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 IN THE BEGINNING

 Before there was time, there were three sisters.

 From their hands sprang death, and life, and the power to judge all. They rose from the singularity, a space of ultimate density. One eternally hungry, one eternally feeling, and one radiant enough to take from all.


 From their hands came the universe.
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 ACT I:

 THE DOMINION OF PARADISE



Chapter One:
Korinna


 The Church was empty except for the red, whispering bodies.

 As she knelt on the floor, Korinna’s veil stuck to the red dust she wore over her eyes. Sticky from the heat of so many candles, plumes of incense thickened the air. Her knees bruised. The marble floor bit into them with the poison of a viper. She felt it all and pulled each sensation deep into her heart.

 The simulacrum held a handful of other clerics at this time in the ship’s day cycle, their heads bent in respect. Meditating on Vermicula’s perfection every day wasn’t required, but this was the one place on the Navitas where Korinna could find some damn peace and quiet.

 She huffed her veil out of her face and froze.

 Among the blurred splotches of red that were the other clerics, there was a stranger. A woman stood by Vermicula’s altar with the heat of a candle in her hand. The goddess’ tomb rested on a low platform off the ground, covered with a recumbent effigy of her likeness.

 The dark-haired woman placed the candle in Vermicula’s cupped hands and the flame jumped like it had been doused in accelerant.

 Despite her limited vision, Korinna saw the woman’s face more clearly than she had ever seen anything, her eyes taking in each detail for the first time. Normally, Korinna saw in blurs and smudges. She relied on tactus, the tactile energy of all things, to feel the world around her instead.

 She had never seen a face before.

 Transfixed, she stood up, her aches and pains forgotten. Seeing the shine of the woman’s black hair, the rosy tint to her fair skin from the heat of the candles, and the warmth of her black eyes struck her speechless.

 The woman breezed out of the simulacrum, her skirts hissing over the marble.

 Korinna’s mouth hung open. The other clerics were still kneeling at the altar or bent over in prayer in the pews.

 Wandering out of the heavy atmosphere of the sacred space, she pulled the red gossamer off her head and sucked down the cool air of the ship. A class of novices, mostly children half Korinna’s height, trudged down the hallway under the supervision of a pinched priestess. The unsworn adepts eased past her with quiet steps, shrinking before the doors to the simulacrum.

 A few of the students would become clerics soon if they survived, but many of them wouldn’t.

 Years ago, Korinna had been one of them. Born and raised on the Navitas, she’d spent twenty years in the Order of Vermicula without setting foot on land. She was in her final year as a cleric, an initiated member of her Order, but without the duties or responsibilities of the priests and priestesses.

 “Class sizes are getting a bit ridiculous, aren’t they?”

 Therese appeared at her elbow along with two other clerics from Korinna’s cohort.

 “For now.”

 Did she say that out loud? Maybe Korinna had inhaled too much incense, but her brain felt like it was operating at half its normal capacity.

 “Excuse us,” Therese said. “You’re standing in the way.”

 “Sorry—There’s—I have to go.”

 The other women whispered as they filed into the simulacrum together. Thank the Ember she’d finished her meditation already. There would be no peace for the clerics forced to share the simulacrum with Therese and her friends.

 She’d been one of those friends once, before she swore herself to the Order. Korinna and Therese would have been only thirteen then, barely older than the class of girls she’d just passed. Before the night when the others disappeared.

 Until they pledged their lives to Vermicula, all adepts were treated more or less the same. As children, they studied languages, geography, mapmaking, and tactology, the science of tactile energy. At age thirteen, novices breathed in incense from Vermicula’s altar and they were forever bound to her Order.

 Once Korinna and the survivors joined the Order, nothing was the same.

 Clerics still had lessons, but they were separated according to ability. The largest class in her cohort had ten women and three men. That was the class Therese was part of, the class Korinna had expected to be placed in.

 Now she didn’t have a class. She had remedial lessons by herself with Mistress Vega, an octogenarian priestess who had ruled as High Priestess of the Order in her day, before yielding the status to Mistress Renatia.

 After spending so much time away from her cohort, Korinna was an outsider. Not to mention she usually lacked for stimulating company, as Mistress Vega didn’t entertain casual talk. In the mornings, they spent most of their time drawing Korinna’s blood out of her arm and into obsidian vials. Mistress Vega would fall asleep during their academic lessons in the afternoon. Korinna didn’t have the heart to wake her, and used the time to read the romance stories Vega kept on the tallest shelf in her office, even if they were mostly about men.

 Without any lessons between now and dinner, Korinna was cut loose, a frayed wire fallen out of its braid. She looked around for the dark-haired woman again, but saw only the usual mass of blurred shapes moving through the corridor. Then she felt for her electric communicator and read the ten missed notifications with her fingers.

 “Oh, shit,” she whispered, running down the crowded hall to one of the lifts that would take her to the upper levels of the Navitas.

 It took several minutes to reach the High Priestess’ office. She arrived panting and braced her hands against her thighs. Renatia’s assistant, Pegarda, stood before her. Between gasps of air, Korinna managed, “I’m sorry, isn’t there still time to meet—”

 “Absolutely not,” said Pegarda. “Your meeting with the High Priestess requires an hour of time. It must be rescheduled.”

 There were still thirty minutes left. Korinna didn’t understand why they couldn’t have the meeting now, but this was the Order. There were rules, and traditions, and respect that must be observed.

 “The High Priestess has a meeting with the Red Friar of the Ardus Sector about the candle supplier that cannot be pushed back. You’ll receive another appointment.”

 Korinna scuttled out of the office like she’d been swatted with a rolled-up prayer book. Had Pegarda always been such a piece of work? If Korinna hadn’t been so distracted by the woman with the beautiful face in the simulacrum, she would have been on time. She couldn’t stop thinking about her. She didn’t know people could look that way, that someone’s eyes could pin you where you stood without them moving or speaking a word.

 With her meeting over before it began, she made her way to the dining hall. Its high ceilings echoed with the sound of voices and the free embers of tactus that came from having so many Redseers in one place. Korinna could feel the waves of tactus reverberating off the marble surfaces and the glass that revealed open space outside the ship.

 She loved being in the dining hall beneath the expanse of infinite black. And, while she couldn’t see the individual stars in that dark world overhead, their warmth beamed down like an array of altar candles.

 A flurry of clerics buzzed around a woman in the cohort above hers. Korinna stopped at the edge of the circle.

 “Meifeng got a posting,” one of the younger ones explained.

 Everyone was well informed except for Korinna. Being at the bottom of her cohort didn’t lend her many friends. She waited until the group of younger students left before congratulating Meifeng in person.

 “I heard you got a posting. You must be excited.”

 Meifeng shrugged. “I’m going to the Molaris Sector. A trade vessel owned by an old family.”

 A position as a tactile navigator on a trade vessel was prestigious. Trade vessels were prioritized over personal ships of any size, and only the most skilled Redseers were assigned to them. The only postings requiring more skill were warships.

 Korinna took a seat across from Meifeng. “What’s wrong? Aren’t you happy?”

 “Of course I am. But… ” Meifeng let out a breath.

 “It’s okay, you can say what you mean.”

 “You’ll understand when you get a posting. It’s not easy. They don’t—You aren’t given a choice.” Meifeng’s voice wobbled.

 Korinna wasn’t going to spend her life off the ship, but she held her tongue.

 “But you’ll make a fantastic navigator.”

 A watery laugh. “For now.”

 She took Meifeng’s hand and squeezed it. It wasn’t discussed often, but Korinna had heard stories about navigators who only lived for a year after receiving their assignments. Redsight was too demanding on them long-term, but sacrifice was expected of them as priests and priestesses.

 The older woman squeezed back. “What am I doing? I’m sorry about that. It’s hard keeping this in when everyone’s so happy for me.”

 “You don’t have to apologize.”

 “I’d better go.” Meifeng rose to leave. “But I hope I’ll see you around once you get off the Navitas too.”

 “I’m not sure that’s going to happen, but thank you.”

  “You never know. It seems like everyone’s getting a posting these days.” Her footsteps faded as she strode off.

 Korinna hadn’t heard about anyone else being sent off the Navitas, but, then again, she didn’t get to hear any of the interesting gossip in her lessons with Mistress Vega.

 She rose and went to grab a nutrient drink with an extra dose of stimulant paste so she could eat while she worked in the library. The hour she’d set aside for her appointment with the High Priestess was usually spent studying, and she needed to make up the work now or Vega would call her a waste of Vermicula’s radiance when she arrived empty-handed for her lesson tomorrow.

 She’d had the same study carrel there for years, where she kept her papers, slate, stylus, and tactile books when she wasn’t in the library or at lessons. But she’d spent all day alone.

 After moving her belongings to one of the big communal tables, Korinna began writing her essay on the impact of star density on homeomorphism. With a deft hand gripping her metal-tipped stylus, she imprinted carefully placed raised dots into the thick paper framed on her slate.

 All descendants of Vermicula were born with Redsight. It restricted their vision while allowing them to manipulate tactus, and so Korinna had learned to read and write through tactile markers. In the Galactic Imperium her condition was called blindness, but on the Navitas it was how everyone lived.

 She worked until the essay was nearly finished. The stimulant paste had cleared her head of whatever fumes she’d ingested in the simulacrum, thank the Ember.

 Aware as she was, Korinna didn’t miss the commotion when a group of clerics entered the library. They were from her cohort, and Therese was at the back of the herd.

 They ambled from one table to another before pausing by Korinna’s workspace.

 “Let’s not sit there,” one of the men said.

 His innocuous words made his friends laugh into their hands, sharing some inside joke at her expense. Korinna gritted her teeth, wondering if this was another part of her Pegarda origin story, if this was how she would end up as a bitter secretary wielding influence over the tyrants from her youth while those more talented in her cohort took positions across the stars.

 Before Korinna could snap her stylus in half she felt a smooth brush along the back of her neck, silky and powerful. She straightened in her chair and whipped around, but there was no one behind her. Apart from two bored nuns grading papers by the heating unit, she was alone.

 That couldn’t be right. She felt around until she caught a thread of sensation, an echo left in the wake of powerful energy. It felt familiar. She’d felt the same sensation earlier today in the simulacrum.

 Korinna darted out of her chair, nearly tripping over the hem of her robe. Arms outstretched, she searched for that thread and pulled until the weave of matter around it buckled, showing her the way.

 Someone was walking through the library and they didn’t want to be detected.

 It was complex work: the kind of energy transfer that required great natural ability. Reforming matter to conceal a moving being was so difficult Korinna had only read about it in the histories of the Enlightened Ones, Vermicula’s early descendants.

 Softening her footsteps, she followed the thread through the stacks of tactile books. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d needed anything from the shelves in these obscure sections of the library.

 A heavy door creaked open and she froze in her tracks. For the second time in her life, Korinna saw the clear features of a face. That face. The beautiful, dark-haired woman from the simulacrum.

 And here she was again. In some part of the library Korinna knew she must’ve visited before. But now, standing before this radiant figure, with every feature visible in minute detail, everything else around her faded away.

 All she could see was her.

 Korinna darted for the open door, but when she reached it, the woman was gone.

 Stepping inside, she teetered on her feet like she was bracing against a wind. The crest of tactile energy from the volumes contained in this room subsumed her in a riptide of tactus. There were texts that held the imprint of other worlds, that contained traces of stars and cosmic electromagnetism. She ran her hands over the spines of some of the titles. Not all of the volumes were written in tactile script—some of them were smooth. Written in print.

 It struck her for the first time that there was a large universe outside the Navitas that lived differently, that read books differently, that saw faces every day and found the experience unremarkable.

 Who was the woman from the simulacrum? How had she gotten into this room, deep in the warrens of the Order’s library, and left without anyone noticing her? How had she concealed her presence so efficiently?

 “Who let you in here?”

 Korinna spun around as a claw-like hand clamped around her forearm. So consumed by her thoughts, she hadn’t noticed anyone approach. She’d been reading one of the spines—Grimoires of the Red Vestals—when she was jerked out of the room like a child being dragged by the ear.

 “Let me go!”

 Thrashing in protest against the nun’s unbreakable grip, Korinna stomped down on her foot with all her force. The woman yelped, withdrawing with a curse.

 “Wicked girl! Of course it was you I found running your hands all over those awful books! This room is off-limits to clerics. There’s nothing in there that will make you a stronger Redseer.” Her tone sharpened. “That door was blessed by the High Priestess herself, so tell me how you got inside.”

 Korinna took a moment to straighten her robes. “Someone left the door open. I didn’t know what the room was, so I went inside.”

 The nun asked her to repeat herself. When she held her point and insisted she didn’t know the room existed until the door was left open, the nun relented.

 “You could have died standing in there. You’re lucky I found you. Some of those books have an appetite, and you have less tactus to spare than the rest.” The nun paused as if contemplating a punishment. “Off to bed with you. If I ever catch you in that room again, I swear by the Ember I’ll string you up over Vermicula’s tomb for the next blood offering.”

 “Yes, ma’am.”

 Korinna gathered her slate and a few of her papers before leaving. She’d have to punch out the rest of her essay in bed before falling asleep.



Chapter Two:
 Korinna


 The next morning Korinna got up early. She’d gone to bed late after finishing her essay, only to lie awake for hours. So many questions burned in her thoughts. About the dark-haired woman, whose face was still etched in her mind. And that room of forbidden texts and what it all meant.

 She could understand keeping some advanced knowledge from novice clerics— they could easily destabilize the Navitas when they were first learning to manipulate Redsight—but some of the tomes in that room were not ordinary books. They actually devoured the energy around them. No, it wasn’t the regular tactile books that were truly dangerous, but those print volumes animated with living gravitational vitality.

 Until yesterday, she hadn’t known books could actually retain tactus. How was that even possible?

 Still, like every other morning, Korinna made her way to the practice chambers in the lower levels of the ship.

 Redseers learned to steer spacecraft through years of practice before they were given formal postings. With so little natural ability, she knew being placed on a vessel for any length of time was unlikely. But there was work on the Navitas that needed doing, and members of the Order without much Redsight of their own were assigned jobs on the ship. Instead of becoming a priest or priestess, the nuns and friars on the Navitas toiled to maintain the Order by raising children in the crèche, instructing the cohorts, maintaining the ship, or tending the gardens.

 Staying on the Navitas was all Korinna allowed herself to want. She lacked the proficiency, the natural aptitude, that was necessary to become a skilled Redseer, despite being born and raised for only that purpose. The least she could do was serve the Order of Vermicula as best she could, to repay her goddess for every accommodation she received and did not deserve. A stifling life on the ship where she was born was all she could hope for, and her desires for more in life were unrealistic. As desperate as she was to experience more in the universe, to become a priestess herself and fly a ship one day, duty was all she had to look forward to.

 The separation between herself and her cohort had cracked deeper and deeper every year, like a crevasse under the surface of a glacier. To Meifeng and the others, becoming a navigator meant opportunity. Power. Prestige. To Korinna, it meant certain death. Her body was not strong enough to withstand the workings that were required to fuel a ship, much to her disappointment.

 She brought her face close to the panel at the entrance to her practice chamber and waited as it scanned her red iris. The doors parted, revealing the octagonal room, mirrored on all eight sides. As she stepped inside and it sealed shut, infinite images of her were reflected back, each reflection showing her crimson robes, red eyes, and sandy brown hair.

 Even if she could not become a priestess, she had to complete the training that was expected of her.

 “Upload simulation three.”

 Each level of the simulation increased in difficulty. Some clerics were anointed as priests or priestesses after reaching level nine, others had to wait years until they reached eleven. As far as she knew, no one else in her cohort was still languishing at level three.

 The simulation materialized tactically. Korinna appeared at the modest command hub on a personal schooner. A computer-generated voice read her originating coordinates and gave her the destination: a docking port on the other side of a band of asteroids. There were no other spacecraft or unstable bands of radiation, just a straightaway with indifferent chunks of rock in her path.

 The authors of the simulation were meticulous. The subtle drag from the asteroids was identical to the real thing.

 Korinna tugged at the plane of spacetime surrounding her simulated schooner, head pounding, viscous blood beaded at the corners of her eyes. She pushed deep gulps of air out with her diaphragm and blinked through the red film.

 Fueling a ship without pulling it forward through the four-dimensional manifold would incinerate her and everyone on board, so navigation through the planes was essential. She felt the path through the black void like a nerve waking up, like blood rushing to a sleeping limb, pricking at first, then thrumming with heat.

 Korinna nudged asteroids out of the schooner’s path through waves of displaced energy. The wake of the vessel quivered from the speed of its travel, each nerve in their route pulsing to life in front of her.

 She was the heart and the manifold was the body.

 Stopping the accelerating craft at the correct point in physical space was half the difficulty. Lining up the schooner with the docking port was an exercise in exhaustion. Korinna gritted her teeth against the throbbing in her optic nerve, amplifying the gravitational pull of every molecule around the vessel until time slowed and the craft decelerated into its port.

 “Simulation complete,” trilled the computer.

 Massaging her eyes with the heel of her palm, she gasped for air while listening to the stats from her exercise. The amount of time it took her to reach one point from another was a marker of skill.

 Whatever her time was, the computer logged it as a personal record. Apparently her sleep deprivation hadn’t hurt. There was no pride at that, only emptiness. Seven years as a cleric and level three was the best she could do.

 Slumping out of the practice chamber, she headed straight for the bowl of fresh water kept outside each door. She dunked her face beneath the surface, leaving dislodged flakes of blood swirling in the bowl. As she pressed her face with a towel, another cleric finished up their practice session.

 “You’re up early.”

 It was Isaac, the only cleric who consistently worked at level thirteen.

 A ripple of unease went through her. Why was he always so friendly? Didn’t he understand Korinna had as much Redsight as a piece of space junk?

 “Couldn’t sleep so I figured I’d get up.”

 He hummed in agreement. “I was up late, didn’t want to drag myself down here this morning. But I always notice you here so early. Then I get here and you’re already finished.”

 Korinna laughed. She was delirious from so much exertion and she hated, hated having other Redseers around while she practiced. Being surrounded by her more talented peers was another reminder of how much grace the Order extended by training her despite her failings, of the life they were destined for that she would never get to experience.

 “Did you have your meeting with the High Priestess?” Isaac asked. “Mine’s coming up this afternoon.”

 “No. I forgot about it until halfway through,” she admitted.

 “Are you serious?” She could hear the smirk in his voice. “Korinna, what the hell? She’s going to be so angry with you. Do you even know what the meeting is about?”

 “Our postings, I guess. Not sure.”

 Before she could speculate, Isaac asked, “Have you noticed all the new people on the ship?”

 Her mind immediately went to the dark-haired woman in the simulacrum. “Not really, why?”

 “There are a lot of them already here, but more are arriving today.” He lowered his voice. “I heard the Galactic military is sending some of the governors to the Navitas, but I don’t know why they’d come here.”

 It wasn’t every day cycle someone as influential as a Galactic governor boarded one of the Order’s ships. “I wonder if it’s true.”

 “Maybe. If I meet anyone I’ll let you know.”

 “Thanks, me too, but I’ve got to go. I have to eat something before our vigil and lessons.”

 “Don’t remind me,” Isaac grumbled, ducking back into the practice chamber.

 Korinna tossed her red-stained towel into the basket beneath the water bowl, awake and sore all over. When she didn’t practice first thing in the morning she went through the day twitchy with guilt, wondering if anyone would notice her laziness. Being at the bottom of the cohort meant living with a critical voice in her head questioning her right to be here, to have Redsight when she was so useless.

 Clerics like Isaac wouldn’t understand her desperation to justify her existence, to prove that she could be useful. He’d never questioned his role in the Order. He grew more into his abilities every year.

 He hadn’t been awake when half their cohort disappeared, the night they swore themselves to the Order and their lives were forever changed.

 The quiet burble of hot blood over the sheets, strangers whispering, wondering why this one, why not the other, because the High Priestess said so, don’t let the blood drip on the floor. Here, collect it, we need it, the blood’s more important than the kids anyway. One of the priestesses sobbing, the sound of a knife being pulled from a sheath. If you want to ascend you’ll get yourself together, or you can donate your own blood to the Order. Your choice.

 Korinna had never told him what she overheard while she was frozen in her bed, how the other half of their cohort wasn’t reassigned to a different part of the ship for “remedial study” like they’d been told. He didn’t know.

 She left the empty hall outside the practice chambers. The old blood in the basins always reminded her of that night when she was supposed to be asleep like Isaac and half her friends were drained of life.

 After grabbing a nutrient drink, Korinna went to the simulacrum for vigil. She paused outside the entrance to chug it down. If the nuns ever caught someone bringing food into the chamber, they’d drag them to the altar and use them as the offering source for a blood ritual. Blood offerings weren’t terrible when the entire congregation gave a few drops, but when you were the only donor, it stung like the hives of electrical wasps that burrowed in the older panels of the ship—bearable for a stronger Redseer, but life-threatening for someone as weak as her.

 By the time Korinna was done, there were only a few open spots among the rows of people facing the tomb with candles placed on its steps. She felt from person to person, using her abilities to flip through the traces and whorls of energy identifying each of them. She found Isaac at the back of the room and headed in his direction. On her way to her seat, Korinna brushed past Stefan, a boy she’d slept with on Heart’s Day last year and ignored ever since. He refused to move his legs out of the way for her. Maybe he was still bitter she hadn’t wanted to see him again. She slipped into a seat between Isaac and a cleric in the cohort beneath hers.

 The vigil started with the burning of ceremonial incense, along with torches and candles and bits of paper with prayers stamped into them with tactile script. All the flames and the press of bodies on top of each other made the simulacrum warm, and the psychotropics in the incense made her temples throb.

 Through her red gossamer veil, Korinna blocked out the people around her, the sound of their breathing and the rumble of tactus from having so many Redseers in one place.

 Like this, it was almost peaceful.

 One of the priestesses spoke from a lectern beside Vermicula’s tomb. Korinna heard the priestess open a dusty volume of vellum pages—the Animulus Codex. It wasn’t the only holy text in their Order, but it was the simplest, and therefore it was used the most often.

 The priestess began her sermon by explaining that Vermicula was the heart of the galaxy. They were the blood that made the Galactic Imperium function. They brought life and vitality to the dead wasteland of space. Tactus was an essential component of matter itself, like protons or electrons, and they were blessed to be able to manipulate it.

 Korinna had heard it all before. The students in her cohort had been forced to memorize the Codex at age fourteen, and there were only so many ways you could describe the glory and awesomeness of a dead witch before it all blended together.

 The girl to her right got up from her seat and Stefan took her place. Korinna’s arms were crossed over her chest, but Stefan disregarded her posture and placed his hand on her knee anyway. She brushed him off and squirmed closer to Isaac, who was asleep under his veil.

 Of course he wasn’t awake to back her up. Isaac hated mornings.

 Stefan tried to worm his hand against hers. Maybe he thought he was being funny, but he was a bad kisser and she didn’t want him touching her, so she dug her elbow into his ribs.

 He cried out and immediately drew the nuns’ attention.

 “What’s wrong with you?” he hissed. “Do you think anyone else here is going to be interested in someone like you?”

 “Someone like you.” The words made her skin erupt with heat. Embarrassment. Someone useless like Korinna. He knew it—everyone knew how weak she was. Stefan was sinking beneath himself by paying attention to her.

 “Priestess, we have our first volunteer for the blood offering,” one of the nuns said, grabbing Stefan roughly by the ear.

 Korinna sank lower in her seat as the nun dragged him to the altar. A hiss of pain escaped his lips and shivered against the walls of the simulacrum as the nuns bled his hand over the offering bowl. Then the oldest cohort was called to offer their blood, and then the next, and the next. His punishment wouldn’t be so terrible then.

 When Korinna’s cohort was called to the altar they bled Stefan again, this time with a swipe to his other palm.

 “It is your duty to your goddess,” the priestess said.

 With so much blood from Stefan, Korinna hoped they wouldn’t need as much from the rest of them. She was wrong.

 On her way to the offering bowl, Stefan found her and sent her crashing into one of the priestesses with his shoulder blade. For her disobedience, the nuns dug their blade deep into the tendons of her palm, squeezing more than a simple offering from her, pinching the sides of her hand until the bowl was full.

 Everyone knew how weak she was and saw it as their responsibility to make her stronger. Through sacrifice after sacrifice, they tried to strengthen her. To toughen her. To make her worthy of the Order of Vermicula. Korinna gave her blood to Mistress Vega every day, and once a week at vigil, and any time there was a punishment. She would gladly give every drop of her blood if it meant they’d accept her as someone who wasn’t worthless.

 When she returned to her seat beside Isaac, she ignored Stefan’s silent fuming. The priestess repeated the verses from the Codex about offerings to the divine, and with each repetition Korinna’s head grew lighter, her skin tingling with paresthesia, like there were a thousand pins digging into the sensitive nerves buried inside her limbs.

 It was different from the lurching exertion of Redsight. In the octagon, she forced herself not to think about the pain or the pounding in her optic nerve or the burning in her tear ducts. She focused on the mission and let the physical planes arc through her like a current. But blood magic was different. It was old and terrible, and its burdens sank deepest into the most vulnerable witches in the congregation.

 She heard the last verses from the Codex as if in a dream. Like she was drifting. Falling. Being smothered under her crimson sheets while her friends died and the priestesses cried over their beds. The simulacrum fell away, and in its place there was a contraction in Vermicula’s tomb, a thump, thump, thump that rattled the inside of the stone.

 In the place where the sepulchral remains of her goddess had rested for thousands of years, there was a pounding roar of life. It was so loud it made her ears tremor. In her head Korinna screamed LET IT OUT, LET IT OUT, LET IT OUT, but the magic was stronger than she was. The muscles in her face were frozen stiff. She could barely move her throat to swallow her own saliva, the paralysis was so strong.

 By the time the ceremony ended, many of the other clerics had slipped from their seats onto the marble floor, their bodies stiff like cadavers with rigor mortis. Korinna clenched her hands, expecting to feel pain or tenderness, but the cut had already healed.




Chapter Three:
Sahar


 For a planet with so much desert and sun, the courtroom was always cold. Sahar kept her hands inside her white judge’s robes while the man stood in the empty space in front of the counsel tables.

 “Put him in chains.”

 “Mistress, as a fellow scientist, please, I beg you—”

 His pleas were a waste of breath.

 “Take him away.” Sahar stayed in her seat at the judge’s bench while the town constable wrangled the scientist into a pair of electrically linked handcuffs.

 On the floor in the empty space between her seat and the counsel tables was a glowing sphere. It was smaller than a stone fruit but it contained more power than a nuclear reactor.

 “No one move,” Sahar ordered. She descended to where the sphere illuminated the floor in a glittering shift of color.

 It was beautiful. More gorgeous than any gem, but dangerous enough to destroy their three-hundred-person outpost and the land around it for leagues.

 She picked it up. If she squeezed too hard, if she lost control of her own power for even a moment, tactus would feed into the sphere and all their lives would dissolve in a runaway fusion reaction. It would release enough energy to power her entire homeworld. She pressed the single button on the side of the object and powered it down.

 The constable returned. With only one jail cell in Outpost-732, it was a short walk.

 “I can take that, Mistress.”

 Sahar put the planet-killing sphere in her pocket. “That won’t be necessary, Constable. Where did he live?”

 “Twenty leagues outside town, near the old mines.”

 The planet Thalatite was named for the valuable minerals deposited deep in its crust. Thalatite mines dotted its surface, and the planet’s residents frequently moved to wherever the mines were active. Over time, this constant migration had led to abandoned ghost towns in areas with inactive deposits—including Outpost-732.

 The energy generated from divining truth from lies always made Sahar lightheaded for a moment, even when she expected its effects. Fresh air outside the courthouse would help.

 “I’ll go look through his home. There might be more of these. Court’s adjourned.”

 She swept into the chambers provided for judicial officers and removed the silken white robe she wore over her clothes. The material had been crafted in a laboratory to stay perfectly white and durable. It was the nicest thing in Outpost-732’s courthouse.

 Underneath, she was dressed in practical, lightweight clothing to protect her from the sun and keep the sand off her brown skin. She pulled her locs into a ponytail and left through the back door of the adobe courthouse to find her personal shuttle-bike.

 Sahar drove over twenty leagues of hardpan desert with nothing but her own thoughts to keep her company. The landscape was dotted with spiky cactus plants, sagebrush, and white-stone mesas in the distance. The air rippled with heat like a gravity distortion as underfed birds dug through the sand for the spiny lizards hiding from the sun. There were no people out at this time of day.

 The scientist had chosen a remote location for a reason.

 Sahar’s stomach churned as she approached the white cliffs bordering the end of the hardpan desert. The sphere was heavy in her pocket. It was small enough to rest in her palm, but the modified thalatite at its core was so heavy it weighed down her shuttle-bike and slowed her progress.

 Wiping the dust from her eyes, Sahar powered down the bike when she reached the place the scientist called home. Unlike the rest of Outpost-732, he’d repurposed a shipping container instead of using adobe. It must be sweltering hot in there.

 She opened the shipping container and stepped inside. It was completely bare except for a jagged hole in the ground. The hole descended to a staircase that twisted downward until it was swallowed by darkness. As she peered into it, the sound of the door swinging shut behind her made her jump.

 She put a hand on her chest to calm herself. It wasn’t unusual, really. Thalatite was buried deep underground. Too much exposure to direct sunlight could alter the chemical composition of the mineral in dangerous ways, so surface deposits were reached through deeper tunnels.

 Normally, she would have used her abilities as a Lightbender to illuminate the way forward, but with so much thalatite under her feet, that could be catastrophic. Instead, she slipped an electric glow-rod from her pack and held it out before her.

 The stairs were worn in the middle like they’d been used for some time. Sahar descended three flights in a dizzying corkscrew until she reached the bottom. The air was stale, like old chemicals and hot sand. For a moment, all she could do was stare. And stare. And tremble in her desert boots as the magnitude of her discovery smothered the flame of Radiosa’s light inside her.

 The cavern was larger than any normal mine shaft. Hollowed out with precision, its smooth walls and square corners indicated meticulous execution. But what made the tactus in her nerves gutter out completely were the shelves upon shelves of spheres, each of them as fully functional as the one in her pocket. Nearly two hundred by the look of it, all formed with the same gleaming metalwork and just as deadly.

 Favored by the ancient Order of Furia, the fusion spheres caused so much destruction during the First Space Exploration that they were banned afterward. The scientist in Sahar’s courtroom didn’t look like a secret worshipper of the fallen goddess, just a curious mind that turned over a stone better left undisturbed, but she had to be sure.

 If a single one of these went off it would activate all the other spheres around it. It wouldn’t just flatten Outpost-732, it would crater the entire planet, perhaps several of the planets orbiting any one of the unremarkable stars in the outskirts of the Molaris Sector.

 The rest of the cavern had a workstation, a range for cooking, a bath area with a toilet and shower that recycled wastewater, and a shelf filled with crumbling folios. She stepped over and plucked one off the shelf. One of them might shed some light on how to disassemble the spheres, or at least how to prevent one from accidentally vaporizing her.

 It took hours to look through all the papers, but she finally found what she thought were the specs for the nuclear fusion spheres. With these specs and some luck, she would be able to take apart the spheres safely if she worked without tactus.

 Digging through the workbench, she found more tools than she expected a backwater tinkerer to have. Once she had a good look at the plans, it wasn’t difficult to start teasing the spheres apart. Sahar lost herself in the quiet work. She let go of her frustration from the day and tried to forget the lives she’d judged and the testimony she’d weighed. Lightbenders could filter truth from lies—it was one of their most prized gifts—but the constant barrage of human slights and high tempers wore on her. Math and science quieted that place in her mind that was always tensed like a wound coil.

