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1.

ERIS

Present day

It was harder to steal supplies when the whole fucking galaxy wanted Eris and her crew dead.

And she was really, really trying not to murder anyone.

<Avoid the camp.> The directive from Kyla came through Eris’s Pathos, the minuscule device at the base of her skull that allowed her crew to communicate telepathically.

Their commander was with their primary ship, Zelus, still orbiting Victrix’s atmosphere. It was easier to do supply runs in their smaller bullet craft without setting off the Empire’s detection systems. Eris’s absolute shitstain of a brother would be all too happy to know where they were. Every time she heard him referred to as Archon Damocles on the newscasts, she tasted bile on her new, bionic tongue.

The old military outstation was supposed to be in a deserted forest. When the ship’s systems had pinged the coordinates, it said the reduced population of the mostly uninhabitable planet had kept the need for military presence small. It was too mountainous, the soil rugged, and rain fell less every year. Their outposts had been relegated to coastal areas as the forests began to dry out and lose resources; Victrix seemed the safest option for a quick supply run to one of the abandoned storehouses.

The ship’s computers had lied.

Maybe not lied—but the systems hadn’t been updated since before the Laguna Massacre. On the eve of a truce meant to end a war, Tholosians and Evolians alike had been slaughtered as a virus engineered by the Tholosian Empire swept through the ceremony. An act of war, if there ever was one. It had been a slaughter—a mass casualty event that killed thousands of revelers there to celebrate a new age of peace.

But, of course, no one blamed the Empire. Damocles’ reputation had escaped as unblemished as the new, glittering crown he’d fashioned from his father’s old one. The Oracle had done One’s job—woven One’s programming through citizens’ minds to crush any whisper of doubt. Even if some niggling question of Damocles’ involvement persisted, the Oracle’s tendrils would chip away at that doubt day by day.

No, the responsibility for twenty-three thousand massacred people had fallen squarely on the shoulders of Eris, the other six members of their crew, and the remnants of the Novantae Rebellion. They were fugitives, wanted by Tholosians and Evoli alike. And every military outpost and settlement in bumblefuck dust towns in the veritable asshole of the galaxy was on high alert.

And Eris was—again—really, really trying not to kill anyone.

Really.

So, of course, there were bounty hunters camped at the outpost. Of fucking course. Bounty hunters and opportunists made it dangerous to stay in any place for too long.

She made a frustrated noise deep in her throat. They were running out of backup supplies fast. She’d wanted this to be simple.

<The camp is outside the old canteen,> Eris replied to Kyla, lifting a hand to signal Nyx and Clo.

They crouched next to her in the dense thicket of trees enclosing the old military base, their hovercart concealed under a camouflaged tarp behind them. The women wore dark armor stolen from a prior run. Good shit, Nyx had said with a low whistle when they’d found it. Eris’s armor didn’t quite fit—too big—but it covered the soft bits she didn’t want to be scorched by a Mors bullet.

The easy solution would be to retreat. Return to the ship, find provisions elsewhere. But since the location of Novan headquarters was compromised, their small rebellion had been forced to flee and set up camp wherever they could find it: barely habitable planets, deserted outposts, dying moons. Certified shitholes. Worse: two months earlier, a military ambush on one of their makeshift camps had left the already-struggling resistance in tatters. Many were murdered. Others scattered across the galaxy to hide from the Tholosian Empire. They’d lost most of the tech at their base on Nova, and they still needed to buy or steal food, weapons, and medical equipment.

They didn’t exactly have the option of picking and choosing where.

Even forgotten outposts like Victrix were risky. All it took was one brainwashed asshole spotting something out of the ordinary and reporting it to the Oracle. The Empire’s near-omniscient AI had upgraded its systems over the last few months in its never-ending search for the rebellion’s survivors.

<So, avoid the camp,> came Kyla’s suggestion. <Seriously, Eris, one would think you’d never done an ITI mission before in your life.>

Eris heard Clo’s low snort, and they shared a look. Impossible to Infiltrate: Eris’s specialty. “Is that a challenge, do you think?” Eris whispered.

“Cannae tell if she’s challenging us or trying to get us all shot,” Clo muttered.

“Mm.” Over the Pathos, Eris asked, <Ariadne, can you check the database files and see if there’s any other way of getting into the canteen?>

A pause over the Pathos. The chirpy voice of the sixteen-year-old genius came through their network. <The old landing pad at the top of the building has a hatch.> Eris pictured Ariadne sitting at the monitors, tablet in hand, while she hacked the sensors to keep their team from being detected on the ground. Without her, they would have been burned the moment they set foot near the compound.

<The top of the building?> Eris didn’t bother keeping the annoyance out of her voice. <Are you kidding me?>

<Nope! Oooh, that means you get to rappel inside like a badass spy! You have cables in your toolbelt, don’t you? And the folding grappling hook!>

Nyx snorted.

