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			A long time ago in a galaxy far, far away….

			

		

	
		
		
			
			
				
					[image: one In the Unknown Regions]
				

			

			There’s something comforting about hyperspace. Running to or from trouble, it’s always the same. Steady, beautiful, soothing—even for spies carrying highly sensitive intel that plenty of people would kill to possess.

			As the stars zip by and Vi Moradi settles into her pilot’s chair, she sighs and pulls a bag from the floor. She’s been working on this lumpy mess on and off for weeks, knitting the thick, soft yarn into a sweater for her older brother, Baako, a dignitary recently stationed on Pantora, of all places. She’s not very good at knitting, but it’s relaxing, and Baako always told her she needed to spend less time gallivanting around and more time creating something worthwhile. Of course, she had to use her “gallivanting” contacts to obtain this highly coveted but not “quite” illegal hippoglace yarn. Hopefully the warmth and brilliant azure hue will hide all her dropped stitches. Since she must hide her work with the Resistance from him, Baako still thinks of her as his mischievous, unfocused dilettante of a little sister.

			
			Little does he know.

			Her comm blinks, and she sees who’s calling and grins at Baako’s uncanny way of knowing exactly when she can’t talk. Not only because she’s elbows-deep in a lumpy sweater, but also because she’s on official gallivanting business that he wouldn’t approve of and can’t know about. Much as she could use a friendly chat to warm her heart after the chill of this assignment, the general is expecting her to check in soon.

			“Sorry, brother,” she says, flicking the button to shuttle his call to her busy message. “You can tell me all about the new job and lecture me about my lack of focus once I’m done with this mission and giving you this sweater in person. But you’d better meet me somewhere civilized and comfortable, because I’m done with impossible environments.”

			The comm goes still, and she feels a small ping of guilt for ignoring him. Most ships can’t even handle communications at this range, but the Resistance does have some wonderful toys. Vi puts her boots up and leans back in her seat, focusing on the unwieldy wooden knitting needles that look more like primitive weapons than elegant tools.

			“It’s all about forward momentum, Gigi,” she says to her astromech, U5-GG. “Better a hideous sweater infused with love than…I don’t know. What other gifts do people give their only living relative? A nice chrono? I shall continue to the end, if imperfectly.” She spins in her chair and holds up what she’s accomplished so far. “What do you think?”

			
			Gigi beeps and boops in what sounds like apologetic disappointment.

			“You be nice, or I’ll make one for you. A droid cozy to clash with your paint job.”

			The droid gives a cheerful whistle and turns around as if desperately interested in the hyperspace swirls darting around them. When the Resistance assigned her the droid, Gigi was the factory colors—white and blue—but Vi painted her new friend yellow and copper to match her own bleached-yellow hair and burnished-brown skin.

			Vi turns back around and knits furiously. Her hair is cropped short just now. The last time her image popped up on a wanted list, the long dark locks had been far too noticeable, so she’d hacked them off immediately and ejected them into space. Wiry and petite, she’s had a hard time finding Resistance uniform pieces that fit her well. The cobbled-together costume she wears now has been altered and shows its long wear in rips, scuffs, and patches. Even the soles of her boots are torn to shreds. Her current assignment has involved some very physical work in a terribly unpleasant place, and she’s looking forward to a few days of rest on D’Qar.

			Hyperspace lulls her to sleep, and Vi manages a short nap tangled in thick, soft yarn before Gigi beeps and whirs to let her know they’ve nearly reached their destination. She sits up and stretches as much as the cockpit will allow, wishing the Resistance had provided her with a roomier ship but knowing that for ships, much like for herself, being small and unassuming often means avoiding detection. The ship emerges from hyperspace to float gently in the middle of nowhere, exactly according to plan.

			
			Taking a deep breath, she puts her knitting away and types a long code into her comm. The answer is immediate and, as always, mysterious. They never say more until she’s confirmed her identity.

			“Copy.”

			“Starling, reporting to General Organa.”

			A familiar voice replies, warm but professional. “Welcome back, Starling. What have you got for us?”

			“Ah, General. It’s always business first, isn’t it?”

			“When the galaxy is on the line, I have a way of skipping past the formalities of my youth. Let’s hear your report.” Vi can hear Leia’s smirk and likes her the better for it. No wonder they get along.

			“Finally found the missing piece of the puzzle, although I had to hunt around. Rough place.”

			“Everything is rough in the Unknown Regions. So you have what we need?”

			Vi shrugs. “Knowing how monsters became monsters doesn’t always help destroy the monsters.”

			“Sometimes it does. Every weapon in our armory has a use, Starling. Now, I know you’re due for some time off, but I’ve got one more set of coordinates, and you’re already in the right corner of the galaxy to drop by. Can I count on you?”

			Vi looks down at the blue yarn spilling from her bag. She hates putting off time with Baako. They see each other so rarely these days. “Of course, General. That’s why I’m here.”

			
			“Transmitting coordinates.”

			On her screen, Vi plots the best route to the general’s next stop. Leia wasn’t lying—she’s already pretty close, and not many pilots have the experience or the guts to explore this shadowy corner of nowhere. She confirms the route and lets Gigi plot the jump.

			“Not too bad. I’ll be there shortly.”

			“Good. Just a quick sweep of the area. We’ve heard rumors of First Order ships there, and it’s vital that we know if they’re true. If you see anything, be ready to jump. We’ve had several pilots go missing.”

			“Bet they weren’t as fast as I am.”

			Leia sighs, sounding every year of her age. “It’s not necessarily about speed, but if they come back, you can race them in the Five Sabers. I’ll buy you a ship. For now, just a quick sweep and then home. I need those reports.”

			“Aye aye, General.” Vi salutes, wishing they had visual. “About to enter hyperspace. Keep safe, General Organa.”

			“You, too, Starling.”

			The line cuts off. The starhopper zooms into hyperspace. It’s a short trip, not relaxing at all, and she doesn’t bother picking up her knitting again. She’s jittery now—it’s been too long since she’s slept. And then they’re dropping out of hyperspace again. The long lines of stars judder into pinpoints against a sea of black. Vi’s eyes adjust, and she mutters a curse. There should be nothing here, just peaceful darkness and twinkling lights. Unfortunately, there’s rather a large something: a Resurgent-class Star Destroyer. Leia was right: The First Order is here, big time. Even before she can think the words, her fingers are already typing in new coordinates.

			
			“Come on, Gigi,” she mutters. “We’ve got to get out of here. I hate it when the general is right.”

			For all her speed, she’s not surprised when her starhopper quavers and begins to move. Not forward, like it should, but sideways toward the enemy ship. Whatever new tech they’ve been cooking up while hidden out here is hard, fast, and implacable. Vi tries every trick in her book, but the starhopper can’t break free of the tractor beam. Her firepower is minimal, and she knows they could blow her to smithereens and call it a win. As Gigi squeaks and burbles frantically, Vi considers her options.

