaw, his voice growing firm. “Look…this might sound insane, but does there happen to be an old, beat-up space station on your viewscreen right now? A dark matter storm? And a Terran fighter threatening to blow us all to sad little pieces?”

			“I take it you are also experiencing a sensation that suggests this moment is repeating itself.”

			Fin looks at me, his lips pinched thin.

			“Maker’s breath…,” I whisper.

			“We’ll be right up,” Fin says.

			The adrenaline of almost dying and almost kissing and then definitely not dying but, yes, definitely kissing is now being replaced by the impossibility of all this. My legs feel like jelly, my brain buzzes in my skull. But I hold out my hand to Fin, and together, we’re running up the corridor to the cockpit. Again, we find Zila seated in the pilot’s chair, again looking frazzled. Again, on our viewscreens, I can see that dumpy-looking space station in a sea of starless darkness, and that angry Terran pilot.

			
			Again.

			Again.

			But instead of just a tiiiiiiny bit uncertain, now the pilot sounds all the way sideways. “What the hell is going on here?”

			Zila is looking at Finian, chewing one lock of long, curly hair.

			“Temporal distortion?” Fin says.

			“I can surmise no other adequate explanation,” she replies.

			“Shiiiiiit,” he whispers. “Ouroboros effect?”

			“It is only theoretical.” Our Brain shakes her head, glancing at the station, a pulse of brief purple light flaring in the dark storm beyond. “And despite our lessons at the academy in temporal mechanics, I would have said unthinkable.”

			“Look,” I say, glaring at the pair. “The only temporal mechanics lecture I ever took, I spent flirting with Jeremy and Johnathan McClain—”

			(Ex-boyfriends #35 and #36. Pros: Identical twins, thus, each as hot as the next. Cons: Identical twins, thus, easily confused in the dark. Whoops.)

			“—and in case you missed it, there’s a very annoyed pilot—”

			The commset crackles, cutting me off.

			“You are in restricted Terran space,” the aforementioned pilot says. “You have fifteen seconds to transmit ident codes, or I will open fire!”

			“We seem to be experiencing a temporal distortion, Scarlett,” Zila explains. “You, me, Finian, our ship…as outlandish as it sounds, we all seem to be repeating the same few minutes, over and over.”

			
			“Ten seconds!”

			“It’s a time loop, Scar,” Fin says. “We’re in some kind of time loop.”

			“Ending with our deaths,” Zila nods. “And resetting to the moment we arrived. Like Ouroboros. The snake from Egyptian and Greek mythology that eats its own tail.”

			I scowl at the pair of them. “That’s impossible.”

			“It is extremely unlikely,” Zila agrees. “But once you eliminate the impossible, whatever remains, no matter how improbable—”

			“You have been warned!” the pilot spits. “I am opening fire!”

			All around us, alarms flare into life, lights flashing and Syldrathi symbols illuminating, and a loudspeaker barks.

			“Warning, warning: Missile lock detected.”

			A tiny line of light appears on our scanners. I look to the others. We have no engines. No navigation. No defenses.

			“Do not be afraid,” Zila says.

			“It doesn’t hurt much,” Fin murmurs.

			My hand reaches for his, fear turning my belly cold and hard.

			“You better be right about this,” I breathe.

			“Well, in case I’m not…you wanna make out some more?”

			BOOM.

		

	
		
		
			
			2.3

			SCARLETT

			Black light burns. I can taste the sound around me as everything rips itself apart and together and together and togeth—

			“Scar?”

			I open my eyes, see another pair before mine.

			Finian.

			“What…,” I ask.

			“The…,” Fin says.

			“Fuck,” we murmur.

			I look around, déjà vu spidering up my spine again. We’re outside the engine room again. And, joy of joys, we are not, in fact, dead.

			Again.

			I look at Finian, and even though all this is impossible, I’m still aware of how close we’re standing. A tiiiiiiiiiny part of me is conscious that the last time we did this, this pale, beautiful boy kissed me about five seconds from now. But the rest of me, the sensible part of me, is screaming at my lady parts to shut the hells up because who cares what happened when we did this before, Ovaries, the point is, WE DID THIS BEFORE.