<I couldn’t have done it in my old prosthetic, but now it should be a breeze,> said Clo, giving Eris a smug grin and holding out her artificial leg, turning it side to side proudly. <Want me to go in?>

<No. Keep watch while Nyx and I get supplies. If things go to shit, we run. Cato, keep the bullet craft ready.>

His answer came fast: <Already done.>

Cato was their second pilot assigned to Zelus. Clo had bristled at the idea of him flying the bullet craft during a quick getaway. Still, Cato started to complain about being relegated to medical duties after spending years as a Tholosian military pilot. In the end, Clo relented, but she’d still banned him from working on Zelus’s engines.

Clo’s grin widened, and she gave a celebratory gesture with her fist. <Everyone, this means I get to watch and see if Eris falls on her hummock. Want to take bets?>

<Do you even have any money?> Nyx asked.

<I have two scythes I found on the outpost on Adhara, and laundry duty that I’m looking to avoid,> Clo replied.

<Fine. I’ll bet a week of laundry duty,> Nyx countered.

<Fuck you, Clo,> Eris said. <I bet fifty scythes I make it inside without falling on my ass.>

<Where the fuck did you get fifty scythes?> Nyx looked suspicious.

<Ex-princess.>

Clo rolled her eyes. <Fifty says you don’t,> she challenged.

<Focus, all of you,> Kyla interjected. <We’re pulling the ship back to outer orbit to lessen the chance of detection. Move fast when you’re inside.>

Eris kept her voice lower than a breath when she spoke to Nyx again. “Get the medical supplies while I get the food. We’ll meet back here. Clo, stay down. Don’t move, but cover us.”

“Sure thing, former potential sovereign,” Clo said with a wry grin, hefting her Mors.

Nyx and Eris split, both women edging their way through the thicket of trees. The hovercart, linked to the tracking device in Eris’s jumpsuit, followed her silently through the woods, its engine little more than a soft hum.

Eris moved swiftly, her footsteps silent in the crush of damp leaves, as she kept an eye on the camp of bounty hunters. It was early morning in Victrix’s northeast hemisphere, near the Borean forests where they’d landed. The sun had barely peeked over the horizon, the sky just blushing orange to chase away the dark. The camp was quiet. The few hunters that were awake already had a fire going—a helpful little target that had tipped them off to the camp’s presence when they landed in the first place.

Smart, most bounty hunters were not. Many were retired military, responsible for capturing rebels and readying them for prison transport for a fee. So, when Damocles—Eris would sooner cut her tongue out again than call him Archon—had declared a bounty on Novan rebels, many saw it as a chance to rise above their station. The take on a rebel’s head was enough to make retirement a lot comfier than with a mere soldier’s pension. And one of the Seven Devils? That score would set someone up for life. They’d probably get a commendation and some ugly gold medal they’d brag about for years.

Eris found a collapsed patch of the gate and sent the hovercart through. She followed, entering the compound nearest to the canteen. She sprinted to the wall of the building and pressed her back against it, listening hard. Birds in the trees, a slight rustling in the underbrush. An enemy or something else? She paused, uncertain. Should she double back and check?

Not now, she told herself. Get it the fuck together.

Ever since Laguna, doubt could make her go cold. Freeze her solid. So far, she had been lucky. Her pauses hadn’t gotten anyone killed.

So far.

Focus and climb—the self-directive came in her father’s baritone. Haunting or taunting her? She was never sure.

Eris tried not to think about how often she recalled her father’s specialized training, the painful attention he paid to her as his most likely heir. Or that the Archon was yet another soul she’d sacrificed to the God of Death. He’d asked her for mercy even as his dimming ochroid eyes had shone with disappointment and disdain.

And she’d granted it.

<Eris?> Clo’s voice was a welcome distraction. <I can see you through the scope. You swell?>

<Yeah.> Eris gave her head a shake. After a few taps on her mech cuff, she sent the hovercart up to the roof. <Fine.>

With an exhale, Eris found her first handhold in the brick and began to climb. That was easier, a task that depended entirely on muscle memory and her body’s strength. Eris benefited from being bred for combat, with nanites from birth that improved her physical stamina. Being genetically engineered into the Empire’s cohort of royal children had a few advantages.

As she pulled herself up onto the roof, Clo’s low voice came over the Pathos: <Ugh, I might have to wash Nyx’s smelly undershirts because of you, you marshhole.>

Eris gave a small smile as she kneeled beside the hatch. When Ariadne confirmed that the alarm was disabled, Eris set to work on the old security lock. After successfully conquering the Iona Galaxy, the Tholosians had abandoned most military bases; maintaining the grounds became a waste of energy, time, and resources. Some buildings were used for overflow storage, but they were protected and surveilled with electronics hundreds of years old that cracked like eggshells under current tech. There might be nothing inside but cobwebs and dust—but with any luck, they’d find something worth taking back to the ships. With a swift tug of the rusted hatch door, Eris sent the hovercart into the canteen and used her grappling hook to rappel down after it.