			“I know, I know.” She locks her datapad, encrypts it, and jettisons it into the darkness of space, along with her patched Resistance jacket. The chance of her returning to claim either item is infinitesimal, but every little bit of hope adds up. Reaching into a storage cubby, she tugs out an old black leather jacket she pulled off a dead Kanjiklubber and slips her arms inside. It smells of oil and sand and home, and it did her good on her last mission. Her ship eases ever closer to the cruiser, and she pulls out a small mirror and plucks dark-brown contacts from her eyes, revealing their natural amber hue. What with the hair, eyes, clothes, and fake documents in her front pocket, there’s a good chance she won’t be recognized.

			When Gigi beeps in alarm, Vi settles and taps her temple.

			“Don’t worry, Gigi. I’ve got it all where it counts. And they won’t break me.”

			
			Gigi makes a noise that suggests the odds are against such an occurrence.

			“It’s okay, little buddy. If I fail, you’ll never know.”

			Swiveling around in her chair, she keys a code into the astromech slot and wipes the droid’s memory.

			Her earlier comfort and insouciant slouch are gone. This is not the first time she’s been captured, and she’s got to get her head in the game. She leans back in her chair now, legs spread, arms on the seat’s armrests. Every muscle is tense, one foot tapping by the bag of forgotten yarn. Her eyes flash dangerously, her lips set in a thin line.

			One way or another, Vi Moradi is going to survive.
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			The roughed-up starhopper glides into the hold of the Absolution and settles gently onto the hangar deck. It’s a little thing, just big enough to hold one pilot, a droid, and a hyperdrive, and yet it’s so dwarfed by the belly of the warship that it looks like a child’s toy by comparison, or possibly an insect. Vi feels like that, too—like a tiny, rough, insignificant trifle surrounded by much bigger, more dangerous predators. She goes cold, wondering if this impersonal, black-and-white deck is the last thing she’ll ever see, if she’ll become just another missing pilot devoured by the mysterious First Order.

			Just in case she can defy the odds and find a way out of here, she counts and stores away everything she sees: hundreds of TIE fighters, troop transports, speeders, and even a few walkers. General Organa will be glad to know what kind of firepower they’re up against in this new fight. They tell her only what she needs to know to complete her assignments, but considering the intel they were already paying Vi to provide, the Resistance needs every bit of help they can get. At the moment, facing impossible odds, so does Vi.

			
			As stormtroopers surround her starhopper, blasters pointed, Vi’s attention is drawn to their leader. She’s seen troopers before, of course, but never one like this. His bright-red armor is a strange twist on the regular stormtroopers’, but the sanguine violence of the color lends it an air of bloody menace their tidy white just doesn’t possess. An armorweave cape falls from one shoulder, and a spherical black droid floats in the air to the trooper’s side. Even if this guy didn’t look different from his troops, and even if she didn’t know who he was, she would immediately recognize his importance. There’s an attention there, a level of focus that the grunts just don’t possess. She glares at him as one of his men opens the hatch of her ship and points his blaster at her chest. All this time, she affects the look of a regular smuggler caught by hostiles: scared but defiant. She’s got to play stupid if she wants to stay alive long enough to escape.

			“Get out,” the red trooper barks.

			She waits a moment, fingers curled over the armrests, before climbing out to stand on the deck of the Star Destroyer.

			“Hands on your head.”

			She obliges him…but in return, she’s got to test him.

			
			“What are you supposed to be?” Vi asks. “The big red button? The emergency brake?”

			He ignores her taunts as he snaps binders on her wrists. “Why are you in this sector?”

			“Same reason you are. Enjoying the peace and quiet. At least, I was. Look, I’m an independent trader traveling under legal documents. I have no quibble with anyone. So why the blasters?” Gigi beeps in alarm, and Vi turns to find two troopers digging through her cockpit. “And why are those guys roughing up my droid?” One of the troopers yanks out her yarn and starts unraveling the sweater with his clumsy gloves as if looking for weapons. “Hey, Private Friendly! I worked hard on that. You can’t just paw through someone’s personal property. And who are you, anyway?”

			“Silence,” the leader says.

			“I asked you a question. Who are you?”

			He takes a step closer, and his blaster jams into Vi’s belly. “I’m the one in charge. Which means I’m the one who asks the questions.”

			“But isn’t the Empire gone?”

			He chuckles.

			“We are not the Empire. And you know it.”

			“Sir,” one of the troopers calls from her cockpit. “We’ve got the logs. The most recently visited planets are Arkanis, Coruscant, and Parnassos.”

			The blaster jerks against her belly. It’s going to leave a bruise. One of those three planets must have set him off, but which one? Not the heavily populated Coruscant. Arkanis or Parnassos, then. Lots of First Order secrets on both planets, but not much else. They’ll never let her go now. Good thing she picked up this junker two hops after D’Qar, because that’s one planet these monsters don’t need to know anything about. They’re going to be suspicious now, but she’s got to act normal, which means belligerent. Just because she knows who he is doesn’t mean the red trooper knows who she is.

			
			“What you’re doing is illegal,” she shouts at the troopers tearing the starhopper apart. “That’s my ship.”

			“Not anymore it isn’t. Search the ship and turn the droid in for parts, then report to your stations,” the leader instructs his troops. “I will handle this interrogation personally.”

			“Personally, huh?” she says.

			He spins her around and jams his blaster in her spine, which is a pleasant enough change from her belly. “Walk. I know who you are, Resistance spy Vi Moradi, and I would be all too happy to shoot you.”

			“I don’t know who that is. I’m just a trader, and my boss isn’t going to like this.”

			“No, she isn’t.”

			Her heart sinks. He knows. She can almost feel his finger on the trigger. He wants to pull it so badly. Sweat trickles down her neck as she watches him over her shoulder. She had hoped this was just a random grab, just the usual First Order business. See a ship where it shouldn’t be, claim it, dispose of the inconvenient person inside. But if he knows her name and he knows who her boss is, what else does he know?

			He glances up at the control room, almost nervously, it seems. When he nudges her with the blaster, she moves.

			“Bosses can indeed be a problem,” he says. “Now walk.”

			

			—

			
			Vi was trained to remember every detail when it counts, but even she can’t keep up with the labyrinthine twists and turns of the enormous Star Destroyer’s guts. Long hallways end and intersect, and turbolifts up and down make it impossible for her to recall their route. It’s one thing to see pictures of ships like this one, but it’s another thing to really understand the enormity of their enemy’s resources. As he guides her into another lift, the man in red stands in front of the panel so she can’t see which level they’re headed to.