 She removed the slivers of thalatite at the core of each sphere with tweezers, piling them in a current-proof container. After hours of work, she’d removed the power source from each nuclear fusion sphere.

 A creak in the rock ceiling above pulled her from her thoughts. The rumble of shifting sand echoed overhead.

 Shit.

 Sahar put down her tools and dashed up the stairs to the shipping container. She shouldered the door open, and the roar of the sandy wind became deafening.

 She spat out a mouthful of sand and squinted into the raging storm, dragging her shuttle-bike inside. If she left the bike out in the sandstorm, the flood of dust and rocks would destroy the engine.

 Sealing the door behind her, she stored the bike and felt her way back down the staircase, eyes irritated and watering. With her head in the sink, rinsing her eyes with recycled wastewater, she marveled that she’d ended up on this goddessforsaken rock in an obscure part of the Molaris Sector, far from her family and her Order. They’d desperately needed more priestesses in this area, and at the time she had no legitimate reason to refuse.

 Weather events like this could go on for days. Sometimes a week. If she had to spend a full week trapped in this mine shaft, she might detonate one of the nuclear fusion spheres just to see what death felt like.


 The storm lasted four days.

 Sahar ate all of the scientist’s cactus candy on the first day. It made her stomach roil to eat so much sugar, but she didn’t care.

 Most of the other food was dehydrated—the kind of provisions you’d expect on a planet with transient residents and little agriculture to speak of. Some families tended goats and sold the fermented milk, but fresh fruits and vegetables were unheard of on Thalatite.

 Trapped in the workshop with nothing else to occupy her time, Sahar picked through the tools and looked at the spheres with a more detailed eye.

 Fusion spheres had been the Order of Furia’s signature weapon because they undid what Lightbenders were capable of. Lightbenders manipulated space and time by splitting atoms with tactus; fusing atoms together undid what their work accomplished. The weapons gave Furia’s Order short-lived supremacy in space—until the Sanatio. As one of Radiosa’s followers, Sahar had learned how to control the amount of energy that fission from Lightbending expelled, but divining the truth from lies could generate enough energy to power cities, obliterate planets, and form new stars. It’s why she and the other members of her Order were spread across the galaxy.

 No one would know if she put one of the spheres back together, not while there was a ferocious sandstorm preventing any radio signals from escaping the dusty cloud over Outpost-732. That must have been why the scientist built his workshop so far beneath the surface. He couldn’t avoid detection otherwise.

 Sahar weighed her multi-tool in her hand as she bit her lower lip, deciding.

 It was illegal to reassemble one of the devices. She should already have destroyed all evidence of the specs, the formulas, and the molds the scientist used to press the delicate housing into shape. All that knowledge must have come from somewhere dangerous. Or someone.

 But she had missed this. She’d grown up in a family of physicists and engineers, born with a skill that no one else in her family had. When she’d discovered she was a Lightbender, she’d delayed ascending as a priestess and a judicial officer for four years while she finished her PhD in engineering, and she gave it all up afterward, like Lightbenders were supposed to. As a member of the Order of Radiosa, Sahar did what was required of her, even if faith came at the expense of control over her own life.

 She pulled the tray of gleaming thalatite toward her, the mineral’s iridescent facets splashing a rainbow across the cavern wall. She sat down at the table and got back to work.






Chapter Four:
 Korinna


 Korinna waited outside Mistress Vega’s office, straining to hear the conversation of the older woman arguing in the other room.

 “We both know why they’re coming here, Renatia. Don’t act surprised,” Vega said in her iciest voice. “With his warmongering track record? No, it’s better to hold back if you can, save the most promising talent. We have to part with them eventually, but there’s no sense in throwing away the best ones on a lost cause.”

 Once the fraught conversation was over, Mistress Renatia left without acknowledging Korinna’s presence. Then Vega shuffled through the door. Korinna lowered her head. She hadn’t done her best work hunched over her slate and stylus in the early hours of the day cycle, so she turned in her essay with trepidation.

 The former High Priestess was wispy and frail, but her mind was sharper than an obsidian blade. She smacked Korinna on the ankle with her cane. “Why do you seem so tired? Wake up and come inside.”

 In her office, Korinna sat on her hands to keep from fidgeting. “Mistress Vega, do you have a moment?”

 “I hope to have many moments left in my existence.”

 There was no good way to ask her about this. “Why are there books that try to eat tactus hidden in the library?”

 Vega rounded on her. “What did you say?”

 She nearly squirmed out of her seat. “That secret room in the library, the door that isn’t supposed to be open. Someone left it open, and I went in.”

 Vega snatched Korinna’s wrist and felt for her pulse. “You are one of the most foolish students I’ve ever had the misfortune of teaching.” Her tone would have frozen an open flame, it was so cold.

 “What do you mean? I’m fine. Nothing happened, I don’t understand—”

 Vega released her wrist when it was clear Korinna wasn’t going to drop dead at any moment. “Those books aren’t a trifling amusement. They carry the essence of the one who made them. They consume. It is dangerous for you to be around them. And the words inside are even worse. That knowledge is reserved for the High Priestess and select advanced practitioners.”

 “Oh,” she managed.

 Vega shuddered. “What you sensed are the remnants of the Black Texts, the original works of Furia, the Black Priestess.”

 Korinna nearly jumped out of her skin. Furia was one of the three original priestesses, younger than her elder sisters Radiosa and Vermicula. Korinna’s Order was dedicated to Vermicula, the middle sister, the first in their line to be gifted Redsight. On the terrestrial planets there was an Order dedicated to Radiosa, the brightest and wisest of the three.

 The Order of Furia was disbanded thousands of years ago after two wars and incalculable suffering, her descendants deemed too chaotic, too esurient for cosmic energy. Instead of following a moral ideology, Furia’s descendants embodied the entropy and disorder at the heart of all living things. Their insatiable hunger threatened to destabilize the galaxy, so they were hunted down by Vermicula’s Order and extinguished by Radiosa’s.

 “Why are they here?” Korinna asked.

 “Half reside with the High Priestess of the Order of Vermicula, the other half belong to the Order of Radiosa. I don’t know what they do with theirs, but every High Priestess of this Order has chosen to preserve them, to keep the text itself for a select few.”

 Korinna was embroiled with questions. Why keep books like that at all?

 “You want to know why they’ve never been destroyed?”

 “Yes.”

 “Because they were created by a goddess, even if she isn’t our goddess.”

 That was a strange thought. Korinna had never considered the sanctity of Furia herself. She’d grown up on the story of Furia’s Order and never questioned its result. The Order of Furia was extinguished. Only the red and the white remained. The end.

 Vega’s explanation showed nothing in the universe was ever truly gone. They were created from the same elements as all organic beings, the same elements generated by the nuclear fusion of new stars. When they perished, their bodies would return to space dust, where gravity would compel them into new shapes.

 For all that their Order discussed lines of descent from Vermicula, all beings were made of the same things.

 “Have you read them?” Korinna asked.

  “No. Never. They’re ghastly, aren’t they? They’re intolerable to be around for any length of time.” Vega caught herself on her cane. “You said someone left that door open?”

 “I saw a woman leave. I saw her, Mistress. I saw her face. She didn’t look like a descendant of Vermicula. She had dark eyes. I felt a thread of tactus in the library. A strong one. But there was no one there. I followed it and found her leaving that room.”

 Vega went deathly still. It was so quiet Korinna could feel the molecules cooling in the air.

 “Tell me again. Explain exactly what you saw.”

 Korinna recounted how she’d gone to the library to work, how the silky thread of tactus crept along her neck. She explained how she’d pulled the thread until the matter around it bunched into a trail, leading her to the forbidden books and the dark-haired woman.

 She didn’t broach the topic of how beautiful the stranger was, but her cheeks warmed at the memory. The thought was a tender spot on her anatomy, a bruise with too much blood pooling beneath the surface. One touch too many and it would rupture.

 “You need to be careful, do you hear me, girl? If you feel someone concealing themselves on the Navitas, you must find the High Priestess immediately—”

 There was a knock at the door. Vega tried to step forward to answer it, but winced in discomfort. Korinna shot up and opened the door to save Vega the trouble.

 It was Pegarda. “The High Priestess will see you, Korinna. Come with me.”

 As she nodded, Vega told her, “Come back later. We aren’t finished.”

 She knew what Vega meant by that. More blood by Vega’s obsidian blade. Every time it hurt. Every time it made Korinna feel sick and dizzy from blood loss, but the practice was supposed to make her stronger, so she endured it.

 “Yes, Mistress. I’ll be back.”



 They walked to the High Priestess’ chamber in silence, Vega’s warning still ringing in her head. After missing their meeting yesterday, Korinna hadn’t expected to be invited back so soon.

 Certain parts of the Navitas were purely functional and utilitarian, but other areas were built with terrestrial stones or smooth wooden paneling. Mistress Renatia’s chamber was such a place, with thick scarlet rugs that muffled the sound of Korinna’s footsteps. It was styled in marble with red gossamer draping, much like the simulacrum and Vermicula’s tomb.

 Surrounded by so much grandeur, she felt small, like a single ember in the shadow of Vermicula’s inferno.

 The High Priestess addressed her from across the cavernous room. “Did you know Mistress Vega recommended you for placement as a navigator?”

 “No, Exalted Mistress.” This was news to Korinna, so her surprise was genuine. Usually Vega scolded her for being lazy, for not making more blood offerings, for spending too much time poking around in the ship’s gardens and not enough time in the practice chambers. She was insistent that Korinna never tried hard enough.

  “Your examination will be upon us soon, which means the ceremony must be arranged…” Renatia trailed off as she shuffled the papers on her desk. “Ah, here it is. I’m sure you have an idea of the vessel’s class, but for you I was considering—”

 “Excuse me, Exalted Mistress, but you’re sending me to a posting as a navigator?”

 She’d wanted this since the night her cohort was reduced by half. The Order’s cruelty that night had shattered any genuine desire to serve her goddess, but escape had seemed impossible. Until now.

 “Your examination is imminent. Perhaps not this cycle, but it’ll be held soon for your cohort, which means your ascension will follow shortly after.”

 Korinna’s blood ran cold. The very atoms in her cells seemed to shift. Her longing for the future she’d always wanted warred with the limits of her capabilities, her low status, and inadequate skills. Her throat drier than an old sheet of parchment, she said, “But how?”

 Ascension was more than a ceremony, it was a religious investiture, and clerics were required to make a blood offering before they could become priests or priestesses. Instead of being assigned to a work detail on the Navitas as Korinna had planned, she would be thrown onto a vessel where she knew no one and did not have the physical strength to power the ship.

 It wasn’t the title of priestess she objected to. She’d always longed to be one of them, for the power and acceptance her cohort never let her have. Every day she breathed was a day her dead peers didn’t get—the ones deemed unworthy of becoming clerics, the novices who were drained of life in their beds and recycled when they were thirteen. But the allure of escape from the Navitas didn’t change who she was.

 She’d requested horticulture. That had been her plan this whole time. Become good at something useful, something necessary, even if she was a weak Redseer. If Vega was recommending her for a posting as a navigator, then there had to be a cost.

 “You don’t have to take your position immediately,” said the High Priestess. “There’s plenty of time to prepare.”

 If she wasn’t strong enough to become a navigator, she would become another recycled Redseer. She would not survive the blood offering to become a priestess, and Vega had to have known it.

 She was going to die in the simulacrum surrounded by her cohort, inferior until the end.

 Swallowing against her panic, she stuttered, “W-when is the ascension?”

 “A month, perhaps less, but Mistress Vega would not recommend you if you weren’t capable. Fasting and meditation, that’s what you need. Every year there are one or two clerics who become… overwhelmed by Vermicula’s hand in our lives. Spend more time in the simulacrum. I’m sure you’ll see the sense in this decision.”

 Even thinking of the simulacrum made the beautiful woman’s face flash before her eyes, dark-haired and vivid. She was too stunned to ask anything else, her thoughts electrified by the one opportunity she’d always coveted and the fear of what it might mean for her.

 “We’ll discuss your examinations another day. You may go.”



 Korinna skipped the rest of her lessons with Mistress Vega. She went straight to her empty dormitory and lay down, still in her robes. The air was stuffy and warm, but she was too exhausted to change. If the best students weren’t being given to the Imperium, it made sense that she’d been given a posting.

 She should have asked Meifeng more questions when she had the chance. The older girl was probably already navigating her trade ship across the black, a competent priestess who could perform workings without fear of dying inside the octagon.

 Korinna had been so focused on surviving and finding a position on the ship because she never thought she’d get to leave. Now she was left to wonder what leaving would cost her. She didn’t know if recycling weak novices was part of the ascension to priestess or why she had witnessed it when no one else did. Her other memories of the crèche were vague and indistinct, like she was perceiving a passing ship through the fog of cosmic radiation. She knew the crèche for novices was on the Navitas, but the nuns and priestesses didn’t speak of it. Clerics were not allowed to visit.

 The others in her cohort rarely mentioned the novices who were recycled, accepting the fiction that they’d been reassigned, because who cared about weaker Redseers, anyway? In her mind, their deaths became a dream.

 She lay in bed for the rest of the afternoon, her body burned up and weak as a pile of ash.



 Korinna dreamed she was standing naked before Vermicula’s tomb with the black-haired woman from the simulacrum. The woman took Korinna’s hand and placed it between her pale legs. All she sensed was wetness and her heart thwacking against her rib cage. The rest of the dream was a confused blur of sightless words and feelings.

 She was thirteen years old again, immobile in her bed and awake as one student and then another disappeared, tactus dispersing as their blood was reclaimed. She didn’t deserve to be here, and when they cut her open for the ascension ritual, they’d keep cutting until her life drained out of her and she died just like the rest of them.

 It was against their teachings to foster weakness. Even the goddess Vermicula cleansed her followers during the Sanatio. Except Korinna didn’t want to die, and one of the priestesses was grabbing her by the shoulder, she was awake but she couldn’t move, couldn’t scream, the knife was cold against her skin but death would be even colder—

 “What the hell is wrong with her?”

 Someone shook Korinna awake.

 She blinked her eyes and perceived the other voices in the room, like sounds rippling through the surface of the cleansing bowl when her head was submerged.

 “Move, leave her alone.”

 That was Therese. She pressed a cold cloth to Korinna’s neck and fanned her sweaty face.

 “Are you all right?” Therese asked.

 “I’m… I’m fine.”

 “Are you sure? You were screaming.”

 “I had a bad dream. But I’m okay now.” Even to her ears, her explanation wasn’t convincing.

 Therese squeezed her shoulder. “If you’re hungry, we can bring you something from the dining hall.”

 Her empty stomach panged, but asking one of them to bring her food was too strange to contemplate. “I’m okay, thanks.”

 Her cohort filed out of the dormitory. She had more coursework to do, but the idea of sitting quietly and reading in her study carrel in the library made her want to scream.

 Everything she’d been running from had only brought her closer to this result, like a gravity well pulling satellites into its orbit. Korinna thought being at the bottom of her class meant she could forget about her classmates’ murders, or the rigors of ascension, or the physical demands of Redsight. Escaping the ship was furtive aspiration, a fantasy that kept her going despite the Order’s daily callousness, but now she had to face the limitations of her abilities.

 Korinna remembered Meifeng in the dining hall, how tired and sapped she was. Hammered flat like a panel of sheet-metal. What had she seen? What did they make her do during the ascension?



 The ship’s gardens stretched across several stories. There were root vegetables in the soil and fruit-bearing vines that grew up lattices. When it was time for the harvest, the few nuns assigned to the gardens would climb them with bags slung over their shoulders.

 Plants grew differently in space, away from the rays of stars or the pull of terrestrial gravity. Under the shadow of a lattice, Korinna leaned against the rough stalks of greens, rubbing her fingers over the cool dirt. This would have been a dull life, toiling to serve the people who culled half the members of her cohort.

 The gardens were quiet. They required persistent work. Attention to detail. Patience.

 She covered her face with her hands and breathed through her clenched fingers, chest heaving. Vega must want her dead. That had to be the explanation, because she knew Korinna’s limitations better than anyone and she’d chosen to put Korinna through ascension and a posting anyway.

 She’d smeared dirt on her face by accident. It didn’t matter. This might be the last time Korinna got to come here.

 The sound of banging startled her.

 “Hello?”

 The metal door to the gardens opened and slammed shut. The gardeners never made this much noise. Korinna’s bones stiffened in their sockets.

 “I know you’re back there. Come out now,” said Mistress Vega. “We have a lot of work to do.”

 “What are you doing here?”

 “There isn’t time for you to hide in the vegetable patch. By the Ember, I can’t believe you asked to work here.”

 The gardens did nothing to calm her now. Korinna’s anger was a point of ignition, a flame protected all these years that finally sprang into an inferno.

 “I wanted to survive, even if this wasn’t the life I wanted. I do not want to be recycled in front of my entire cohort while everyone else ascends. I can’t—How could you—”

 Vega grabbed the front of Korinna’s robe with the hand that wasn’t holding her cane. “Do not use that word on this ship. I don’t know who told you or where you heard it, but any talk of recycling will bring trouble and attention you don’t want.”

 Blood sacrifices were meant to be holy. Vermicula was noble and benevolent when she cut down her own followers during the Sanatio. That’s what the Order taught them to believe. That’s the story Korinna read in the Animulus Codex.

 But there was nothing in the Codex about novices being drained of blood in their beds.

 “But that’s what you’re doing,” Korinna whispered. The muscles in her face quivered, eyes close to tears.

 Vega released her. “Do you really think that of me? After all this time? You’re a smart girl, I thought you’d figure it out.”

 Korinna wiped at her eyes and rubbed the dirt from her face. None of this made sense, and no matter how much she tried to breathe and talk herself through what was happening, she couldn’t. She was afraid. As afraid as she’d been when she heard her friends dying around her, paralyzed in her sleep and too weak to stop it.

 “I don’t understand! You know I’m not strong enough for a posting. I’m not even strong enough to withstand the ceremony—”

 “I have a plan.”






Chapter Five:
The Black Witch


 The scales were getting worse.

 Litia eased out of the warm bath water, its surface covered in a sheet of shed skin from her arms and legs. The fresh black scales on her body had an iridescent sheen—not just black but every color under the light spectrum.

 The scales didn’t cover her face or her hands. Not yet. They would soon.

 The diplomatic quarters on the Navitas were outfitted for an emperor. If Litia’s room was any indication, the Order of Vermicula had more wealth than most star systems.

 As the only source of navigators in the galaxy, the Order of Vermicula had risen in prominence over the centuries. With each warship the Imperium churned out, the Order entrenched itself even deeper in galactic importance. And as the Imperium’s military conflicts extended to far-flung areas of the galaxy, the greater its need for navigators became.

 She pulled on a black dress that covered her from her neck to her ankles. Her clothing would hide the changes for a time, but nothing would stop the transformation. Not while she was around so many Redseers.

 Litia could already feel the burning in the back of her jaw that came before one of her fangs blossomed from her mouth. It was the venom drawing up into her cheek, like medicine filling a syringe. Every night more venom dripped through her jawbone, as if her body was biding its time, letting the illusion of the woman fall away bit by bit until only the monster remained.

 She couldn’t let that happen. Not while the Imperium was watching.

 Outside her chambers, the halls of the Navitas oscillated between rich wood paneling and vistas of open space. As a diplomatic representative for one of the Imperium’s governors, Litia’s suite was alongside those of the most important people in the galaxy. Most of them didn’t get up before ten hundred hours.

 Finding the dining chamber off the main corridor, she gently eased herself into a seat. Her fresh scales were tender beneath her clothes.

 “Ms. Sarai, what a pleasure. Do you mind if I join you?”

 The pocket of venom in her jawbone throbbed. Litia fought down her grimace and said, “Senator, please do.”

 Senator Torren Acadia was tall and broad in the shoulder like he’d grown up under the pressure of real gravity, not the artificial version found on ships. A lifetime in space made humans narrow and spindly. Torren’s stature said more about him than a traditional introduction ever could.

 A server approached their table. A descendant of Vermicula, by the look of them—an initiate with little Redsight and too much devotion for their own good. The server bore a tray of food and drinks, which they left on the table with a silent bow, their eyes covered in streaks of powdered cinnabar.

 Litia fought the pull of venom in her teeth as she slid back the coverings from the food.

 “Hungry?” asked Senator Acadia.

 She piled her plate with rare cuts of meat, the muscle and offal gleaming on the bone. She used her fork and knife as humans did in this century instead of swallowing it whole like she wanted to.

 “I’m starved.” Litia was always starving.

 “I’m sorry we haven’t had a chance to speak yet. I heard so much about you back home. When the committee asked me to meet with the High Priestess, I hoped you and I could meet in person.”

 Litia was used to others’ interest in who she was. Residents of the galactic core were always shocked to learn people lived in the Hydra Sector, let alone in the Borderlands or the Umbra itself. As far as she knew, none of the senators could speak Loq’umbra, her native language.

 “What brings you to the Navitas?” she asked.

 He stretched his long legs in front of him like the pathways of the ship were his to commandeer. “The Senate thought it would be simpler to have one person in charge of the credits. These red witches make out like bandits—I’m sure Governor Wu has complained about it to you. Not all these navigators are worth the price. Some of them, certainly. But the rest…” He made a dismissive gesture.

 The salary of every navigator was returned to the Order of Vermicula as payment for their services. The navigators themselves never saw a single credit.

 “It can’t be that different from how things were in the past,” Litia said, prodding him for details.

 Torren’s laughter was bitter. “Of course it is. Look around. Most of this ship was built a millennium ago. Where do you think their Exalted Mistress got the credits for the more recent changes?”

 “Governor Wu is desperate for a new navigator.”

 The senator grew quiet. “I’m sure he is, with where he’s going.”

 Torren meant the Umbra—the place where Litia was born thousands of years ago, though it wasn’t called the Umbra then.

 She knew the question he would ask next.

 Leaning forward, the senator said, “When Wu told me you were from the Umbra, I didn’t believe him at first. I thought life was impossible in such a miserable place. Yet here you are.”

 “You want to know what it’s like there.”

 He nodded.

 Litia dabbed her bloody mouth with a napkin. “It was like growing up anywhere else. We were isolated, but we had our family. Families can be a world unto themselves.”

 Senator Acadia kept his attention on her as she spoke, like he was tonguing a wound in his mouth, like she was a scab along his gumline and he couldn’t resist tearing it off, no matter how much it hurt.

 She’d eaten, but food would not sustain her.

 Litia had grown up alongside thousands of hungry older sisters. As the youngest child, there was hardly anything left for her, and that hunger gnawed at her every moment of every day, until her jaws grew monstrous with the slathering want. For more, more, more.

 She stared at Torren and imagined him as his ancestors had been: warriors in armored spacesuits, hatred in their hearts as they hunted down her family. But Senator Acadia had grown up under the prosperity of the new Imperium. For men like him, there would be no in-person hunting, no dismemberment of black witches, no hoarding their fangs as trophies. Men like Torren, the men that filled the ranks of the Senate, would never be expected to get their hands dirty as their ancestors did during the First Space Exploration.

 They had governors for that—and an army of navigators to help them.

 “I’m going to the simulacrum before the rest of the ship wakes up,” she said, standing. “Care to join me?”

 “What for?” Torren asked.

 “To pray.”

 “Do they worship the goddess Vermicula in the Umbra?”

 The senator followed her into one of the lifts. Its interior was made from cinnabar mercury ore, the veins of red crystals bright and geometric against the stone.

 “Time is slower there,” she said. “History isn’t as easily forgotten.”

 “You don’t look like one of her descendants.”

 With her black eyes, she certainly didn’t. The red witches of the Order of Vermicula had different skin tones and hair textures, but they all had unmistakable red irises.

 The lift opened to the level with the simulacrum. There were many small altars and chapels throughout the Navitas, but only one held Vermicula’s remains. Litia had visited several times since she arrived.

 It was still early; they were the only people in the halls. She let Torren enter before her, her eyes on his body and how much heat he generated, on the width of his shoulders. Litia cracked her jaw.

 She picked up two of the red candles in a basket by the door. “You’re supposed to give an offering.”

 Senator Acadia took a candle from her and lit the flame on a low-burning candelabra. “How do you know so much about this? I can’t imagine familiarity with religious customs is useful in your role for Governor Wu.”

 Litia smiled. It was the smile of a viper waiting in the reeds.

 “Vermicula isn’t the only goddess with simulacrums in this galaxy.”

 She lit her own candle and approached the tomb with one hand in front of the flame to keep it from going out. Vermicula’s stone likeness was a shade of who the woman had been, as all the tombs were. The chains crisscrossing her enclosed form looked the same as the day they were formed: ferric and unyielding.

 Litia held the flame of her candle to a cone of carmine incense on the altar. The smoke began to billow throughout the room.

 Torren coughed. “Dammit, that’s strong.”

 Up close, it was nearly paralytic for those who couldn’t command tactus.

 “Yes. It is.”

 Senator Acadia swayed on his feet and dropped his candle. Its flame guttered against the cold slate floor and extinguished.

 Litia took her time placing her candle in Vermicula’s stone hands. The room grew cloudy with smoke and she lost her grip on herself, on the fangs rearing from her jaw, on the scales rippling over her skin.

 Torren’s body was paralyzed by the incense, but his eyes still whipped from her face to the door, panicked.

 She couldn’t wait any longer.

 Senator Acadia was Unfeeling, a man without any natural affinity for tactus, but he still had life and heat and power in his veins like any living creature. It would never compare to the flood of tactus from a Redseer, or the fountain of energy from a newly burning star, but Litia was desperate.

 She opened her mouth wide and consumed him whole. His broad shoulders were no impediment, in the end.

 By the time she was finished, the incense was almost gone. Its heavy smoke clouded her senses and filled her with a gauzy, pillowed impression of the world. She sank onto one of the pews, her body too full for anything else.

 “I know you’re in there,” she said to the tomb, panting. “Is that why you showed her to me?”

 It had been weeks and she couldn’t stop thinking about her—the girl from the simulacrum, her energy like a well echoing down, down forever, a dormant volcano tunneling into the center of a planet. The girl’s insides were a cavern. Litia had never met someone so strange.

 There was no response. What did she expect? Litia wasn’t one of Vermicula’s chosen prophets and never would be. There was no reason for her to show herself now just because they were distantly related. Vermicula was as trapped as she had been since her great betrayal.

 Overfull, Litia felt a kick inside her gut, like Torren wasn’t completely extinguished. Her body burned through what remained of him after a few heady sips of air. The scales beneath her dress receded until she was a woman again.

 Senator Acadia’s arrogant face flashed before her eyes and she fought the urge to vomit. No matter how repulsive it was, her body would hoard the energy with an unstoppable grip. She could rage and scream, and still she was driven to take more.

 Breathing heavily, she approached the tomb and ran her finger over the god-chains encasing Vermicula. She was tempted to wrap her hand around the links and pull, but she already knew what would happen.

 Litia was too weak to shatter them. After a year of hiding, of swallowing up Unfeeling bodies out of desperation, she was a diminished version of herself. The god-chains were as unbreakable to her as they were to the goddess they contained.

 “Did you watch?” she asked, staring down at Vermicula’s stone likeness. The sculptor must not have known her well. “Probably not. You always found my sisters distasteful.”

 She should upend one of the candelabras and burn Vermicula in her tomb. She should commandeer the ship and drive the entire thing into one of the supermassive black holes in the Umbra. The roaring impulse to destroy, to take as much from the Order of Vermicula as she had lost, nearly consumed her.

 And still the woman in the red veil wouldn’t leave Litia’s mind.




Chapter Six:
Korinna


 “This way,” Mistress Vega beckoned. The older priestess led Korinna through a storage room behind her office where she kept thick parchment for punching out tactile script, along with spare robes, candles, and her knife sharpener. Korinna went in there all the time to get supplies.

 “What are you looking for?”

 “Move.”

 Vega pushed aside the luxurious damask robes hanging by the door and fumbled with a panel at the back of the wall, the wooden cover creaking open and giving way to hidden shelves.

 “I’ve been saving it all these years.”

 Pulling out an armful of clinking obsidian vials and a medical kit from the chilled cabinet, Vega locked them inside the closet.

 “Mistress, is that—What are you—”

 “Lie down.”

 “In here?”

 “Yes, I don’t want anyone finding us.”

 Vega grabbed one of the finely stitched robes and folded it up to put beneath Korinna’s head. Body on the cold marble floor, trapped in the tiny room she’d entered countless times before, she wondered if she was a fool for trusting Vega at all.

 More clinking, more vials of Korinna’s harvested blood, all hidden in Vega’s closet and not shared with the High Priestess as they should have been.

 “Finding what? What have you been doing?”

 A tiny jolt of pain in the crook of her arm, then a needle fed blood into Korinna’s vein—her own blood, saved and preserved over the course of seven years.

 “I’m saving your life. That’s what I’ve been doing this whole time. Don’t you understand?”

 Each word Vega spoke entered Korinna’s ears with undulating weight, highs and lows in the sound that weren’t there a moment before. The rustle of the folded robe beneath her head was loud, so loud.

 “No, I don’t understand.”

 The words came out sticky and jumbled from her mouth. The moment one of the vials was empty, Vega attached another, and another, transfusing Korinna’s own blood back into her.

 “You’re one of the most talented Redseers we’ve had in decades,” Vega said, “perhaps longer. I forged your records, all documentation of your capabilities, to keep you hidden. Even before you became a cleric I recognized the signs.”

 “But I-I’m a t-terrible Redseer. W-why bother to hide me?”

 “But you aren’t. During the First Space Exploration, Furia’s worshippers hunted down Redseers. They wanted the powers of a red witch, and when they could not enslave one to do as they wished, they began to consume them and gain Redsight that way. It never lasted, but it was enough to halt the Imperium’s momentum. Our goddess instructed her followers to siphon off as much blood as they could to stay hidden as they returned home to the Navitas.”

 Korinna didn’t recognize this part of the story from the Codex.

 “Hidden?”

 “Tactus lives in our blood. Take it away and Redsight isn’t possible.”

 Vega connected the tube to a fourth container of blood. The room was rich with the scent of copper, the taste lingering in Korinna’s mouth. There were clerics walking in the hall outside the office and someone in the next chamber was listening to a radio broadcast. Wouldn’t they hear Korinna and Vega talking? Wouldn’t everyone on the ship realize what they were doing?

 “It’s so loud,” Korinna whispered.

 “Sound feels different the more tactus you have.”

 Korinna closed her eyes and covered her face with one arm, trying to block out the rushing wall of noise and movement and energy outside her head.

 “Couldn’t they sense the blood anyway?”

 She began to shiver. Vega covered her with a spare robe.

 “No. Outside the body, there’s nothing special about it. It’s the transformation inside that Furia and her followers could sense.”

 Like what was happening to Korinna right now. She shivered from heat and cold, skin wet and dry, muscles tight and loose all at once. Her body absorbed each vial of blood like there was no bottom, no end to how much she could contain.

 “S-so you hid me the s-same way.”

 “Yes.”

 Korinna knew the rest of the story. When the Redseers returned, the goddess Vermicula took their harvested blood, and her disciples thanked her. Then Vermicula took the lives of the weakest Redseers, and her disciples called her merciful. Then Vermicula plucked off the rest of them, leaving a select few that could live on the Navitas for their safety. Those who survived thanked Vermicula as their benevolent protector, with most of them dead, their bodies drained to empower their goddess.