The canteen was practically ancient. Eris only identified some cooking appliances from her history books; others were as old and outdated as the defense systems. She thanked the gods that the bounty hunters, at least, could still rely on the Empire to look after their nutritional needs. Their programming wouldn’t allow them to steal food from the Empire, even old military compounds. The rebels would have a hell of a lot less to eat if that weren’t the case.

Eris seized whatever she could and tossed the items into the hovercart. Earlier Tholosians had modeled most supplies at those old bases on emergency rations from ancient generation ships; they could keep food fresh for hundreds of years. The food was bland as dirt, but it was better than starving.

<I hate to interrupt,> Clo said, <but there’s activity in that camp of bounty hunters.>

Eris swept another armful of food containers into the hovercart. <Be more specific.>

<They’re starting to fan out. I think something’s tipped them off.>

Ariadne’s distracted voice came through. <The Oracle might have sensed abnormalities from the bullet craft landing. Should I cause a distraction?> She paused. <Oh, and did you find more proto bars?>

Eris disregarded that, having grown used to her friend’s meandering trains of thought. <Get Zelus ready to run. Change of plans. Clo, meet Nyx by the old medical building. I’ll be two minutes. Cato, the supplies are heading your way.>

<Ready over here.>

She shut the hovercart, then sent it speeding up to the roof and out to Cato’s waiting bullet craft. She grabbed a bottle of vodka and pulled out the stopper with her teeth. With a thought spared for wasting a decent jug of spirits on a distraction, she stuffed a dusty, stained kitchen towel down the neck of the container and used the old cooking unit to set it on fire. Low-tech, sure, but Eris had none of Ariadne’s fancy gadgets to spare. She tossed the bottle down the hall outside the canteen before hooking herself back up to the rappel line.

Hurry, hurry, hurry, she thought as she reeled back up to the roof and freed herself.

She spent precious seconds dithering at the roof, eyeing the distance to the bushes on the ground. There was no help for it; she was going to have to jump.

With a swear and a prayer, she leaped from the roof the moment before her makeshift bomb exploded.

Boom.

She landed hard in the bushes, rolling to the ground with a soft grunt. The branches had slashed through her jumpsuit sleeve, but she ignored it. Her father’s voice pulsed through her skull, even now: Pain is a distraction; pain is a weakness. She ducked back into the brush as bounty hunters rushed toward the source of the commotion.

<When I mentioned you falling on your arse,> Clo said, <I didn’t think you’d do it literally.>

Eris bounced to her feet and dashed across the compound to the medical bay, staying low. She found Clo and Nyx crouched below the retaining wall near a passed-out bounty hunter. Clo’s knuckles were bleeding. As one, the women ducked into the forest, moving fast.

Shouts came from somewhere in the distance. Eris heard Morsfire a moment before a sharp sting radiated from under the armor plate of her forearm where she’d already ripped it. Fuck. Just a graze, but it hurt like flames of the Avern.

<Find cover now,> she snapped at Clo and Nyx. <Straight ahead. That thicket.>

The women pushed themselves to run faster. Morsfire sprayed around them as they fled for the dense copse of trees. Eris, Clo, and Nyx spread out, each nabbing their own massive trunk to gather their breath.

<How many did you count?> Eris asked Nyx.

<Seven, but I can’t be sure.>

<I had eight. They’ve got a fucking sharpshooter.> She pressed a hand to her wound, hissing. Doubts crept through her thoughts again. She shook the apprehension off; she would get her teammates out of this. She would. They’d survived much worse than this. <Both of you look through the scopes and find the shooters for me. Tell me where to go.>

Eris set off through the trees. Clo cursed at her through the Pathos and finally ended her ramble with <And here I thought you were trying something new. Looking at the other side of the swamp, or whatever.>

Morsfire to her left. Eris dodged behind a tree. <What if they accidentally die?> She pressed herself to the thick trunk. <If I shoot them and they bleed out, it’s not my fault, is it?>

<Your immediate left,> Nyx said.

The first bounty hunter edged past, moving slowly. Eris seized a branch from the ground and swung it hard at his temple. Quick, efficient. She grabbed the man and lowered him to the ground. Granted, a bleed in the brain could end him just as quickly.

She was still really, really trying not to kill anyone.

She readied herself for the next bounty hunter.

<It would be your fault,> Clo hissed. <It would be one hundred percent your fault.>

<Please,> Nyx interrupted. <Ninety-percent. Ninety-five at most. Go northeast, count to fifty.>

Eris did as the soldier instructed, letting the spaces of her breath be her count. The woman hiding behind a tree didn’t even see her. Eris grasped her around the neck and got a finger on a pressure point, making sure not to press too hard. She secured the woman’s wrists and ankles with a cable tie. She’d wake up feeling like shit in a few minutes but wouldn’t be able to chase after them.

Two down. Five to go.

<What’s ninety percent?> Ariadne asked through the network.