			“Your place or mine?” Vi asks, hoping to goad him into moving aside.

			But the man in red is silent, the gun always rammed into some soft place on her body and the spherical droid floating by his side. Her leather jacket has built-in armor plating, but it wouldn’t do much to stop a fatal shot at this distance. Thing is, she knows he’s not going to shoot her. But she has to play along. When she slowly begins to take her hands down, he clicks his tongue at her.

			“Tsk. Hands on head. You know how this works, scum.”

			The blaster shoves into her kidney, and her hands go right back up. “Look, I’m not scum. I don’t know who you think I am, but I’m just a trader. Maybe I smuggle a little, but who doesn’t? And wouldn’t that be the New Republic’s jurisdiction, anyway? Did I travel back in time? Shouldn’t I be in a cell, waiting to speak to some cadaverous bureaucrat in a jaunty hat?”

			The lift door slides open, and he shoves her out into a hall that’s downright dungeonous. They didn’t see anyone farther up, and Vi is willing to bet that’s due to a combination of this trooper’s knowledge of the ship’s rigorous schedule and his droid’s meddling, as it sometimes pushed ahead to lead. But down here—well, it’s clear nobody goes down here. Except people doing things they shouldn’t be doing.

			
			The lighting is dim and flickering, and there’s something dripping, maybe runoff from the vent system. They’re deep in the bowels of the Star Destroyer, then, in an area that’s generally off-limits or beneath notice. And that’s not good for Vi. Even the First Order has rules, and the red trooper is breaking them. If this guy kills her, he won’t even have to do datawork. She’ll just be another load of garbage sliding down toward the incinerator.

			Great. The Resistance doesn’t know much about the enemy they’re facing, and the New Republic doesn’t consider them a threat, which means Vi hasn’t been briefed on the protocol these people generally follow. She doesn’t know what to expect. She’s been trained to resist interrogation, but she also doesn’t know what new toys this guy in red might have. A chill trickles down her spine. She might be in over her head.

			“They put you in the penthouse, huh, Emergency Brake?” she says, because she always babbles when truly worried. “Top-notch accommodations. Can we get room service?”

			The blaster doesn’t leave her spine. Her captor gives her directions—turn here, turn there—but doesn’t respond to her taunting. Finally, he presses a long code into a control panel on the wall, and a door slides open far less smoothly than Vi would expect in what’s obviously a new ship. The room inside is colder than it should be and smells of moisture, metal, and, no point in denying it, blood. The spherical droid hurries inside first and turns off the cams, one by one. Vi pauses on the threshold, but the trooper finally touches her, shoving her hard with a gloved hand so that she stumbles to her knees, her fingers curling into a rusty grate set in the floor.

			
			“Get up.”

			“You really know how to treat a girl right.”

			He reaches into her jacket’s collar and hauls her to her feet, spinning her around. She staggers into the wall, putting her back against the cold metal. The room isn’t large, maybe three meters by four, and it clearly has only one use: interrogation. Well, two uses, if you count torture. Three, if you include the inevitable death promised by the fact that she’s not going to give up any intel on the Resistance. The space is dominated by an interrogation chair, and the only other furnishings are a simple table and two rickety metal chairs, a place for the bad guys to sit down with a cup of caf and go over their notes while their victim bleeds out, probably.

			“I hope the linens are clean.”

			He shakes his head like he’s disappointed, grabs her jacket lapels, and drags her to the interrogation chair. They call it a chair, but it’s actually like a gurney standing on end with metal pincers to restrain her head, chest, and wrists as she stands on the metal lip. As part of her training, Vi was shown dozens of images of such machines ranging back from the days of the Empire’s Inquisitors to more sophisticated units currently being manufactured for Hutts and other thugs with too much money and a need to get information while keeping their slimy hands clean. This unit, she’s sad to notice, has life-support capabilities and a mind probe, which means her captor can bypass discussion and go straight to her brain. Vi has been trained to withstand fists and weapons, but no one has yet found a way to evade direct attacks on the nervous system. She contemplates the poison tooth implanted in the back of her jaw for the first time, running her tongue over it as her captor snaps the metal manacles closed around her arms and torso.

			
			She won’t bite down yet. There’s still a way out of here. There has to be. With everything she knows now, surviving will mean major strides for the Resistance. They’ll have a better idea of what they’re truly fighting, in numbers, technology, and enemy mindset. But that means she’s got to find a way to live through this interrogation with her mind and body intact. And that means she’s got to stop focusing on her own predicament and start paying attention to her enemy and what makes him tick.

			Luckily, she knows a lot more about him than he knows about her.

			After strapping her in, he checks the panel monitoring her vital signs, flicking it with a finger.

			“Your heart rate is up,” he notes.

			“Yeah, well, I’m strapped into a torture chair, standing on somebody else’s dried blood. Seems like a natural response.”

			“You’ve got something to hide.”

			“Who doesn’t?”

			His red helmet tips, just a fraction, conceding the point. As she watches him, he moves around the edges of the room, double-checking the cam feeds his droid already shut off, as well as what she’d guess is the comm system. The droid hovers ominously beside his shoulder, and he makes the rounds slowly, as if giving a warning.

			
			This is not official.

			This is off the record.

			No one else is watching.

			There will be no interruptions, no reprieves.

			This is not how the First Order does things.

			“So this is personal,” Vi notes.

			“We shall see. It’s up to you. We can do this the easy way or the hard way.”

			Vi wiggles, testing the strength of her bonds. “Letting me go would be really, really easy. Besides, you can search me all you want, but I don’t have anything useful. Let your boys tear my ship apart, deconstruct my droid, unravel my sweater, poke around in my brain all day. Whoever you think I am, you’re wrong. I’m just a harmless passerby.”

			He stands before her now, legs spread and arms crossed. His blaster is clipped on his hip, red and gleaming. His red-gloved fingers tap against it, another reminder. It’s just the two of them and his droid. Anything could happen.

			“You are Vi Moradi, code name Starling, known Resistance spy. And you have the very intel I need.”

			“And you’re the Big Red Button. What happens if I poke you in the chest? Does a light turn on somewhere? Does something explode?”

			“You don’t deny it?”

			
			She would shrug if she weren’t manacled and strapped down. “You’re the one running the torture, so you’re the one who gets to decide what’s true and what’s not.”

			“You were on Parnassos.”

			Vi is too well trained to grin.

			“Was I? And what’s so important about Parnassos?”

			Her captor considers her. “Nothing. That’s the point. Now tell me what you know about Captain Phasma.”
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			Vi Moradi is good at her job, so she cocks her head, her brow wrinkling.

			“Who?”