 That was the Sanatio.

 Korinna’s whole body trembled now, ribs knocking against the marble floor, teeth chewing on her lower lip.

 Vega had no mercy. She added another vial of blood the second Korinna’s body drained the previous one.

 “And there are no powerful women Redseers in your cohort, are there?” said Vega. “Just that Isaac. But he’ll be sent off to a remote corner of the galaxy with an unimportant governor in a matter of cycles. Haven’t you ever wondered why?”

 “W-why what?”

 “There were talented students in your cohort, ones that disappeared when you became a cleric.”

 “I remember.”

 What happened to the blood those priestesses stole that night? Was it hidden in a secret wall somewhere on the ship? The thought made her clammy with nausea.

 Her hands burned. Her skin was tight with sensation, prickling and itching deep in the muscle, bites all over from invisible mouths. Each vial of blood made it worse. And there were more. So many more that had been scraped out of her veins for so long. Bile rumbled up the back of her throat, but Korinna swallowed over and over to force it down. This blood was not stolen, it was hers.

 It didn’t belong to those dead children. And if she didn’t take it back, it would be found and used by someone else.

 “Why would they get rid of them?”

 “To make the priests and priestesses easier to control, and so Renatia could have that blood for herself.” Vega jammed another vial into the tubing as tears leaked from Korinna’s eyes.

 Outside, solar wind pulled at this side of the Navitas, so hot it stung her teeth, while motes of dust pinged off the other side of the craft. Her sense of touch was so heightened, each speck of dust rattled through her brain.

 Moving her lips took monumental effort. “I would have been recycled.”

 “If you must use that word, yes.”

 Bedsheets ripped off bodies stiff with sleep, with medication to make them still and pliant. Only it wasn’t strong enough to put Korinna to sleep, and she heard it all, listened while half her cohort was murdered in their beds.

 “If you could save me, then you could save the rest of them.”

 “You underestimate the High Priestess and overestimate my strength.”

 Korinna flinched as a new bottle drained into her veins. “How many more?”

 “Ten.”

 She nearly screamed. This was beyond discomfort. This was agony, and it was tight and loud and whack, whack, whacking the inside of her skull.

 “If you’re afraid of Renatia, then why are you giving this back to me? Why not take it for yourself?”

 Vega went still with her hand on Korinna’s arm. “What you suggest is heresy. Only the High Priestess can take blood from other Redseers.”

 “What about our blood sacrifices?”

 “It’s stored in the ship. Among the walls. Vermicula had ports installed so she could take blood as needed.”

 The goddess wouldn’t need a priest or priestess to sacrifice themselves, not when she had centuries of Redseers at her disposal. It was cruel and vicious, exactly like something the current Order would do. Millennia had passed and nothing had changed.

 Korinna couldn’t hold in her tears. The rush of blood inside her body was like having a bone set without anesthetic. A metacarpal and then an ulna and then a humerus. Each bigger, each worse.

 “Renatia never lets the strong ones live,” Vega said. “She always sends middling Redseers to those warships. Doesn’t want them living long enough to build up power outside of her influence.”

 “Why did you step down for her?” Korinna wheezed.

 “You think I wanted to stop being High Priestess? Ha! No one chooses to leave.” She paused for a moment before adding more gently, “We’ll be done soon, but I need you to be still.”

 Korinna lost the ability to speak or form thoughts. She shuddered and twitched on the floor. Her shins banged into the shelves, sending parchment and candles tumbling to the ground. The gravity of nearby planets and moons vied for influence over the ship. Each shift in molecules raked over her skin and tugged at her joints.

 If this was what it felt like to have so much tactus, she would rather die. Let Renatia have it. Leave her here, let it be over. Drool bubbled out of her mouth and down the side of her cheek. The needle stung as it was removed. Empty bottles rattled as Vega picked them up off the floor, and put them in the hidden cabinet with the medical kit.

 Korinna huddled on her side, breathing in and out. She was just a body. A pair of lungs inhaling and exhaling as the world gradually shrank to a manageable size. The nodes and strands she pulled on to move objects in space were infinitely large, so much bigger than she’d ever been able to conceive.

 “I’m sorry it hurt so much, but it had to be done.” Vega wiped at her face with a damp cloth, cleaning away the blood, tears, and saliva, and the sour, dried sweat. “Now get up. We have to go to the practice chamber.”

 “I can feel the planets.”

 Vega’s cloth stilled. “How many?”

 “All of them.”



Chapter Seven:
Korinna


 It took hours for Korinna to recover. Nearly the entire day, but Vega didn’t let her rest.

 “The safest place for you is the octagon.”

 So she could learn control. And if Korinna couldn’t handle herself, there was tactus-dampening gas in each chamber to numb her abilities.

 “The most important part of any position is endurance. What separates a flashy Redseer from mastery is consistency. Control.”

 Korinna followed her to the practice chambers, dreading whatever they were about to do. Vega continued, “Anyone can make some sparks go off if they pour all of themselves into a working, but that’s why Redseers burn up so quickly.”

 It didn’t matter how much raw talent Redseers had, their body wouldn’t adapt to the destructive bursts of energy unless they exposed their cells consistently. After consuming so much blood, Korinna’s cells were glutted and untrained. Relying on raw potential was acceptable in an emergency, but if she didn’t practice and build up her capabilities, she’d be dead within ten years—far sooner if she was assigned to a large ship.

 It was why Redseers were in such demand as navigators and fuel sources. For those who survived, the harder they worked, the stronger they got.

 “Inside, now.”

 “Are you coming with me?”

 “Of course. There’s nothing these simulations can do to injure me.”

 Having Mistress Vega in the practice chamber was bizarre, but no stranger than everything else that had happened that day.

 Korinna leaned against the octagon’s mirrored surface to suck in a breath, and swallowed hard against her nausea. “Are you sure?”

 “Yes. Once you have a posting, you’ll have to deal with Unsighted commanders yelling orders at you while you work.”

 The automatic locks hissed closed behind them.

 “How can I navigate with an Unsighted person nearby? Won’t they get hurt?”

 “The Order has developed protective clothing. Not for the Unsighted, but for you. You’ll have a fitting soon. With your hands and most of your body covered, tactus won’t be a danger to them. It’s only close, unshielded contact that burns the Unsighted. They’ll still have to wear eye protection, of course.”

 Vega powered on the simulation. Instead of allowing the operating system to select the next variation of level three, she set up a custom sequence that would last nearly six hours without respite.

 Korinna shook her head. “I can’t. I’ve never performed a working that long.”

 “You’ll be fine. Initiate simulation.”

 The practice session lasted the rest of the day and into the hour for the evening meal. Korinna was like agar on a petri dish: mushy and spread thin and waiting to be consumed.

 By the time it was over, her face was stiff with blood. Her head was the pounding bell that signaled the start of vigil in the simulacrum.

 “You have a long way to go before examination.”

 Korinna dunked her head in the water bowl, scrubbing at her face and massaging her tired eyes through her closed eyelids. She stood up and sputtered a mouthful of bloody water onto her towel.

 “There’s no way I can be ready for the examinations. Not so soon.”

 Vega’s hand on her shoulder forced her upright. “Do you think these ships only need fuel and navigation for one-hour bursts? They’ll need you to perform for twelve hours at a time, sometimes longer. If we don’t start conditioning you now, your posting will be agony. And the sooner we get you off this ship, the better off you’ll be. So you will be here every day, and you will practice for as long as you physically can.”

 She was not prepared for this. Korinna followed the training program designed by the High Priestess, but with her limited abilities it kept her in the lower levels. Not anymore. But proficiency in Redsight wasn’t merely about power, it was about skill. If she tried to fly a large ship now, she’d kill herself and everyone else on board.

 “You’re a fool for thinking this could work,” Korinna chided. “And why does it matter? You aren’t the one who’ll die on a ship full of strangers.”

 “I’m not hiding any other students with your talents in a bunker somewhere. I saw an opportunity when you were young—so much potential in one person. And Renatia finally trusted me to oversee the ascension. It took me years to show her I had no intention of trying to steal back my position. I haven’t found a student like you since. You have time to pick up the technique, and endurance is one of the last skills we teach. By the time you leave, you should be able to work a fourteen-hour shift without difficulty. I have confidence in you.”

 Fourteen hours… Korinna couldn’t. Just the thought of—

 She leaned away from Vega and vomited onto the marble floor.

 “I was wondering when it would hit you.”

 Korinna couldn’t hold in the wave of nausea that overtook her. By this time of day, they weren’t the only people using the practice chambers. She could hear the other clerics whispering about her the longer she retched.

 “Come on,” Mistress Vega said. “We have more important things to do.” She urged Korinna along by swatting at her ankles with her cane. “If you want water, you’ll hurry up.”



 Korinna went back to the practice chamber first thing in the morning. She didn’t eat in the dining hall; the sound and movement were so overwhelming she couldn’t maintain control of herself. She just grabbed some of the bland nutrient paste the nuns ate when they were performing penance and disappeared as soon as she could.

  Another slew of hours in the practice chamber, another day of ruining every simulation with overpowered movements—crashing her ship into docking stations, accelerating so quickly all her passengers liquified at their workstations.

 Control. Korinna had to learn control before she could advance.

 The long practice session helped. Working out the excess tactus in her body made it easier to focus and control what remained. The octagon finally hit her with a face full of tactus-dampening gas after ten hours in the chamber, but by then Korinna was beyond tired. She was hungry and shaky and all she could think of were coordinates, schematics, the jump of tactile directions beneath the pads of her fingers.

 Skin dull and face unfeeling, she sat outside the chamber with her face in a wet cloth, breathing through the damp fabric. It should have taken over an hour for the gas to clear her system, but the feeling in her extremities returned after thirty minutes. A few more moments and she felt other people in the hallway, other clerics preparing for their examinations.

 She needed to leave. Being around people, feeling them respond to how different she was now, it rubbed under her skin until she was a blister, sensitive and full of noxious irritation.

 There were lifts that would take her to her dormitory. After practicing for so long, maybe no one there would notice the change in her, at least for enough time to sleep.

 Hands clutched at both her arms from behind, another jammed over her mouth, her feet dragging on the marble floor, bodies shuffling Korinna into one of the deserted chapels no one used at this time of day. She was so tired the hands on her limbs were like iron weights heaving her to the ground.

 She cried into the hand covering her mouth, but their grip was tight and nothing intelligible came out. How many people were holding her? Eight cores of energy in the room, with three pressed close around her. The weight of their exhales and the sound of their sweeping robes was unbearable, sickening. Korinna had to get out of here.

 “Let her go.”

 Stefan. And the rest of them—they loosened their grips on her arms and face—they were clerics from her own cohort. People she’d grown up beside for her entire life.

 “What is this?” she pleaded.

 No one answered, not a single one of these people she’d known since infancy. Shared a dormitory with each night.

 They all stood there between Korinna and the door.

 “Where did you go yesterday?” Stefan asked.

 “To study. With Mistress Vega.”

 “And no one else?”

 What was this about? Was Stefan still angry at her for rejecting him? Why was everyone else here?

 “No, just me and her, like always.”

 Something sharp nicked her side, the point of a blade scraping against her rib.

 “She’s lying. There’s no way this is normal.”

 That was Cressida, a cleric she’d lived with every day and who was now holding a knife to her ribs.

 “I’m not lying,” Korinna said. “I haven’t been anywhere.”

 The others began to argue, but Stefan cut them off, shoving Cressida’s knife away from her.

 “If you killed someone to steal their blood, the High Priestess will find out. You won’t get a posting, you won’t get to sit for exams—”

 “You’ll be lucky if they sacrifice you,” someone else muttered.

 “Enough,” said Stefan. “Whatever you did, stop trying to hide it. If you tell the truth, the High Priestess might show mercy and let you live. Korinna, listen, I’m trying to help you!”

 They were standing too close. The room was small and her heart galloped in her chest. The face full of tactus-dampening gas from less than an hour ago had already worn off, and if Korinna didn’t get out of here, she’d lose control of the tactile energy under her skin and yank the manifold into an unstable configuration. She might kill herself or her cohort or an entire level of the ship.

 “You can ask Mistress Vega if you don’t believe me. I’m not lying, and I would never kill someone for… for their blood.”

 The words were vile in her mouth, ashen and sticky, the wet, dried-out taste of old bile. The taste of fear on her immobile tongue when half her cohort was exterminated in their sleep.

 “Wouldn’t you?” said Cressida. “You’re bottom of the class. If they can’t find work for you, then you’ll be quietly sacrificed in the High Priestess’ office. I understand why you’d be desperate, why you’d try to help yourself at the expense of someone else.”

 Metal scraping against a sheath, another knife out of someone’s pocket.

 This wasn’t about whether Korinna had murdered someone. Maybe Stefan didn’t know it yet, but the others were going to kill her for themselves.

 It would never be safe for her on the Navitas.

 A knife dug into the meat of her palm, a voice whispering to someone else, “It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

 Korinna jerked away and felt for the strands of tactus that bound matter on the physical plane. Her movements clumsy and unpracticed, she shoved her cohort to either side of the room, dashing between the stray arms grasping at her robes.

 “Korinna, NO!”

 Stefan called after her but it didn’t stop her from ripping the door open, hinges breaking away from the lintel with a loud CLANG. She didn’t stop to find out if anyone was injured, if the knives she’d heard had found someone else’s body in the fray.

 As they stumbled after her, matter scrambled in her wake, flames of energy binding together and splitting themselves apart as she slid around a corner, the others falling behind.

 The scent of copper was on the air. She’d hurt someone.

 But after a lifetime with these people, who had never once bothered to care for her, she found she didn’t care about any of them.



Chapter Eight:
Korinna


 Korinna spent the next fourteen day cycles sprinting from the practice chamber to the gardens, where she hid beneath the boughs of a scraggly olive tree and slept on the soft soil. She didn’t want to be cornered by her cohort again, so she foraged for food, digging root vegetables out of the ground and rubbing off the dirt before eating them raw. It was barely enough to keep her full but it was better than nothing.

 The rest of her time was spent in the practice room with Vega, fighting tears at the end of her sessions when she inevitably made a mistake.

 Mistress Vega motivated her by saying, “If you made an arrival like that with real passengers, you’d turn every single one into an inanimate vegetable. Trash-barges are more graceful.” Or Korinna’s favorite, “Have you considered the nunnery? With your endurance you’ll be lucky to fuel a personal skipper.”

 At one point Korinna wrecked a simulation on purpose. The longer she practiced, the more frustrated she became. Her bare-knuckle determination to learn as many concepts as fast as possible could only take her so far. If she leaned too heavily into her own well of power she would fizz out like an imploding star and get sprayed in the face with tactus-numbing gas. But Vega never complained.

 It took half an hour for the numbing gas to wear off: enough time for Korinna to clean up, drink some water, and catch her breath.

 She didn’t want to tell Vega about the students in her cohort, but it became unavoidable. She couldn’t continue living as she was, sneaking from the practice chamber to the gardens for food while no one was awake. Vega looked out for her as best she could, and all Korinna could do was hope her interference kept any of this from reaching the High Priestess.

 Whether she was in more danger from the other clerics or the High Priestess, the result was the same: she would leave the Navitas no matter what it took.

 “Stop scowling,” Vega told her.

 “You can’t see what I do with my face.”

 “Don’t be smart with me. I can hear when you scowl. You aren’t as dreadful as you think.”

 “I’m going to kill so many passengers if they let me anywhere near a ship.”

 Vega eased onto the bench beside her, joints creaking. “You do not have the luxury of giving up right now. I do not care how afraid you are of making a mistake. What do you think will happen to this Order if Renatia is allowed to continue as she has?”

 Korinna didn’t trust herself to speak so she took small sips of water instead.

 “It takes the average cleric six months to build up sufficient endurance for a posting. As of today, you have managed to maintain control for six-hour increments. Not just today, but for several days. That is astounding progress for any student. By the time you have your examinations, I expect you to perform fourteen-hour shifts. And I expect you to do it flawlessly. You can always risk staying in this mausoleum and hoping the High Priestess or one of her loyal acolytes doesn’t notice you. But I don’t think you want that. I think you want a life of your own.”

 Renatia decided which priests and priestesses were assigned to which ships. She knew who would live and die based on their natural ability and the difficulty of their postings. She used it to weed out any potential successors. It was so clear now.

 This was Korinna’s one chance to escape.

 Vega had stolen a future for her, shielded her from suspicion and let her mature into an adult with more tactus than she knew what to do with, but no one could give Korinna the skills she needed to survive. She had to build them herself. Her whole life she’d been in a hole, body surrounded by dirt on all sides, while everyone she knew stood on the surface, kicking rocks into her face, keeping her bent over and too afraid to climb out.

 Korinna wanted to climb out. She was tired of being nothing and no one. She hated this place and the Order, hated how mundane its cruelty was. If Korinna didn’t climb out of the hole, she’d be buried inside it.

 She finished her water and set down the empty glass on the table.

 “We can go back whenever you’re ready.”



 Korinna was so preoccupied with training she stopped going back to the gardens to sleep at night.

 She broke into the dining hall in the early hours of the morning and stole an armful of nutrient packets, then hid them outside the practice chamber in a cupboard, bunched up behind spare towels. She slept on the floor of the octagon beneath a spare robe. One of the bathrooms two floors up had a sonic shower. Korinna cleaned herself as often as she was able to, but each time she left the practice chamber was a risk.

 The day cycles blended together. She dreamed of maps and simulations and the way gravity bent the space around large ships. By her third week of preparation, she lived, ate, and breathed tactus. Her dreams were filled with the kickback from atomic engines and the teeth-rattling force of plowing through spacetime.

 Korinna fantasized about powering a real ship for the first time. Her daydreams lasted only for the brief moments between lying down on the floor of the practice chamber and falling asleep, but they were brighter than the supergiant stars burning outside the Navitas.

 She didn’t see anyone in the weeks before her examination—no one from her murderous cohort, not even Isaac or Therese.

 Did either of them know what Stefan and Cressida and the others had tried to do? There wasn’t time to ponder it. The only person to break up the monotony of practice sessions was Mistress Vega, who informed her that caravans of ships were docking at the Navitas every day.

 One morning, Korinna woke up to the sound of someone rapping on the door of the practice chamber.

 “Is anyone in there? We need the room.”

 She jerked awake and stumbled outside to find a small crowd lining up in the halls. Some members of her cohort were strolling arm-in-arm like this was a bit of fun before their lessons. There were a few gasps of nervous laughter. Among her peers were priestesses and nuns discussing schedules.

 This was it. Her examinations were today.

 Korinna did not feel like laughing. Why hadn’t Vega told her the examinations were today? She didn’t know how she could have prepared more for the experience beyond getting more rest, but the knowledge meant something to her. Less than five minutes ago, she’d been asleep, drooling on the floor of a practice chamber with all the locks bolted. It had been weeks since she’d eaten real food.

 She swallowed her fear and walked straight to Therese, one of the only people who wasn’t present for the attack in the chapel.

 “Have they started calling people?” Korinna asked.

 To her relief, Therese didn’t ignore her. “Do you know what this is? We were told to come down here and wait.”

 Had no one explained to them what was happening? She assumed the other instructors were drilling their students on endurance as well, but if Therese and the rest of her cohort hadn’t prepared for their examinations, then they had no idea what they were walking into.

 “It’s our examinations. That’s why all the vessels have been arriving. They need more navigators, so the High Priestess pushed up our exams to meet the demand.”

 “And how would you know?” Cressida interjected.

 Korinna was a hair’s breadth from scalding her bare face with a flash of tactus, but before she could get more creative with her fantasy, her name was called by the High Priestess.

 “You first. The rest of you wait patiently.”

 She was ushered into one of the identical practice chambers, its octagonal walls entombing her in self-contained air like they had every day cycle for the past three weeks.

 “The first exercise is time limited. You will be given originating coordinates, a destination, and ship specifications. You will have a few moments to review them before the exercise begins. Do you have any questions?”

 “No.” She had thousands, but none of them would get her through what was about to happen.

 The details for the exercise were shared with her like any other practice session, but this time she knew there was a crowd of people observing her through the mirrored walls of the octagon.

 She blocked them out. Speculating about who was watching wouldn’t help her performance, not when her first test was under a strict time limitation. It was a routine distance exercise; it measured her ability to safely fuel a ship from one edge of the galaxy to another. The path itself wasn’t difficult. She was momentarily relieved, before quashing the feeling and reminding herself in a voice that sounded like Vega’s to pay attention. There had to be some complication, a hidden layer of difficulty she hadn’t noticed because of how tired she was.

 The simulation started in the middle of a dogfight, with jagged lines pressing through the surface of the glass, too many to feel at once with the pads of her fingers, except she wasn’t flying a warship, she was in a modest trading vessel. Her ability to work within the vessel’s limitations was also being measured, and Korinna made sure to temper her adjustments to the spacetime manifold.

 She avoided any critical damage to the ship—a true feat, considering how weak her craft was—and arrived at her destination in less time than was necessary.

 Completing the task didn’t bring her any sense of relief. It was supposed to push her to the limits of her capabilities, that was how Redseers were categorized, but with these simplistic exercises she would never be assigned off the Navitas. Something was wrong.

 They didn’t indicate if her performance was sufficient. For all she knew, she had already failed and her life would expire at the end of the High Priestess’ knife.

 “The next exercise will also be time-limited.”

 She lost all sense of how much time had passed and threw all her mental focus into the tests as they were presented. It was a poor test strategy. Pacing herself as she worked would’ve been the smarter choice, but Korinna accepted the examiners would push her over twelve hours on the first day. From what she’d heard, examinations lasted an entire week.

 By the time she exited the octagon, her face was crusted with blood. It dripped from her eyes. Ran down her cheeks. Hardened in a spray of crackling crimson. She forced her eyes shut, but could barely blink through the mask of dried, bloody rivulets.

 Her limbs shook, her body ached. She shuffled out in search of a water vessel.

 Every practice chamber was full. There were three clerics still waiting to be tested.

 “How was it?” Isaac whispered.

 “No talking!” Mistress Vega hissed.




Chapter Nine:
Sahar


 Driving back to the outpost after the storm broke was like riding her shuttle-bike over a foreign planet. The landscape had shifted with all the sand and debris the storm whipped up. Sahar relied on the navigation in her communicator to find her way back to Outpost-732. Without it, she would have gotten turned around in a desert with no familiar landmarks.

 She went straight to the adobe courthouse to see the scientist. Apart from her amazement at the craftsmanship, she wanted to ask him how he’d made the fusion spheres so stable. Once assembled, they were like a controlled star harnessed in a heavy metal globe.

 As soon as she crossed the threshold, she knew something was wrong. Through the adobe walls, she could feel a recent absence. A void. Like the burned imprint of light on a retina after it’s extinguished.

 She ran to the jail cell.

 As she turned the corner, the constable and a man in off-white traveling clothes were covering a slumped form with a sheet.

 “What happened?” But she already knew.

 The scientist must’ve stashed some thalatite somewhere on him when they threw him into the cell. Thalatite was toxic when ingested. Sahar stared at the white sheet and wondered how long he’d debated before taking it, whether the scientist had made his decision soon after she sentenced him, or a few moments before she arrived.

 The man in sandy clothes pulled the protective scarf from his face. He placed a hand on her arm. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”

 There was a bar in Outpost-732, a miracle considering the town didn’t have any active mines. Sahar waited at one of the tables while Kenzou, a correctional officer for her Order, got them each a cup of icy cactus wine.

 “It’s actually cold,” he said, holding out the glass.

 She took a long drink. It was boozy and too sweet, but it would do. “Thanks.”

 “I’m sorry you had to see that. It looked like he just took it. I tried to get here sooner but the storm kept me on the other side of the mesa.”

 Maybe this was Radiosa’s divine judgment. Maybe she deserved punishment as much as the scientist did.

 “The constable said he made a fusion reactor?” Kenzou asked, his voice edged with disbelief.

 “It was the most amazing device I’ve ever seen,” she admitted. “A functional fusion device that fit in the palm of your hand.”

 She stared into her cup of greenish cactus wine before downing the rest in one gulp. It was orthodoxy in the Order of Radiosa not to get involved in international conflict. To pass sentences, dispense judgment, offer wisdom, but stay out of the galactic political fray. There was no way to use a fusion reactor in her work; there was no way she could justify its existence or her obsession. Even letting slip to Kenzou how drawn she was to the device was a risk, but the words had flown out like grains of sand on Thalatite’s cutting winds.

 “He must have chosen this place for the deposits. Why else would a physicist live out here?” Kenzou mused.

 When he put it that way it seemed obvious. Lightbenders could detect lies, but sometimes Sahar missed the things that were right in front of her. “You’re probably right.”

 “Hey, don’t look so sad. You were just enforcing the rules. You didn’t know what he would do.”

 Sahar’s stomach plummeted. If she was just enforcing the rules, she wouldn’t have spent days putting the fusion sphere together, testing it, and gobbling up every note in the scientist’s workshop like a hungry sand lizard. No, she’d more than broken the rules, and having the scientist arrested was as much about protecting herself as it was following the law.

 For most of her life, Radiosa’s teachings of restraint and objectivity had helped her accept the state of the world. When she was strongly encouraged to leave behind her old career as an engineer for the Order of Radiosa, she took solace in the similarities. She was still working with logic and uncovering the truth, but when she held the fusion sphere in her hand, something inside her broke away from its moorings.

 The wine was doing funny things to her. She refused Kenzou’s offer to order another.

 “I’m sorry you came all this way for nothing,” she said.

 “Actually, I was told to bring you with me.”

 Did he know what was in her pocket right now? How had the Galactic Imperium already sent someone to detain her? She’d been so careful. She’d even taken apart the components of the fusion spheres and hidden them in the lining of her clothing—

 “They’re bringing all the high-level Lightbenders back to Solis. They’ll send someone with less ability out here. Personally, I can’t believe they sent you to the outskirts of the Molaris Sector.”

 “I asked to come here.”

 He laughed. “You always were strange, you know that? Everyone in the galaxy with a flicker of light in their veins wants to be on Solis, but not Sahar.”

 They’d gone to school together at the Academy, along with Jonathan and the others in her section. The friends who’d meant so much to her, now just a series of unanswered messages on her communicator.

 “It’s more important for priestesses to go to these kinds of places,” she insisted. “It’s not just about the people who live here, although they deserve good judges too. It’s about matter itself. Without us here as a counterbalance, the stability of the entire galaxy is put at risk.”

 “You really believe all that? I mean, don’t make that face. I don’t disagree with you, but couldn’t you let some other priestess take this planet?”

 It was a question she’d asked herself countless times. Was it better to leave her old life behind and make something new where there was important work to be done, or would she have been better off staying near the Academy, where she could have protected the sciences through her role as a judge?

 In the end, it had been too hard for her to watch other engineers live the life she wanted, so she took a judicial appointment as far from the Academy as she could. It was physically dangerous to live as a Lightbender outside the Order of Radiosa. Without a way to expel tactus, their bodies developed strange ailments and shortened lifespans. She’d been strongly encouraged to take a posting, but the distance cut her off from people like Jonathan, one of her first friends at the Academy, and Kenzou, who’d become an acquaintance after years of isolation from one another.

 “Do you know why they’re asking so many people to come back?”

 He leaned close, his posture hunched. “They aren’t just calling in Lightbenders. The Imperial Senate finished two new warships. They’re getting a new crop of red witches to fly them. All the armies have been called out of reserve.”

 “But why?”

 “You didn’t hear? Do they not get radio signals on Thalatite? The Castillia crossed over from the Hydra Sector into the Borderlands and the entire warship was destroyed. I mean, obliterated. A crew of five hundred thousand people depressurized at once.”

 Sahar’s mouth fell open and hung there. No solar entity could affect a ship like that. Imperial warships were designed to withstand cosmic radiation, solar storms, collision with minor planets, enemy bombardment. To hear one had been popped like a balloon shocked her to the roots of her teeth.

 “What…?”

 “They think—and this is just a rumor—they think it was the Haran fleet.”

 Sahar snorted. She needed another drink. “There is no way a pirate fleet has that kind of tech.”

 “Are you sure? We have no idea what goes on in the Umbra. The Senate’s guess is as good as any I’ve heard.”

 Kenzou had a point. Hadn’t she just found a stash of nuclear fusion devices on Thalatite, a forgettable mining planet in a forgettable region of the Molaris Sector?

 Ship-wide depressurization was rare. Warships were built in units, with complex inter-locking doors and seals to prevent a ruptured hull in one location from endangering everyone on board. To lose pressure across an entire ship would require a catastrophic collision with a very large, very dense body, or some kind of widespread gravitational anomaly.

 “Did anyone survive?”

 “Some of the crew were wearing evacuation suits completely by chance. They lived.”

 If some of the crew had managed to escape, that meant the Castillia wasn’t destroyed by a supermassive black hole. If a black hole was the culprit, the entire ship, including its crew, would have been pulled from the event horizon to the dense singularity at its center.

 It was a mystery. It was horrific. It was the strangest physics problem Sahar had ever encountered.

 “When do we leave?” she asked.

 Kenzou shrugged. “I figured you’d want to get back to your ship first. Where did you hunker down during the storm?”

 She almost told him the whole story, but the words died on her lips. Kenzou wasn’t a powerful Lightbender, but he’d know if she outright lied to him. So she settled for half the truth.

 “I hid in a mine shaft. It was the closest shelter.”

 “For four days? That sounds awful.”

 “It was all right. I had supplies.”

 Kenzou finished his drink and walked her back to the shuttle she used for surface travel between outposts. The shuttle became her world when she was sent to Thalatite, as judges on remote planets were expected to travel.

 By the time she arrived at most outposts, tempers were high, and disagreements had boiled over into violence. But the Order of Radiosa would never send more than one priest or priestess to a place like this.

 According to Kenzou, they were flying out tomorrow, so this was her last night on the shuttle before flying back to Solis. After five years on Thalatite, the mere thought of returning to her home planet made the muscles in her jaw clench.

 She should have been excited to see Jonathan again; if the most powerful Lightbenders were being called back to Solis, he’d certainly be among them. But how could she explain her years of silence and emotional distance? How could she make him understand that even the kindest people she’d met at the Academy were another reminder of how sharply her life had diverged from the future she’d envisioned for herself?

 If she were a normal person, she’d have been excited to see her parents, to meet up with friends who’d stayed at the Academy, to revisit her favorite cafés and theater houses from when she was a student. But all she could think about was the fusion sphere in her pocket, and whether the Order of Radiosa would kill her if she was discovered.

 She thought of the white sheet draped over the scientist’s body until the memory was worn smooth in her mind.

 It was wrong to steal the fusion sphere, but she’d spent most of her life desperate to understand how the universe worked, and how her goddess controlled matter—as if it could explain why Radiosa singled her out and gave her a life that was radically different from everything she knew or understood. Joining her Order had severed her connection with her siblings, her parents, her friends. They didn’t understand the life of a Lightbender, and she’d spent her remaining years yearning for an explanation. Why her? Why Lightbending and not one of the other orders?

 Even though she missed her old life, the work she did in the Order was of greater importance to the galaxy. There were countless engineers and scientists, but Lightbenders were rare, and she’d only been able to delay her duties until the end of her schooling, not escape them entirely. Even with her isolated posting, being a Lightbender was prestigious, and she could have a greater impact on the world around her through her Order. Sahar knew why she’d made each of her decisions, but it still didn’t explain why Radiosa had chosen her, or why she had been the one to discover the sphere.