			
			“What the hells, Finian?” I whisper.

			“Finian?” a voice crackles. “Scarlett?”

			Fin taps comms, speaks quick. “We’re here, Zila.”

			“Again,” I say.

			“I suggest you both get up here. Quickly.”

			The impossibility of all this is turning my legs to jelly, and my brain is buzzing in my skull as Fin grabs my hand and we run up the corridor to the cockpit. Again, we find Zila in the pilot’s chair, the roiling darkness, the brief bursts of light, the space station. Everything is the same as when we did this before, and oh Maker’s breath, we did this before, we did this BEFORE.

			Except this time…

			“Where’s the pilot?” Fin asks. “The Terran who blew us up?”

			“Her ship is out there,” Zila nods. “I can see it on our sensors. But she has not initiated radio contact.”

			“Wait…,” I stare at Zila and Fin, my brain running so hard my head aches. “You…I thought you said we were in a time loop.”

			“That is the most plausible conclusion, given current data.”

			“Well, then shouldn’t she be yelling at us for clearance by now? Shouldn’t she be doing the same thing, over and over?”

			Zila chews the end of a curl, staring at the tiny blip on our scopes. She types rapidly on the flickering console, murmuring almost to herself.

			“Interesting.”

			The alarms flare into life, lights flashing and Syldrathi symbols illuminating and a loudspeaker barking.

			
			“Warning, warning: Missile lock detected.”

			“Oh Maker’s sake, not again…,” I mutter.

			My hand reaches and finds Finian’s.

			He looks into my eyes, squeezes tight.

			Zila stares at the fighter on the sensors, still chewing that lock of hair.

			“Very interesting.”

			BOOM.

		

	
		
		
			
			2.4

			SCARLETT

			Black light burns as everything rips itself apart and together and togeth—

			“Scar?”

			Finian.

			I look into his eyes as the lights dim around us. The alarms flare into life, a now-familiar barking spilling from the loudspeaker as my stomach sinks all the way down to my shoes.

			“Warning, warning: Missile lock detected.”

			“Okay,” I sigh. “I am officially over this day.”

			“Scarlett? Finian?”

			“We’re here, Zila,” Fin reports.

			“The pilot is preparing to fire on us again. Even faster this time.”

			“Look,” I hiss into comms, trying to keep from just screaming until my voice breaks into a million pieces along with the rest of me, “maybe I didn’t study temporal physics, maybe I’m just stupid, but if we’re stuck in a loop, shouldn’t everything around us be acting exactly the same?”

			
			“My readings on the station are congruous,” Zila says. “Gravitonic bursts in the tempest, energy signatures, quantum flux—everything about this scenario is identical every time.”

			Electricity crackles as Fin’s fingertips brush mine. “You know, you’re not stupid,” he tells me. “I dunno why you talk about yourself like that.”

			I look at the gray metal around us. The flashing globes reflected in the big, pretty eyes of the boy holding my hand. And then I see it.

			Because, yeah, maybe I’m not the Brain of this squad. But if we’re stuck in this loop and acting different every time, and that trigger-happy pilot out there is also acting different every time, there’s only one explanation.

			Eliminate the impossible.

			Whatever remains, no matter how improbable, is the truth.

			“That pilot is stuck in the loop with us,” I say.

			“Not just a pretty Face,” Fin smiles.

			“I see what you did there.”

			His smile fades a little as I look down to his lips. And as I press my mouth to his, as he kisses me back, I realize there are worse ways to die, over and over and over again.

			BOOM.

		

	
		
		
			
			3

			TYLER

			“TYLER!”

			The walls around me are rainbows.

			The ground is shaking beneath my feet.

			There’s blood in my mouth and a shadow rising above my head so massive and deep and dark I know it will swallow the galaxy if I let it.