			Her captor says nothing to betray his annoyance, but he does move around behind her and adjust her bonds. Something slides over her head, brushing the tops of her ears. She’s about to say something clever when the smallest electric shock zaps her, raising every hair on her body. Instead of dissipating, it runs down her spine, fizzing out through her nerves to burn in the tips of her fingers and toes. Her teeth clench together painfully, and for a long moment she’s unable to pull them apart.

			“That’s not the highest setting,” he says, coming back around to face her. “Not by a long shot. That’s barely a taste.” He has a remote in his big, gloved hands, and she can’t see what sorts of controls it might feature, but she doesn’t really want to know. Pain is easier when you don’t know what’s coming.

			
			“It tickled a little.” The words come out slurred, her jaw still clenched.

			He cranks up the juice, and every muscle in Vi’s body goes rigid. It feels like her bones are on fire, and her eyes roll back in her head, showing her a personal galaxy of exploding stars that in no way resembles the comfortable safety of hyperspace.

			When the jolt is over, Vi lifts her head to look at him, her jaw shivering with the struggle of prying her teeth apart. The place where the metal band rested against her forehead feels like it’s burned. The words come singly at first as sensation and control slowly return.

			“I don’t know anything. About anything.”

			Her captor says nothing, just gives her another jolt, turning the power up a little bit. She has no way of knowing how high it goes, of when it will start to do real, lasting damage to her body. When the electricity comes, it comes on strong, and it’s all she can do to ride it out. Stars, pain, heat, shaking, an ache in her jaw and another behind her eyes. When her vision returns, she watches her captor through her eyelashes. Despite his calm, there’s something desperate about him. He doesn’t seem like the interrogating type, like he does this sort of thing frequently. Perhaps he’s never done it before. He hasn’t tried to use the brain probe, after all, and if his droid were programmed for interrogation, there’s no way they’d pass up that hack.

			Back in the Empire days, Vi knows, the Imperial Security Bureau could get anything out of anyone who wasn’t trained in the Force. But this guy? He doesn’t know what he’s doing. And that means he could kill her before he even knew she was dying.

			
			“Tell me about Captain Phasma,” he barks again. “I know you’ve been to Parnassos, and I know that’s where she’s from. I know you were sent to gather intel on her. And now I want to know everything you know about her. So start talking!”

			Yeah, like just yelling at her will force her to spill. Interrogation goes both ways.

			Especially now that she knows he’s on to her. She has to tell him something or he’s going to break her, and soon.

			Two more jolts, and he pulls up her hanging head by her hair. She spits blood on his boots from her bitten tongue and stares at the splotch on the flawless plastoid. The blood and the boot are not the same red, much as Brendol Hux might’ve liked them to be.

			“Phasma,” he warns. “Tell me about her, or it’s going to get a lot worse.”

			Vi looks up at him through a haze of red. Her brain feels scrambled, like she’s beyond drunk. Maybe that brain-stem jack is working, after all. Or maybe pain this intense really does loosen things up, with or without the fancy tech.

			“You wanna know about Phasma? I can tell you about Phasma. Oh, the stories I’ve heard.”

			Her captor sits back on one of the chairs, arms crossed.

			“So tell me one, and we’ll work from there.”

			Vi smiles, just a little.

			
			“Fine. One story. I’ll tell it to you exactly as it was told to me by a woman named Siv. My brain isn’t working so good right now, but I have a very good memory. That’s why I’m such a good spy.”

			He places the remote on the table.

			And Vi starts talking.

		

	
		
		
			
			
				
					[image: four On Parnassos, 12 years ago]
				

			

			The story begins with a teen girl named Siv. She was part of a band of about fifty loosely related people who lived in a territory on Parnassos they called the Scyre. Although the Scyre folk knew that their planet had once been rich with life and flourishing with technology, they also knew that some great cataclysm had befallen it, leaving them with an increasingly uninhabitable environment. The Scyre was ruled by the swiftly encroaching sea on one side and an unknown wasteland of jagged stone spires on the other. For Siv and her people, the only ground was rock, and food and water were always scarce. They ate mostly dried sea vegetables and meat, salty creatures from tide pools or dead things washed up against the rocks or, sometimes, the screeching birds that cleverly hid their roosts and eggs. Every now and then, some remnant of civilization would wash up against the pitted black cliffs, an old datapad or a bit of recyclamesh that they hoarded. But they had lost written language, and so all they could do was save what they could and hope that they would one day find the peace and comfort their ancestors had known.

			
			Siv said their greatest boon was an ancient cave. The Nautilus, which had once been dry and safe but was now flooded by the sea most of the time. Once every few days, the tide would go out, and the Scyre folk could find succor in their cavern, resting and holding rituals and tending to their accumulated collection of broken tech, weapons, and human remains carefully stowed in hidden tunnels. The Nautilus was the reason the Scyre folk so fiercely defended their territory, for all that the cruel sea and neighboring bands encroached on their home. In a dangerous world, the Nautilus felt safe. And then one night, something terrible happened.

			It started with a cry, and Siv jerked awake, ready to fight. She was young then, around sixteen, and already considered a deadly warrior. Leaping to her feet with a blade in her hand, eyes adjusting to the darkness, she scanned the cave for threats. Their entire band had been sleeping peacefully on pallets around a fire in the center of the cave, just under the hole in the ceiling that led back out to the cliffs. As a young, healthy person, Siv’s sleeping place was far from the fire’s warmth and light, but she easily found the source of the scream.

			Their leader, Egil, lay closest to the fire, gasping for breath. A younger man, Porr, loomed over the graying warrior. Porr’s blade dripped blood, and his well-armed friends stood by him, grinning with menace.

			
			“Egil is dead,” Porr shouted, hefting his blade, a crude thing made from a rusty saw. “He was too old to rule and growing slower by the day. I will lead you now. Siv, bring the detraxors and extract his essence so that even in death, he will protect our people.”

			Siv looked down at the bag she carried with her always before glancing around the room to see how the rest of her band felt about the power shift. She immediately understood the situation, saw that her friends were moving into position, and knew she had to buy time.

			“Egil is not dead. I will only use the detraxors when there is no more hope. You know that.”

			“He will be dead shortly. Come here and prepare them. Or, better yet, teach me to use them. As the new leader, I will take over the ritual.”

			At that, Siv picked up her second blade and went into a crouch. She wasn’t a large woman, but she was known for being a good, quick fighter with her two curved scythes made from old, sharpened agricultural implements. The well-kept silver flashed in the low light of the fire, and she bared her teeth.

			“Detraxing is a holy ritual passed down through my mother, as I will one day pass it down to my daughter,” she told Porr. “You can’t simply use the machines on a body and move on. You must care for them, oil them, and offer the proper prayers as you withdraw the essence and craft the oracle salve. Without the detraxors, without the salve to protect our skin and heal our wounds, our entire band will die. A good leader understands such things.”