 If anyone discovered a judge had a fusion reactor and they’d experimented with it, she’d be begging to be sent to a Galactic Imperium work planet. The Order of Radiosa would probably execute her on the spot. It was the only way to preserve their reputation in the face of heresy.

 Sahar slumped onto her bunk and pulled the sphere from her pocket. The components sewn into her dirty clothes would allow her to create one other sphere, totaling her crime of heresy to two counts.

 Two lifetimes of penance. Two chances to slag an entire planet.

 She ran her fingers over the smooth metal exterior and closed her eyes. Yes, she’d go back to Solis, even if it was a risk. Whatever the Order needed her for must be big, and she’d never been able to ignore an unanswered question.




Chapter Ten:
Korinna


 The first three days of examinations sputtered along like a poorly maintained fission reactor. Korinna ignored the terse whispers among her cohort and retreated to the gardens at night.

 The exercises themselves weren’t any more difficult than her practices with Vega, but her nerves bundled in her throat like swollen alveoli. She could feel the weight of foreign spacecraft hovering around the Navitas. There were so many arrivals, the ship didn’t have room to house them all—guests were forced to board in shifts to pay respect to Vermicula and meet with the High Priestess.

 That meant no inch of the ship was quiet, not even the simulacrum. Korinna tried kneeling before Vermicula’s tomb to find some peace, but the chamber was crowded with whispering newcomers coughing through the thick incense their foreign lungs were unaccustomed to.

 One afternoon, Korinna finished her testing early and snuck back to her dormitory for a change of clothes. Sliding open the cabinet beside her bed, she found all her possessions had been strewn about. Not a single item was in its proper place. It didn’t matter. She didn’t own anything of value. Plopping down on the edge of her bed, Korinna closed her eyes and sighed.

 She lay back, eyes closed, body sinking into the mattress. It was so soft she had to breathe, to be still and calm down, to accept how strange it felt. This was all right. She was all right. Letting all that had built up in her mind slip away, she breathed in and out until the tension drained from her body and her heart rate slowed.

 There was a tug on her wrist. She jolted upright.

 “Hey,” Therese said. “Slide over.”

 Did she mean slide over in bed?

 Korinna squeaked and made room for her, flushing like her skin was inches from an open flame.

 “What?” she whispered.

 Therese’s breath was warm against her cheek. Was Therese about to stab her like Cressida and the rest of their cohort?

 “How are your examinations going?” Therese asked.

 Of course. The only reason Therese would ever get in bed with her again was to advance herself.

 “They’ve been all right.”

 “I have no idea how I’ve done,” Therese confessed, leaning in. A silken lock of her hair slipped across Korinna’s throat like a garrote. “They never say anything. Are your observers the same?”

 “I haven’t heard a word from them besides instructions.”

 “Thanks for warning me, by the way. I had no idea we were having examinations until you told us.”

 Korinna couldn’t help her curiosity. “Has your instructor made you work on endurance?”

 Therese shook her head of glossy hair in the dim red light. “No. We’ve focused on control. I don’t know how many drills we’ve done on maintaining cabin pressure and prioritizing passenger comfort.”

 Passenger comfort. Maybe that meant Therese and the majority of their cohort were preparing for a different kind of spaceflight.

 Tugging her thoughts back to the present, Korinna suddenly became aware of Therese’s long limbs entwining with her own, as if no time had passed in the two years since Therese had last invited herself into this bed.

 “Don’t think about it. It won’t make tomorrow easier,” Korinna whispered.

 Therese’s hand found hers, squeezing their fingers together. Almost imperceptibly, Korinna felt the hand trembling within her own. This wasn’t just about the examinations: Therese was scared.

 Ventricles pounding in her ears, Korinna gripped Therese’s hand tighter as she leaned in, lips brushing the edge of Therese’s mouth. Her lungs spasmed in fear as she waited for Therese to react, to lean forward, to shove her away, to kick her out of bed and laugh. Anything would have been better than the moment of pure, petrified emptiness that followed her kiss.

 After a lifetime of agony, Therese leaned into her, lips tentative. Relief washed over Korinna as she held Therese’s face in her hands, trying to arrange their limbs comfortably on the small bed. With each press of Therese’s lips against her own, Korinna’s heart climbed in her throat, nerves sparking when an arm slipped around her waist to pull her close.

 She’d missed this.

 She’d missed her.

 They kissed and held each other for what felt like hours. After days of examinations, Korinna’s sense of time was as warped as the rest of her brain, so it could have lasted mere moments. Eventually, Therese pressed one last kiss to the palm of her hand before slipping out of the bed.

 “I’m supposed to meet some people for dinner. Can’t you come?”

 Therese didn’t know what Cressida and Stefan and the others had done. There was no way. She was too afraid of what might happen. Of what Therese might think of her if their cohort confronted her again.

 “I can’t. We’ll talk later.”



 Two warships the size of small planets arrived, polluting the space field around the Navitas with background radiation from all the nuclear engines. With the presence of so many life-forms and so much unrestrained energy, Korinna woke each morning to an unbearable pounding in her skull.

 Returning to the gardens to hide beneath the fruit trees rebuked every secret hope about Therese that Korinna was afraid to raise. How could she explain what their cohort had tried to do?

 A message arrived on her communicator: all examinations were postponed until further notice. Fantastic. Now Korinna would go back to checking behind her every time she walked down the hall, waiting for a knife to find her when she least expected it.

 She was so—She was furious. She’d done nothing wrong, and she would have to carry on hiding from her cohort. And what would happen when she got a posting one of the others wanted? Or when the High Priestess noticed she’d done too well on her examinations? If Korinna didn’t die at the hand of one, it would be the other. Vega’s dream of concealing a protégé until they had a chance to escape would die with her.

 Korinna stormed toward one of the elevators, that knife at her ribs playing over and over in her mind, Stefan trying to reason with her while Cressida plotted to slit her throat. This was what the Order of Vermicula had turned them into: power-hungry people who thought nothing of recycling each other for a slight advantage.

 The hall outside the practice chambers was deserted. Korinna powered up the simulation before the octagon sealed.

 “Upload simulation level thirteen.”

 The computer-generated voice responded, but she didn’t hear it. Her head was splitting apart like a stellar explosion. As her hands dug up tactus from the depths of matter, she read the coordinates through her fingers, but the knowledge barely registered. Tears of blood bubbled along her water line.

 The simulation was so intense, she didn’t notice it at first, didn’t feel the runaway fusion reaction her aggressive manipulation had triggered. Not until the walls of the chamber slanted inward like a collapsed tunnel. She wasn’t steering the warship in her simulation, she was pulling its mass inward in rapid gravitational collapse.

 The mirrored walls of the octagon crinkled before shattering into a mist of broken glass, its foundations creaking in protest until Korinna was hit with a faceful of tactus-dampening gas—the last fail-safe to keep runaway adepts from sucking the Navitas into a black hole of their own making.

 Blue plumes of smoke burned her eyes as she gasped for air like she’d been tossed out of an air lock, choking her lungs and making her drop to the floor in a fit of wheezing.

 With a whip of her hand, her fingers splayed before her, the door to the chamber blasted off its hinges—her last impotent surge of tactus before all her abilities were smothered beneath the chemicals. Still on her knees, she heaved a stomachful of water and nutrient paste onto the marble floor.

 “Goddess protect me, drink this.”

 A cool hand found the back of her neck and guided a cup of water to her lips. She tipped her head back and inhaled the water, nearly choking as she forced her eyes open through the blood.

 For the third time in her life, Korinna saw that face.

 “You,” she rasped.

 “Don’t stop drinking.” The dark-haired woman held the water to Korinna’s mouth. “Sit down. That much gas will make you dizzy.”

 She didn’t know who this woman was or why she was helping her, but sitting in one place sounded like the best idea she’d heard in years.

 “Can I—Do you—Is there more water?”

 “Yes. Don’t move.”

 Korinna obeyed. She’d spent the past month fighting every waking moment like it was her will against the fathomless universe. It was nice to listen for once.

 The woman from the simulacrum handed her another cup of water, just as frigid and perfect as the first.

 “Are you all right?”

 “I’m… Yes, I’m fine.”

 Her head rang like the bell for morning vigil. She blinked hard, rubbing at the drying seam of blood along her eyelids. The woman used her damp sleeve to clean the blood away.

 “That was magnificent,” she said, as though Korinna forming a degenerate star in the bowels of the Navitas was something to celebrate. “If you can stand, I need you to come with me.”

 Hundreds of levels flickered past the elevator’s viewing panel, like star systems shifting through the window of a cockpit. Korinna leaned against the cold glass and took a deep breath.

 “Who are you?”

 Even with her stunted grasp on tactus, she could see the woman’s dark, soulful eyes, every line of her face, the crest of her lips. But how? It made no sense.

 “My name is Litia Sarai, Governor Wu Qiang’s political advisor. He commands one of the warships that has just arrived.” The corner of her mouth turned up slightly. “I’ve seen you before. Do you remember?”

 As if she could forget. She wasn’t prepared to admit how much time she’d spent thinking about Litia since she saw her in the simulacrum. “Where are we going?”

 “To see the governor.”

 Korinna had heard of him—the Lion of the Hydra Sector. The vanguard against the Umbra, the wild region of space with no white priestesses to dispense Radiosa’s judgment.

 The elevator began to slow as they reached the upper levels of the Navitas. Litia helped her down the hall. Korinna’s grip on tactus for orientation was a tepid echo of her usual abilities, and with her minimal vision she could barely see an arm’s length ahead of her on the best of days. Litia coached her through the disorientation.

 “Take my arm, like that. Hold on and stand close.”

 They walked slowly to accommodate her dulled senses. Muffled voices traveled through the hardwood door—a man’s low rumble and the waspish tones of the High Priestess.

  Why had she been brought here? Litia didn’t stop to explain before ushering them both inside.

 “Governor Wu,” she said, “there’s someone I believe you should meet.”

 There were more people present than just the governor and the High Priestess. Korinna could tell by the murmur of voices in the room, but she didn’t know who they might be.

 “What is this?” a masculine voice asked.

 “This is a Redseer I had the opportunity to observe. I believe she’s the most talented cleric aboard this ship. The governor and I would be interested to know why she wasn’t presented to us before.”

 “Bring her here.” The man’s voice had to be Governor Wu.

 “This is unacceptable. How did you find one of our uninitiated clerics?” the High Priestess asked. “You agreed your people would remain in the diplomatic quarters.”

 Litia led her to the governor. “I apologize. It was my mistake. This ship is quite large, and I didn’t realize I’d traveled so far below deck. It was such a convenient mistake, though, otherwise I wouldn’t have witnessed her talent.”

 Talent? She’d nearly ripped a hole in the spacetime continuum in an over-emotional rage. In all her years aboard the Navitas, she had never seen a practice chamber destroyed like she’d done today. It wasn’t unheard of for newly presented clerics to shatter a mirror or two as they learned to control their abilities, but her carelessness had been monumentally worse.

 Mistress Vega spoke up from across the room. “I apologize if my directions weren’t helpful, Ms. Sarai. The Navitas can be a maze. This is Korinna, one of my students.”

 “I’m unclear on what you’re suggesting.” High Priestess Renatia’s tone was adamantine. “Korinna is not a priestess. She is not free to leave this ship.”

 Governor Wu responded, “The Galactic Imperium has no interest in interfering in your Order’s affairs, but my directive could not have been clearer. We need the most capable Redseers under your supervision. It makes no difference to me whether she’s a priestess or not.”

 A shudder of tactus rumbled through the room. Renatia was angry. “Only a priest or priestess has the control and the technical capability to be trusted as a navigator.”

 “Is that true?” the governor asked, ignoring Renatia.

 “Yes, but the ascension ceremony is scheduled in a matter of day cycles,” said Vega.

 “And Korinna will be a priestess after that?” Litia asked.

 “Clerics have to complete the ascension ritual, which is no small task. I can’t make any assurances Korinna will become a priestess.”

 “No one is questioning the importance of the work you do, High Priestess. I do not seek to diminish your role in training Redseers. But can this ceremony not be completed at a later time, when the galaxy is not in the midst of a war?” asked Governor Wu.

 Renatia’s sigh was harsher than the rattling chains around Vermicula’s tomb. “Ascension ensures the quality of the Redseers that the Imperium relies on for its survival. There are other priestesses on this ship that I recommended for the Spectrus—”

 Governor Wu was losing his patience. “This is one cleric, Renatia.”

 “If you insist on having her, then you will wait until the ceremony is complete. And I’ll have it known that I have no confidence in this posting. Korinna was recommended for navigation, but not for a warship, and certainly not a warship that’s expected to see conflict in the immediate future.”

 “I trust Ms. Sarai’s judgment. Will you permit her to leave in spite of your concerns?”

 Renatia sighed. “I will not force Korinna to accept this position. It will be her choice.”

 All the air in the room disappeared. Korinna was suddenly conscious her sense of tactus had returned because she could feel everyone’s stares on her skin.

 She stepped forward out of Renatia’s shadow. “It would be my honor to serve as your navigator, Governor Wu.”

 It was like speaking with her head submerged underwater. At first Korinna thought no one had heard her. That was the sound of shock. No one, perhaps except for Vega, had expected her answer.

 Renatia was more dumbfounded than angry. “No cleric in living memory has taken a posting beyond their recommendation.”

 Governor Wu stood from his seat like a force of nature that had been contained for too long. He gripped her hand. “Your bravery won’t go unnoticed. You’re doing a great service to the galaxy.”

 Renatia cut through his praise. “You’ll pay double for her since Korinna won’t be available to navigate the ship she was assigned to.”

 Governor Wu didn’t hesitate. “Done. You’ll have to speak with Senator Acadia about the details, if you can find him. This ship is so large, I don’t know where he’s gotten to.”

 Everything after that was a blur of people talking and making plans about her.

 Korinna learned that Governor Wu Qiang commanded the Spectrus, one of the four planet-sized warships patrolling the galaxy. The Spectrus and the Maturitas were the two new warships on the Navitas’ doorstep.

 For the first time, Korinna was present while the details of her future were hashed out. Now that her sense of tactus had fully returned, she noticed Litia furiously taking notes while Governor Wu and Renatia discussed the timetable for his departure. Vega’s plan had become a reality. Their voices murmured around her like sparking embers as fear and relief warred in her chest. Litia had seen value in her, and once she had that thought, it was impossible to forget.

 After committing to join the Spectrus, the day cycles soared by. Examinations continued for the rest of her cohort, but Korinna already had a posting. She was leaving like she’d always wanted to, and everyone knew it. Korinna was spoken for now, property of Governor Wu, not the Order of Vermicula. If anything happened to Korinna, her cohort would have to answer to an Imperial Governor instead of the High Priestess.

 After her posting was decided, Isaac found her in the library.

 “Where have you been?” he whispered.

 Korinna opened her mouth so fast she nearly choked on her own spit. “Me? I’ve been where I always am. I looked for you. Where have you been?”

 A lie. Maybe he wouldn’t notice.

 Isaac huffed and slid his chair closer so they wouldn’t be scolded by the nuns for talking too loudly. “All right, I guess I deserve that. I did go looking for you after the examinations. But you’ll never guess—I’ve been given a posting.”

 Slack-jawed, she let Isaac explain how he’d met an officer in the dining hall three weeks ago. They started meeting every day to talk. The man Isaac befriended wasn’t a rank-and-file officer, he was Governor Aadavan Kumar, commander of the Maturitas.

 “I had no idea,” he insisted. “He gets up at five every morning and exercises just like you. He tries to drag me with him every time.”

 A lump rose in her throat as he talked about the governor—or Aadavan, as Isaac called him. He talked about his jokes and his silly high-pitched laugh and his respect for his crew. There was no way Isaac knew about Stefan and Cressida and the others. They must not have told him or Therese.

 That meant Korinna had at least two friends on the Navitas.




Chapter Eleven:
Korinna


 “You told her where I was.”

 Vega sat in the fitting room while a seamstress worked around the raised platform, pinning the fabric at Korinna’s cuffs and waist.

 “Leave us.”

 The seamstress exited the room. Korinna had spent days thinking about it: the dark-haired woman finding her right when Korinna was having the worst meltdown of her life. What were the chances of Litia stumbling into that chaos?

 “I didn’t mention you specifically. She asked about the current students, anyone ascending in the near future. I told her to go to the practice chamber and she’d see our most talented Redseer. I did not mention you by name.”

 Korinna stood in her own navigator’s kit, a deep-red suit that protected Unsighted observers from the tactus her body released. When she joined the Spectrus, they’d give her gloves and a face mask—both essential for the adjustment period. Being around that many Unsighted bodies after life on the Navitas would be a shock.

 “Why the Spectrus?”

 “Governor Wu has the most influence in the Senate. The best warship. The most military accomplishments.”

 “I don’t know anything about warships, or governors, or politics. You couldn’t have warned me? Given me some kind of training?”

 “How, exactly?” Vega’s tone froze her blood. “The less you knew, the safer you were. If Renatia thought I was training a successor, she’d eliminate you and me both. Redseers are bound by blood to obey her—you know this.”

 This was Vega’s strategy. Without any planning or specialized training, she was giving Korinna the opportunity to build up her own base of power and unseat Renatia. Become the High Priestess. Become the person who decided which novices lived and died.

 But first she had to survive her ascension.

 “Why did Renatia give me the choice to accept the posting?”

 Vega sighed and straightened the hem on Korinna’s sleeve. “She thinks you’ll die in the ascension. But you won’t.”

 Her spine was cold. Lips cold. Chest cold.

 “How do you know?”

 “You’ve given a blood sacrifice every day for seven years. Sometimes twice, if there was vigil. No cleric has ever been this prepared to ascend.”

 Vega left her on the platform and sent the seamstress back into the fitting room.

 “Get a good night’s rest,” she warned.



 The ascension was like any other day. Until it wasn’t.

 Her communicator pinged. The same chime that reminded her to find the simulacrum for vigil once a week. Korinna found the rest of her cohort outside the heavy doors, each of them filing in one after the other. First, they streaked their eyes with cinnabar, then they covered their heads with red gossamer. Last, they lit a candle and carried the bobbing flame to the tomb, placing each one at the lip of the altar. All fourteen of them knelt before Vermicula’s remains.

 But one person was missing. Therese.

 There was no noise from the tomb. No groaning metal chains or thundering heartbeat. Only silence.

 Renatia was the only priestess in attendance.

 “It is my sacred duty to begin the ascension ceremony. There isn’t much that’s required of you. Just sacrifice.”

 She dragged a heavy chalice over the marble floor, metal shrieking against stone. It was the same one they used at vigil for the entire congregation.

 “To ascend, the fourteen of you must fill this chalice. You can give as much or as little as you like, but it has to be full or there won’t be an ascension. How your group chooses to fill it is up to you.”

 The High Priestess withdrew, locking the door to the simulacrum behind her.

 For ten full heartbeats, everyone sat in silence, knees digging into the cold marble. There was no incense; they had to do this without any psychotropic lubrication.

 Isaac was the first one to speak. “I’ll go first.”

 He stood up and pulled a knife from his belt, the metal loud as it exited the sheath. He took three echoing steps before two of the members of her cohort stopped him.

 “What are you—”

 “Stop—”

 “Korinna should go first,” said Cressida. “She’s strong enough. Best posting in the Imperial fleet, right? I think she can handle it.”

 “Why are you always like this?” Isaac asked, but Korinna didn’t listen. He didn’t understand how far their cohort was willing to go or what they would do if they thought they were being denied the right to ascend because of her.

 “It’s fine.”

 “I’ll do it with you.”

 “Isaac, no. Stop. You can go after me.”

 To ascend they had to give up their power. That was the test. The High Priestess was unwilling to send highly trained Redseers to all corners of the galaxy. There would always be some check on them, a fail-safe to keep Renatia in her position.

 Korinna unsheathed a knife she’d pilfered from Vega’s storage closet. The blade had never been used, its edge a bitter kiss against her arm. When the first drop of blood fell from her wrist, it took eons to land at the base of the chalice.

 There was so much empty space between her cohort and ascension.

 At first it was like any other blood sacrifice. She’d sat through this every day for years, and the tingling in her extremities, the lightheaded rush that came from standing so long over the bowl, it was all familiar. She had a new body now, more tactus than ever before. Korinna could withstand this.

 If she didn’t give enough blood to satisfy the rest of them…

 The High Priestess hadn’t given them any rules. Unlike the Order of Radiosa, power and sacrifice ruled Vermicula’s followers, and the members of her cohort were not bound by intellectual ideals. What would happen if they cut her open and drained her body over that chalice like the dead novices from her dormitory?

 Time slipped away. Her head grew cold and foggy as she rested it on the side of the chalice, her left arm dangling over it while her blood seeped out in a viscous river. The scent of copper rose to her nose, so thick she was breathing it in, feeling her own life drain out of her.

 “… isn’t FAIR!” Isaac yelled.

 Hands gripped beneath her armpits, dragged her away from the chalice, pressed a cloth to her arm, held it down until the fabric outside the wound bloomed wet and warm.

 “So you aren’t going now?” Stefan asked.

 “No. She did most of the work for the rest of you. I think you can handle it.”

 It was Isaac holding her. Not Stefan, the man she’d slept with a year ago in a deserted corner of the library, but the most gifted Redseer in her cohort. Someone who shouldn’t have thought twice about Korinna when she was in the bottom of the class.

 Isaac deserved the posting on the Spectrus. Not her.

 She dozed in his lap while the rest of them struggled to fill the chalice. Through the fog someone cried, others argued, voices shouting over each other. Isaac didn’t volunteer again.

 It took hours, but the remaining twelve managed to get it filled. One woman fainted and fell to the marble floor with no one to catch her. Cressida went last, sparing only a few drops of blood. Once more he was asked, and once more Isaac refused to volunteer any blood, despite the sneers and accusations thrown his way.

 But he was already spoken for—ownership transferred to General Kumar the day before—and the threat of Imperial retribution must have been enough to discourage the others from pressing the issue any further.

 The doors to the simulacrum whined open. The steady thump of a cane on the marble floor pulled Korinna from her stupor.

 “The first part of your ascension ceremony is complete. You may follow me,” said Vega.

 Everyone trudged past the older mistress and out of the simulacrum, sapped and quiet.

 “Cressida.” Vega held out one arm to stop her from leaving. “Not you.”

 “What?”

 “You did not display sufficient willingness to sacrifice for the Order. You will stay here.”

 “But Isaac didn’t—”

 “Sacrifice can take many forms. You will stay here, and you will pray for the High Priestess’ benevolence and understanding. The rest of you can follow me.”



 When they reached the dormitories, Renatia was waiting for them.

 “Did we lose one?” asked the High Priestess.

 “No deaths,” said Vega. “One struck her head on the marble, but is recovering. One cleric is waiting for your counsel after this.”

 “What a merciful group. The next part will be hard.”

 Korinna was awake now, ears open to every sound as sweat erupted along her brow. Why were they here? This hall was for younger students, each of the doors latched shut for the night. It was as silent as Vermicula’s tomb… and this was wrong.

 The jangle of a set of keys and then Renatia’s voice. “The first part of ascension tests your willingness to make personal sacrifices for the Order. Some of you displayed more commitment than others. You will be given the chance to correct that.”

 A key scraped against the teeth inside a lock. A handle turned, door creaking open while her cohort waited in the hallway.

 “The second part of ascension tests your willingness to sacrifice others.”

 Korinna didn’t move. Someone shoved past her and she stumbled forward, swept up among the rest. Her head swam from the loss of blood, but there was no mistaking where they were, why they were being sent into one of the dormitories now.

 As they entered the room, Mistress Vega pressed a knife into everyone’s hand. Korinna ran her fingers over the filigree on the handle, traced the design with the pad of her thumb. It was one of the ceremonial knives from Vega’s office, finely made and rarely used.

 The remaining thirteen members of her cohort were not alone. Around them were two dozen children, all of them still. Sleeping.

 It was real.

 All this time, for seven years, Korinna knew what she remembered, and it was happening again. It happened every year. This was where all the children went, and no one ever said anything. No one was being shuffled around for “remedial study” as they’d been told; they were being sacrificed every time there was an ascension. This was why Meifeng was so hollowed out and empty before she left, because this is what the Order of Vermicula took from you. Not just yourself, but your compassion for others.

 “What is this?” Isaac asked.

 “We live in the bodies Vermicula gave us, and in her wisdom our goddess knew the strength of blood. You’re all familiar with the story of the Sanatio,” said Renatia.

 Korinna was going to be sick.

 The High Priestess continued. “Weak Redseers dilute our strength. The galaxy, and the state of matter itself, depends on our strength. To become a priest or priestess of this Order, you must be strong enough to make difficult choices. To know when to make and unmake, as our goddess made the universe. You honor Vermicula with this sacrifice.”

  “Find a novice with a bowl on their bedside table,” Mistress Vega added, “then fill it up.”

 With blood. That’s what was going unspoken. Some of the tables were bare, the students asleep just the same. They’d wake up to a half-empty room like Korinna did seven years ago, groggy and confused.

 Did it even matter? No one had done anything about the dead novices from her own cohort. Redseers were recycled and sacrificed every year, even if it wasn’t openly discussed, and the senseless deaths would continue so long as Renatia was the High Priestess. There was nothing Korinna could do.

 The Sanatio was cruel, their goddess was cruel, and they were each formed in the image of cruelty. Korinna couldn’t stop this even if she refused. She brushed her trembling hand over a sleeping boy’s brow, his warmth seeping through her skin.

 Ascension was the shared sin that bound priests and priestesses to the Order. No matter where they were sent or who they served as navigators, they’d never escape this. Their innocence and naivety sealed away forever like Vermicula’s remains.

 Nausea swelled up inside of her, immobilized her as the rest of her cohort moved about the room. She gripped the handle of her knife so hard the filigree imprinted on her palm, sounds dribbling past her ears as the world swayed beneath her feet. No one was talking. No one was asking questions. They were all…

 Every member of her cohort was doing what was expected of them.



 The gardens were deserted at this time of night. She’d been sitting here for hours in her priestess robes, dirt and trampled fronds stuck to the fine fabric.

 Dried blood caked beneath her fingernails.

 She hated Vermicula. The Order was wrong and the rest of them didn’t know the half of it. The novices they killed weren’t weak. Some of them, maybe, but not half the cohort. Even if performing the Sanatio was a noble choice, Renatia’s version of it was perverse, designed to cement her permanence as the High Priestess.

 The knife from Korinna’s ascension lay naked on the ground beside her. The scent of copper stained her skin, metallic and nauseating. Wearing the priestess robes made it real. The whole thing was already twisting in her mind, warped at the edges like a nightmare after being awake for too long. Without the robes, she could pretend nothing had happened, but here she was, dressed in the Order’s vestments, shaking and clutching herself in the dark because she’d done something despicable.

 Someone opened the door to the gardens and weaved their way through the deserted chamber.

 Whether it was Renatia come to take back Korinna’s priestess robes, or Cressida stalking her through the olive trees for vengeance, she didn’t care. She didn’t deserve to survive.

 “I’ve been looking everywhere for you. Are you all right?”

 Isaac knelt beside her in the dirt and tossed a rattling box down onto the ground.

 Korinna’s throat was dry from disuse. “I’m fine.”

 He smelled of incense and detergent and, beneath that, wet, tangy copper.

 He reached for her wrist, fingers searching for her pulse. “I brought a medkit with me. I want—I thought I’d help.”

 “What?”

 “You gave so much blood earlier. Here…” He pulled up her sleeve, opened the medkit, and dug around in the crook of her arm with a needle.

 “What are you doing?”

 “Sharing.”

 Tubing stretched between them while Isaac fiddled with a pump that directed the flow of blood. Over the centuries, the cellular differences between Redseers had been eliminated until every descendant had the same proteins, the same flesh, the same blood. All of them in Vermicula’s image. When the initial drops of his blood leaked into her body, Korinna sighed into the ground, warmth exploding beneath her skin.

 “Why are you helping me?” she groaned. “Why don’t you hate me like the rest of them?”

 He leaned back against the spindly tree trunk. “So you hid your abilities, what does it matter?”

 She’d chosen her own future over what was right. She was no better than Renatia or Cressida or Stefan, and she would wake up every day hating herself for it.

 “The others thought I killed someone for their blood.”

 The tubing that connected the two of them was hot beneath her fingers, so warm it lit up something inside her, filled her veins with bits of smoldering stars. The ship yawned into existence around her, the warships and shuttles and personal yachts hovering around the Navitas, specks of dust pinging off each hull, nodes of tactus keeping each vessel in place.

 “Y-you c-can p-p-pull it out,” Korinna said. Her body was taking, taking, taking, just like she’d taken that boy’s life.

 She’d cried and whimpered while she did it, but his blood was under her fingernails and Korinna didn’t even know his name. Didn’t think to ask.

 “It’s fine,” Isaac huffed.

 Korinna felt for him in the dark, reality lurching around her after taking so much of his blood. Isaac’s body was cold and getting colder by the second.

 “N-no,” she moaned, pinching the tubing and ripping the needle from beneath her skin.

 He groaned and curled on his side, skin covered in cold sweat. Korinna dug in the medkit and found a fast-healing bandage. They were both panting, heels digging into the dirt.

 “They thought you murdered someone?” he wheezed.

 Korinna explained how the others found her in the chapel near the practice chambers, how they’d threatened to turn her in to the High Priestess.

 “And now it’s true for all of us.”

 She stumbled away from Isaac and the olive tree, emptying her stomach in a barrel used for dead leaves and cuttings. She heaved up everything until the muscles in her abdomen were sore, until her eyes watered and there was nothing left inside her but Isaac’s blood thundering through her arteries.

 That’s how they spent their last night on the Navitas. Sick and shivering and alone but for each other.



 Therese found her in the simulacrum the next morning. For once, there was no one else bent over in prayer or in the throes of meditation. She wasn’t reading the Codex or kneeling or contemplating Vermicula’s divinity.

 She was hiding.

 Therese sat beside her on the creaky wooden pew, the two of them shoulder to shoulder beneath their red veils.

 “I’ve been looking for you,” Therese said.

 She didn’t respond.

 “I hate when you do this.”

 Korinna squeezed her eyes closed. “I’m sorry.”

 “I don’t know how to help you if you won’t tell me what happened.”

 How did she explain what had happened? What she’d done with her own hands? Renatia wouldn’t have let the chosen novices live, but Korinna didn’t have to participate. She could have let this all go, given up on Vega’s experiment, given up on the dream she’d always had and let herself be recycled rather than continue the Order’s worst traditions.

 “I’m sorry. I can’t—I don’t know if I’ll ever be ready to talk about the ascension.”

 “I don’t care. You’re leaving. They gave you a posting and you didn’t tell me.”

 Korinna’s stomach hollowed out. She didn’t know, hadn’t realized how much Therese would care.

 “I’m sorry.”

 How many times could she say it in a single conversation? Not enough to fix what she did, or to explain her sudden abundance of tactus. Therese must have noticed the difference just like everyone else, but she’d never asked about it, never accused her of being a murderer or tried to cut her open for personal gain.

 Therese took her hand with the intimacy of friends who had lived beside each other for years, of two girls who grew up whispering under the covers at night and chasing each other through the halls and finishing each other’s sentences—until the day seven years ago when they had been forced to grow up.

 “Why weren’t you at the ascension?” Korinna asked.