			I can’t let it….

			A Syldrathi girl kneels above me, a kaleidoscope of light shining behind her like a halo. She’s beautiful. Radiant. Younger than me but somehow older, and her eyes are violet and her hair looks like spun gold and I know she means the world to me without quite knowing why.

			“TYLER!”

			The voice echoes from my past, but into my future—another girl I used to know but never truly did screaming from beyond the boundaries of time and death. And I know she’s trying to tell me something important, but that Syldrathi girl before me reaches out and her hands are covered in blood (my blood) and that golden hair is now dripping red and—

			“…you still have a chance of fixing this, Tyler Jones…”

			
			“I don’t…”

			“Tyler Jones.”

			There might be nothing.

			There is nothing. I—

			“Tyler Jones!”

			I open my eyes, and spears of bright light stab into my skull. I wince at the silhouette above me.

			A Syldrathi girl, like the one from my dream just now, beautiful, radiant. But where her hair was gold as starlight, now it’s black as midnight, same as the stripe of paint across her eyes and gleaming on her curling lips.

			“Awake at last,” Saedii says, one dark eyebrow rising slightly. “I wondered if you planned to sleep through the entire war.”

			My mind is ringing, and the lights are way too bright, the thrum of heavy engines rumbling through the medi-cot beneath me. There’s a dermal patch on my arm, the metallic taste of stims in my mouth, and antiseptic in the air. It hurts a little to breathe.

			I’m on a ship, I realize. Black metal. Syldrathi design. But the light is gray, not red, so we’re Folding….

			“Maker’s b-breath,” I cough. “W-what happened…?”

			“Is that not obvious?” Saedii leans back in her chair, and lifting her long black boots, she rests one sharp heel on the edge of the cot beside me. “You almost died, Tyler Jones.”

			“…Where am I?”

			“Aboard my ship. The Shika’ari. Well…” She glances around briefly, tosses a thick black braid off her shoulder. “My ship now, at any rate.”

			“Last thing I remember…was the battle on the Kusanagi.” I lever myself up onto one elbow, my head pounding like a war drum. “We broke out of our cell. Your people attacked.” I wince again, my memory fuzzy, that strange dream still echoing in my head. It feels like I’ve been run over by a grav-freighter.

			
			…you still have a chance of fixing this…

			“We evac’ed…in escape pods?”

			“The Terran cowards on the Kusanagi fired upon your pod.” Saedii sneers, one sharpened canine gleaming. “But I was aboard the Shika’ari by then. Our defense grid intercepted their missile before it struck you. The explosion’s proximity still disabled your pod, knocked out your life support. You were close to dying by the time we recovered you.”

			She quirks one sharp black brow.

			“But recover you we did.”

			I meet her eyes, black-rimmed, deep violet irises running to gray. Her face is all sharp angles, perfect symmetry, cold and imperious.

			“You saved my life.”

			She inclines her head. “As you saved mine.”

			I feel the touch of her thoughts then. Tentative, as if to make sure all we’d shared during our time in that prison cell aboard the Kusanagi was real. The revelation about the Syldrathi blood in my veins sits in my mind like a sliver of ice. Thoughts of the Waywalker mother my dad never told me about swirling like smoke.

			I remember those other truths we shared. The truth of her bloodline. Her father’s name. The lie her brother told me. But before I can grow too angry at the reminder of my friend’s betrayal, thoughts of Kal lead to Auri, then to Scarlett and—

			
			“Earth,” I hiss, sitting up. “The Unbroken are at war with Earth.”

			“Yes.”

			“We have to stop it! A galaxy at war is just what the Ra’haam wants!”

			Saedii shrugs, black lips pursed. “Fortune smiles, in that case.”

			“Well, where the hells are we?” I raise myself up off the bed, head swimming as I get to my feet. “We have t—”

			Saedii stands, so tall that she’s almost eye to eye with me. And placing one hand square on my chest, she holds me still. I can smell her hair, the fragrance of leather and lias flowers and traces of blood. I remember the press of her lips to my cheek as we said goodbye. The look in her eyes, her voice in my mind as I covered her escape.