<If Eris shoots a person and they die,> Clo said impatiently. <It’s one hundred percent her fault. Not ninety. Not ninety-five.>

<Ninety-eight point six percent!> Ariadne chirped back.

<Are you fluming kidding me? How can you even arrive at that?> Clo sounded indignant. <Kyla, can you believe this?>

<I’m not getting involved,> their commander said shortly. <Eris, I’m getting word on the networks that more ships are heading this way. We need to be gone. You’ve got approximately two minutes to take out those bounty hunters.>

<There are five more. If the Oracle starts running One’s code in the foreground of their neural network, that fight goes beyond a couple of minutes.> Eris readied her antique blaster. This gun wasn’t just a sentimental gift from her dead brother, Xander. It was her weapon of choice. Sure, she was trying not to kill people, but the Mors bullet marks she left behind were messages. She wanted her only living brother to know which ones were hers.

She wanted Damocles to know who stole his supplies, commandeered his ships, and assaulted his soldiers and bounty hunters. She wanted him to regret not killing her when he’d cut out her tongue, drugged her, and made her responsible for the deaths of thousands.

Ariadne had replaced Eris’s tongue. It was bionic, silver, and metallic; it served just as well as the one with which she’d been born. But even Ariadne couldn’t heal the memory of what Damocles had done to Eris. Tech couldn’t fix it. Those memories had marked her.

<Cato?> Eris took a steadying breath. <Supplies loaded?>

<Already done,> Cato replied. <And it’s ninety-three percent, taking into account the fact that they’re one hundred percent prepared to shoot your ass. Putting a laser bullet in their leg is a kindness.>

<Good enough for me,> Eris said. <Nyx?>

Nyx directed her. Eris struck quickly—one bullet to the next bounty hunter’s kneecap, a fist to his jaw. He was out so fast that he didn’t even have time to scream.

She darted behind the next. Sneaked an arm around the woman’s throat.

It’d be simple to snap her neck. Not to worry whether or not she woke up.

But Eris was tired. She was tired of being the God of Death’s Chosen.

Eris cut off the bounty hunter’s air and lowered the motionless body to the ground. Four down. Three quick shots from her stun took out the next two—a present from Ariadne that dropped a person unconscious in three seconds flat. Useful for those whose Oracle programming had yet to go into effect, but became next to worthless once adrenaline pumped through their system. Eris once used up all her stuns to take down a single soldier, and they didn’t have infinite charges to spare.

<Six down,> Eris told the others. <Clo, Nyx, ready to move on my mark.>

Eris’s breath heaved as she sprinted within range of the remaining bounty hunters. Along with the fifty other children who had survived the harsh childhood that came with being born into the royal cohort, Eris had prepared for battle in the brutal training school on Myndalia. She learned from a tender age how to kill with the utmost efficiency—and she had been the best.

After all, she had murdered twenty-one of her brothers.

She ran out from behind a tree and aimed with her blaster. Last two soldiers. One, two shots to the knee. They opened their mouths to scream, but Eris whipped out her stun and got her close-range shots exactly where she wanted them.

All eight bounty hunters down, and not a single one was sent to the Avern. She hadn’t given a sacrifice to her patron god in months. But she could still feel Him whispering in a corner of her mind, coaxing in a voice just like her brother’s.

One day, she’d have to offer another life.

One day, she’d give another soul.

“But not today,” she whispered.

Clo and Nyx came to stand beside her. “Not bad,” Clo said, looking impressed.

Eris ignored that and headed in the direction of the bullet craft.

“You owe me fifty scythes,” Clo called after her, grinning.

“No, I don’t,” she threw back.



2.

CLO

Present day

Clo hissed as she ran water over the stinging cuts on her hand, ribbons of red paling to pink down the sink’s drain. Her knuckles had caught on a man’s teeth.

The Devils were packed into Zelus’s med bay, speeding toward another quadrant. Their next destination was sure to be another brief respite before fleeing again. So it fucking went, day after day. Never setting down roots for long.

The fragrant scent of lilies touched Clo before Rhea’s hands slid around her waist. The former courtesan’s bottle of perfume was nearly empty. Clo would be sad when it was gone.

“Let me see,” Rhea said gently, taking Clo’s hands to pat them dry with a towel. She made a slight noise. “This will bruise.” She pressed a feather-light kiss to Clo’s injuries.

“A little pain for cracking a bounty hunter’s jaw,” Clo said with a grin. “Worth it.”

“Clo,” Cato called. “Your turn. Rhea, do not kiss Clo’s open wounds. Fuck’s sake, do I have to give everyone another lecture about bacterial and viral transmission?”

Clo scoffed. “I’m not screaming in agony or bleeding from my eyeballs, Cato. A bairn could handle this.” She lifted her injured hand and raised two fingers toward him in the rude symbol of the scythes. “See? Full mobility.”

Cato had insisted on checking them over since Damocles had used one of the small settlements on Victrix for ichor experiments. The half-life of the activated disease was short outside of a body, but the Devils put up with Cato’s poking and prodding. Images of Tholosians and Evoli on Laguna bleeding from noses, mouths, and ears were far too fresh. Clo still saw them every night when she closed her eyes.