 “The High Priestess offered me a posting on a commercial vessel, but I don’t want to leave. I keep thinking about the novices here. Someone has to look after them. Do you remember anyone comforting us when we started training?”

 Her chest twinged. “No. I don’t.”

 “Someone should stay for them.”

 Training as a novice was the most difficult time in the Order. Everyone agreed. Without parents, care for the novices was left to nuns and friars that devoted their lives to Vermicula’s service. Korinna didn’t remember much caring or comforting from the nuns when they were all sick with fever or delirious from poison, only their cold absence as she shivered and froze, aching with hunger.

 She squeezed Therese’s hand in agreement. There was no way she could tell her the truth about the ascension. The words curled up and withered on her tongue.

 “Nuns are allowed to travel on Order business. They didn’t say when or for what kinds of errands, but maybe… I’d like to see you again.”

 Korinna’s eyes were wet with tears, but she blinked them away. “I’d like that too.”




Chapter Twelve:
The Black Witch


 The governor was in the parlor with an electronic tablet and an untouched glass of whiskey beside him.

 “I can’t thank you enough for finding that Redseer. I’m looking at her data now. Do you think the High Priestess was hiding her on purpose?”

 “Yes.”

 “Hmm.” He took a sip from his glass. “Do you want some? Torren gave it to me. I wish I knew where the hell he is. We need him to approve Korinna’s salary before we can leave.”

 Litia poured herself a glass, her mouth puckering at the smoky flavor of the liquor. “Is there no way to contact the Senate directly? I doubt they’d want a warship held up over a simple accounting issue.”

 Governor Wu laughed. “You’re funny. No, I’ll wait a few days for Torren to re-appear. I won’t go around him unless I absolutely have to. These senators are prickly about their power.”

 The governor had reached his position through careful navigation around the Imperium’s bureaucracy as much as his military capabilities.

 “The High Priestess must have wanted to keep the girl here so she could train her for command,” Governor Wu continued. “She has more tactus than all the other candidates combined. Do you remember the first day they let us watch the adepts? Korinna was there, but they gave her exercises from level three when she’s a thirteen. Renatia didn’t want her to be placed on a warship yet. What a scheming, lying—”

 “Would you want your best talent in the vanguard of a war?” Litia asked. “When vessels get captured, navigators are taught to entomb themselves instead of being taken prisoner. Maybe the Exalted Mistress is skeptical of our next campaign.”

 “She thinks we’ll throw away the future of her Order.”

 Mistrust between the Imperium and the Order of Vermicula suited her purposes. Thousands of years ago Litia witnessed her own Order unravel. She’d watched as her sisters were hunted down by Vermicula’s daughters and put to the sword by Radiosa’s followers.

 After Furia was entombed, the members of her Order abandoned all restraint and fed themselves on vengeance, stripping away the threads of control that kept Star Eaters from runaway destruction. Their self-immolation seeded the area of space that became the Umbra with thousands of black holes, gravitational anomalies, and weakened stars.

 Litia chose a slower course through history, but her path was no less destructive.

 Governor Wu set down his empty glass. “Renatia forgets herself. This Order has gotten rich off the generosity of the Imperium. Some of the generals have talked about refusing to pay salaries for navigators that last less than three years. You heard about what happened with our last one. There’s finally someone who could handle a warship with ease, and the High Priestess has the nerve to hide her from us…”

 He spoke about Korinna like she was a tool to be auctioned off to the highest bidder. But hadn’t she known that would happen? When Litia found her in the practice chambers, she’d known what Korinna was—a future servant to the Galactic Imperium, the same entity that destroyed Litia’s family.

 And it hadn’t been enough to drive her away.

 Venom bristled in her jaw as Governor Wu talked. She exhaled and relaxed each of her muscles one by one, easing her body out of its thorny defense.

 What was this? Why had she dragged Korinna upstairs right away instead of leaving the woman alone? She was arming her enemy with one of the most capable Redseers to live in centuries, if not longer. It was the height of foolishness.

 She let the governor vent. After advising him for the past year, she knew when he needed to hear himself speak.

 “Joint command almost refused to approve this stop. They want Aster Haran dealt with. They thought that was more important than replacing our navigator, if you can believe it.”

 “But now you have nothing to worry about besides the campaign.”

 They discussed the messages and reports the governor received throughout the rest of the day. As a civilian advisor, Litia provided context on the Umbra until the governor dismissed her for the night.

 Her mind too embroiled with everything she’d seen to sleep, Litia wandered the halls of the ship, doing her best to suppress the tactus she released. She was so close to everything she’d spent centuries planning for. Freedom. Vengeance. The restoration of her Order. If she wanted success, she should have killed the Redseer when she found her.

 And yet, she’d hesitated.

 From the moment Litia saw Korinna in the simulacrum, she’d been entranced. And her feelings had only intensified after spying her in the practice chambers. After years of isolation, of seeing witches live and die in less than a century, she’d ceased caring about other adepts. Until Korinna.

 Her power and rage in the practice chamber was a force of nature. She had enough tactus to reshape planes of matter, and she was living a mundane life under a petty tyrant like Renatia. It was so familiar to Litia, it hurt to think about. The moment when Korinna ripped open the practice chamber and wild bouts of tactus flooded the hallway, so intense it weakened Litia where she stood… She’d never forget it as long as she lived.

 She found a less ornamented area of the Navitas. The halls were lit with panels of red light, beams so dim she was cast almost completely in shadow. Halting outside a plain wooden door, she sensed a cluster of bodies on the other side of the barrier. A dormitory. Tactus burned in each of them, some brighter and wilder than others.

 Litia held her breath as she listened through the wood, her cheek resting against the cool surface. Inside, the unmistakable dancing heat that was Korinna flickered against her mortal body. Her radiance eclipsed everyone around her, and beneath that heat and fire was a vast unfilled emptiness. The potential for even more.

 Starving as she was, Litia couldn’t help but be entranced. That had to be what this was. Star Eaters weren’t meant to go this long without meaningful sustenance. Torren Acadia’s body was barely enough to keep her awake and functioning, and on the other side of this door was a Redseer with enough tactus to fuel a solar system.

 Eternal hunger was her Order’s curse and its strength. That had to be the source of her fascination. Eventually she would have to kill this woman, whether directly or through her choices, and feeling for Korinna in the dark wouldn’t make that any easier.



 Alone in her bed chamber, Litia slid off the outer layers of her clothes. Beneath the fabric, her scales had already begun to reform. They were deepest black in some places, edging into violet and indigo in others. From the bottom of her wardrobe, she pulled out the book she’d stolen from the library.

 Its black cover sighed under her hand like a living creature, the pages curling upward to brush against her fingers.

 Litia checked the lock on the door. Then she wrenched open the skittish volume and placed both hands on the pages. The shock of energy that whipped through her limbs nearly bowed her over as the book sucked her closer to the floor with every heartbeat, her knees buckling where she stood.

 Her back shot forward, curved like a parabola, shivering as her spine narrowed into spikes, ridges of cartilage pushing through her vertebrae and shoulder blades. The black scales spread over her figure until she was fully enveloped.

 Litia dug her clawed hands into the essence of the volume, pulling and dragging and yanking until an obsidian portal formed in front of her, the edges shivering with tactus. Staring into its center was like looking through a ship’s porthole into wild space.

 Through the blackness, an ancient voice rang out, “When are you coming home?”

 “I’ll be home soon,” she promised.




Chapter Thirteen:
Korinna


 The transport shuttle to the Spectrus was an overlarge egg. Korinna waited her turn on the metal deck with the rest of the Redseers, silent as two adepts left before her. She didn’t know their names, but she felt the smudge of their life-forms against the void of empty space.

 Twenty years on the Navitas and she still didn’t know everyone.

 Life as a murderer was no different than the day before, except for the gnawing, unrelenting seed of emptiness that peeled away pieces of her from the inside. Whoever she thought she was a year ago, a month ago, that person would hate who she was now.

 Governor Wu and Litia Sarai were still on the Navitas holding meetings with the High Priestess. Litia’s absence filled her with lurching disappointment. Hers was the first face Korinna had ever seen, and she still didn’t know why. It had to mean something—a message sent to her by Vermicula that she couldn’t decipher. No matter how much she ruminated on Litia’s features or the sound of her voice or her powerful stride when she walked, she still didn’t understand.

 From the back of the hangar, a cane echoed on the steel floor. At one time, that sound would have filled her with relief, but now all she felt was rage.

 “A moment of your time before you leave,” said Mistress Vega.

 “No. I don’t want to speak with you.”

 “Don’t be obtuse. I’ve brought you something.”

 “Whatever it is, I don’t need it. You could have told me what was expected of me during the ascension and you didn’t. You knew—”

 Vega lowered her voice. “I did not protect you all these years just for you to crumble at the end. If you want to stop the Sanatio from happening again, I have given you every opportunity to achieve that. But without you, there is no chance to correct things.”

 It would be impossible for Korinna to fix the Order alone, and she hated Vega for suggesting otherwise. For giving her false hope that one person could pry away Renatia’s hold on them all.

 Vega pressed a bag into her hand. “Open it.”

 Korinna fished around until her hand connected with the leather spine of a heavy tactile book.

 “What is it?”

 “Vermicula’s last writings. They become the property of every High Priestess when she ascends. Don’t tell Renatia you have it. I claimed it was lost when she ascended.”

 Korinna then pulled out a plain box that vibrated with so much energy it nearly jumped out of her hand. Vega opened it and removed a hot, crimson length of something with her pale fingers. Korinna held still while Vega circled the moist, red cord around her neck, letting go as the strand of living cells fused into a necklace of tissue.

 She reached up to feel the choker of cells. It pulsed with tactus.

 “A strip of Vermicula’s cardiac tissue, taken from her while she was alive and preserved ever since. It will amplify your abilities. It’s the only one of its kind.”

 Korinna gasped, her eyes wide. “Wh-why are you giving this to me?”

 “So you’ll have one last layer of protection. Warships are more physically demanding than any other posting. A bit of extra tactus can mean the difference between life and death.”

 The other priests and priestesses were long gone, and Korinna’s shuttle was waiting.

 Vega rested a hand on her shoulder. “Promise me you will do everything in your power to get close to Governor Wu. He could be a powerful ally. The future of this Order depends on you.”

 The boy Korinna held yesterday was not the first senseless death under Renatia’s reign, and he would not be the last. She alone wasn’t enough to stop what the Order of Vermicula had become, but Governor Wu and the Imperium might be. Even the High Priestess had to answer to the Imperium.

 “I will. I promise.”

 Korinna did not say goodbye to Mistress Vega. Rucksack held to her chest, she turned away and crawled into the egg.
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 ACT II:

 THE POISONOUS TREE



Chapter Fourteen:
Korinna


 The Spectrus dominated the airspace outside the Navitas. Korinna didn’t have to pilot the controls of her shuttle; it was remotely steered by a computer program. Until she completed several incident-free dry runs on the warship, she wasn’t allowed to so much as sneeze near a set of controls.

 With the choker of cardiac tissue wrapped around her throat, Korinna picked up traces of tactus in every beating heart around her. Even the Unsighted powered their bodies with the diastole and systole of the heart muscle, like flickering candles next to the bonfire of tactus Redseers produced.

 A voice crackled over the comm in her shuttle to announce the docking sequence had been initiated. The harness anchoring her in place tightened, and a subtle shift in gravity drew the craft into the docking bay as though yanked by a large hand.

 Before she had time to process that she was now aboard the Spectrus, the shuttle cracked open with a hiss and her harness popped free.

 Korinna’s senses were smothered under the wave of Unsighted beings filing through the levels of the ship, the tremors of their voices against the metal, the heat of their breath in the recycled air. She could feel the iron in their watery blood and the wide troughs of gravity waves pressing them all to the ship’s floor.

 It was far beyond overwhelming. It was mind-tearing. Soul-splitting. It was as if she’d placed her hand directly on the flame over Vermicula’s tomb and been forced to hold it there. She clutched her stomach and doubled over, lungs heaving, gut whirling.

 Limbs shaking, Korinna pulled up the fabric from the neckline of her suit and stretched it over her mouth and nose. The mask sheathed the bottom half of her face, leaving just her eyes uncovered. Limiting the number of sense-organs exposed to the change in energy was like holding a body shield up to a flood, but it was enough to allow her to steady her breathing above the tidal wave of tactus.

 “Welcome to the Spectrus,” a young man stammered. “We are honored to have you. I’m Zhang Mengyu, assistant to Abigail Huang, the Executive Officer of this ship.”

 “Hi,” she said through her mask. “I’m Korinna.”

 Mengyu seemed shocked she spoke at all. “If you’ll please follow me, I’ll show you to the officers’ decks.”

 Korinna wasn’t sure if she was an officer on this ship or not—some governors treated their navigators like enlisted crew members, others held them completely apart from the rank and file.

 Mengyu escorted her through corridors full of lifts and foot traffic and soldiers zipping by with electric carts of supplies.

 “Officer Huang will meet with you later, but first I’ll show you our navigation chamber. I’m sure that’s what you actually want to see.”

 Korinna spent her entire life working in the mirrored octagon on the Navitas, with the exception of the few times a year when Vega took her out on a practice craft to study how members of her cohort performed. The practice chambers were set up to contain the tactile energy released by adepts while simulating the conditions of a real octagon.

 The thought of fueling and guiding this entire warship made her shiver down to the roots of her hair. When she entered the command bridge and felt the weight of the eight obsidian mirrors at the head of the navigation array, her heart began to pound like a war drum.

 “It’s brand new. All the navigational tech on the Spectrus was updated the last time we docked for maintenance.”

 She stepped forward without invitation. She couldn’t stop herself. The obsidian mirrors weren’t merely black panes of glass, they were freshly hewn slabs of rock, rich with amplifying metals from the deepest reaches of space.

 Now she understood why her suit came with a face covering. When she tried to pilot the Spectrus, the heat and embers crackling off the obsidian could easily burn her if she wasn’t careful.

 “What happened to your last navigator?”

 Mengyu shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “I’d just started working for Officer Huang when it happened. She could explain it better than me.”

 Korinna had an idea. “They went critical while the ship was in transit, and the last octagon contained it. Right?”

 He lowered his voice. “Is that how it happens?”

 She nodded. “If the reaction can’t be stopped, it seals you inside. When I found the brand-new octagon, I guessed the rest.”

 “I didn’t mean to—Wow, I probably sounded insensitive when I bragged about the new equipment.”

 Korinna shrugged. “It is impressive. I can’t wait to use it.”

 “It doesn’t scare you at all?” he asked.

 She sighed through her face mask. “Yes and no.”

 Mengyu spent the rest of the morning leading her to the mess hall, the officers’ lounge, and the Navy gymnasium. From the glass elevator, he explained the vegetable fields that fed the entire ship.

 “It’s to generate our food supply, but they also have greenhouses with all kinds of rare plants the Navy Core of Scientists uses to create medicines. There are pharmaceutical laboratories on the ship, too.”

 The longer they spoke together, the more talkative Mengyu became, as though he was finally assured she wasn’t an explosive device about to detonate.

 They ate lunch in the officers’ lounge. To Korinna’s surprise, the residents of the Spectrus had more to choose from than nutrient paste or rations. She was given a plate of hot meat and vegetables that she gobbled up in minutes.

 “How long have you been on this ship?” she asked.

 “Two years. Before that, I was in Officer Training School at the Central Academy. I have an uncle that works in the Imperial Senate. He put in a good word for me, that’s how I ended up here. It’s the ship everyone wants, so positions are competitive.”

 “Why does everyone want to be on the Spectrus?”

 “Do you really not know?” Mengyu put down his fork in surprise. “Governor Wu is the most celebrated commander in at least a century, perhaps longer. That’s why he was chosen for the Hydra Sector. He put down the Coltan Rebellion, broke up the Rice Embargo, broke up the rhodium pirates in the inner core. He’s legendary.”

 Not wanting to admit her own ignorance, she thought back to Mistress Vega’s instructions: get close to Governor Wu, prove herself useful, find allies who could influence the Order.

 She was still wearing the rucksack Vega had given her with Vermicula’s last writings in it. “Is there anywhere I can leave this before we meet with Officer Huang?”

 “Of course, I’ll show you to your quarters as soon as we’re done.”



 As Officer Huang’s assistant, Mengyu had a bunk to himself in the officers’ barracks on the same floor as Korinna. She had a bed, a small table, a shelf for personal items, and a narrow private bathroom with a sink and a sonic shower.

 She hadn’t expected so much space on a military vessel. She’d always lived in communal dormitories with no privacy to speak of. Having an entire room to herself, including her own bathroom, was the height of luxury.

 Dropping her rucksack on the bed, Korinna followed Mengyu to Huang’s office on the command bridge.

 “I know the room is small, but you’ll get used to it,” he assured her.

 She didn’t know what to say. She didn’t know what kind of person Mengyu was or whether he could be trusted. She needed more information.

 “Where did you grow up?” she asked.

 “Artemis 4, one of the developed moons near the Imperium.”

 That explained Mengyu’s opinion about the rooms. He’d grown up on solid ground. He wasn’t raised in space like Korinna, who’d lived her whole life with the restrictions the vacuum placed on habitation.

 “Did you grow up on the Navitas?”

 She nodded. “I’ve never set foot on a planet or a moon.”

 Mengyu half choked. “You’ve never been out of space?”

 The door to Huang’s office slid open. Mengyu straightened his posture beside her as they entered.

 A tall woman approached them and halted several feet from Korinna.

 “I am Officer Abigail Huang. You must be Korinna, our new priestess.”

 Korinna couldn’t help but notice she’d referred to her as a priestess—not a navigator. Or that she did not extend a hand to greet her.

 “Please, have a seat.”

 Mengyu was dismissed while Korinna sat across from Huang’s desk. She was reminded of waiting in Renatia’s office a month cycle ago.

 “It’s nice to meet you,” Korinna said. It was not the truth, but the Unsighted seemed to take everything she said or did at face value.

 “My assistant likes you because you aren’t like our last priestess. He was terrified of the last navigator.”

 “I won’t go critical while we’re sitting here talking, Officer Huang.”

 That made her laugh. “You have a sense of humor, too. Most of your day-to-day work will come through me. You’ll report to the navigation array at the beginning of every shift and if you need additional information to fulfill your orders, it’ll come from me or Mengyu.” Huang’s tone grew stern. “I’ve been told navigators don’t need much supervision to complete their work, but our last two were entombed within three years. That is a rapid rate of expiration, even for a ship of this size.”

 She paused as if waiting for Korinna to react. The rate of critical burnout for Redseers on vessels of this size was well known, and Renatia’s interference with the Sanatio had only made things worse.

 Huang continued. “In light of our past experience, I’ll be monitoring you. This ship can function with or without a Redseer, even if we’d sorely miss your skills. If you can’t complete an order without perishing in the process, tell me. If you think a course of action will be more likely to result in your death, tell me. It’s my responsibility to assist the governor, which means keeping you alive.”

 Korinna’s hand reached for the necklace of cardiac tissue beneath her protective suit. “I understand.”

 Satisfied she’d gotten the serious talk out of the way, Huang relaxed into her seat. “How old are you?”

 “Twenty.”

 She swore. “You may go. If you need anything, even if it’s difficult or in the middle of the night, ask Mengyu. That’s what he’s there for.”

 Korinna nodded and promised she would.




Chapter Fifteen:
Korinna


 They cleared the technicians from the bridge for the practice run. If Korinna collapsed in on herself like a gravitational anomaly, the octagon would shield the ship and the crew, but Huang didn’t spare any precautions. She let Mengyu observe, but they both had to strap on protective black glasses that shielded Unsighted retinas from the glare of sparks of tactus.

 The octagon sealed behind her. The inside of the chamber crowded around her shoulders and reflected her own breath back onto her skin. This octagon operated just like the practice chamber on the Navitas, but now there were consequences to her every movement. She brushed her fingers over the panes of obsidian with her pulse in her ears, forgetting to inhale as the sensors in the material responded to the contact.

 Once the eight pieces of black glass lined up and the top of the octagon descended, she was in complete darkness. This was the dark of deep space, the dark of the vacuum at absolute zero.

 Once she flew the Spectrus in real space there would be a narrow gap between the plates of obsidian, letting threads of tactus escape and manipulate the warship’s position in spacetime. The microscopic sensors built into the octagon would record her performance.

 It was just another simulation, another test before she could assume her role as navigator, but somehow this was different. There was no cohort here, there were no essays on tactile theorem, there would be no meditation in the simulacrum under a cloud of incense. Navigating this ship was her only job, and it was the only job she would ever have.

 If she didn’t excel, there would be no relationship with Governor Wu, no political allies to help her remove Renatia from power. Korinna needed these people. If she failed there would be another Sanatio, more novices that went cold and bloodless under her hands.

 She forced herself to inhale and exhale beneath her mask.

 “Initiate dry run,” she commanded.

 The Spectrus’ octagon used a similar operating system to the one on the Navitas. Each class of ships, whether they were military vessels, cargo barges, or personal spacecraft, had its variations. But the glass on warships was always black.

 A set of coordinates jumped to life beneath the pads of her uncovered fingers. She mentally plotted a course from their location to the hypothetical destination—a point in space in the warbling Borderlands against the Umbra.

 She forced her eyes wide, willing them to remain open. The first well of blood tears began to bead on her lashes as she dug her hands in like claws, feeling and yanking and bending the space between each of the atoms until gravity propelled the Spectrus forward like an exploding cork. At the same time, Korinna kept a grip on the outside of the craft, maintaining its shape and the delicate balance of pressure inside that preserved life. It was like cradling an uncooked egg while vaulting it across the galaxy faster than time itself.

 As the decimals crept closer and closer to their destination, a hot gush of blood shot from her red eyes, pain searing straight down to her optic nerve. She gnashed her teeth and clamped her eyes shut. Fresh waves of agony ripped through her like a nervous thunderclap. Her hair wilted against her scalp, dripping with sweat from the effort and the rising heat in the obsidian chamber.

 She halted the ship on a sharp inhale and forced her eyes open. Her hands relaxed while the temperature inside the octagon dropped like a stone, the scent of ozone heavy in the enclosed space.

 “Simulation complete.”

 Korinna read the data through the tactile script that punched through the surface of the obsidian slab: she’d steered the ship to the exact destination in a matter of seconds, with no estimated loss of consciousness among the crew.

 Hidden inside the chamber, she leaned her forehead against the obsidian, too overwhelmed to leave the octagon right away.

 She ran through two more simulations before Huang insisted she break for the evening. Korinna didn’t have the heart to tell her she was used to working fourteen-hour shifts, and that three simple practice runs wouldn’t tire her out, so she let herself be escorted back to the officers’ barracks. They’d forgotten to set out a basin of water, so she walked back with blood drying on her face and hardening in the neckline of her clothes.

 As soon as they were alone, Mengyu pelted her with questions. Was she all right? Did her eyes hurt? Did she need anything? Was she always able to fuel a working so quickly? Were all Redseers as strong as her?

 “I should clean up,” she managed, leaving the door to her barracks open so Mengyu could follow her inside.

 He paced around the hemmed-in room while she washed her face in the sink, massaging her eyes under the warm water.

 “That was amazing,” he said, hyped up like he’d swallowed a bottle of stimulant extract.

 “I thought you’d seen a navigator work before?”

 He wavered before confessing, “Our last Redseer was not well for a long time, I think.”

 That could happen on a ship like this, she supposed. Propelling so much mass, maintaining control over so many flickering lives while forcing a path through four dimensions. It was more than physically demanding; it could devour Redseers from the inside if they weren’t careful.

 She changed her clothes and left her mask and shirt on the bathroom counter to wash later—they were soaked through with blood.

 “Is there anywhere to eat?”

 Mengyu made a coughing sound before he sputtered, “Your—your neck. Are you all right?”

 Her hand darted to the pulsing strip of cardiac tissue. This shirt didn’t have fabric she could pull over her face. Her neck was bare and the line of cells across her throat was exposed.

 “Oh, I’m fine. It’s a necklace.”

 By his silence, she could tell he wanted to know more. She didn’t explain, didn’t want to. There were half a million people on this ship, and perhaps a handful were trustworthy. Korinna followed him to one of the mess halls.

 “My sister is recently enlisted. I usually eat dinner with her when our schedules line up.”

 “Oh, I can get something on my own, if you’d rather—”

 “No, eat with us! It’s fine.”

 She didn’t know what to make of his insistence that she come too, so she followed Mengyu into the low-ceilinged mess, where hundreds of soldiers were already dining. There was no glass viewport of stars above them like on the Navitas, but the mess on the Spectrus was more homey in comparison. Groups of friends laughed. People chatted among themselves or played recordings from news broadcasts.

 Despite the fact that every person in the mess was enlisted, Korinna sensed more variety in how these soldiers spoke and behaved than among the staid cohorts on the Navitas.

 “There’s Yaling,” he said, leading them to a woman with Mengyu’s same bright, Imperial accent. “This is Korinna, the navigator Governor Wu brought back.”

 “A red witch,” Yaling breathed. She stood up from her seat and hesitated, as if she was debating shaking hands, before stepping close and hugging her instead. “You can sit. Mengyu, get her something to eat.”

 Mengyu obeyed without question—he must be the younger sibling.

 Unlike her brother, Yaling didn’t hide her questions and enthusiasm behind a wall of politeness. She called several of her friends over so they could meet Korinna too. Being the center of so much scrutiny was novel and uncomfortable.

 Mengyu brought them both food. Korinna had no idea what was in the savory soup, but it was hot and meaty and filling, so she ate two bowls without complaint. It was easier than joining in the rapid conversation with people she didn’t know.

 Korinna didn’t speak or act like them. Mengyu and Yaling were from a cosmopolitan moon at the center of the galaxy, Jennifer and Mota were from mining colonies on opposite sides of the Hydra Sector.

 At some point, one of Yaling’s friends asked her what the “red string” on her neck was.

 “It’s a strip of cardiac tissue.”

 They all went silent, the conversation evaporating.

 She stayed at dinner as long as she could, which was long enough to get an earful of information about people and topics she didn’t understand. Mengyu made an effort to explain things to her, but it was a lot to absorb in a short amount of time. She excused herself after forty minutes. It was the longest meal she’d had in years. More than enough time for Korinna to know that she would never be like these people, even if she spent the rest of her life among them.

 When she returned to her cabin, she found her other suit and her priestess robes in a drawer with her ceremonial knife from the ascension. Besides the rucksack with Vermicula’s writings in it, all of her possessions fit into one compartment, her entire life locked away except for the tactile book that was too large to fit anywhere.

 Tactus rumbled beneath her hands, the cover of the book pressing against her fingers, begging to be opened. It thrummed with promise: knowledge, power, secrets. Vermicula’s own words—words the High Priestess herself had never read. This wasn’t some story recounted in the Animulus Codex by a mere disciple.

 But, however special they may be, if Korinna was supposed to rise from the bottom of her cohort to unseat Renatia, she’d need more than just a musty old book. Vega was deluded.

 The red leather was too bright, too demanding. Korinna tossed the book down on her desk and covered it with the rucksack, fighting the pulse of tactus in her necklace. She couldn’t stand to read it, not now. Whatever secrets Vermicula had written, they weren’t worth the bile churning in her stomach or the memory of the sleeping boy cradled in her arms, his body growing colder and colder like an extinguished wick. His bright, hot blood rising in the bowl. So red it hurt to think, to breathe—

 Korinna ran to the bathroom and plunged her face in the filled sink, beseeching the water to block out the sounds of the ship.

 This was what Mengyu and Yaling and the others would never understand—she wasn’t a regular person like them. She didn’t have parents, she didn’t have property of her own, she wasn’t owed a life outside of what happened on the Spectrus. She didn’t deserve the blood under her skin. It belonged to Vermicula, and if she returned to the Navitas in her old age, the Order would not hesitate to take it back.

 Korinna was a thing, a tool for her Order. So long as she was useful.

 Not unlike the octagon on the command bridge, an expensive piece of technology that would be inconvenient to replace. How could she ever make Governor Wu see her as more than a utility?

 How could Korinna prove she was human?




Chapter Sixteen:
Litia


 “When was the last time you saw or spoke with Senator Acadia?”

 Litia was motionless in her seat, her shoulders tense. Governor Wu sat beside her with a clenched jaw.

 “Neither of us have seen Torren in, what, weeks? This is growing tiresome.”

 A senator she didn’t know scrutinized them through a video feed in one of the conference rooms on the Navitas. Torren’s disappearance had delayed their departure and the beginning of the Umbra campaign. A Senate inquiry had been formed to investigate, and Torren’s duties had fallen to a faceless collective that was slowly approving the transactions he was responsible for.

 “Ms. Sarai, our records show you met with Senator Acadia several weeks ago.”

 “Yes. We had breakfast together, but I haven’t seen him since.”

 The woman paused to scroll through a digital tablet. “This sum the Order is requesting is highly irregular…”

 “Of course it’s irregular,” Wu countered. “This priestess will be responsible for half a million people.”

 “But our records indicate—”

 “I gave my word to the Exalted Mistress that the Imperium would pay the sum. We need that navigator for the war effort, Senator. I understand this is an investigation and you have to be thorough, but I have orders, and I can’t carry them out without my navigator.”

 He stood from his seat. Litia followed suit.

 The senator huffed. “We’ll approve the transaction. But in the future, salaries of this size will have to go through committee.”

 “Understood.”

 She followed the governor out of the conference room. They weren’t the only military vessel taking on a new navigator, but Wu Qiang was one of the most well-known officers in the Imperium, and his storming pace drew attention.

 “Follow me, Governor,” Litia said, leading him into an unused parlor and shutting the door.

 As soon as they were alone, he said, “I shouldn’t have been so short with her.”

 “Do you really think Torren is missing?”

 “What do you mean?”

 She lowered her voice. “The security council almost turned down your request for a navigator. It seems a bit convenient for Torren to have disappeared so suddenly, don’t you think?”

 It was a bald-faced lie, but Wu nodded in agreement. “You may not have grown up under the Imperium, but you certainly understand them.”

 “It’s just a theory.” A theory that diverted blame and suspicion away from her.

 They were due in another last-minute meeting with a fleet commander. For the rest of the day, neither of them had the opportunity to debate the possibility, but Governor Wu was eager to blame senators, the security council, and civilians for his delays.

 Litia couldn’t afford to delay their departure. If they didn’t reach the Umbra in the next month cycle, she’d have to use Furia’s book again to update her plans. That would mean another body to sustain her. Another missing person. Another inquiry at the least opportune moment. No, it was better not to risk it.

 During a farewell dinner with the High Priestess and select Redseers, Litia typed a quick message to the governor, who sat across the table from her:


 You could leave tomorrow. Let the Senate committee straighten it out with the Order.


 It would mean leaving with Korinna before the committee finalized the transfer of funds. But the longer they delayed his mission to the Umbra, the weaker Wu’s position became. Factions within the Imperial government opposed sending another warship to such an unstable area of the galaxy so soon after the Castillia’s destruction, but Wu was determined to advance his own career, and he needed to show results where others had failed.

 The governor responded to her message in a moment of respite between courses:


 The Exalted Mistress will hate it, but we can’t stay another day. Be ready to leave at 0600 hours tomorrow.


 One snare in her plan finally unknotted. The scramble for new navigators hadn’t only strained the relationship between Governor Wu and the Order of Vermicula. During their meal, Litia noticed the agitated shift of tactus, like a solar storm coursing beneath Renatia’s skin. Trade representatives and influential members of the Imperium grew impatient waiting for Redseers, and the quality of the navigators was the subject of much conversation. Their skills, their statistics, their failings—the value of various adepts was picked apart like findings in a business report.