			
			Porr sneered and took a step toward her. He’d always been a bully, and Siv would die before giving up the detraxors to him. Fortunately, she wouldn’t have to choose. The plan she’d seen beginning was coming to fruition, and a young man named Keldo spoke out from the crowd.

			“Porr, this is not our way. Killing the leader is forbidden unless both parties agree to combat.”

			Everyone turned to look down at the speaker. Most of the band stood now, but Keldo remained on the ground. He’d lost the lower part of one of his legs as a child, and although he was tough enough to survive in the Scyre, he was now known for his wise counsel and clever ideas.

			Porr laughed mockingly. “Oh, and you’re going to stop me?”

			In the silence that followed, a strong voice filled the Nautilus. But it wasn’t Keldo.

			“I will stop you.”

			A tall figure in full battle regalia stepped before the murdering usurper.

			It was Keldo’s sister, Phasma.

			Over two meters tall, Phasma drew every eye. She wore her war mask, a rust-red terror of hardened pinniped-skin painted with black slashes and surrounded by scavenged feathers and fur. The eyeholes were covered in fine mesh salvaged from a wreck, making Phasma seem less like a human and more like a nightmare monster. Climbing claws tipped her gloves and boots to help her navigate the rocks and spires outside or fight any rival war bands. And now she faced Porr in her heavily wrapped leathers, mask, and spikes while he wore only sleeping clothes. He had planned his raid for the time when Phasma was outside on guard duty, but he had made a fatal miscalculation. Beside her, Porr looked small and weak.

			
			“Stay out of this, Phasma. Your brother is worth nothing to the group, and you know it. Now that I rule, you will be my deputy, but you must submit to me first.”

			Phasma shook her head. “You will never rule me.”

			As if in agreement, a circle of warriors stepped forward to join her. Even in their sleeping clothes, they had a lethal edge. These young fighters were loyal to Phasma and ready to mete out justice as she commanded.

			Siv was among them, and she first nudged her detraxor bag toward Keldo with a grateful smile, knowing he would keep the vital equipment safe. As she moved into position, the light of the fire flashed off her dark skin, and she was glad she’d tied back her long dreadlocks with a piece of leather so that she could fight more nimbly.

			Nearest Siv was Torben, a big man with a bushy brown mane and beard, tan skin, and light-green eyes. He was good-natured and smiling even with his spiked club and huge ax in hand, the tallest and broadest man among the Scyre and always ready for a fight. His best friend, Carr, stood beside him, a lanky, quick-witted man with golden skin, sun-bleached hair, and freckles. Carr had the best aim when throwing blades and was always ready with a joke, but for now he was serious and held two knives by their tips, his eyes scanning the room for anyone who might stand against Phasma. On Siv’s other side was Gosta, an agile, quick girl who could dart in to disembowel an enemy and dance out of range before her victim began to fall. Stocky but all muscle, with medium-brown skin and curly black hair, she was just a few years younger than Phasma and looked up to her like she was a goddess reborn.

			
			“I can’t wait to sink a knife into Porr’s toadies,” Gosta murmured.

			She was the only girl her age, just past becoming a woman, and Siv had noticed Porr and his friends watching Gosta in a way that Egil should’ve addressed. For all that Siv hated Porr, she knew that one thing was true: Egil was too old and weak to lead. Not that he deserved his current end, bleeding out on the floor of the Nautilus, staining the worn floor with yet more blood. Few people lived past thirty-five in the Scyre, and Egil had to be over forty. He was getting slow, and everyone knew it.

			The helpless among the Scyre folk melted back to stand against the walls of the cave. That was part of life in the Scyre: If you couldn’t fight, you quickly found a way to contribute to the group by scavenging food, water, or clothing, and you got out of the way of the fighting or died where you stood. Porr and Phasma circled each other, their warriors fanning out, weapons at the ready. Porr struck first, hacking at Phasma with his long blade, a dagger in his other hand. She was taller and dressed to fight, but Porr was older, more muscular, and more desperate.

			Phasma parried the slash with her spear, a rough thing made entirely of metal with a bladed tip. Siv had one eye on the fight and one eye on Porr’s minions, who weren’t as tough or well trained as their leader. Phasma taught her warriors personally, sparring with them daily and challenging them to learn every weapon and remain constantly vigilant. They followed her not because she asked them to but because she had her own gravity, a greatness and courage that spoke to their hearts. But Porr demanded only attention and flattery from his followers, and so they hung back, waiting for a sign from Porr instead of wading in to fight and turn the tide in his favor.

			
			Porr was quick with his blades, following up a slash from the right with a backhand from the left. But Phasma knew his moves, having trained with him for years under Egil. Every eye in the Nautilus watched Porr and Phasma hacking and slashing and parrying and grunting. Life was hard on Parnassos, and most fights were raids from rival bands, when even those who couldn’t fight had to take up arms and defend the land. It was rare to watch two warriors battle, especially when it wasn’t life and death for the band. It was beautiful, Siv recalled, watching how easily Phasma fought off Porr’s attacks. Siv quickly realized that although Phasma could’ve destroyed him easily, the warrior was holding back. And then she saw why.

			Porr screamed and fell to the ground, but it wasn’t Phasma’s blade that had struck him. It was Keldo’s. While everyone had watched Porr’s face, Phasma’s mask, and the flashing weapons in their hands, Keldo had crawled across the floor with his own knife and sliced the tendons of Porr’s ankles, permanently hobbling him.

			
			By the time Porr understood what had happened, Keldo had backed out of reach and Phasma had her spear pointed at Porr’s throat.

			“You have broken our greatest law,” Keldo said. “We do not raise weapons against our own people, and now you must be punished. You may serve the Scyre with your hands and mind, as I do, or you can serve by contributing the protection of your essence to the people. What is your choice?”

			Porr was panting now, his eyes wide and round as he tried to stand and failed. “Fight for me!” he screamed at his warriors. “Don’t let them win!”

			But Porr’s toadies found themselves trapped by the blades of Phasma’s warriors, and they did nothing to help their once friend.

			“You heard Keldo,” Phasma said. “Choose.”

			“You can’t make me,” Porr bleated, and Phasma’s warriors laughed, a harsh sound echoing off the walls of the cave.

			“Oh, she can make you, mate,” Carr said. “Either way, you’re not gonna like it.”

			“I’ll help,” Porr said. “Just…please. Don’t kill me. Bring the healer. It can be fixed.”

			Keldo shook his head sadly. He was the only one on the ground with Porr, but his strength, confidence, and dignity radiated, while Porr shivered and bled and blubbered. Keldo was only a year older than Phasma, but Siv had long known that he would make a great leader.