			“You have courage, Tyler Jones. Your blood is true.”

			“We are undertaking tactical withdrawal,” Saedii says. “The battle with the Kusanagi was costly. Only the Shika’ari and one other of our cruisers survived. And both our vessels sustained significant damage.”

			“I need to talk to my people at Aurora Command,” I insist. “Admiral Adams and Battle Leader de Stoy. The fate of the whole galaxy is—”

			“You should be concerned with your own fate, Terran. Not the galaxy’s.” Her fingers twitch against my chest, pressing a little harder. “You are my captive now, after all. And your people showed me precious little hospitality while I was in their care. My entire command staff is of the opinion I should have let you die in your escape pod.”

			My mind returns to my final minutes in captivity. That confrontation near the pods, those eyes, once brown, now blue, boring into my own. The mind of the enemy, the voice of a friend, begging me to stay.

			
			Tyler, don’t go….

			Cat…

			I love you, Tyler.

			Saedii searches my eyes. Her hand still rests on my chest. I can feel the warmth of her skin through the Terran uniform I stole. She’s taken the time to change into Unbroken colors again—sharp black lines, sharper curves underneath. I can still recall the sight of her stripped down to her underwear in that storage locker if I try, but I’m desperately trying not to, because people who share Waywalker blood can apparently hear each other’s thoughts, and the last thing I should be thinking about right now is—

			“What happened to the Kusanagi?” I ask.

			“It retreated, heavily damaged.” She tilts her head. “Why do you care?”

			“There were Terrans on board that ship,” I reply. “My people.”

			“Is it your people that concern you? Or your lover?”

			“Tyler, don’t go…”

			“Cat’s not my—”

			“She was.”

			I nod, swallowing. “But that’s not Cat anymore.”

			“Mmm.”

			Saedii leans in closer, swaying like a snake, watching me through the haze of her long black lashes. I can sense it in her if I try—the rush of the battle we’ve just escaped, her thrill at the scent of blood and smoke and fire. She feels almost…drunk on it. And look, I know there are way more important things at stake right now, but a part of me can’t help but notice how good she looks, remembering the sight of her as we fought side by side, her eyes alight, my blood pounding.

			
			Saedii presses her fingertips into my chest.

			“We Warbreed have a saying, Tyler Jones. Anai la’to. A’le sénu.”

			“I don’t speak Syldrathi.” I scowl down at her nails, long and black, pressing hard into my skin now. “And that hurts.”

			“Live for tonight,” she translates. “Tomorrow we die.” She drags her fingers down my chest, nails catching in the fabric. “We who were born for war learn not to waste time on trivialities. Void knows when our time will run out.”

			I nod, thinking about anything but the parts of her body now pressing against me. “We have a saying like that, too. Carpe diem. Seize the day.”

			Black lips curl into a smile. “Ours is better.”

			I wince as her nails dig deeper into my skin. “Stop it.”

			“Make me.”

			“I’m not kidding,” I growl, pushing her hand away.

			As my skin touches hers, she moves, grabbing my wrist quick as blinking.

			I gasp as a bolt of pain shoots up my shoulder, the throb in my head forgotten as she tries to twist me into an armlock. I break her hold, backing off with my hands up. “Saedii, what the hells is—”

			But she’s closing before I even finish speaking, smile twisting into a snarl as she feints toward my face. Almost faster than I can see, she claps her hands onto my shoulders and brings her knee up between my legs.

			
			Lucky for me, Saedii has landed this move on me a few times already—I mean, the boys didn’t feel lucky at the time, but, you know, live and learn. My muscle memory kicks in, and I block her strike.

			“Have you gone crazy?” I demand.

			She draws back a fist to hit me, but I shift my weight, twist aside. Letting her own momentum work against her, I shove her in the spine, sending her crashing into the wall, and she whirls on me in fury.