 At one point, a guest rose from their seat and Litia was beside Mistress Vega.

 “Ms. Sarai. How are you finding my favorite student?”

 Litia tensed. “Excuse me?”

 Low enough for only the two of them to hear, Vega said, “Tell me, how did you see past the examination? Renatia gave her low-level work on purpose. Does anyone in your family have the sight?”

 She debated lying but saw no point. “A few people. Not like your adepts. You couldn’t have hidden her talents for long. We all serve the Imperium in some way or another.”

 Vega nodded. “That we do.”

 Litia excused herself before the meal was through. Governor Wu made a pinched face at her departure, but she ignored him. Being an advisor to the Imperium’s campaign wasn’t her primary mission, and she wouldn’t have to pretend it was for much longer.

 She checked the room number on her communicator one last time before filing inside the diplomatic lounge. She’d received the message only this morning, along with a time and a coded name—one she hadn’t read since working for the governor.

 “Sorry I’m late,” Litia said, sliding into a seat beside her. “They’re in the middle of dinner.”

 “I don’t know how you can tolerate being around them for so long,” Alazne responded.

 Her brown skin glistened against the jeweled headdress and emerald cloak of a wealthy resident of the inner planets. It was a shock to see her friend and crewmate in such finery; Litia was used to seeing Alazne in the practical clothes she usually wore for spaceflight with at least two weapons strapped to her body.

 “How did you get on board?” Litia asked.

 “This disguise is more real than you think. I’ve been traveling the galaxy buying supplies.”

 “Have you spoken with the crew since boarding this ship?”

 Alazne nodded. “They’re eager for your return—Kibwe especially.”

 Kibwe was her XO, her second-in-command. It had been almost a year since Litia had spoken with him in person, and his absence ate at her every day. After years of working so closely with her crew, the life of a civilian advisor had been a painful transition.

 Seeing Alazne in person again, after living so long as Litia Sarai, was like ripping open a barely healed wound. She missed her ship. She missed giving orders instead of following them. She missed the frigid blackness of space on her scales and the searing heat of the stars against her teeth. She missed her rooms on the Diabolos and the instability of the Umbra and the freedom of being in command.

 She missed her mother.

 Litia fought the urge to pace and let out her wound-up energy.

 “I miss them too,” she said, “but this will be over soon. We’re closer to safety than we’ve ever been before.”

 She even dreamed about it. At night, Litia saw Furia restored, the galaxy remade to match her desires. She saw the simulacrum on her ship with its altar of fangs, its design replicated on every world and in every star system.

 Being surrounded by Vermicula’s worshippers made the bile rise in her throat. The goddess was subdued in her tomb, but her Order lived on as the Imperium’s pet, its useful tool for galactic domination. The mere sight of the crimson fabrics was enraging.

 Litia closed her eyes and massaged them through her eyelids.

 “We believe in you, Exalted Mistress,” Alazne said. “I came here because the Mother herself spoke to me and asked me to find you.”

 “She worries too much.”

 “You’re in the house of our enemies. She has every reason to worry.”

 Litia had been in a galaxy of enemies ever since Furia was forced into that tomb, into eons of helpless purgatory. She’d killed and stolen and lied just to survive those early centuries, and she’d do it all again to restore Furia to greatness.

 “I heard the Spectrus has a new navigator, a Redseer no one had heard of until last week. Will she be a problem?”

 Maybe she’d wrecked her own plans when she took Korinna from the practice chambers, but something in Litia’s black, venomous heart woke up when she saw Korinna destroy that octagon like a chaos spirit brought to life. In her loss of control, there was something familiar. Something of herself.

 “I don’t know.”

 “Can she be disposed of?” Alazne asked.

 Litia hesitated, a denial on her tongue. Of course Korinna could be eliminated. She was fantastically powerful, but she was still young. No Redseer, no matter how gifted, was a match for a Star Eater.

 And yet.

 “She could,” Litia admitted. “But now isn’t the time.”

 Would it ever be the time? She should have had no qualms about ending Korinna or any other Redseer. If Litia hoped to restore her goddess, she couldn’t allow anyone from the Order of Vermicula to live. Sympathy for one of the Imperium’s navigators could only spell disaster.

 Her chest heaved at the thought. Smothering Korinna would be like eating the last star in the galaxy. Once something so unique was destroyed, it wasn’t easily replaced.

 Alazne told her the coordinates for the Diabolos and its flight plans for the next two month cycles. Outside the window, the expanse of space shifted and exhaled, its foundations older than time itself. Litia missed its vastness most of all.

 When they were finished, Alazne briefly squeezed her hand.

 “We await your return, Captain Haran.”



Chapter Seventeen:
Korinna


 The length of a regular shift on the warship was crushing. A workweek could require eighty or ninety on-duty hours. And not all of her time was spent in the octagon—she still had to attend briefings with senior officers and participate in regular physical training, which was not at all like the training she was used to.

 Fueling a spacecraft and performing a working took physical strength. On the Navitas, most of their conditioning took place in the practice chambers, but here on the Spectrus, the Unsighted manner of physical exercise was entirely different.

 When Yaling invited her to work out in the gymnasium the Navy used, she considered declining, but having acquaintances in the Navy could be useful. What followed was the most grueling morning of Korinna’s life. Yaling and her friend Mota forced her to keep pace while they ran laps around the gym and took turns lifting ridiculous weights. These women were strong, quick with their drills and their questions, easy to laugh in a way that put Korinna off-balance.

 The whole time she was panting and trembling like a weakling, Korinna asked herself why in Vermicula’s name she’d agreed to do this. What was the point in getting to know Governor Wu or any of these people when she’d never be strong enough to remove Renatia from the Order?

 By the end of the morning, she could barely walk back to the officers’ barracks for a shower. When she limped into the meeting hall for the scheduled debriefing with Governor Wu and the senior officers, Mengyu asked if she’d had a nice morning.

 “My sister never invites me to train. She must like you.”

 Korinna nodded, too sore to say more.

 The room began filling up with officers. Some were fair-skinned like him, others had a violet cast like they’d grown up under the light of a strange star.

 He must’ve sensed her curiosity, because Mengyu explained, “The officers from the farthest reaches of the Hydra Sector live under a different kind of light. They’re called Ostrumi.”

 She wanted to ask him about it, but Governor Wu and Litia Sarai entered and the crew of the Spectrus fell silent.

 A topographic projection of the Hydra Sector was displayed for the officers. It was the same type of energy array used by the octagon, which allowed Korinna to comprehend the information alongside the Unsighted. Governor Wu talked them through it.

 “This is our most accurate map of the Borderlands. We should arrive here”—the projection zoomed in on a specific quadrant of space—“at zero nine hundred hours, two days from now. We’ll briefly dock at Elapidae Station to restock our supplies. After that, we’ll enter the Umbra and begin maneuvers to flush out the Haran fleet. We have intelligence that part of the fleet is scattered, hiding behind asteroids and clouds of space junk. But we can’t find the majority of it, including the Diabolos.”

 “What’s our plan once we enter the Umbra? Engage with the scraps of the fleet?” an officer asked.

 “For the time being. We may get more accurate information after we restock at Elapidae Station. There are always traders willing to tattle on Haran for the right price.”

 The information being lobbed back and forth was mystifying. She’d never heard of Elapidae Station, and admitting she’d never heard of the Haran fleet until today would be embarrassing. She remained silent and hoped the knowledge would diffuse through the room and into her brain eventually. She hadn’t studied politics or current military conflicts—which must have been an intentional choice by Renatia.

 Officer Huang asked, “What’s our offensive strategy once the fleet arrives?”

 “It depends on whether Aster Haran is there. When the fleet was confronted without her commanding the Diabolos, the outcome was in favor of the Imperium. All our intelligence points to Kibwe as the current captain. If she’s commanding the Diabolos, we’ll initiate our new plan.”

 Korinna wondered if everyone else in the room knew what the new plan was, or if she was the only one confused.

 “That’s it for now. Expect a more detailed meeting once we dock at Elapidae.”

 The officers dispersed. Before she could ask any of the questions filling her mind, Mengyu whispered, “I think Huang wants you in a meeting with the governor.”



 Korinna followed Mengyu and Officer Huang into Governor Wu’s office. Litia Sarai stood by him like a beguiling specter.

 “Thank you all for meeting with me at short notice,” the governor began. “After reviewing our most recent reports on Haran’s whereabouts, I decided we needed to flesh out a strategy in private. Abigail, give me a summary of what happened the last time a Galactic warship skirmished the Diabolos with Haran at the helm.”

 “It was several months ago. The Castillia was caught by surprise while patrolling the Hydra Sector. The first notification that something was wrong didn’t come from ballistics, it came from the ship’s gravity sensors. The data we have shows a massive spike in gravitational force. Enough to pull the warship off course.”

 Litia Sarai added, “The Imperium assumed Haran had a captive Redseer on the Diabolos, someone to cause these dramatic disruptions in gravity, but having met with the High Priestess on the Navitas, I’m not so sure.”

 Korinna’s nerves prickled like she’d stuck herself full of needles. The legends about space pirates were repeated so often they were practically folklore, but she’d never heard of a Redseer being taken captive and forced to work against their will.

 The idea was difficult for her to comprehend. To fuel and navigate a ship of any substantial size required intense purpose and focus. It didn’t happen by accident. She lacked the creativity to imagine how an Unsighted ship captain could compel someone like herself to use tactus. Where was the threat? How could a red witch be hurt?

 “You don’t think there’s a navigator at all?” Huang asked.

  “There haven’t been any reports of a missing priest or priestess in decades. The adepts that are unaccounted for are presumed dead, usually due to accidents or ship failure.”

 “I always thought the idea was far-fetched,” Governor Wu confided. “I’ve never heard of a red priestess pulling another ship toward them.”

 “You wouldn’t,” Korinna said. The attention of the room shifted to her. “Our Order doesn’t teach us to pull energy inward. We use tactus for propulsion, not gravitation.”

 “Why?” asked Governor Wu.

 “Because gravitation is dangerous,” Korinna said, her mind retreating to the hundreds of essays she’d written on the subject. “Think of a black hole. Its gravitational force is so strong that nothing escapes, not even light or tactus. To pull a ship toward you, you’d be playing with runaway implosion. Even if there was a Redseer with the ability to do such a thing, the technique has been lost over the centuries. It belonged to the Order of Furia.”

 “That still doesn’t explain how Haran is able to spin our warships around like a yoyo,” Huang said.

 “Is there a way to neutralize it?” Governor Wu asked.

 “Of course,” said Korinna. “A very powerful white priestess would have a chance, but they rarely enter space.”

 “For good reason, if the Umbra is evidence of what happens to them when they do,” Wu mused. “What does the recent data say?”

 Huang hummed while she clicked through the information. “Most of the Castillia crew didn’t survive. The Diabolos seized them to take their supplies.”

 “Typical pirates,” Wu spat. “All right. I’ll give the Navitas another call, maybe they’ll have more insight into how they’re navigating. Litia, in the meantime I’d like you to contact the High Priestess of the Order of Radiosa. Maybe they’ll have the angle we’re missing. Abigail, I want to know how likely we are to lose pressure if we’re put through the same conditions as the Castillia, and I want to know how many evac suits we have. Not just the number in storage, but how many have been serviced recently.”

 As the meeting resolved under its own inertia, Governor Wu said, “Korinna, I’d like to speak with you for a moment.”

 Out of everyone in the room, Korinna was the least necessary presence. Even Mengyu knew more about Galactic events than she did.

 He waited until they were completely alone before saying, “Tomorrow there’s a training exercise with another warship, the Requiro. You’ll be expected to perform a joint maneuver with their navigator. This may seem like another little exercise before the more important mission, and in a way it is, but perceptions matter.”

 The arms of his chair creaked underneath his hands. “Governors pay attention to these things. So do senators. If a warship has a subpar navigator, then its esteem among the other governors is affected. It can influence the quality of the recruits we get. It can impact how quickly our vessel is serviced before others. It can decide who is given the most critical missions. How we’re perceived is just as important as what we do.”

 She stood in place, as immovable as Vermicula’s tomb. “Yes, Governor.”

 “I can’t afford to be disappointed tomorrow.”

 Something in his tone snuck beneath the wall of impassivity she put between herself and the Unsighted. Maybe it was because she’d chosen this ship, chosen Governor Wu over the wishes of her Order. Maybe it was because she’d spent her whole life separate and isolated from her peers and she had chosen this over her alternatives. Whatever it was, it sunk its claws into her gut and bored deep.

 “Yes, Governor.”

 The strip of tissue around her neck throbbed, and a hot streak of blood trickled down from its sinewy strands. He must have found it off-putting, because she was quickly dismissed.

 Korinna left the room with her fists clenched by her side. A pink film swirled in front of her vision, just the barest trace of blood tears.

 “Are you all right?”

 She stalked down the hall from Wu’s office, Mengyu trailing after her.

 “I’m fine.”

 “You don’t look fine. Is your necklace supposed to bleed like that?”

 She was tired of not knowing any more than those around her wanted her to know, whether it was the High Priestess or Mistress Vega or Governor Wu. She’d been sent here with no knowledge of who Aster Haran was, with a rudimentary understanding of how the Umbra worked, and they’d done it without batting an eyelash. Vega expected her to gather allies as if Korinna were a political force of her own. The idea was ridiculous.

 Redseers were a resource to a man like Wu Qiang. Having two of them entombed within three years wasn’t a tragedy to him, it was an inconvenience. She was only as valuable as the governor’s image.

 Korinna halted in front of the wall of space windows before the officers’ lounge. She couldn’t see the pinpricks of light among the black, but she could feel their heat, some of them from billions of miles away.

 “It’s a preserved relic from someone who’s dead now. Bleeding doesn’t mean anything.”

 “What did the governor say?” Mengyu asked.

 She hated asking for his help, despised reaching out to someone else like this, but it was unavoidable.

 “I need you to tell me about Aster Haran. And the Umbra. There’s a lot about our mission I don’t understand.”

 Mengyu went with her to grab lunch so they could talk over her questions from the briefing. Korinna was still learning to eat slowly. She finished her meal before Mengyu did, waiting patiently while he took small bites.

 “Did you learn any political theory in the Order?”

 “No. We learned geography, mapmaking, languages. Some history, but nothing about why the Umbra continues to exist.”

 “It’s a fascinating question,” he said, his voice carrying the heady tone of an academic allowed to discuss their favorite topic. “No one knows how the Umbra got started, but everyone agrees it’s connected to the presence of the white priestesses. Where there are no white priestesses, the Umbra reigns free. I’m sure it’s a topic of great research in their Order.”

 “But what is the Umbra?” Korinna asked. “I get that it’s a location in space, all the maps say that, but they don’t say why it’s a location.”

 “Those red witches really don’t tell you anything, do they? It’s chaos. It’s entropic matter. There are more black holes and destabilized areas of space than our surveyors can record, it’s what makes traveling through that region so dangerous. Pirates like Aster Haran are just opportunists. They’d never be allowed to exist in an area where the normal laws of physics apply.”

 She was tempted to remind him that, to a Redseer, there was nowhere space and time couldn’t be manipulated, but she held her tongue.

 “That makes sense. If there are so many black holes, why do the senators or whoever think a pirate could be responsible for what happened to the Castillia? Maybe she just knows the area better than the Imperium.”

 “That’s possible, but the explanation doesn’t quite work. If there’s a true black hole, then how does the Diabolos avoid being sucked in? How do they remain stationary while warships get snapped up? It doesn’t make any sense. The Imperium can’t allow the Haran fleet to remain there, not when they were able to destroy the Castillia and escape without any damage. Part of this mission must be about understanding the fleet’s technical capabilities—and appearing like they can do something about it, even if they don’t understand how the Castillia was destroyed.”

 There was something else nagging at her. A question so simple, and yet one she couldn’t answer.

 “Why does the Imperium need so much of—Why does it need all of this?” Korinna asked.

 “All of what?”

 She was flailing. Her knowledge of how the galaxy worked was so shallow. “Why does it need so many navigators and fleets and weapons and armies? Why can’t any navigators last on this ship longer than three years? That’s… Whatever the governor is asking them to do, it isn’t sustainable.”

 He sighed. “I can’t say about the navigators, Officer Huang would know more about that, but the size of the fleet is another issue. With a galaxy this size, with the kind of problems the core creates… Do you know what I’m talking about?”

 Korinna shook her head, skin hot. She’d always dreamed of leaving the Navitas, but she hadn’t expected it to become a reality, hadn’t thought she’d be the kind of Redseer a warship would be interested in.

 “The core of the system breeds conflict. Every time a new star is born, or when a young star shifts to a different area of space, opportunists want to control the new planets for habitation, mining, anything. Random hunks of rock can become priceless overnight if they get pulled into orbit around the right stars. Each new planet needs to be developed. Some developers are more scrupulous than others. But with how quickly space changes, it’s difficult to stop unethical development practices.”

 “What practices?”

 “Forced labor, for one. Large-scale theft of development equipment. Food distribution issues. The problems have gotten worse over the years. The Imperium’s spent more and more on its fleet, hoping it’ll curb some of the chaos happening in the core. They were so focused on things at home, they forgot about the Umbra. Until the Castillia.”

 Korinna was too curious to stay quiet. “But why is it getting worse?”

 “The rate at which new stars emerge is accelerating. It’s been accelerating for centuries, but the past few decades have broken records. It’s why Governor Wu is so decorated—the galaxy has seen more conflict than ever before.”

 She had plenty more questions to ask, but their discussion was cut short by a message on Mengyu’s communicator. Korinna had to report back to her station and Mengyu was due to report to Officer Huang. With so much on her mind, she was grateful for the break from navigating the ship.



Chapter Eighteen:
Sahar


 When Kenzou’s shuttle broke Thalatite’s atmosphere, the force of the acceleration pressed Sahar into her seat. She’d missed space travel. They’d spent the day filling out reports about the scientist’s death and packing supplies for their trip. She’d only left Thalatite a handful of times over the last five years, usually for visits with her family that left her empty and overwhelmed.

 She gazed over the expanse of stars and distant planetary systems as Thalatite grew smaller and smaller before disappearing into the black abyss.

 Like an unbound photon, she streaked across the dark sky. Her mind drifted to Radiosa, her goddess buried beneath the dunes on Solis. In some ways, Sahar knew what it was to be locked up and forgotten. Except hers was a tomb of her own making—one of isolation and responsibility.

 Even with a routine journey like this, Kenzou would have to plug their course into the computer and set up automatic navigation. He yawned into his elbow. “I’m beat. Stay up as long as you want. The galley’s through there, the bathroom is the next door down. Equipment, storage, and the sleeper cells are at the other end.”

 She smiled. “It’s a small ship. I won’t get lost.”

 She made a pot of coffee and sat in the captain’s chair while the ship piloted itself. Sahar scrolled through the news reports about the Castillia. Had she really missed the fallout from this? Some of the news reports had technical specifications about the degree of pressure the warship had been under, and the knowledge was like a sledgehammer to her brain.

 It should have been impossible, and the fact that the Imperium’s greatest scientists didn’t understand what had happened was why the galaxy was mobilizing. When Aster Haran was just a pirate stealing from the edges of the Imperium, her fleet was tolerable. But if she had the power to shred a warship with five hundred thousand passengers on board and get away with it, that was different.

 The fusion sphere was still in her pocket, heavier now that she understood the reality of what they were facing. The incident with the Castillia was another unexplained fact of the universe, like her own abilities as a Lightbender, and each enshrouded mystery made her burn with questions. She’d spent most of her life trying to understand why Radiosa singled her out, why she was given a different life from the rest of her family, and she’d never found an answer. She clenched the sphere in her hand, thinking, holding each question in her mind.

 Why the Umbra? Why this conflict in Furia’s former home just when she’d discovered a device used by Furia’s descendants? Why did her goddess place this object in her path, disrupting her life once more?



 She fell asleep in the cockpit. By the time they reached Solis, the largest and most populous planet in the archipelago of the Academy, Kenzou was nudging her awake. He flew them into the spaceport that hovered above Solis like an extra limb, with a needle-thin transport system linking the port to the surface.

 Despite the crick in Sahar’s neck, Radiosa’s light brightened her soul as they neared the surface, as if her body burned hotter from being near her goddess. Daylight on Solis was like nowhere else—buttery and light, yet suffused with rousing heat. Her cells drank it up like the hungry petals of a flower turning toward the sun.

 Someone from her Order waited to receive them on the planet’s surface. Sahar and Kenzou parted ways. Would she see him again any time soon? As a less powerful Lightbender, he had more freedom to move about the galaxy, albeit with less respect from the public. No one liked the Imperium’s correctional officers.

 There were nuns and friars in the Order of Radiosa, members of their Order who worked purely in an administrative capacity. They’d been tasked with rounding up the Lightbenders returning from distant worlds, including several adepts she recognized in their judicial robes. Solis was a sprawling metropolis, but the upper tiers of the Lightbenders were small in number.

 The nun welcomed Sahar and ushered her into one of the transport shuttles that would bring them to the Order’s doorstep. “The High Priestess will meet with everyone who’s been ordered home tomorrow. Some judges won’t arrive until then.”

 Sahar was shown to a neat cell in the lower levels of the Capital building, usually reserved for new initiates beginning their studies. The whitewashed walls, the narrow window filling the cell with light, the pale wooden desk, it all reminded Sahar of her days as a student. When she’d relished the wonder and excitement of becoming a priestess, when she’d clung to the delusions of becoming an engineer and a judge, when she’d had no concept of the world of differences that would pile up between herself and her parents.

 The window looked out on spiraling towers made from pale stones, white temples with gold-leaf domes, polished glass sculptures at the center of mosaic-tiled squares, sleek shuttles and potted olive trees by the historic universities. Solis was as gleaming and well kept as she remembered—at least this part of it.

 Seeing it through the eyes of Thalatite’s poverty put an entirely different gloss on the Capital of the Academy. Sahar loved her home planet, but there was a sandy hole in her chest where the forgotten planets of the galaxy now lived, and she couldn’t look at this gleaming city around her with the same unrestrained joy as before.



 The next morning, in the picturesque dawn light, she woke to a flurry of knuckles rapping on her door. From the sound of it, everyone on her wing had an early wake-up call.

 One of the nuns cracked the door a sliver and said, “The High Priestess needs everyone in the hall in thirty minutes.”

 Sahar pulled on her white robes and felt for the sphere in her pocket. It wasn’t safe to walk around with a nuclear fusion device, but leaving it unattended in her room was worse. If the cleaning nuns came into her cell and found it or tossed it in a bin or—goddess help them—activated it by accident, all the powerful Lightbenders in the galaxy might be obliterated in an instant.

 The only risk to keeping it on her person was discovery. Sahar took her chances.

 Many of her colleagues had already arrived by the time she reached the meeting hall. Thirty Lightbenders in total—the situation must be worse than she thought.

 High Priestess Aynur, the Exalted Mistress of the Order of Radiosa, strode into the room in a tailored silk gown. Against her golden-brown skin, the white fabric and metallic filigree of her robes made her look like she belonged in the Imperial Senate rather than at the head of a religious order.

 “Thank you all for arriving on such short notice,” Aynur said. She had the warm, throaty voice of someone who smoked too many spice-leaf cigarettes. “Some of you have come very far, and your Order thanks you for it. We’re facing an unprecedented challenge. If we’re to endure the threat posed to the Galactic Imperium, the Order of Radiosa must do its part.”

 “Exalted Mistress, what exactly is the threat to the Imperium?” a man asked from the back of the room.

 Sahar glanced over her shoulder and saw it was Jonathan Okoro. Her stomach plummeted. There’d be no avoiding him if they all had to work together.

 “The Imperium believes there’s an unprecedented risk to the galaxy’s stability. The Castillia was destroyed with techniques that haven’t been seen for thousands of years.”

 She said “techniques” like that’s what they were, instead of the more obvious explanation: this was either very dangerous technology, or a black priestess from the depths of their nightmares.

 “I don’t understand, Exalted Mistress. What can our Order do? We’re judges and scholars, not warriors,” said Tilda, an appellate judge who’d been stationed near the center of the galaxy.

 Aynur’s demeanor grew frosty.

 “The Castillia’s attackers manipulated gravity to destroy the ship. You know your history. We’re one of the only deterrents to this sacrilegious aberration. The individuals responsible for the attack have exceptional pilots at their disposal, so the Order of Vermicula is bringing together their finest to aid the Imperium. They’ve already sent their most talented Redseers to fly the galaxy’s warships into the Borderlands.”

 Aynur stepped closer to the assembled group. They were the finest adepts in the Academy, and all together, they barely filled one room in the Capital building.

 “I’ll admit this to all of you, I will not allow those red priestesses to outshine us. Their Order is highly esteemed in the Senate for their utility. They have close relationships with all the governors. Our Order is also respected, but it never hurts to show the Imperium how essential we are. Research costs money. Universities are expensive to run. I wouldn’t have removed you all from your appointments if it weren’t necessary.”

 Her honesty quelled the uncertainty in the room. Sahar had never spent time in the Senate, but if Aynur’s description of it was accurate, she never wanted to. She had a bizarre wish to be back on Thalatite, where she understood the rules, understood what was expected of her.

 “You all want answers, I can tell, so I’ll be frank. I will need most of you to accomplish the Imperium’s goals, but I need a deeper understanding of your abilities. Later today, I’ll meet with each of you individually. Once I have a better idea of what we’re working with, I’ll give everyone more specific instructions.” Aynur lifted her skirt out of her path with a delicate hand. “You’re dismissed.”



Chapter Nineteen:
Korinna


 On the morning of the exercise with the Requiro, Korinna woke before dawn. She’d relished the quiet time on the Navitas before the rest of the ship made its presence known, but she no longer had the practice chamber as a refuge.

 With hours before she had to report for duty, she couldn’t justify lying awake in bed, so she dressed in one of her identical crimson protective suits and slipped her mask into her pocket, just in case. While the Spectrus no longer felt like a mausoleum of Unsighted bodies, she didn’t know how she’d feel after the joint exercise.

 Vermicula’s writings sat unopened on her table, tactus trapped between the pages, but Korinna put the volume out of her mind. She’d tried to open the volume before, reading the beginning chapters with the pads of her fingers, but each time the order of the words cramped up in her mind. The letters emerged from the page too quickly, as if the characters were desperate to be read. Sentences piled on top of each other in a torrent and she’d had to set the book aside, her face covered in blood.

 She needed a break from the writings, some way to clear her thoughts. She rode the lift down twenty floors until she reached the quiet agricultural levels.

 Reaching for one of the touch-panels beside the elevator, she double-tapped with her finger and the tactile display rose from the flat surface. She read the diagram for the floor in tactile script. There were entire fields of vegetables behind sealed glass doors, along with orchards and pastures for livestock. Real animals… She couldn’t believe it. It took immense resources to house herbivores. She was fascinated to learn the ship raised fowl and bred fish in freshwater ponds too. But, most astoundingly of all, the Spectrus had an entire greenhouse of plants being researched for medicinal use.

 Korinna slipped into the greenhouse, her skin warm from the glow-panels in the ceiling. After being in such an unfamiliar place, she’d gone looking for one of the few things she missed from her old life. The air was unlike anything in the Navitas’ gardens—it was thicker than coagulated blood. How did anyone breathe with this much moisture in the air? How did they not drown? The greenhouse on the Navitas was only functional, it wasn’t meant to recreate the experience of terrestrial air or humidity.

 This must be how sunlight felt.

 She ran her fingers over some of the plants, noting their velvety petals, the jagged edges of the ferns, the florets on some of the leaves. She held her breath as an insect buzzed near her ear, hovering until it landed in the shrubbery. So much life in such an enclosed space. And tactus grew in every living thing; each of the plants and bugs in the greenhouse had a unique web of tactile nodes connecting it to the layers of spacetime.

 This greenhouse was the only place on the Spectrus like the simulacrum, like the rush of tactus between her fingers, like life.

 “It’s amazing, isn’t it?”

 Korinna snatched her hand back from a flower petal and turned. Litia Sarai stood among the fruit trees, her rich voice unmistakable.

 Through her blurred vision, she could see Litia as a black shadow, her pale face gleaming through the dark. There wasn’t a strip of her fair, luminous skin exposed, but somehow the effect was sensual, like the velvety surface of a flower beneath her fingertips.

 “Yes.” She leaned forward to smell one of the dangling fruits. “It is.”

 “Here.”

 Litia pulled a ripe apple from the branch and handed it to her. “Take it. The ship has more than enough.”

 Korinna bit into it without hesitation. The slightly sweet, slightly tart gush of juice flooded her mouth. The apple was wet and crisp and perfect. She’d never tasted anything so good.

 “Thank you.”

 “I come in here to think sometimes. It’s hard being up there around them all.”

 Swallowing her mouthful of fruit, Korinna asked, “Can you sense it too?”

 Litia laughed. “You thought I was one of the Unsighted? It’s just a little gift I have, passed down by my mother. Nothing like you.”

 “I didn’t know there were any Redseers that weren’t part of the Order.”

 Litia pulled down another apple for herself. “I have a sense of tactus, but I wouldn’t call my gifts ‘Redsight.’ I could never fuel a ship like this.”

 Korinna had never met someone outside her Order that was sensitive to tactus—she didn’t even know it was a possibility, outside of her Order and the Order of Radiosa. How had Litia, a woman from an isolated, impoverished area of space, acquired her abilities? Pressing for answers would have been rude, and it was a relief to know she wasn’t the only person on this craft who understood tactile energy. Even if Litia wasn’t a Redseer, there was someone else going through the same claustrophobia as her. This whole time, she’d assumed everyone on the ship had a way of living that was separate from hers. It stung less to know Litia was different, too.

 “Thank you for telling me,” Korinna said. The fruit was impossibly precious now, too good, too important to eat.

 “I think we’re due upstairs.”

 Startled, she checked the time on her communicator, fingers sticky from the juice. She sucked them clean while Litia followed her out to the lift.

 As the metal doors closed behind her, Korinna realized she’d left her apple behind, whole except for a single bite.




Chapter Twenty:
Korinna


 Korinna rushed onto the command deck with her pulse in her ears and the apple’s sweetness on her tongue.

 Governor Wu and Officer Huang were there with a dozen technicians and a frazzled Mengyu. Except for the specialists gathered in this room, everyone on the ship would carry out their regular duties. It was up to Korinna to ensure the maneuver with the Requiro was completed without injuring the crew or destabilizing the Spectrus. This would either break or cement a possible alliance with Governor Wu. She could not afford to throw away this opportunity.

 “Good, we’re all on time,” Huang said. “You, give me a readout on our thrust capacity.”

 Litia smiled at her, her dark eyes as brilliant as an eclipse. Korinna was struck dumb, like she’d accidentally concussed herself and the pain hadn’t registered yet. Litia smiled like Huang’s gruff demeanor was a shared joke, like she and Korinna held some secret knowledge together.

 Her face was astounding—the depth and beauty of it with all its contrasts and nuances. The light freckles on the bridge of her fair nose, her deep-set eyes and generous mouth. She didn’t understand why Litia’s features were distinguishable when nothing else was. Even other Redseers were a suggestion of a person unless Korinna got within an arm’s length of them, but she could see Litia from across the room.

 “It’s time,” Huang said, shooing the technicians into place.

 Korinna tore herself away and went to the octagon while taking out her mask.