			“We accept your surrender, but you know such wounds never heal,” Keldo said. “Phasma and I will rule now. You must find your own way to contribute. Anyone else who wishes to challenge us may come forward and be treated the same as Porr. That is: fairly, and according to the law.”

			
			Porr’s threat neutralized, Phasma turned to face the people of the Scyre as they crowded against the cave walls. Even through her mask, it was as if she met every person’s eyes, her spear held aggressively forward.

			“Then we are the Scyre now,” Keldo said.

			“Scyre, Scyre, Scyre!” the people chanted, starting with a whisper and building to thunder.

			Phasma’s attention landed on her warriors, and she gave them the nod that meant she was pleased with their performance.

			“Siv, the detraxors,” she murmured.

			Siv fetched her bag from where Keldo had stashed it and hurried to Egil’s body. Even dead, every person contributed.

			“Thank you for serving us, Egil,” she said. “Your today protects my people’s tomorrow. Body to body, dust to dust.”

			The prayer said, she removed the machine from her bag. The bulb, tubes, and needlelike siphon were already fitted with a fresh leather skin, ready to collect the nutrients from Egil’s body, without which the Scyre folk would become diseased and weak. Siv used this essence to create an oily substance called oracle salve, which served many uses. Most important, when applied to the skin, it served as protection from the rain, sun, and many diseases. A different formulation created a liniment that helped wounds heal. For Siv, this process wasn’t harsh or cruel or strange; it was the closest thing she had to a religion, and one day it would be her own turn to contribute. Egil was gone now; the graying leader she’d once looked up to had faded away sometime during the fight.

			
			When the detraxor had done its work, she stood carefully and carried the full leather skin to where Phasma stood, holding her brother up with one arm. Siv gave the skin to Keldo with a slight bow, and he hefted it.

			“For the Scyre!” he shouted, and the people cheered.

			The Scyre had new leaders, and though they were young, they were strong.

			But they still didn’t truly understand Phasma. Not yet.
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			Vi licks her dry lips and looks at her captor, wishing she could see his face. Of course, she can already tell he’s annoyed. He’s tapping one heel and sitting forward, focused on her like he might explode.

			“Not what you wanted to hear, huh?”

			He shakes his head. “I need pertinent intel. No one cares about what happens to children on backwater planets, or this ship would be empty.”

			She takes a moment to tuck that bit of information away. “Pertinent intel. So I was right. This isn’t just business for you, is it, Emergency Brake? This is personal. Really personal. You got a thing for Phasma?”

			He snorts and cocks his head, considering, before picking up the remote and cranking the power up higher than he has yet, so high she’s bowed back, up on her toes, fingernails digging bloody moons into her own palms. When it subsides, she collapses, and if not for the tight restraints she would slither to the floor and cry. The scent of cooked flesh fills the small room, turning her stomach. It takes her longer to come back this time, and her captor simply sits in the chair, watching her.

			
			“Okay, the opposite, then,” she finally says. She clears her scorched throat. “Look. You want something, and I want something, and we’re all alone, so let’s work out a deal.”

			It takes everything she has to raise her head and look him in…well, where his eyes should be. The black chasms of his helmet lenses show only her pleading face, drowned in red. He gives an almost imperceptible nod, so she continues.

			“I know everything you want to know about Phasma.” She pauses meaningfully, spits out another wad of blood with worrisome black specks in it. “Everything. Let’s say I tell you. And let’s say that after I do, you let me go. How about it, Emergency Brake?”

			He crosses his arms and considers it, taking long enough that she’s able to get her breathing back down and stop panting.

			“My name is Cardinal,” he finally says, and she has to stop herself from grinning. She knew this, of course, but getting one’s torturer to disclose something personal is like the first crack in a dam. If she can just stay alive and keep talking long enough, maybe she can find some weak spot in his armor. Find a way to escape. Or, better yet, turn him. She knows Cardinal is a by-the-books soldier, but she also knows he’s dedicated to working with children, running the program that turns orphans into killers. Maybe telling him what he wants to know about Phasma can expose him to some ugly truths about the First Order in general. She’s got to keep building this small rapport.

			
			“How come you get a name, Cardinal?” she asks. “The rest of the bucketheads are just numbers.”

			He ignores the question. “You wanted a deal, so here it is. You will tell me everything you know about Captain Phasma. Every detail. If you give me enough intel to destroy her reputation among the First Order and get her court-martialed, I’ll consider letting you go. But understand that you have no hope of leaving if I’m not satisfied.” The floating droid beeps a few urgent trills, and he adds, “And do it quickly. I’m on a timetable here.”

			“A timetable, huh?”

			Cardinal swipes a hand through the air. “That’s not your concern. Your concern is telling me what I want to know.”

			She’s been slumped in the interrogation chair, held up by the straps and bands, but now Vi finds her feet and stands. She’s much smaller than Cardinal, but she’s strong, and she needs him to know it.

			“If you promise you’ll let me go, I’ll tell you everything you need to take Phasma down.”

			Cardinal nods and holds out his hand like he wants to shake on it, but, well, he’s got her strapped into a torture chair. Maybe, at some point, she can convince him that she’s harmless enough to let her out. The hand drops.

			“It’s a deal,” he says. “But only if I get what I need. So go on. Tell me everything.”

			
			She nods and chuckles. So he thinks he’s in charge? Well, time to take back equal ground.

			“Oh, you’ll get everything.” She cocks her head to look up at him. “But it would help if I could see your face. How about you take off your helmet, now that we’re friends? You afraid I won’t think you’re cute?”

			Her harmless smile must win him over—or maybe it’s the fact that he plans on killing her once he gets what he needs. Vi knows a few more things about him, too, but those are cards she’ll keep up her sleeve for later.

			After considering the request, he checks that the door is locked, rechecks all the cams, and turns his back to Vi. The first thing she notices as he places the red helmet on the table is sweaty blue-black hair, clipped short. When he turns to face her, she sees a much younger-looking man than she was expecting. He’s maybe forty, although the lines on his face and the distance in his dark-brown eyes suggest he’s already lived a lifetime. His skin is golden tan with freckles and darker patches that speak to years of sunburn. Smile lines crinkle at the corners of his eyes and lips, but he’s not smiling now.

			“The face you’re making suggests you’re already thinking about your remote control again,” Vi says. “But don’t worry. I’ll behave. Too much of that juice and I won’t be able to talk. It makes me feel dumb, you know?”

			He says nothing, just considers her, his mouth a grim line. Something in his eyes suggests…is it sorrow? Or guilt? Whatever it is, she’s ready to dig for more of it.

			
			“I knew you were from Jakku, but it looks like you had a rough time there,” she says.