Eris rubbed the back of her hand along her split lip, smearing red against her cheek, the minor injury already healing from the nanites in her royal blood. Ariadne was on her tablet, monitoring the movements of bounty hunters on Victrix; it was only a matter of time before they sounded the alarm about the Devils. She gnawed on a proto bar, and Clo’s stomach rumbled at the sweet scent. She still ate better than she had during her childhood in the slums, but the last few months had forced the rebels to ration. As a result, she’d fallen back into old habits: saving food for the others, only eating when her belly protested too much or her head started to swim.

“So far, so good,” Ariadne announced with her mouth full. “Archon Asshole has no idea where we are.”

“A small mercy,” Kyla murmured. “But we’ll have to stretch these provisions longer than the previous take. The last thing we need is the Oracle calculating the length of time it takes us to run out.”

Clo’s gut growled again, and she tried to ignore it. She’d have half a nutrient bar for supper later.

“Oookay,” Ariadne sang. She tapped a few more times. “And I’m finding us a nice planet or moon to rest on. Somewhere pretty where Archon Asshole won’t find us. I want a beach.”

Clo was beginning to suspect that Ariadne kept insulting Damocles for no other reason than because she enjoyed it. No one said a thing because Ariadne was sixteen, swearing was still a novelty, and opportunities for petty entertainment were scarce.

Also, Damocles was an absolute asshole.

As if summoned, the med bay screens chimed with a melody: an incoming broadcast from the Three Sisters system, with the Empire’s primary seat of Tholos in the center. That had been the first planet humans disembarked on thousands of years ago after destroying their old one. Of course, they went right back to destructive habits. That was what humans did: explore, conquer, squander, move on. Their behavior was as constant as the movement of the stars.

“Oh, gods,” Eris groaned as the chimes went on and on. “Are you fucking serious? Another one? That’s the third this week.”

Nyx just shook her head in disgust. “You should have shot him in the dick.”

“That wouldn’t have stopped him from klaxoning,” Eris countered.

“No, but the idea of shooting his nads off pleases me.”

The old Archon—Eris’s father—had sent these galaxy-wide announcements only when necessary, like when he declared the proposed peace treaty on Laguna. Damocles blared them out whenever he had the slightest silting excuse. Seemed desperate to Clo: an attempt to consolidate power and prove he was a better leader than his father and sister. Damocles delighted in broadcasting his citizens toppling and burning the Discordia icons disseminated across the Iona Galaxy. He put his own visage in their place, depicting a crown heavy on his brow and his chest all puffed out as his cape fluttered in a holographic wind. Clo had seen Damocles’ face on every planet they’d scavenged, no matter how small and forgotten. She’d wanted to punch his smug smile.

“My loyal citizens,” Damocles intoned, face flickering on the screens of the med labs. He sat on a marble and jeweled dais that glinted in the light. He was dressed all in gold; even his boots and eyepatch were gilded. Clo pictured herself splashing swamp mud all over him. “May the gods watch over us all and continue the might and the glory of the Tholosian Empire.”

Clo glowered up at him. “Can we please disconnect these? I hate his fucking face.”

“Can’t even escape him in the med bay,” Cato added.

“We need to know what the enemy is saying,” Kyla reminded them. “Now, be quiet.”

Damocles’ deep, resonant voice continued. “I’m pleased to announce that since Laguna, there have been no new cases of the novel ichor disease elsewhere in the galaxy, amongst either the Tholosians or our new allies, the Evoli. Furthermore, our scientists have been hard at work, and I’m pleased to announce our vaccine rollout to planets in stages, beginning with the Three Sisters and the military. I intend to ensure our freedom from this terrible disease unleashed by the former Princess Discordia and her devilish accomplices.”

“Devilish,” Nyx mocked, nudging Eris with an elbow, but her face was tight.

Eris, meanwhile, was stone.

“I’ll save all loyal citizens from the threat of this deadly disease. But be certain: anyone sowing dissidence or risking the health of the Empire will be dealt with ruthlessly. It’s my duty to keep you safe. May the gods smile upon the might of Tholos.” He raised his hand in a benediction and inclined his head, his shining eyepatch winking in the light. Applause from the throne room clattered over the speakers, music swelling to its last crescendo.

The videocast cut.

“Damocles is a dickwad,” Ariadne sang to the same tune as the recording.

Kyla flicked off the screen, her movements irritated. “No one will even suspect he developed the vaccine so quickly because he engineered it along with the godsdamned plague in the first place.” She huffed out a breath. “It’s going to work, too. He’ll be some divine panacea to all of this, especially after they broadcast the videos from Laguna for months.”

There’d been no escaping them. The agonized faces of Tholosians and Evoli dying in the throne room. Their muffled screams. Watching them all die together had helped scratch away some of the deep-rooted fear between both empires.