 A technician approached her, his voice quivering. “I’ve set up the connection with the Requiro. You should be able to speak directly with their navigator. If you have any problems with the connection, then I’m the designated technician. I do all the maintenance on the octagon, too.”

 She had no idea what to say to calm his nerves.

 “I should be fine. Thank you.”

 She pulled up her mask and took a deep breath before opening the octagon with a brush of her hand. The black, adamantine walls were lighter than a dust mote. Korinna sealed herself inside just as easily.

 Entombed in utter blackness, she was finally able to let go, to open her heart to the edges of the obsidian vessel and grasp the answering pulse beneath her fingertips. It was weak at first, a gentle tap-tap-tap, then it gained momentum and climbed through the glass. Korinna held the edges of her fingers to the surface, forcing herself to release the tension in her hand.

 The answering touch surged through the nerves in her skin.

 Hello, can you feel me? they asked.

 Yes. She pressed down, the bones in her fingers braced against the obsidian. I can feel you there.

 Are there two of you? Your heartbeats are so strong.

 The cardiac tissue at her neck synced with her own, its strength at its zenith in the amplifying chamber.

 No, just one. This is Korinna of the Spectrus.

 She pressed her whole palm against the black glass and a shiver of tactus passed through her.

 This is Lamech of the Requiro. 

 There was a special joy in sensing another Redseer for the first time in over a month.

 Beneath her fingers, the obsidian shifted into a preparatory footing. The electronic system attached to the octagon chimed, “System initiating.”

 Lamech and Korinna read the coordinates and schematics at the same time. This was a classic boarding evasion scenario.

 Every warship was equipped with a nuclear drive for spaceflight, which it could use even if a navigator was unavailable or incapacitated. But some maneuvers required the precision, skill, and speed of a Redseer. Boarding in particular was risky, since it involved connecting the interiors of two ships while maintaining constant pressurization and ensuring all their passengers remained conscious.

 Korinna could feel the Requiro. Not only through Lamech’s heartbeat in the obsidian, but well beyond the command bridge. She felt it in its walls, in its wiring, in the calescent flare of bodies and machinery coursing through the entire ship. Beside the Spectrus was a sprawling presence, a node in the web of tactus beneath her fingers.

 “Spectrus, begin boarding,” ordered Officer Huang.

 It would be Lamech’s job to evade them, and Korinna’s to pursue the other warship while maintaining control over the Spectrus. Then it would be his turn. This was nothing like the exercises she’d done for most of her time on the Navitas, but she’d spent countless hours in the practice chamber before she left. She was ready for this.

 The Requiro’s initial movements were subtle, faint ripples in the four dimensions to gauge her readiness. Pressure began to build behind her eyes; keeping a lid on her inner well was half the struggle. It was where the different orders split in expertise. As a Redseer, she was trained to propel forward, to bend and stretch the limits of tactus until her very limbs shivered, until her eyes bled, until her teeth throbbed in her gums.

 Lamech bolted in a series of short, jerky movements and Korinna pursued. He spouted forward like a body riding the crest of a wave, the walls of spacetime thickening and tangling to slow her progress. Her hands were talons, the necklace at her throat a shuddering ventricle. They tumbled through space like pinwheels, like atoms in a state of gamma decay.

 The interior of the octagon brightened from the inside with combusting sparks of matter. Lamech couldn’t outrun her, so he was trying to thicken her path by making the space around his warship as dense and impenetrable as possible. A risky move while he still had the integrity of the warship to consider. Maintaining a sphere of order in a storm of dense entropy took enormous concentration.

 Korinna thought of Governor Wu’s admonishment from the day before. The way things look matters. 

 Lamech had put up a good fight, he’d led her on a chase across legions of stars. He’d be able to go back to his governor with his reputation intact. But she would not be defeated by an adept she barely knew in her first month on the Spectrus. She refused to be rebuffed like a mayfly.

 Korinna thought of Therese turning away from her in the dormitory. She thought of the High Priestess insisting they offer up their blood for the greater good of the Order. She thought of Isaac disappearing with his new governor and deserting her weeks before they were sent to opposite regions of the galaxy. She thought about the lying, bloodthirsty adepts in her cohort brushing past her in the simulacrum and sizing up her flesh in the chapel.

 Korinna thought of Stefan demanding to know who she’d killed for her strength. She thought of Mistress Vega lying to her for seven years before giving Korinna an impossible task and dumping her in an isolated region of space. She thought about the dead boy in her hands in that dormitory, drained of life by the Order that created him.

 Korinna thought of the silent, petrified moments at night when she dreamed of being entombed. Of the octagon slamming down on her for eternity, a wall of iron pressing her down, down, down into the pit of herself. Of the chains wrapped around the slabs of obsidian like the bands of ferrous metal surrounding Vermicula’s tomb.

 She wrenched her hand forward in a grab, parting the matter before her like she was pulling herself through water. Her groans rattled in her ears as she huffed and panted in the enclosed space. She reached too deeply through the manifold and great splashes of blood slopped over the front of her suit. Not her own, but Lamech’s.

 Two more strokes. One more. The path to the Requiro shredded beneath her hands, its place in spacetime breaking apart from the slightest touch. She swept the debris away, plucking the Requiro from the sky, the delicate ecosystem of the ship intact like an uncracked egg in her taloned fingers.

 She adjusted the Spectrus for boarding, and lined up the connecting tunnels until there was pressurized air at both ends.

 Panting, Korinna announced, “The Requiro is prepared for boarding.”

 The entire front of her robe was slick with blood, her hair drenched and plastered to her neck. Her waterlogged boots sloshed and squelched as she stepped onto the command deck. And the room full of techs erupted in cheers.

 She yanked her mask down and let the clean skin on her face adjust to the sounds, to the unreal brightness.

 One of the techs said, “The Requiro requested we reschedule the second exercise. Their navigator lost a lot of blood. Governor Wu already told them that was fine. He’s happy with your performance.”

 Dazed, she nodded, like she wasn’t the one wearing their navigator’s blood from brow to toe.

 “Here.” The tech directed her to a deep basin. It was hip-height and filled to the brim with warm water. “We didn’t know how much you’d need.”

 Instead of dunking her head under the water, Korinna stepped in, suit and all, completely submerging herself. The water was warm and salty against her lips. She lay at the bottom of the pool for a moment, enjoying the full-body heat and the silence.

 When she blinked her eyes open, she saw something through the pinkish haze. A refracted image of dark and light.

 Litia Sarai was staring down at her with wonder in her eyes.

 She broke the surface and gasped.

 “Governor Wu wants you to go rest,” Litia said. She wrapped Korinna in a towel and smoothed some strands of wet hair away from her face. “You were spectacular.”



Chapter Twenty-One:
Korinna


 The day cycle passed in a blur.

 While nuclear fission powered the Spectrus across the stars, Korinna slept, and slept hard. She’d been completely drained by the maneuver with the Requiro, and had earned every moment of rest she could get.

 After fourteen hours unconscious to the universe, she rose to the sound of banging on her door.

 It was Mengyu. “Are you all right?”

 Wiping at her eyes, she wrenched the door open while still in her pajamas. “Hello.”

 “We’re docking at Elapidae Station in two hours. Would you like to come?”

 Korinna heard sounds coming out of his mouth but it took her a long time to make sense of them. “What does that have to do with anything?” she asked.

 “I forgot, you’ve never been to a space station, have you?”

 Bleary with sleep, she withdrew to the narrow bathroom, slightly more awake, and turned on the sonic shower. Within moments she was clean. Mengyu hovered in the doorway. She hadn’t invited him in.

 “What is there to do on a space station?”

 “Buy anything you might need before we get to the Umbra. There’s food, a couple of places to get drinks.”

 Korinna couldn’t think of anything to buy, but he insisted she come anyway to see more of the Sector. She didn’t know if it was worthwhile to form friendships with low-level officers like Mengyu, but he did have access to Officer Huang, and she was very close with Governor Wu. Was Mengyu only being nice to her on orders from Officer Huang? Was he just trying to keep her alive longer than the last navigator?

 She figured it didn’t matter one way or the other, and the space station sounded too intriguing. She threw on her red navigator’s suit and stepped out.

 Mengyu stepped aside to let her pass. “Is that what you’re going to wear?”

 “They’re the only clothes I have.”



 There were more twilight-skinned Ostrumi on the space station than she’d ever encountered in one place, and travelers from every corner of the galaxy. Yaling, Jennifer, and Mota went with them, peeking at the stalls of refurbished computers and standing in line for noodles outside a mouthwatering ramen shop.

 Mota bought everyone a piney lager to go with their food. Korinna forced herself to choke down the hoppy beer, bitterness swirling on her tongue.

 Mengyu smiled. “Have you ever had a drink before?”

 “No. Nothing.” She pushed it toward him. “Here, you can have it.”

 “I don’t like beer either.”

 Jennifer drank the beer instead, throwing her waist-length braids over her shoulder. “Most alcohol is like that at first. We had a green wine back at home made from fermented nuts. I grew up drinking it, but tourists used to try it as a novelty.” She laughed. “They usually got sick.”

 “After this, we should go somewhere different for a change,” Yaling suggested.

 Mengyu insisted on picking the next bar. He didn’t want to go anywhere with just tourists and weekend travelers; he thought they should go somewhere with locals.

 He found a bar with jarring purple lights, perfumed smoke, and music that rattled the inside of Korinna’s head. “This is perfect!” he shouted.

 She followed him inside and stood at the bar with Mota and Yaling, while Mengyu and Jennifer danced with a group of men. The frenetic waves of sound and light were overwhelming at first, but Korinna began to appreciate them after sipping from a smoky glass of liquor. Once she got to the bottom of the glass, her discomfort and anxiety with her surroundings dripped away like the condensation running down to her fingers.

 Her mouth against Korinna’s ear, Yaling asked, “Is there no drinking on the Navitas?”

 “No, nothing like that. When you’re a kid, they give you all kinds of poisons to test your abilities. The more you can withstand, the stronger your Redsight is. Some of them make you see things that aren’t there. I remember drinking one of them and getting so sick I thought there were talking people dancing in my mouth.”

 All the mirth disappeared from Yaling’s voice. “They poisoned you?”

 “They do it to all the kids.”

 “But you survived anyway,” Mengyu said, putting a hand on Korinna’s shoulder. She fought her grimace. It was one thing to be surrounded by a mass of Unsighted bodies, it was another to be touched by one.

 She escaped when Jennifer shooed him along to get water.

 After a certain point, Korinna lost all sense of time. She had another drink, but no longer tasted anything. The music pounded. She couldn’t hear anyone speak, but she noticed when Jennifer slung Mengyu’s arm over her shoulder and gestured for them to leave. He swayed on his feet, and the rest of them followed.

 Mota led them all to a tea stall, where they ordered soothing cups of a grassy-scented tea. While her body felt wrung out like she’d just performed a working, the tea helped clear her head, and the steam felt soothing against her face. Yaling ventured a few probing questions, but Korinna was still so overstimulated from the pounding noises and flashing lights of the bar, she shied away from answering.

 After two or three cups of tea, Mengyu regained consciousness.

 “What time is it?” he asked, before checking the communicator strapped to his wrist.

 It was early. The only time she’d ever been awake at this hour, she’d been debating whether to open that book Mistress Vega gave her of Vermicula’s last writings, or to leave her religion to fall apart on its own.

 “I think I’m going to head back,” said Mengyu.

 “Come on,” Mota coaxed. “A friend of mine is having a party at their place, and we’re all going.”

 “Nah, you all go on. I’m tired. Besides, there aren’t any good-looking men on Elapidae Station anyway.”

 Yaling and Jennifer shared a look and laughed.

 “I’ll go back with you,” Korinna offered. She’d experienced enough.

 She faced the same chorus of protests, but after a night of drinking and screaming and twisting against hundreds of Unsighted bodies, she desperately needed some peace and quiet.

 “All right, we’ll see you two later.”

 Yaling, Jennifer, and Mota were already sweeping down the corridor in a band of chatter and laughter, each of them funnier and prettier and smarter than Korinna ever thought she could be.

 “I’m glad you came,” Mengyu said.

 She wasn’t, but rudeness wouldn’t gain her any allies. “Thank you for inviting me.”

 They headed down one of the dimly lit passageways that branched off and doubled back through the main corridors of the station. Mengyu led the way past pawnbrokers, gambling houses, half-covered doors with thick green smoke pouring out, and booths with people behind glass waiting for customers. Most of them just did performances, but others would go in the back with a patron for a much higher price. Mengyu carefully verbalized everything they passed, describing every last detail of the stalls and the people. Why was he being so nice to her?

 A woman wearing strings of clacking beads snagged Korinna’s sleeve. “You have such luscious, pretty hair. Let me braid it for you. It only takes a minute. Two credits for one strand, fifteen for your whole head.”

 Korinna’s hair was a plain, light brown with no curl or wave to speak of. There was nothing luscious about it. She pulled her arm back.

 “I’m sorry, we’re leaving.”

 Before the vendor could continue her pitch, Mengyu steered her away.

 “You don’t have to be so nice. You can just ignore them,” he whispered, pulling her through another series of tight passages.

 They were walking so quickly, Korinna lost all sense of where they were or how they’d gotten here. Some navigator she was.

 “What do you mean?”

 “Sometimes those vendors are just trying to distract you while their partner picks your pockets,” he explained.

 “People do that?”

 He laughed. “It’s a big galaxy, there’s all types in a place like this.”

 She frowned. “Do you know where we are?”

 He stopped and considered the crossroads their path had brought them to. There were three warren-like corridors ahead of them, each one feeling less and less like it led to the surface docks.

 “Okay, maybe I don’t exactly know.”

 Korinna considered their path, drawing on the physical shape of the space, feeling the silence of shuttered stalls and the deadening weight of the Unsighted. And there. On the far left there was something different—something truly unexpected in the web of tactile energy that made up all physical matter on the ship.

 She was so enchanted, she started down the left path without saying a word to Mengyu.

 “Where are you going?”

 Something tugged at her between her ribs, like the blood inside her valves and capillaries was pulling her down the corridor, seizing the currents of tactus that lived inside her cells.

 He ran after her. Korinna squeezed past boltholes, past stores that were just a grated window and a small opening to pass credits back and forth. At the end of the corridor, like a slumbering presence, a chasm yawned open, widening, hungering. Its invisible tendrils of energy stretched out like a hand tugging on her sleeve, each of them whispering, “Come and see.”

 Korinna pushed through a doorway framed with black jet beads, tumbling past the threshold in a daze. She smelled myrrh and sandalwood, so strong the cloud of incense pelted her like a sandstorm. She stopped in her tracks, black marble beneath her feet.

 She was in a simulacrum.

 Mengyu barreled through the doorway hung with jet beads. “Korinna, where are we?” he whispered.

 Unlike the simulacrum on the Navitas, this chamber was small with high ceilings. There were narrow benches on the right and left instead of pews, and there were fewer candles, but it was certainly a simulacrum. There was even an altar with some kind of tomb. Not a full casket, but remains had to be contained here.

 The longer she stood there, the stronger the haze of incense became, until Korinna’s world was bleary and tinged with violet at the edges. On the Navitas, she was expected to wear red netting in the simulacrum. Here, there was a basket of black netting by the doorway. Korinna took a piece of fabric and placed it over her face, casting the world into onyx shadow.

 “Here.” She handed one to Mengyu. “We’re praying, come on.”

 He took a piece of netting, hands shaking. She couldn’t tell if he was nervous, drunk, or both.

 She motioned for him to take a seat on one of the benches. A few black, unlit candles had been left out for worshippers. She took one in her hand and approached the altar.

 In all her years on the Navitas, she’d never heard of Vermicula’s followers showing tribute with black, and Radiosa, with her white priestesses, was the only other deity with simulacrums like this. But what else could this place be?

 The room angled down, pulling, pulling, pulling her forward. The walls nudged inward. The air grew heavy. The closer Korinna got to the altar, the faster the necklace at her throat began to pound, bleating in warning.

 She held her candle to the unlit wicks at the shrine, brightening one flame at a time until she reached a white candle that wouldn’t catch.

 No, that wasn’t right. It wasn’t a candle at all, but a large bone. A fang as tall as Korinna’s shoulder. The altar was surrounded by them. Among the black candles and the tomb with its iron chains were rows upon rows of massive teeth arranged in a semicircle. Some of the fangs gleamed with black venom. The pungent incense was so heavy, she could hardly breathe.

 She held up her candle, unbelieving, unwilling to admit this simulacrum truly existed. Then she saw a face.

 On the wall above the altar, in flecks of bone and obsidian, was a giant mosaic of a woman. It was an image sketched in line drawings since the dawn of time. A pale, black-haired woman with a thousand hungry mouths around her like writhing snakes. A thousand teeth, angry and sharp, dripping, angling to consume her whole…

 It was Furia.

 Unconsciously, her hand began to reach out for the tomb. She yanked it back and gasped as the box of relics began shaking beneath its chains.

 Korinna dropped her candle and ran. The black marble floor was at an incline, the entire simulacrum a giant mouth. And she was fleeing the throat of a slumbering monster. The strip of tissue at her neck pounded so hard it nearly cut off her circulation.

 Mengyu followed right on her heels, the pair of them tearing through the black netting, thrashing through the beaded doorway, shoving away tendrils that clung to their clothes and skin. One of the jet beads caught in Korinna’s hair and she ripped at it like she was cutting down a person.

 Stricken with terror, she clutched Mengyu’s wrist as they tore through hallway after hallway in a crazed escape.

 She could still hear the tomb rattling against its chains, could still feel the black pit hungering to devour them, and its venomous disappointment at a lost offering. She could still feel it trying to wrench the station into a sucking void, just to make a meal of them.

 After breathing in so much incense, there were black streaks of energy everywhere. She saw more than she’d ever seen in her life—mainly dark shadows filling up the space around her and pale, ravenous faces in crowds.

 “Where do we go?” she shrieked.

 Mengyu ran up to the nearest vendor and grasped his collar. “Twenty credits to take us to the surface docks. Right. Now.”

  The vendor seemed indifferent to their terror, but he muttered something under his breath that sounded like “stupid spacers” and said, “Sure, I’ll take you.”

 Korinna’s heart raced as they zigzagged back to the docks, back to the transport shuttles between the station and the warship, to the elevator from the transport deck to the officers’ barracks.

 She followed Mengyu back to his room, and neither of them spoke until he shut the door and locked it behind them. As if a lock could keep out whatever that was.

 Korinna sat down on his bed while he paced back and forth, tugging at his close-cropped hair before pulling two cups off a shelf and filling them with boiling hot water from the tap. He steeped some tea and handed her one of them.

 Her hands shook, but she took it carefully. “Thanks. I’m sorry about… about whatever that was. I’ve never experienced anything like that before. I thought it was like our simulacrum, the one we had back on the Navitas. It was the same setup: the incense, the seating for worshippers. But those weren’t Vermicula’s remains in that altar.”

 “I noticed.” Mengyu put his cup down untouched. “Is that what they’re all like?”

 “In some ways, yes. Have you never been to a simulacrum before?”

 “No, they’re rare. Everybody warned me I’d see weird things in the Hydra Sector, that the Second Space Exploration didn’t fully reach all these remote moons and mining systems. I thought it was all nonsense. I figured the people here couldn’t be that different, maybe a little poorer than other parts of the galaxy…” He sighed and resumed pacing. “Korinna, what the hell was in that room? I don’t understand what a simulacrum even is.”

 She took a bracing drink of tea. “A simulacrum is meant to simulate the presence of the divine. In the Order of Vermicula, we cannot look upon our goddess’ face, because we can never open that which has been sealed shut. Each simulacrum has a holy relic from one of the goddesses. Usually the relic is very small, a single bone or a strand of hair. The tomb on the Navitas contains most of Vermicula’s body. That’s why it’s the most holy place in our Order.”

 “So that altar had a piece of a goddess locked inside of it?”

 “Yes. But not my goddess. That was an altar to Furia.”

 “I thought that was just a legend, like space worms.”

 Korinna couldn’t help it—she laughed. Everything was real and yet it didn’t feel real at all.

 “Space worms?” she rasped. “What did they teach you at officer school? The Order of Furia was created at the same time as the Order of Radiosa and the Order of Vermicula. It’s heresy to worship her now.”

 Mengyu planted himself on the mattress and buried his face in a pillow. “Can you imagine worshipping in that awful place? Going once a week and sitting beside that thing?”

 She remembered the rows and rows of giant teeth, the insatiable hunger from the relic that had been sealed up until the end of time.

 She remembered the pale face made of bone shards and the otherworldly black eyes.

 “Yeah,” she admitted. “I think I can.”



Chapter Twenty-Two:
Sahar


 After the meeting, some of the adepts went to breakfast together. But Sahar couldn’t bear the thought of food. Not now. Not with such precious little time left to spare.

 Sahar didn’t know when she and the other Lightbenders were leaving, but it sounded like the High Priestess was on a tight schedule. Her gut was a clenched fist, her teeth grinding together as all the unknowns stretched out before her. Goddess, bringing this reactor to Solis was such a stupid idea. Being caught with it wouldn’t just damage her professional reputation, it would endanger the entire mission for the Imperium.

 The Capital building was home to a legislative assembly where planetary representatives met and voted on policy, both Lightbenders and the Unburning—those who lived on Solis, but weren’t adepts. It also held laboratories and lecture halls, council chambers and event spaces.

 At such an early hour, the laboratory she entered was deserted. If Sahar was going to disassemble the fusion device and destroy the components, she needed to know more about the shavings of thalatite the scientist had used for the spheres. She suspected he’d altered the mineral to sustain the reaction, but she’d never know for sure if she didn’t examine it for herself. And to do that, she needed the right diagnostic equipment.

 Touching the glass screen on the material analysis machine released a tray for the sliver of thalatite. Mineral identifiers and radiological data flashed on the screen, numbers flying by in fascinating detail. Sahar transmitted a copy of the data to the communicator at her wrist, then pressed the mechanism to release the sample from the tray. She’d just managed to stash the thalatite in her pocket when the door to the lab swung open.

 “Oh, there you are. Tilda said you came down here.”

 It was Jonathan. With close-cropped hair, dark skin, and a well-defined body, he looked like he spent more time in the weight room than at the judge’s bench. Part of her was happy to see him—the part that missed his friendship, missed being close with other Lightbenders—even if the rest of her insisted on being alone.

 Sahar’s eyes darted up toward the material analysis machine, the blood draining from her face. Staring back at her, still burned into the screen, was all of the data. Her treason was right there, in full view of a Supreme Court Justice of the Ardus Sector.

 “What’s this?”

 Putting on her nerdiest voice, Sahar said, “It’s a geological model of a mineral from the planet I was appointed to. I’ve missed testing materials in the lab so much, I decided to run some samples in my spare time. I’ve got more if you want to take a look.”

 Jonathan turned from the screen. “I’m sure it’s fascinating, but I came to find you to talk about the mission.”

 If he was bothered by how she’d drifted away over the years, leaving all his messages unanswered, he didn’t show it.

 She wiped the machine’s memory and powered it down. “Do you know anything about who’ll be going? Or where they’re sending us?”

 “I’d be shocked if you weren’t assigned to Aynur’s group. You’re one of the strongest Lightbenders I know. As for where we’re going, it’ll depend on where the Haran fleet is. That’s who blew up the Castillia.”

 “You believe that?”

 “I sure do.”

 They stepped out of the lab and headed down the hall toward the sunny balconies beyond. He crossed his arms and stared into the skyline like the hero in a video drama. Blooming jasmine crept along the railing, with olive trees and the city beyond dominating the view.

 “The Haran fleet is the closest thing to a government the Umbra has,” he said. “The Imperium had bigger things to worry about with the dispute over land rights in the core, and the Umbra was so inconvenient it wasn’t worth the effort to colonize like the rest of the galaxy.” He turned to face her. “But you know your history as well as I do. Before our goddess rested in her tomb, the Umbra was like any other region of space. It had more stars than it needed, if the research can be believed. A place like that doesn’t lose all its inhabitants overnight. Or over a thousand years.”

 It was plausible. “Then how do you account for the fleet’s technical capabilities?”

 He laughed. “I was hoping you’d know! You’re the engineer, not me.”

 She smiled despite herself. “It’s not so far-fetched to assume she has a clever scientist working for her. The galaxy is full of brilliant minds.” She thought of the scientist on Thalatite.

 “Someone clever enough to manipulate gravity? I don’t know.”

 “The other possibility…”

 “Is a black priestess, I know. It sounds unbelievable. But something in here”—Jonathan pointed to his chest—“tells me it’s true. Not that it’s likely, but that it’s the truth. Do you understand?”

 He meant that the light of Radiosa was showing him the truth and imploring him to believe it, no matter how fantastical the information seemed. Radiosa’s influence on truth, on divining meaning from chaos, generated the light their Order was known for. Among Lightbenders, truth was a physical phenomenon, a feeling.

 “I know what you mean. It’s a big galaxy. Anything’s possible.”

 He snorted. “Spoken like a true scientist. I’m talking about belief. Faith, not reason.”

 Radiosa was supposed to stand for knowledge and reason and all the principles that supported science and learning. To Sahar, belief and reason were the same.

 “We’ll find out soon.”

 Jonathan sighed. His muscles flexed as he braced his arms on the balcony’s railing. “I don’t know why Aynur’s bothering with these interviews. Chances are they’ll need us all. But you know the Order. They love their metrics.”

 She laughed. Under the sunlight, with the bite of the mid-morning heat in the air, she could almost forget Jonathan had walked in on her committing treason.



 They were called to Aynur’s chambers after lunch. Sahar waited with the rest of the Lightbenders, listening to the conversation around her while she flipped through messages on her communicator.

 She was tempted to send one to Kenzou, to tell him he was right about Aster Haran being responsible for destroying the Castillia, but she stilled her fingers. While Jonathan seemed completely convinced, Sahar still didn’t know for certain—and she had other problems to worry about.

 The material analysis confirmed her worst fears about the thalatite from the scientist’s mine shaft. It had been altered to be more radiologically unstable. It was enriched, and it was probably emitting low-level radiation from her pocket right now. If she tried to take the shavings with her off-planet, there was a chance the ship’s sensors would pick up on the radiological disturbance. She was lucky it hadn’t been a problem when she’d arrived on Solis, and she wouldn’t rely on luck again.

 Going into the interview with a deactivated fusion device in her pocket was probably the most reckless thing Sahar had ever done. And yet, here she was, walking into the High Priestess’ chambers like she belonged there.

 With her low, gravelly voice, Aynur said, “Thank you for meeting with me, priestess. You may sit.”

 The chair beneath her was made of bleached wood with a silken cushion dyed gold. After living on Thalatite for five years, the opulence was repulsive.

 “You have some of the highest measurables of any Lightbender that’s ever attended the Academy. I don’t need to see you demonstrate your skills, but I need you to explain why you chose an appointment on the outskirts of the Molaris Sector.”

 She wasn’t being tested? Sahar set her shock aside as cynicism slowly crept in. This was a test, just of a different sort.

 “I believe in the Order’s mission. The remote areas of the galaxy need white priestesses.”

 And I couldn’t bear to see the career I’d left behind every day, or be reminded of the life I was forced into.

 “A true believer,” Aynur said, as if she’d expected something different. “You’re joining the Order of Radiosa on its mission. Pack your things. We leave tomorrow.”

 When Sahar left the office, there were at least twenty adepts still waiting to be seen. She smiled tightly and stalked out of the room, heart in her throat.

 If she didn’t find a way to conceal the slivers of thalatite, her nuclear fusion device would be discovered and her days as a judge would be over. Her life would be over. She would be just like the scientist on Thalatite, imprisoned for her own curiosity. It should have scared her, but she’d spent so long digging for answers—an explanation of why Radiosa existed, why the universe functioned as it did, why the goddess chose Sahar out of the billions of others she’d created—and it felt like she was finally getting closer to them. The sphere wasn’t the only mystery in the universe, but Furia’s enigmatic technology might help her understand Radiosa’s limitations.

 Sahar wandered around the Capital building without any sense of direction, and ended up in a part of the building she’d never visited—the aquarium.

 As a Solis native, she hadn’t grown up around bodies of water. She knew planets had them, but after being raised in a metropolis and appointed to a desert, the largest body of water her mind could comprehend was a bathtub. That all changed when she stepped into the blue expanse of the aquarium and witnessed the sheer wonder of brightly colored fish of all shapes and sizes darting about in their aquatic world.

 She wandered through the displays in a fugue state, eyes wide, her mind an unstable chemical reaction. With every step she took, failure grew more imminent, until she stumbled upon a display containing a luminescent fish no bigger than her palm. Beneath the tank, a card read: Radioactive glowfish from the Nuclea Islands.

 Radioactive.



 Sahar clutched the tank of radioactive glowfish against her chest, her two fusion spheres sitting at the bottom disguised as rocks. She’d drafted a quick proposal for an experiment with the glowfish, and the researchers at the aquarium had been eager to loan her several that weren’t kept on display. They were flattered that a distinguished Lightbender had taken interest in the aquarium’s research.

 Jonathan laughed when he saw her. He could think what he wanted—keeping the fusion device and spare components with her was better than trying to dispose of them and failing. Even if leaving them behind was the smart thing to do, she couldn’t bear to let such an astounding invention out of her sight.

 The spaceport was busier than usual. Sahar stood in line with Jonathan, Tilda, and the other Lightbenders. To her surprise, their ship, the Daybreak, would also be manned by a legion from the Galactic Navy. A security officer did a cursory scan of each adept. No one expected a judge to pose a threat to their fellow passengers, but security checkpoints had apparently become the norm after the Castillia was destroyed. An officer stopped her as she reached him. He raised a palm and gestured toward the tank. “What have you got there?”

 “Oh, they’re glowfish from the Nuclea Islands. They’re part of my meta-analysis of the Actinopterygii class. You see, their nervous systems—”

 “Okay, okay, move along.”

 He brushed her through security, and she stepped onto the Daybreak without looking back. He didn’t even bother to scan for radiation.

 Once on board, she was escorted to a private cabin more spacious and well appointed than she’d expected. She walked over to a writing table and secured the tank to its surface. At least the glowfish wouldn’t get tossed around while the ship was in flight.

 Then she flung herself onto her bunk, pressed her face into the pillow, and screamed.




Chapter Twenty-Three:
Korinna


 They docked at Elapidae Station for another day cycle, but Korinna chose to stay on the Spectrus—she’d had her fill of space stations for the foreseeable future. With Vermicula’s writings tucked under her arm, she staked out a spot in the officers’ lounge by one of the space windows.

 The previous night, she’d lain awake in bed until four in the morning, the alcohol having long since worn off, her stomach churning like a spinning wheel. After fitful dreams of fangs the length of her arm biting into her, of hungry tongues slithering over teeth and whispering in her ear, Korinna had awoken in a cold sweat.

 She shivered just thinking about it.

 And while recycling adepts and sacrificing children were certainly things she found appalling, she was still a Redseer and Vermicula was all she had. Nothing would bring that boy back to life, but she still had Redsight and could try to put it to good use. Regardless of how Korinna felt about her own Order—how she felt toward Vermicula and her abhorrent traditions—she needed to find some answers.

 She brushed her hands over the book before her.

 These writings were Korinna’s only tool, and she’d put off facing them for too long. If she went slow and took her time, maybe it would be easier to decipher the millennia-old scripture. Careful not to damage the binding, she eased open the ancient cover. Though still intact, the tactile script within its pages had evolved over thousands of years, so reading was slow going. Korinna had to pause and reread passages with the pads of her fingers, sometimes several times before she understood what they said.