			Her kick takes me in the solar plexus, and I tumble over the medi-cot, smash onto the ground, grunting as a heavy weight slams atop me.

			Saedii is straddling my chest now, pinning my wrists to the floor. Her braids fall in black curtains around her face as she leans in close, breath hissing. I see a smear of purple on her pale skin, realizing with horror she’s split her lip. “Oh Maker’s breath, I’m sorry, I—”

			And my words die as, without warning, she crushes her mouth to mine.

			About a thousand thoughts crash through my skull simultaneously. I remember this is a girl who wore the severed thumbs of former suitors around her neck for jollies. Warrior-born, bred for bloodshed, daughter of the Starslayer himself. I remind myself that the Unbroken are at war with Earth and, technically, I’m a prisoner here—she’s my captor, she’s my enemy. There’s a war for the whole galaxy being fought out there, and I’m lying here with two meters of Syldrathi warrior princess on top of me.

			Problem is, there’s two meters of Syldrathi warrior princess on top of me, and all those thoughts are having trouble getting a fair hearing.

			
			Saedii’s kiss is hungry, urgent, her fingers squeezing tight around my wrists as her body surges against mine. I find myself kissing her back, her feelings, her thoughts, her want, washing over me and fueling my own. Her braids tumble around my cheeks, hips grinding against me as she sucks my lower lip into her mouth and bites down. Hard.

			“Ow!” I hiss, pulling back. “What is wr—”

			She kisses me again, half laughing, half snarling. But I can taste blood now, hers and mine, pain slicing through the new split in my lip.

			“Get off me!”

			“Make me.”

			“I mean it!”

			“So do I, Tyler J—”

			She gasps as I break her grip and push her off. But moving like quicksilver, she crashes into me again, hands clawing for my throat, and we struggle, hissing, bleeding, rolling on the floor. She’s strong, lean, writhing like a snake in my grip, but finally I get hold of her wrists and push them into the floor, pinning her down with my weight.

			“Maker’s breath, will you calm down?” I roar.

			Saedii lies underneath me, gasping, hair disheveled, eyes aflame. Wrapping her legs around me, she leans up to lick the blood off my chin. And I feel her thoughts echoing in my skull as her lips curl in a dark, playful smile.

			I would if you actually wanted me to.

			I gasp as she lunges for my neck, sharp teeth cutting my skin.

			But you don’t want me to. Do you, Tyler Jones?

			She cinches her legs, pulling me in tighter. And I know this is insane, but I also know she’s been in my head this entire time. She can literally feel my thoughts and…she’s right.

			
			Saedii laughs, and our lips collide again, and she twists her hands free of my grip so she can slip them up under my shirt and drag her nails across my skin. She kisses me like she’s starving, hunger bleeding into me, drowning out every other thought inside my head. Our hands are all over one another, she rips my shirt off, and we’re both saved from the question of how far it might actually go by a faint vibration buzzing underneath my right palm.

			“Um…”

			We ease apart, my heart hammering. Eyes locked on hers, I reluctantly lift my hands away.

			“I…think that’s for you.”

			Sighing, Saedii slaps the silver comm badge on her chest.

			“Report.”

			Now, here’s the thing—I kinda lied before. I don’t speak Syldrathi nearly as fluently as Scar, but I’m good enough to follow the gist of a conversation. Catching my breath, licking my bleeding lip, I listen to the voice of her second-in-command, small and tinged with electronic reverb. I think he asks forgiveness for interrupting, but Saedii cuts him off.

			“Erien,” she snaps, eyes flashing. “Speak.”

			I hear a few words I know well. Message. Battle. Terra.

			Saedii’s eyes meet mine then. The reminder that our people are at war rises between us, slowly suffocating the mood. Her long legs unwrap from around my waist, and I ease myself off her, sitting back on the cold metal floor. Dragging my hand through my hair, I realize my fingers are shaking.

			I can taste her blood on my lips.