They had quarantined Laguna for months, and while Clo and her crew had saved most of the inhabitants of the planet, almost everyone in that ballroom had perished. Those who survived had lingering health complications. The new Archon had cemented the truce by giving everyone common enemies: the threat of an unseen illness, and the rebels who had allegedly unleashed it.

Even Clo had to admit it was a damned powerful deception.

“When people are desperate for assurance, they’ll sip lies like nectar,” Rhea said.

Clo exhaled hard through her nose. Rhea was right. Damocles’ popularity was frustratingly high. People might have whispered misgivings when he was the Spare, but now they seemed to love him; they called him gods-blessed, a leader to rival his father. The Oracle’s programming was more effective when Damocles told citizens what they wanted to hear.

“At least he’s not lying about the lack of ichor cases,” Ariadne said, fingers flying across her screen. “Don’t see any evidence of a cover-up.”

“Any chance you can get access to the vaccine?” Cato asked. “We could see if it’s possible to reverse-engineer it for treatment or a cure. Then we could vaccinate ourselves.”

Clo frowned. “Why? We know it’s not a threat.”

Cato’s expression shuttered, staring blankly in Nyx’s direction. “As long as Damocles has control, it’s still a threat. He’ll have the virus in a lab somewhere to let loose whenever he wants to show more power. He’ll give everyone a scare, squash the outbreak, and be the hero again.”

Ariadne’s mouth twisted. “The vaccines will all be stored on the Three Sisters to start with. He’d want the supply close.”

“And we’re not going anywhere near the Sisters until the Novantae’s numbers increase, which isn’t happening anytime soon,” Kyla added. “But we have to set down somewhere. Clo and Elva can’t put off the repairs anymore, and we’re still pretty low on everything. Fucking bounty hunters.”

Kyla planned things in stages. Once she set a goal, she wasn’t prone to deviations unless someone had a good reason to disagree. In the early days, they’d all spent hours in Zelus’s observation room, staring out at the stars as their ship drifted through space and hid from the universe. Short-term, their goal was not to get shot, starve to death, or get sucked out into the abyss of space because their tech failed. Kyla considered disrupting Tholosian supply chains to steal rations, but the poor would pay the price for that temporary solution while the rich lived comfortably.

Another familiar story.

The only thing that might help was to increase Novan rebels. Four hundred resistance fighters and a handful of dodgy ships were fuck-all against the Empire. Their best bet to find people willing to side with the rebellion in large numbers were the gerulae—and Ariadne wasn’t sure if Oracle programming that strong could be unpicked. The servitor class was so completely controlled by the Oracle that they had no thoughts of their own.

But they were on every planet. Embedded in every city, often clustered around the powerful. Before those citizens were gerulae, they were the ones who had been able to break through Oracle’s code; many had dreamed of resistance. Now their punishment was complete subservience.

But if the Novans could wake up gerulae and persuade them to join the resistance? They might have a chance. The only problem? Even with Cato and Ariadne on the issue, they weren’t anywhere near a breakthrough. Kyla was hoping for a miracle.

Clo didn’t believe in miracles.

“They’re just trying to survive too, I suppose,” Rhea offered.

Eris smirked, but she’d remained uncharacteristically quiet throughout the whole exchange.

<You all right?> Clo asked her.

<Fine. One of the Mors bullets got a bit too close, is all.> She motioned at her singed sleeve.

Clo rubbed her forehead. “Cato, when can we leave the med bay?”

“When I’m sure your injuries won’t get infected,” Cato said, tending to an especially surly Nyx. “We have enough trouble battling bog-standard bacteria without proper medical supplies, much less a potentially deadly pathogen Damocles may or may not have eradicated.”

“Elva needs to know where we’re headed,” Ariadne piped up from the corner. “Here’s my shortlist of safe places.”

Clo looked at the list on the screen and blanched. There was a beat of silence as Kyla thought through their choices. Clo knew which the commander would pick, but that didn’t mean she had to like it.

“Fortuna,” Kyla said quietly. “Put in the coordinates.”

Clo’s stomach dropped. “Kyla—”

“I know, Cloelia,” Kyla said, expression sympathetic. “But Fortuna is the most logical choice. It’s abandoned, and any lingering ichor from Damocles’ experiment will be gone by now. Right, Cato?”

“Theoretically.”

Nyx shifted next to him, leaning against the wall with her usual scowl.

Kyla nodded. “I’ll take ‘theoretically’ over ‘definitely fucked.’” She motioned for Ariadne to send the coordinates.

Clo huffed something resembling a laugh. The ichor wasn’t why she didn’t want to visit that planet, and Kyla damn well knew it.

The women who had lived on Fortuna had called themselves the Furies. They’d all been ancient by the time Clo had crashed among them. Gnarled as old roots but just as strong. When they’d seen the streak of fire across the sky, they must have thought the Tholosians had finally caught up with them.