			That closes him up. He wipes a gloved hand through the air as if smearing a trail in sand. “Where I’m from isn’t important. Get back to Phasma. Unless you’d like to tell me where the Resistance base is located?”

			She shakes her head at him like he’s a naughty boy. “You think they just hand out that kind of information to people like me?”

			“Yes.”

			“Well, maybe they do, and maybe they don’t, but that wasn’t part of the deal. So shock me all you want, and I just might forget how Phasma showed up one day and stole your job.”

			Cardinal can’t hide his surprise at her knowledge, but he can point a threatening finger at her face. “Watch yourself, scum. Insulting me isn’t going to help your case.”

			“Oh, honey. If it weren’t true, you wouldn’t be so angry about it. I bet it really burns you, how you both came from nothing and she still ended up ahead.”

			Vi has been trained in reading microexpressions, and in this kind of situation, carefully monitoring his emotions might be the only thing that keeps her alive. The feelings that cross his face are swift and impossible for him to hide. He doesn’t have training in resisting interrogation or controlling his features, and she tucks this new bit of information away with her other intel. Now the lines of his face sag into resentment, anxiety, anger. His fingers rove over the remote button, but he seems to have been programmed with excellent self-control. He’s fighting it, though. The droid burbles over his shoulder, and he shakes his head, evens out his features, and tries a new tack.

			
			“You shouldn’t provoke me. I’ve been hunting you for a while now, Moradi. I see that you’ve got intel on me, too. And that means you know I’ve been in combat, and you know I have no problem with killing my enemies.”

			No wonder they keep this guy behind a helmet. He’s easy to read, easy to anger, easy to wound. She could take everything he owns at the right sabacc table.

			“Speaking of which, what do you know about me?” he asks, voice aggressively clipped, as if the question is merely a formality.

			Vi considers the request and gives him the barest sliver of what she knows. “You were born on Jakku, and General Hux—Brendol Hux, the original General Hux—took you offplanet and brought you into his training program after the final battle between the New Republic and the Empire. Now you run the younger half of the stormtrooper training program while Phasma fine-tunes your graduates for battle. You report to General Hux—Armitage, that is. Brendol’s son.” When he opens his mouth to ask for more, she shakes her head. “That’s all I’ve got, Cardinal. Don’t even know your real name, if you ever had one.”

			He stands and turns to the door, and she knows well enough what he’s thinking and has to stop him.

			“Wait. I know one more thing. You’re an ideal recruit. A perfect soldier. Not a single mark against you in all these years. So you’re probably thinking about going to tell on me right now, let your superiors know that you’ve got a captive Resistance spy. But if you do that, Cardinal, I won’t tell you about Phasma. You leave this room, and I’ll be dead before you return. I promise you that.”

			
			He snorts, but he does turn away from the door. “And why would you do that?”

			Despite the chill in the room, sweat trickles down her forehead, and she shakes her head to flick it away before it can burn her eyes.

			“You’re willing to die for your ideals. Is it so inconceivable I might be willing to die for mine?”

			He steps closer to her, but not in menace. With a sort of religious fervor.

			“For the Resistance? Yes. That’s foolish. They don’t care about you. They don’t care about anyone. They thrive on chaos.”

			Vi snorts. “Hate to break it to you, big guy, but most people just want to live their small lives, not get caught up and die in someone else’s battle for ultimate power. The Resistance is about freedom. About doing what’s right and stopping the bullies and tyrants.” She can’t help smiling as she thinks about Baako, studying to be a diplomat and excited by the prospect of doing good on Pantora. “And the Resistance rewards good people willing to help with that. If you don’t like the way you’re being treated here, if you’ve been, say, overlooked for a promotion, or if you get tired of sending children planetside to oppress innocent populations with blasters and flamethrowers, the Resistance would give you a full pardon.”

			“Defect? To the Resistance?” He barks a laugh and leans back against the wall, arms crossed. “And why would I want to do something that stupid?”

			
			“Because people who try to take Phasma down usually meet ugly ends. At least, they did on Parnassos. I assume they do on this ship, too.”

			“Speaking of which, our records indicate Parnassos was destroyed.”

			“How was it destroyed if your men pulled it off my ship’s log?”

			He rolls his eyes. “The planet is still there, but the water level rose. Phasma’s people are gone.”

			Vi smiles slyly. “They’re not all gone. Someone just wants you to think that. I’m surprised you believed it. And that she hasn’t wiped it from your maps completely.”

			“And why would Phasma do that?”

			“Because she doesn’t want anyone to know what happened the day Brendol Hux fell from the sky—and the day he made a deal with her.”

			Now Cardinal scoffs, sure he’s caught her out. “That’s a lie. Brendol Hux did nothing without my knowing it. I was his personal guard.”

			“Then you failed, because he was there, on Parnassos. I’ve seen evidence with my own eyes.”

			Cardinal leans forward, betraying his new interest. “When? How? What happened?”

			With a sigh, Vi leans her head back. Her feet are killing her, and there’s a dull throb behind her eyes. Every part of her hurts. She can’t escape the smell of her own burnt flesh. But she must continue. She has to give him what he wants, but she needs to take her time doing so, and, hopefully, maybe, win him over to her cause. Or at least keep him from killing her.

			
			“I’ll get to Brendol when it’s time. First, you need to know Phasma’s story.”

			Cardinal shakes his head. “I don’t have a lot of time. Get to the part about General Hux. If she caused him harm or actively worked against him, I just need evidence. Something to pin her with.” The droid beeps in warning, and his mouth twists as he looks at it. “No. Iris is right. Tell me everything. I have no way of knowing what might ultimately be important.”

			Which is excellent, as that’s what Vi was going to do anyway. She wouldn’t be good at her job if she gave up the best information that easily.

			“I agree with your droid. You need to hear the whole story. To truly understand who you’re trying to take down.”

			His thumb plays over the remote. “And why do I need to understand her when I just want to destroy her?”

			“Because every great hunter knows it’s paramount to understand your prey, especially when they’re a predator hunting you in return. For all the stories Siv told me, she made certain that I understood one thing very well.”

			“And what’s that?”

			Vi looks into Cardinal’s eyes, hard, to make him understand.

			“Phasma will do anything to survive.”
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			At the time this story happened, according to Siv, there was a child among the Scyre, which was a big deal. The people of Parnassos valued children above all else, for they knew that without children their band would die out completely within a few generations. In the last ten years, however, babies had become rare and pregnancy most often ended in tragedy. Whether it was something in the air or the acidic rain, or maybe a lack of vital nutrients, most children were lost before their mothers’ bellies even began to swell. But a healthy baby had been born to a Scyre woman named Ylva, and the clan was committed to keeping mother and child safe.