			
			Saedii asks for news about her father. There’s a halting reply, and she twists up to her feet in one smooth, serpentine movement. I catch the words no patience and riddles. Again she asks about the Starslayer.

			The only word I understand in the reply is gone.

			My heart surges in my chest at that. Incredible. Impossible. The thought crackles between us as Saedii’s eyes widen—that maybe somehow, against all odds, the man who destroyed the Syldrathi homeworld is…

			“Gone?” she hisses in Syldrathi, incredulous. “Dead?”

			There’s a reply in the negative. I catch words like confusion and retreat. A rush about Terrans and Betraskans and—

			“Void take you, Erien, speak!” Saedii demands.

			The First Paladin asks forgiveness, speaks again. And as Saedii’s eyes meet mine, I hear three words. Words that send my thumping heart all the way down to my boots. Words that could spell the end of everything.

			Starslayer.

			Weapon.

			Vanished.

		

	
		
		
			
			4

			TYLER

			I’m sitting in a briefing room with thirteen Unbroken warriors, and the only thing I’m certain of is at least twelve want to kill me.

			Honestly, I’m still not sure about Saedii.

			When I insisted she bring me along to the meeting of her command staff, I thought for sure she’d tell me no. I’m technically a prisoner here, after all. An outsider. An enemy. She told me to stay in bed and rest.

			“I’m half-Syldrathi myself,” I’d reminded her. “And I know more about the true enemy here than anyone. The Unbroken are being played, and I know the tune. Bed is the last place I want to be right now.”

			She’d watched me thoughtfully, wiped my blood off her mouth, the memory of that…kiss/fight/whatever we just had still hanging between us. I can still feel her body pressed up against mine if I try. We both knew my line about bed was only halfway true….

			“This is not some Terran pleasure ship crewed by cowards and weaklings,” she’d warned. “This is an Unbroken war cruiser. The crew will view you with disdain at best. Murderous hostility at worst.”

			
			“I didn’t know you cared, Templar.”

			Her eyes narrowed at that. Saedii is every bit the tactician I am—she could see the trap I’d laid, and there was no way she was about to admit she gave a damn about my welfare. And so she scoffed, tossed her braids, and stalked out of the room, with me limping behind.

			Tyler Jones: 1

			Saedii Gilwraeth: 0

			The air is thick with tension in the briefing room, red light washed gray by the Fold. Holo reports from major news feeds all over the galaxy are projected on the walls, hundreds across every network, the volume turned low so the Unbroken can speak without interruption. They kneel at an oval table carved of dark lias wood, Saedii at one end, her staff around her, and her second-in-command, Erien, opposite.

			I sit against the wall, sucking the bite mark on my lip.

			I remember Saedii’s lieutenant Erien from my imprisonment aboard Andarael. Her First Paladin is tall and willowy, his beautiful face marred by a hook-shaped scar beneath one eye. He wears a string of severed Syldrathi ears at his belt. Around him are a mix of battle-scarred veterans and young bucks full of fire and fury. They’re all heavily armed and dressed in beautiful black armor decorated with sleek Syldrathi glyfs. Their hair is fashioned to denote their rank—the more braids, the more authority they carry. Each smooth brow is marked with the sigil of the Syldrathi warrior cabal: three crossed blades.

			
			The atmosphere is…odd. It’s like watching a pack of man-eating tigers hold a tea ceremony. Every word and gesture is underscored with measured hostility. I get the feeling there could be bloodshed any second, but there’s two iron-clad cables binding these people together.

			First, of course, they are all Unbroken.

			There’s a bond forged in war that people who haven’t fought for their lives will never understand. When you put your trust in someone to watch your back in battle, when you kill and bleed together, you become more than family. And as I look around the room, that’s what I see here—people who are more than blood, the ties that bind them forged in the fires of a lifetime of war.

			And second, of course, there’s Saedii herself.

			I can tell every one of the Warbreed in this room loves her. Hates her. Fears her. Worships her.