Instead, they’d found the battered co-leader of the resistance and a foul-mouthed, grief-stricken berm clutching a dead man and refusing to let him go. It would have been safer to shoot them on sight, but the Furies had taken in Clo and Sher. Helped them bury Briggs.

Fortuna was an unprofitable, forgotten planet—one of many the Tholosians went to the trouble of conquering but not developing sustainably. It was an excellent place to hide.

Clo had grown close to a woman named Jacinta. They had both liked engines. She didn’t let Clo wallow and had put her back together again as sure as mending a broken part. Jacinta was the one who had convinced Clo to go back to Nova. The Furies were too old to keep up the struggle, she’d said, but she knew Clo was one of the ones with the fight and the fire for it. No matter how much the Tholosians tied people down, there would always be pockets of resistance, like mushrooms growing in damp shit.

The Furies had sought refuge in the labyrinthine caves beneath the surface of the Fortuna uplands, ones that Kyla must have found so tempting now. The depth hid their ships’ signals without wasting energy on shields. It was Clo’s salted fault for telling Kyla about those when she’d returned.

When Clo had flown away from Fortuna, she hadn’t realized she’d left the Furies to their deaths. Like Cercyon, Victrix, and so many others, Fortuna was selected for Damocles’ fucked-up ichor experiment. An operation to produce a weapon so deadly that it could create a mass casualty event within minutes.

He’d known the women were there and had dealt with them. Just a few more fatalities among the millions, and a fitting punishment for daring to believe they could live beyond the confines of the Empire.

Clo gritted her teeth as she grabbed a clean cloth and pressed it against her still-bleeding knuckles. Rhea sensed her distress and drifted closer, placing a reassuring hand on her arm. Clo fought the urge to shake it off. There was no arguing with Kyla. Besides—

Kyla echoed the words in Clo’s brain. “We have nowhere else to go.”

Clo insisted on landing Zelus herself, glaring at Cato as if daring him to offer to copilot. The ship sliced through the atmosphere of Fortuna, smooth and controlled. The last time, her craft had been on fire, and she and Sher had been desperately trying to keep Briggs alive.

No. Clo still couldn’t think about either of them, or she’d start bawling like a bairn.

Rhea’s hands came to rest on Clo’s shoulder blades, and the scent of lilies grounded her once again.

Fortuna was a watery planet, full of smaller continents and chains of islands formed by volcanic plugs. Tall pine-like trees rose toward the stars, their trunks thick, the forest floor carpeted with needles that released their sharp scent with every step. Trees grew in the shallow waters of the sea, their roots twined underneath the sand. In the dark of night, the sky was more purple than blue, and even when the sun was at its zenith, the atmosphere was the color of amethyst. It was beautiful.

Clo hated it.

When the trees were mature, Tholos would have a use for it again. They’d cut down every last trunk and ship the lumber throughout the galaxy. Maybe they’d bother to replant. Maybe they wouldn’t. That was the Tholosian way: take, take, take, and never mind how a future generation might hate them for it.

Clo almost let out a bitter laugh. Future generations wouldn’t even have the option to hate their ancestors. The Oracle’s hold was only tightening across citizen synapses.

Zelus set down on the same beach Clo had crashed into three and a half years before. Though Cato and Ariadne’s preliminary readings showed no traces of ichor, they put on protective gear to double-check conditions.

Clo led them to the caves, her breath heavy in her helmet. Eris hacked at the undergrowth across the dark entrance, and they all slipped inside.

Clo crept through the grand atrium of the cave system that the women had called the Cathedral, a room of high, vaulted ceilings and columns of thick, black rock. The cavern was massive enough to store their five ships. They used to have over thirty, and even then, the resistance had been too small—a pebble against a mountain range.

Clo had known the bones of the dead would be there, but that didn’t mean she was prepared.

Ariadne gave a soft cry when she saw them. Rhea’s hand rested over her mouth. Kyla, Nyx, Cato, and Eris remained implacable. How many corpses had they seen between the four of them? Thousands, Clo reckoned. Maybe even tens of thousands. What was a few hundred more?

Clo crouched down and stared at a skull. The flesh had decayed with time, the women’s skeletons already greening from mold, moss, and damp. Clo remembered how they had to store all their food in airtight containers, and even then, it was common to open one and see her dinner furred with blue or green.

Who had this skull belonged to? Adelphie? Oda? Could this be Jacinta? She touched the cheekbone and bowed her head.

“No signs of active ichor,” Cato said, tapping his tablet. “Any particles died off long ago. We’ll drop a sanitizer bomb in here, but it seems safe enough.”

Rhea lingered near Clo, unable to give the reassurance and empathy from skin-to-skin contact in their suits. Behind them, the remains of the rebellion streamed in, awed to silence by the cave and the dead.

“We could take the bones to one of the other chambers,” Nyx said, unwilling to come anywhere near the bones. It wasn’t like her to be squeamish.

“No,” Clo said. “We’re not taking them deeper into the dark.”

“We’ll give them a proper burial, Cloelia,” Kyla said. “We’ll put them to rest.”