			By the time she was five, Ylva’s child was old enough to hunt frogs and urchins and contribute to the clan, so she was given the name Frey. It was a rare thing that a child lived long enough to be given a name, and Frey brought hope to the Scyre clan and was loved and indulged by everyone. Thanks to her small size and nimble fingers, she was able to venture into caves the rest of the clan couldn’t explore and to snatch birds’ eggs from the narrow shelves of rock on which they nested. She was the first child to reach the age of five in years, the only one, thus far, of her generation, and everyone loved her and doted on her.

			
			Keldo and Phasma had been firmly in charge for about two years, and the group was flourishing. Although she still kept her warriors close, Phasma considered it her responsibility to keep everyone in the Scyre group in good physical condition and well trained with weapons, including those who had no talent for it or those too old or infirm to actively defend the group. Even little Frey begged Phasma to teach her to fight, and Phasma made her a child-sized ax out of stone and driftwood. Together, they would playfully practice on the floor of the Nautilus cave whenever it was dry.

			One day, Siv and Phasma were sparring on the cliffs, leaping from rock spire to rock spire as they parried and sliced with their blades near the edge of their territory. It took agility and strength, maneuvering over sharp rocks with the crashing ocean far below. Suddenly Phasma put up a hand to stop the fight and used her ancient pair of quadnocs to scan the horizon.

			“Balder,” she said.

			“Are the Claws attacking?” Siv asked, glad she had her scythes in hand.

			The Claws were a local war band led by a particularly vicious Dug named Balder. All of the Scyre folk were human, but they had stories passed down from their ancestors suggesting that there had once been Dugs, plus Chadra-Fan and Rodians, among their numbers. Balder, as far as they knew, was the last of his kind. The Claws had more people, and more fighters in particular, but what Balder didn’t have was the brainpower of the siblings who led the Scyre.

			
			“It’s not an attack. It’s just Balder. But he’s watching us. Has been for a while now.”

			Siv’s hands tightened on the hilts of her blades. “Do you think he wants the land? The Nautilus?”

			Phasma turned her ’nocs in the other direction, toward the bulk of the stone cliffs where their band lived their communal life. The people were relaxed and working. Keldo sat on a soft skin, apportioning out water, and Torben was teaching Frey how to swing her ax.

			“I think he wants Frey.”

			“Why?”

			“Because she’s the most precious thing we have.”

			Siv considered it and asked, “Then why now?”

			“Because now she’s useful. The Claws didn’t have to spend the time and resources to keep her alive when she was an infant, but now they’d be happy to use her.”

			The thought made Siv’s blood boil. “We can’t let that happen.”

			Phasma looked again in the direction of the Claw territory. “No, we can’t.”

			From then on, Phasma posted two guards at the edge of their territory, and every shift reported Balder’s spies keeping watch.

			So Phasma watched the Claws watching her people, and she hatched a plan. This was notable because until now she’d always worked in tandem with her brother, Keldo, as if they were two arms on the same body, but this time she told only her warriors. She didn’t mention to Keldo that they would be raided soon. And she didn’t tell him that she’d scouted into the Claw territory to spy on Balder in turn—but Siv knew.

			
			Finally, on a moonless night, it happened. Phasma and her people were sleeping in their net hammocks, strung between the tallest rock spires, when the ululating cries of the Claws sounded, echoing off the stone. But Phasma was ready. She swung from her hammock, fully awake and brandishing her spear, leaping from rock to rock toward the most secure hammock where Ylva always slept with Frey strapped to her chest. Her warriors likewise burst out of their hammocks, armed and awake, ready to fight. The rest of the Scyre folk had no idea the raid was coming, but they rallied and readied their weapons. The first of the Scyre’s night lookouts screamed and fell, cut down by Balder himself, her body splashing into the ocean below and quickly being dragged down into the dark water by gleaming white teeth at least a meter long.

			Phasma watched it happen, too far away to save the guard, and screamed her rage. The Scyre had not lost a member in many moons, and a dirty way it was to die.

			“The mother is there!” Balder shouted, hanging from an outcropping and pointing to where Ylva cowered in a rock cleft, arms wrapped around the bundle strapped to her chest.

			“But I am here!” Phasma taunted.

			The people of the Scyre moved to circle and protect Ylva, and Phasma moved between Balder and her people.

			
			“You don’t scare me, girl child,” Balder growled.

			Although he was much smaller than Phasma, the Dug had the natural agility and aggression of his species on his side, as well as a unique fighting style, thanks to the fact that he walked on his hands and used his nimble lower legs to manipulate his weapons. Phasma had never personally fought him before, but she wasn’t going to give him any advantage.

			As he circled, Phasma leapt for him. In one hand, she held her spear, topped with its slender blade, and in the other hand she had an ax of rusty metal. Of the many remnants of the old mines that her people scavenged, nothing was as useful as the old saw blades and machinery strong enough to hew through rock itself. She drew first blood on Balder and laughed, taking a fierce joy in the fight. Before now, the raids had been mostly tests, but this battle was for real.

			It was hard to keep track of who died and who lived as the members of the Scyre fought for their lives. Although they kept a tight circle around Ylva, some Claw members managed to leap or fight through the protective ring. Torben stood closest to Ylva, the last line of defense with his mighty clubs bristling with spikes. For all that she had her bundle strapped to her chest, Ylva fought as ferociously as anyone, taking down two Claw fighters with the rusty saw blades Phasma had taught her to wield. Even Keldo took down a Claw for all that he could fight only in place, tethered to his stone spire by lines and forced to fight on one foot.

			But Phasma was the warrior who did the most damage. Clad in her mask and climbing spikes, she was strong, tall, quick, and the master of every weapon she carried. For all that Balder had the physical advantage, Phasma fought like she craved death at the enemy’s hand, like she longed to fall on Balder’s b’hedda, a famed Dug weapon he’d painstakingly crafted from an old mining blade. But the b’hedda was a weapon for distance, and Phasma quickly closed with Balder, fighting past his own circle of defense and forcing him to turn away from Ylva and use more intimate tools to best her. It was like a dance, Siv told me: a teen girl dressed like a monster, weapons spinning in her hands as she fought an adult male Dug.

			
			Phasma parried every hit and struck back until Balder dripped blood from his stone-gray skin. One of the reasons he ruled was because he didn’t fall ill from his wounds as easily as the humans so often did, but he was soon panting and slowing down. His knife fell from his cut foot as if the appendage was numb, but still he continued fighting. When Phasma lopped off one of his ear fins dripping with ceremonial baubles, Balder finally bellowed in rage, spun, and swung away, calling a retreat. The Claws followed him gladly, for they had lost a dozen members and sustained their own damage without obtaining the child they sought.

			Phasma stood tall on her stone spire by a Scyre flag, hefted her ax in the air, and screamed her war cry.
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