			Even if she weren’t the daughter of the Unbroken’s greatest Archon, I’ve seen Saedii in battle now—ship to ship, and hand to hand. And I know she didn’t get her seat at the head of this table because she’s Daddy’s little girl. She got it by moving whoever was sitting there before her.

			When we walked into the room together, twelve sets of eyes fell on me like I was the appetizer. One word from Saedii, they got down to business. But business, as it turns out, is not good.

			Like I said, I don’t speak Syldrathi as well as Scar, but I’m fluent enough to catch every few words. And listening to Saedii’s command staff speak, watching the myriad newscasts glowing on the walls around me, I’m beginning to piece together exactly what happened at the Battle of Terra.

			
			A massive Unbroken fleet, bigger than anything that has been seen since the fall of Syldra, massing outside Terran space.

			The Terran navy mustering in response.

			The Betraskans stepping in to help defend their Terran allies.

			Archon Caersan demanding the return of his daughter.

			Now, for two years, Earth had tiptoed around the Unbroken. Our last war with the Syldrathi had lasted two decades, and we’d been so desperate to avoid another, we even turned a blind eye when Caersan destroyed Syldra’s sun.

			But TerraGov didn’t even know the GIA had Saedii in custody—the Ra’haam had taken her prisoner to start trouble, after all. So they couldn’t exactly comply with the Starslayer’s request to give her back. Instead, they politely asked him to vacate their doorstep or eat a fleet to the face.

			Caersan didn’t like that.

			I’m watching footage of the battle now, my heart surging every time I see it—a massive spear of crystal, rainbow-colored, big as an entire city. As the Unbroken, Terran, and Betraskan fleets clash, it cruises through the bloodshed like a shark, pulsing with energy. The newscasts are labeling it an “Unbroken superweapon.” But from what Saedii told me aboard the Kusanagi, I know it’s not a Syldrathi device at all.

			It was made eons ago, by the beings who fought the Ra’haam the last time it tried to consume the galaxy. The Ancients, the Eshvaren, who’ve somehow been behind everything that’s happened since I pulled Auri out of that cryopod what seems like a lifetime ago.

			My heart aches at the thought of her. I wonder where my sister and the rest of Squad 312 are, praying to the Maker that they’re okay, that they didn’t get caught up in this insanity. But as much as it hurts to push all that aside, truth is, we’ve got bigger problems. Because time and time again, I watch it unfold on the feeds—the Weapon, the Neridaa, the one hope the Eshvaren left for the galaxy to fight the Ra’haam, flaring like a new sun in the middle of the battle, sending out a blast that disables half the ships around it, and then…

			
			Disappearing like it had never been.

			Nobody knows what happened. Why it vanished or where it went. But the Starslayer’s disappearance, combined with the burst of force that accompanied his weapon’s departure, put the brakes on the battle.

			The Unbroken paused their attack. The decimated Terran and Betraskan fleets fell back into defensive posture. And after a few more hours of tense standoff, the Unbroken bounced back through the FoldGate and right out of the system.

			“Retreat,” a graceful woman in black Paladin’s armor says.

			“De’sai,” another growls.

			That’s the Syldrathi word for shame. I see it reverberate around the room, half the assembly murmuring agreement, the other half uncertain.

			For warriors like these to even consider retreat an option…I begin to understand what Caersan means to them. He’s not just a leader. He’s a father. The man who saved them from shameful peace with Earth, from the “weaklings” on the Syldra council. And his disappearance has cut them like a knife to the heart.

			Sharpened teeth are bared. Hard words are spoken. I catch unrest and Templars and coup. One of the younger Paladins slams his fist onto the table—for Syldrathi, an outburst like that is unthinkable.

			
			And then Saedii speaks.

			Her voice is calm. Hard. Cold. I hear words like honor and vengeance, father and truth. I understand what she’s telling them. Saedii intends to rendezvous with the Unbroken armada, take command, then return to Earth and find out what happened to the Starslayer.

			Her voice brings calm to their frayed nerves.

			The Unbroken princess, stepping up to the king’s empty chair.
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