“I’ll say last rites,” Eris added quietly.

Clo nodded, not trusting herself to speak. She rose, staring at the four hundred or so resistance fighters who exited their barely functional ships. All that remained of the Novantae.

She swallowed hard and headed back to the ship to get her spare gloves.

It took most of the day to gather the dead. There was no way to separate the skeletons, but Clo didn’t think the Furies would mind. They’d lived together. Died together. They’d be put to rest together. A few Novantae stayed behind to clean the atrium and the smaller caves that would serve as storage.

Clo changed out of her protective gear and went to the beach with the Devils, Elva, and a handful of other Novantae. Daphne, another pilot. Hadriana, their main logistics coordinator and administrator. Albus, the primary weapons man. Some of them Clo hadn’t interacted with often on Nova. Now they were all the family she had left.

The sunset was red and gold smeared across a purpling sky. Clo had left her helmet behind, and it was pure gleyed to feel the wind against her cheeks. The air still smelled the same: sharp pine, sea salt, the almost-spicy scent of an edible red flower that may not have a name. The women called them blood roses. This place had been home once, but they wouldn’t stay there long enough for it to become home again. The others would hunker down with the hope that Ariadne and Cato could do the impossible and bring the dead back into the gerulae’s still-living bodies.

Clo shivered in the cool air as Eris gave last rites. Cato and Albus lowered the remains into the water. The waves closed over them like a hand, sweeping them away. Clo hoped they met with Briggs’ bones and kept her old mentor company in the Avern until the day they’d all meet again.

Clo didn’t cry. She thought she would, but everything stayed locked up deep and tight. Rhea and Ariadne cried for her, tears dampening their cheeks.

When the last of the bones had slipped beneath the gray waves and dusk darkened to twilight, Rhea came closer and placed a hand on Clo’s waist. “Let’s go for a walk,” Rhea said. “I’m feeling just as anxious as you are.”

A few months before, knowing Rhea could feel her tension would have raised Clo’s hackles like a marsh-cat. Now she only wrapped herself in her jacket as a light rain drizzled down on them both.

They picked their way over roots, hand in hand. Clo had an easier time of it with her new prosthetic. They’d pulled a job and stolen enough silver smartmetal to give Eris a tongue and nabbed Clo a better leg in the process. Her skin no longer chafed with each step and the joints were oil-smooth.

Like Clo, Rhea’s long, simple shirt and trousers tucked into scuffed boots were old, beginning to fray at the edges. They kept their nicer togs for missions. Even in threadbare and patched clothes, Rhea carried herself with the smooth grace bred into her since birth.

Rhea tucked an errant dark strand behind her ear. Clo had memorized every feature of Rhea’s face, but sometimes she could turn her head at a certain angle, and it was like Clo was seeing her for the first time all over again on the commandeered Zelus. One of three women willing to risk everything to leave the Empire behind. Chin up, eyes blazing, daring them to try and stop her from escaping.

Clo never thought she’d be homesick for Nova. Damocles had found that too-hot desert planet and set it on fire right after Laguna. They hadn’t even had time to go back. Clo missed the mementos she’d stored in a loose floorboard under her bed: a long-stale packet of her mother’s healing herbs, a little cog that reminded her of Briggs. Small, tangible things from those who were gone. They now lived only in her memory.

Rhea’s hand clasped Clo’s tight as they scaled the faint trail that led to a rocky outcropping overlooking the forest, the sandy beach, and the flat calm of the sea. They settled on a cool stone slab. The misty rain fell on Rhea’s dark hair and glittered like diamonds. They sat close together, keeping each other warm in the near-dark. Two crescent moons glowed overhead. Clo placed her arm around Rhea’s back, idly running a hand down the faint bumps of her spine, the other woman shivering beneath her touch.

“Just wait until our sighting gets back to Damocles,” Clo said. “People claimed to see us all over the galaxy, and he hasnae even gotten close.” She gave a laugh. “They said we were lounging on a beach in Canopus—like we’d be caught anywhere that fancy.”

“If only it were that easy,” Rhea agreed with a sly smile. “I can see the headlines now: ‘Seven Devils’ spotted on Victrix. It’s going to ruin his sleep.” Ariadne’s nickname had stuck. After a subtle leak, the press had run with it, embracing the name as a curse. Never mind that by their own theology, devils and gods were the same.

Rhea shifted, and her expression rippled. Clo might not have Rhea’s talent for sensing emotions, but she was getting better at reading the clues. Rhea fiddled with her necklace—some old locket she’d found on a supply run. She’d fixed the broken chain and polished away the tarnish. She’d put a tiny painting of seven stars inside, for the Seven Devils.

“How long do you think we have?” Clo asked, swallowing. “Before our mission?”

“Soon,” Rhea said. “I think we’re close.”

Clo’s stomach clenched and twisted. The sea wind whipped through the pine trees, blowing their collars up against their necks.

Rhea and Clo were going to have to leave the others.
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