 And as the reading slogged on, her mind invariably wandered back to her vivid dreams of the simulacrum on Elapidae Station. What she’d found there went against everything she knew about the orders: that Furia was dead, her Order had been extinguished, and her worshippers were gone. Furia’s altar at Elapidae had been clean and well kept, obviously cared for by someone.

 She remembered few lectures on Furia and her fallen Order, but there were historical texts on the Navitas that chronicled the event in detail. There were no such resources on the Spectrus. The ship had a library, but the crew mainly read from data pads or listened to newscasts on their wrist communicators. Korinna was the only person on the ship who relied on tactile books, and most of the primary sources on Furia’s Order remained on terrestrial planets with the white priestesses or on the Navitas.

 Vermicula’s writings were similarly frustrating. The creation of the universe was the story their Order was built on. Radiosa, Vermicula, and Furia were known in recorded history as sisters, beings of the same matter from the same intangible source that created space and time. But in Vermicula’s last writings, she came across puzzling sentences, strange references to a “consuming love” that bound her to the other goddesses. Korinna ran her fingers over the characters like she was searching for a vein beneath the skin.

 It was deepest theology, and it made the nerve behind her eyes hurt.

 “I haven’t seen a book that old in decades.”

 Litia Sarai stood beside Korinna’s armchair, her pale, gleaming face framed by loose black hair and dark clothes.

 “May I sit with you?”

 “Of—of course.” Korinna closed the book and slid it aside discreetly. “I apologize. I didn’t sense you just now, otherwise I would’ve said hello.”

 “It’s all right. Sometimes I like to go unnoticed. Did I interrupt your work?”

 “Not really. I brought this book with me from the Navitas. I thought I’d have more time to study it.”

 “Do you mind if I take a look?” Litia asked, as if Vermicula’s last writings were a mere curiosity and not a holy text.

 Korinna didn’t move at first, her hands clutched around the cover of the book. Vega had smuggled it off the Navitas for her, lied to the High Priestess so Korinna could have it, but something in Litia’s black eyes eased her doubts away, and the tension drained from her clenched hands. She handed her the book.

  “Goddess protect me,” Litia said, “it’s genuine.”

 “They’re Vermicula’s last writings. Allegedly.”

 “It’s amazingly well preserved. I’m a collector of historical artifacts. Well, more of an amateur collector. I’m not much of a salesperson. I hate parting with anything truly special.”

 “There were some extremely rare books on the Navitas,” Korinna said, remembering the carnivorous volumes the High Priestess kept behind lock and key, the black-spined books written in esurient script. “Were you looking at them that day in the library?”

 Litia’s grip tightened on the crimson volume. Korinna felt it in the tissue around her neck.

 “You noticed that was me? I was too curious to visit the ship without seeing the rare books. The Navitas is one of the most well-known repositories of ancient religious writings.”

 Litia had concealed her presence in the library—it could be no one else. What kind of person had that much power? Whatever gifts she had, they were unusual, but there had to be some explanation. Her whole life, Korinna had been told that black priestesses did not exist, that Furia’s Order had been extinguished, and that when they still dominated the universe the Star Eaters had captured Redseers and tried to consume them for their own power. But Litia was a civilian advisor, not a violent force for chaos. Any anxiety she had about the other woman was unreasonable.

 “I understand. I wasn’t supposed to look in there either. One of the nuns found me and threatened to ban me from the library if I went back.”

 Litia laughed. “Was that enough to stop you?”

 “Yes, but I left soon after that. I never got a chance to thank you, by the way. I wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t noticed me.”

 The amusement slid off Litia’s features like water off an oiled surface. “Yes, you would. Governor Wu would have waited until a suitable navigator was found. There was no one else remotely qualified for the position.”

 She pressed the book into Korinna’s hands.

 “You mentioned before that the gift is passed down in your family. Is that how you know so much about tactus?” Korinna asked.

 “No, but my mother had a similar gift. We lived in a less developed region of space. There was nothing so fine as all of this.”

 Having no family of her own, Korinna was entranced by the mention of Litia’s mother. “What was she like?”

 “Oh, her gift was much worse.” Litia laughed. “She struggled with it her whole life. Most of my sisters did as well. Things weren’t as established then. The trade routes didn’t reach all the areas of space. There were whole communities that found an uninhabited rock and had to make everything for themselves. If they miscalculated, if their atmosphere didn’t develop fast enough, if the minerals on their moon or asteroid weren’t malleable, there wasn’t much that could be done.”

 It was rude to ask so many personal questions, but Korinna was ravenous for information. “What part of space did you grow up in?”

 “The Umbra. At the farthest reaches. It’s why Governor Wu took me on as an advisor.”

 Korinna straightened in her seat. It never occurred to her that people were born in the Umbra every day, that people lived and died there like any other region of space. The officers spoke about the Umbra like it was a lawless haven for criminals, drug runners, pirates, and warlords. With fewer and fewer star systems every year, the Umbra had taken on the mythic role of the shadow. In the melodramatic radio dramas that she stayed up late listening to, ship heists and evil, maniacal plots were always formed in the Umbra.

 Realizing she already knew someone from there—that she had known someone from there for some time now—was like taking a step and falling through the floor, the ground crumbling beneath her.

 “Do you miss it there?”

 “Of course. But I like it here too. I never would’ve met so many interesting people if I’d stayed.”

 A few other people staggered into the lounge. Korinna wasn’t the only one who’d been up late on Elapidae Station, it seemed.

 Her next question stuck on her tongue. “Litia, have you ever heard of people… of gods being worshipped in this part of space?”

 She became very still. “Why do you ask?”

 Korinna swallowed, fighting a lump in her throat. “Last night I went to Elapidae Station with some friends. I found a simulacrum on one of the habitation levels. A real one, with relics and offerings, except…”

 Litia waited for her to finish, motionless as an asp.

 “It was an altar to Furia. I’m certain of it. I only noticed a strange current as we were walking toward it. Once I went inside, it didn’t want to let me go. I know this region of space is old, much older than where the Navitas usually flies. Have you heard of people worshipping her here?”

 “Some still do,” she said. “But I didn’t know… Korinna, where was the simulacrum on Elapidae Station?”

 She described its location to the best of her ability, but it was all such a blur—the crowds, the noises, the drinking—and the layout of the habitation floors was just as disorienting. The more she went on, the tenser Litia grew.

 “I should go. I need to see this altar for myself. Don’t go back to Elapidae Station—stay on the ship. I’m leaving for a while on an errand for the governor. I won’t be on board when the Spectrus crosses the Borderlands, but I have faith in you. I’m sure you’ll dazzle everyone with your flying.”

 Korinna’s face heated. It was unnerving, looking someone in the eye while they gave her a compliment. How did the Unsighted endure this all the time?

 “Thank you. When will you be back?”

 “Soon. I’ll see you once the Spectrus is over the border.” Litia stood and straightened her clothes. “I meant what I said about the station. Don’t go back there if you can help it.”

 She left without saying goodbye.

 Lost in thought, Korinna fought the ridiculous urge to run after her and—And do what? Hug her? Say goodbye? Beg her to stay?

 Even with the bizarre ability to see her face, she had no idea how old Litia was. Having never seen another face so clearly, she had no way of knowing how age affected someone’s appearance. Mengyu spoke about Litia like she was young—even younger than the governor. But something about the advisor expressed a certain timelessness, as if she had always existed just as she appeared now, never a day older or younger.

 Korinna had listened to enough audio dramas to know she was being sentimental, that she was mooning after a worldly older woman who probably had no interest in her. The longer she lived on the Spectrus, the more she wondered if anyone would have an interest in her. Would Litia ever see her that way? The question burrowed beneath her ribs and scraped at her heart.

 “Pull yourself together,” she mouthed through a sigh.

 She opened the book and swept Litia Sarai from her mind.



Chapter Twenty-Four:
Korinna


 Officers filled every seat in the command bridge’s briefing room, as technicians tuned in from their workstations on the lower decks. Now that the Spectrus was resupplied and ready to enter uncharted space, they were leaving Elapidae Station behind.

 Litia Sarai had already gone. Korinna had spent most of her free time the previous day in the greenhouses, eating herself sick with fruit and trying to decode Vermicula’s writings.

 While they waited in the briefing room, Mengyu prodded her about her health, her sleep, her appetite, until she shot back that maybe he was the one with a problem.

 “I’m scared, all right?” he said. “And I’m wondering if you are too, or if I’m the only coward on this ship.”

 The future seemed so unclear, she wasn’t even sure what she should be afraid of. Black holes, pirates, ruining her chances at an alliance with Governor Wu through her own ineptitude, getting sucked into the vacuum of space while all the pressure was lost in the warship and her body expanded with gas like a combusting balloon… The threats to her life were manifold, but they were abstract, like the threat of a brain aneurysm or radiation sickness. They were all possible, but they were difficult to conceptualize.

 Failing her promise to Vega, that was real. And it kept her up at night.

 “I’m scared I’ll fly the ship wrong and melt everyone’s brain like a cracked egg. I worry about doing it every day.”

 Mengyu choked on his coffee. “And yet, we’re still here.”

 Governor Wu entered the briefing room to complete silence. All extraneous conversation ceased, down to scribbling stylus tools on data pads and errant coughs. His boots clicked on the metal floor.

 “Good morning,” he said.

 A projection of their region appeared, with six-digit names for the stars and planetary systems that were known in this area. The details were sparse, but she read the shifting points of electrical energy the same way she read changes within the spacetime manifold.

 “You can all read, so you understand what this map means. We’ve gathered all the intelligence the Imperium has at its disposal, and we’re continuing our mission with what we have. I know it’s not enough. That means no one on this ship can afford to be careless.”

 During all her years on the Navitas, Korinna never heard the High Priestess speak about a negative situation in such a bold-faced tone, but Wu held the crew of the Spectrus in the palm of his hand.

 “Our evacuation suits have been serviced. Our fighter ships are prepared. We have enough emergency fuel to last three years. All our agricultural systems are self-sustaining. We have more than enough ammunition for a sustained conflict. All our soldiers have drilled for this mission for six months. And, most importantly, we have a navigator that can avoid sophisticated attempts at boarding. What we lack in information, we make up for in discipline and preparation.”

 A round of spontaneous cheers went up at the end of Wu’s speech. Once everyone calmed down, he launched into an explanation of emergency response procedures—which personnel were required to evacuate if the ship was boarded and which crew members were expected to stay and fight.

 Korinna was instructed to attempt escape if possible, but in the event she couldn’t avoid being captured, it was the duty of every Redseer to entomb themselves in the octagon. The Imperium ascended to prominence with the help of Redseers, and it was keen to maintain exclusive control over them. If criminals or political opponents had access to navigators of their own, order in the galaxy could be easily disrupted.

 She had never scrutinized her duty to entomb herself. When she was the weakest Redseer in her cohort, it didn’t matter—the likelihood of her getting a position was slim. If ever she did, it would have been on some personal shuttle with minimal risk of being captured. On a warship, the odds were much worse.

 These escape plans for the Spectrus, with all their possible outcomes, whirled inside her like a loose electrical wire. Each thought frayed and sparked until she ignored Governor Wu entirely.

 Mengyu shook her shoulder. “Hey, you ready to leave?”

 “Yes. Sorry.”

 Korinna stood, dazed, like she’d just been shaken awake. The rest of the day was much the same. As they went over the Spectrus’ known navigational obstacles with the weapons techs, Officer Huang snapped at her three times to pay attention.

 And she wasn’t the only one who got their ears chewed off. By the end of the meeting, more than a few techs had been on the receiving end of Huang’s wrath.

 Despite the tension, Korinna’s mind kept replaying the same thought like a loop of malfunctioning code: she didn’t understand how anyone but a god could force a navigator into service.

 As a child, her Order had forced her to ingest poisons to test her body’s regenerative abilities. They’d cut her fingers off and branded her skin with hot irons. After each hardship, her body had pulled tactile energy from the manifold, propelling her cells until she healed, until drawing tactus into herself became second nature. Each new trial conditioned her body to vault itself forward with tactus as the fuel.

 The more she withstood during her ascension, the greater her skill as a priestess. The only threat to her life was destabilization—her well of tactus collapsing in on itself and starting the transformation into an unceasing singularity of hunger. This was a fundamental truth for all Redseers. So what sort of a god could compel a Redseer to work against their will? What pain or threat could an Unsighted person inflict?

 The proposition sucked her into so many questions, she was still mulling them over by the time her shift ended.



 Mengyu was stuck assisting Officer Huang in a late meeting, so Korinna planned to eat alone. As she sat down with a tray of rations, Yaling and her friends descended around her with trays of their own.

 “I swear on the Ember, if we do another evac drill, I’m going to start putting mine on in my sleep,” said Yaling’s friend Jennifer.

 Mota was unconcerned. “Once we’re in the Umbra for a week or two, it’ll become the new normal and all the officers will calm down.”

 Korinna’s stomach churned at the idea of anything in the Umbra being normal. Even if it produced people like Litia Sarai, their mission wouldn’t put the crew of the Spectrus on friendly footing with its inhabitants.

 “What’s wrong, Korinna?” Yaling asked. “You haven’t touched your food.”

 She nearly held back, but her pent-up thoughts bubbled over. “I keep thinking about our meeting with the governor today.”

 “What’s he like?” Jennifer leaned in.

 Korinna weighed her words carefully. “He’s good at inspiring the crew, even if he overstates things a bit. I think he knows everyone’s scared.”

 “Scared?” Yaling said. “Some of the people on our unit are angry. They think we’re being sent into a trap.”

 This was the first she’d heard of a blatant lack of confidence in the governor, but she wasn’t surprised people were upset. She told them all about the map from the briefing, then immediately regretted it when Mota slammed the table with her fist. Even Yaling, who was normally as easygoing as her brother, couldn’t keep the scorn from her voice.

 “That’s all they have to go off of?” she griped. “The Imperium sent us to the most dangerous part of the galaxy to fight an enemy we can’t see?”

 Jennifer finished her meal in silence as she processed the information.

 Korinna wasn’t sure she should join in the venting, or if it was even her place. If they died in the Umbra, it would be her fault.

 “He sent his advisor away,” she said, trying to hide the pang in her chest.

 “Who? Sarai?” Mota asked.

 “Did you know she’s from the Umbra? She told me right before she left.”

 The women grew silent.

 “Wait,” Yaling said. “She’s from the Umbra? That’s how she said it?”

 The sands shifted beneath her as she considered Yaling’s question. “Yes, she said that’s where she grew up, that she’s from some remote part of it. Why is that important?”

 “No one is actually from the Umbra,” Yaling explained. “All the white priestesses either died out or left years ago. There are no stars, no government. That’s why its uninhabited except for opportunists like drug runners or terrorists in hiding. It’s almost impossible to sustain life there long-term. Or at least that’s what they say about it in the Capital.”

 And wouldn’t the Capital know best? They took the best of everything in the galaxy, whether the outer sectors wanted to comply or not.

 Korinna couldn’t get the notion of Litia growing up in the Umbra out of her head. Especially the way she’d talked about her family, like she’d grown up with piles of sisters in the same remote region of space.

 But Litia had helped her on the Navitas. When Korinna destroyed that practice chamber, Litia could have complained. She could have told someone Korinna was the worst Redseer she’d ever observed, and her opportunity to escape the Order and Renatia’s grip would have disappeared. Litia helped her instead. Black priestesses hunted Redseers, they didn’t comfort them and offer them an opportunity of a lifetime.

 “She made it sound like there were plenty of people there. Or that there used to be, at least.”

 “Then why send away the one advisor with personal knowledge of the sector? It doesn’t make any sense,” said Yaling.

 “How is Litia the only advisor with this background? Does the Umbra not have representation in the Imperial Senate?” Korinna asked.

 Mota responded, “Long-term settlement in the Umbra isn’t legal, so no, they wouldn’t have any representatives. The type of people who grow up there probably have no interest in dealing with the Imperium, so that explains their absence, even as advisors to the region.”

 Korinna understood now that there always seemed to be complex political schemes swirling at the center of the galaxy, in the region where the stars were thickest and matter was so fresh it bubbled up from the manifold. With new stars came new planets, new resources, new land to develop with materials extracted from the periphery of the galaxy. Stealing from one sector to enrich another was a difficult policy to justify, but the Imperium didn’t require enthusiasm, merely obedience.

 After Governor Wu’s warning about the politics behind military missions, Korinna had been paying closer attention to political alliances. Her knowledge was shallow at best, so she found herself researching unfamiliar terms more often than she liked. But she kept digging. And listening.

 Tonight, though, her mind drifted back to Wu’s speech, and to Mistress Vega’s instructions when Korinna was only a cleric preparing for exams. A whole lifetime ago. Vega had warned her the path to strength was arduous, but she could either endure it and survive or give up and let entropy consume her. Change the Order or be destroyed by it.

 The choice between entombing herself or getting captured was the sort of conundrum Vega would have been able to suss out. In contrast, Korinna was a hollow elevator shaft. There was a path to survival somewhere inside her, but she didn’t know how to reach it on her own. Not without someone else operating the controls.

 She left dinner that night with single-minded focus. While she might not have had the ability to discover the uncharted corners and star clusters of the Umbra, or to inspire the soldiers on the Spectrus to follow the governor without complaint, she could try to understand what little information she already had.

 She thought she knew who Litia was, but her discussion at dinner illustrated how little she knew about any of these people and how uncertain her future was. Could she trust Yaling and Mengyu and the others? She wasn’t certain, but there was at least one person in the galaxy she could rely on, even if she’d been a poor friend to them since receiving her posting. Alone in her room, she typed out a message on her communicator to one of the only people she still knew on the Navitas.



 Dear Therese,

 I don’t know if you’ve been given an assignment yet, but if you have, congratulations. You’ll be happy working in the crèche.

 I discovered something very strange and I was hoping you could find some information for me. I don’t have access to any original tactile books.

 Please check the records in the archives for any mention of modern people worshipping Furia. In any region of space. I found a simulacrum in the Borderlands between the Hydra Sector and the Umbra, and I’m trying to make sense of what I discovered. If you find anything—no matter how small—please let me know.

 I’m traveling even further from the Navitas’ regular flight path, so it may take a while for your answer to reach me.

 Take care,

 Korinna




Chapter Twenty-Five:
Litia


 Litia left the shuttle she took from the Spectrus in a spaceport where it wouldn’t be noticed, and Alazne flew the shipping vessel to the edge of the Borderlands, the nebulous area between the Umbra and the Hydra Sector.

 Litia didn’t know a better pilot in the galaxy than Alazne. After a childhood flying in the Umbra’s dispersed settlements, she was captured by a smuggling crew and forced to pilot their riskiest jobs until her ship was commandeered by the Haran fleet. She’d worked for Litia ever since.

  “What are you holding?” Alazne asked.

 In her lap was a lead-lined box. It was the last errand Litia had completed before escaping her role as Governor Wu’s advisor a couple of weeks earlier. The box was colder than ice to the touch, a chip of a streaking comet between her hands. Inside was a piece of her goddess. A relic from the early days, when Furia shed pieces of her body for her worshippers.

 Litia fingered the metal clasp. “It’s from the simulacrum on Elapidae Station. I mean to return it.”

 She’d spent centuries hunting down shorn bits of Furia’s body. Each time she returned one, her goddess became more corporeal. Collecting Furia’s relics had shown her how isolated and unchanged certain areas of space were. The simulacrum on Elapidae Station must have been maintained by worshippers, a miraculous feat considering the absence of black priestesses for many centuries. Did they even know who their altar was for? Or what its reliquary contained?

 An alarm squawked on the dashboard, startling her from her thoughts.

 “T minus twenty-eight minutes,” echoed the computer.

 Alazne silenced it and continued on their path.

 “You don’t have to get so close,” said Litia. “I’ll be fine.”

 “You’re weak. The ship will be fine.”

 For the first time, Litia noticed her hands had transformed into scaly claws, her nails as long and sharp as obsidian blades.

 Weak. The word dug at her from every side, compressing her rib cage where she sat. Litia hated to admit it was true. After a year at the center of the galaxy, living under the nose of an Imperial governor, she hadn’t taken any chances. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a proper meal—the Unfeeling she devoured notwithstanding—and she would need every spare molecule of tactus for what lay ahead.

 The ship’s computer blared another warning. “T minus nineteen minutes.”

 Alazne changed some settings and the ship groaned beneath them.

 After so much time serving the governor, standing from her seat tired her. Even breathing and speaking became a chore. She forced her discomfort from her mind as they approached the looming star.

 Litia opened a compartment and stowed the relic before unfastening her safety harness. “Don’t get any closer. I’m getting out.”

 “Captain!”

 “Do you think this is the first time I’ve waited for a meal? It’ll be fine. I’ve missed this.”

 Though Alazne disapproved, she decelerated the ship to a full stop. Litia was still her captain.

 They were so close to the bundle of stars, Litia shook, her very nature fighting against the wall of restraint she’d built up over thousands of years. Hunger was an art form for Star Eaters. If she ate too quickly, she could harm herself beyond repair. And she’d seen more than one of her sisters perish that way, their serpentine bodies burned up in the inferno of an overlarge star.

 She stepped into the air lock and began to shed her clothes. For the Unfeeling, space was too cold to withstand, the distance between stars so empty no life could endure. Litia stripped until her body was completely bare.

 The inner door whooshed shut behind her. As she placed her clawed hand against the mechanism to open the outer door, the last excruciating seconds stretched by like minutes. And Litia’s body stretched too. Slipping the joints of her jaw smoothly from their sockets, her chin descended, cheeks stretching, mouth growing and growing while her teeth lengthened into fangs.

 She was less than human now. Like the space monsters of legend, when hungry enough, Star Eaters could shape-shift into their massive, reptilian forms. Venom singeing her gums, she slammed the mechanism to open the outer airlock and sprung from the platform, launching herself headfirst into the vastness of space.

 The first breath of empty air made her lungs throb from the lack of oxygen, but pain was immaterial. Oxygen was a luxury for creatures like her. All Litia needed was tactus.

 Directly in her path, a star churned and blazed against the black void. While only Redseers could harness tactus to propel themselves forward, Star Eaters controlled space and time in their own way.

 Each of Litia’s cells tugged at the energy of the unnamed star, flames licking her sides as she generated her own gravity. She drew the star toward her until the pressure between them grew taut as a tension cable. Entropy was in her nature, but collapsing into herself would not merely bring the star to her; it would also pull all her tissues and bodily systems inward until Litia became a black hole.

 The surge of tactus after so long without it nearly shattered her. Liquid venom in her jaw froze and melted and froze again as she swallowed plumes of the star. The more she ate, the more ravenous she grew, her body finally remembering what she’d denied it for the past twelve month cycles.

 Her form expanded as she took in more tactus, repairing itself, regenerating new cells. Cautious at first, she consumed as slowly and steadily as she could bear. And then she forgot herself, swallowing the rest of the glowing inferno in a few large gulps. The light completely winked out. There was no more heat, no more tactus radiating in uneven bands. The space around Litia returned to total blackness. Home at last.

 The punishment for disobedient children in the Order of Furia was isolation. Not on a lonely planet or a deserted space station, but in the complete desolation of deep space. More times than she could remember, Litia had been thrown out of an air lock and told to find her way home. Her older sisters used to tell stories about the adepts who never returned. Most of the Star Eaters thought the missing adepts ran away to depopulated solar systems. Others would spin tales of shriveled fangs abandoned in space—the only remains of their dead sisters.

 Litia always found her way back. The vacant stars didn’t scare her.

 She drifted in the blackness, her serpentine body stretched to an impossible size. Slowly, like a thread respooling itself, she wound back, back, back until she was almost a woman again.

 The frigid chill dissipated. Her body always burned up after feeding on so much energy.

 With a flick of her hand, the ship glided straight to her. Now it was easier than breathing. Gravity, Litia’s gravity, obeyed her every thought and gesture, the outer door to the air lock sailing open.

 She was so full of tactus she hardly noticed the metal beneath her bare feet. Her clothing was lost to the void of space, but she didn’t need it now, not with her and Alazne alone on the ship. The vessel rumbled forward, cutting a path through the vanished star’s coordinates.

 The galaxy was alive to her again in a way she hadn’t noticed for the past year. Now that it had returned, it was unmistakable. She could perceive the shifting of planets, clouds of dust particles, individual crafts streaking through the depths of space. She was alive.

 Litia shut herself in her sleep cabin, not bothering to dress. When her head hit the pillow, her first thought was Korinna.

 She’d never wanted to share her Star Eating with anyone, never felt the desire to show off or flaunt her abilities. It was one of the reasons Litia had survived the Order of Furia’s extermination. But showing Korinna… the thought wouldn’t let go of her.

 The way Korinna had destroyed that practice chamber, all her rage and ugly destructive emotion on display, it was painfully familiar. Only someone like Korinna would understand the frightening amount of damage their bodies could cause. How existence began to feel unstable when you altered reality itself.

 Being understood by others was another one of her senseless desires. It was in her nature to be eternally hungry, and now that she’d glutted herself on tactus, her wants had resurfaced in a different form. Insatiable hunger often drove Star Eaters mad—not only for tactus, but for acceptance, for glory, for status or credits or domination.

 Or the hunger for love. To not be alone.

 Pulse racing in her throat, she steadied her breathing until her heart rate slowed to an even thump-thump. Next to her berth was a cabinet. Inside the cabinet was her personal communicator. She could send a message to Korinna right now, but there was nothing she could say that would change things.

 No matter what happened tomorrow, Korinna would die.

 Either the Spectrus would be neutralized and Korinna would entomb herself like the properly trained navigator she was, or the Spectrus would crack open and depressurize. Either way, Litia’s course was predetermined.

 Outside the shipping vessel, a presence loomed, a warship carved from an ancient asteroid. Before it was Litia’s, it was the Order of Furia’s flagship: the Diabolos.

 She rose from the bed and dressed, brushing the communicator from her mind. Slender fingers running through her long, dark hair, she shook out the ice crystals lodged in the strands.

 It had been a year since she left the Diabolos—since she became Litia Sarai.

 But she was Litia Sarai no more.

 Aster Haran shed her false identity like an outgrown skin and stepped into the cockpit.




Chapter Twenty-Six:
Korinna

 “How much longer are we maintaining this course?” Korinna asked.

 Mengyu squirmed. “It’s being analyzed by our strategists.”

 The choker around her neck contracted and expanded with every beat of her heart. “There are three gravitational obstacles in our way. We have to skirt them carefully or no amount of tactus will pull us out.”

 “I’ll talk to the XO.” Mengyu was just as frustrated as she was. But frustration wouldn’t be enough to force Officer Huang off the plan Wu’s technicians had drawn up.

 Korinna wasn’t sure if the technicians wanted to take control of the ship’s navigation because they lacked confidence in her, or if their fear was directed at Governor Wu.

 It was the Spectrus’ second week in the Umbra, and the crew still went about their duties on a knife’s edge. Instead of accepting their mission as the new normal, as Mota had suggested, every soldier and officer she encountered was pinched and tense, like they were bracing for some imminent attack.

 More than once, she’d asked Mengyu if he thought they were past the period of danger, and his demeanor had soured like an expired egg.

 “They’re toying with us. We haven’t seen a single vessel or colony on our instruments since we crossed the border. There’s no way that’s possible, at least not under normal conditions.”

 When he put it like that, Korinna understood his thinking, but every time she went over the star charts, she noticed mistakes, making her wonder if their own ineptitude would get them killed before any pirates showed up.

 “Officer Huang, can I speak with you?” she asked.

 Korinna followed Huang into her office, doing her best to match the XO’s long strides. She dismissed two junior officers.

 “My assistant mentioned you’d be coming to see me.”

 Had he? She didn’t want a reputation for complaining, but her concerns about the Spectrus’ route, as planned, were too serious to ignore.

 “I’ve studied the charts the techs prepared, and there is no way a warship of this size and mass can travel as they propose.”

 Huang waited for her to continue.

 “There are at least three black holes on this route. Even if we manage to avoid the first one, the gravitational effect of going near it will redirect the vessel away from any of the Haran fleet’s known locations. We’d be pulled into uncharted space. Recovering from that kind of redirection would waste valuable time and fuel. It would give the pirate fleet advance notice that we’re here, if they don’t know already. By the time we get to any of their known locations, they’ll be gone.”

 To her credit, Huang let her finish voicing her concerns before responding. “I understand why you’re here. From how this looks, I would have done the same thing in your position. The problem we have is that these black holes are some of the only known stellar bodies in this region. We don’t know where the rest of the fleet is. We don’t know where the planets or existing stars are. This way, we have data on at least one side of the ship. Then we only have the other three directions to defend.”

 Korinna’s stomach dropped like she’d tripped down the stairs. “Officer, I thought the point of this mission was to eliminate the Haran fleet. I don’t know how we can do that if we’re spending all of our energy avoiding gravitational obstacles.”

 “Of course that’s the official mission, but sending one warship to eliminate a fleet of pirates spread over this much uncharted territory is like taking a watering can to a forest fire. If we can map more uncharted territory and take out some of the fleet, the Imperium will classify this mission as a success. They’ll give Governor Wu the resources to do it the right way next time.”

 Korinna’s skin went prickly and numb all at once, the same flush as when she burned herself on an altar candle.

 “So this route… You want to be misdirected on purpose.”

 “That’s Governor Wu’s plan.”

 Clenching her jaw, she remembered the one private conversation she’d had with the governor since joining the crew. It matters how these things look, Korinna. 

 She knew when she was being dismissed, and rose from her seat to take her leave. As she did, a howling siren cut through the air, sound waves ricocheting off the hard metal surfaces inside the ship.

 They were being pulled off course. Korinna could feel the Spectrus decelerating.

 She ran out of Huang’s office for the command bridge to find half the techs unconscious at their stations. Governor Wu was already there.

 “What are you all staring for?” he roared. “They’re trying to board us.”

 Korinna shoved a middle-aged officer out of her way in her sprint to the octagon. She yanked the obsidian plates open wide enough to squeeze through, and slammed them shut behind her, locking herself inside.

 Governor Wu issued orders to what remained of his command team. With no coordinates or predetermined objective, Korinna placed her hands on the surface of the obsidian, feeling the map in real time.

 There was a strong gravitational force dragging the Spectrus out of its flightpath and into uncharted space. This wasn’t one of the known black holes she’d found during her cursory review of the star charts. No, this was a much more deliberate force directed at their vessel.

 This was the Haran fleet. This was Aster Haran back from obscurity.

 Korinna ground her hands into the plates of obsidian, drilling the bones of her fingers into the nodes of tactus like she was pawing apart waves of matter. Blood poured from her eyes, down her nose, out of her ears. The harder she fought, the more tactus drained. She shoved the Spectrus forward inch by bloody inch, feeling her grip on her own skin peel away.

 One by one, her fingernails flaked off, her skin charred and shedding from cuticles to knuckles. None of it was enough to stop the Spectrus from sliding backward into the abyss.

 It was inevitable. The warship that was tied to her future was about to be boarded, and even with all her strength and all her training, Korinna could do nothing to stop it.

 Screams of rage spilled from her mouth, echoing off the walls of the octagon as she heaved the warship forward just a little more, summoning every last burst of energy from her well of power until the backslide started again.

 She pounded her skinned hands against the obsidian walls of the octagon, leaving slick streaks of blood down its sides. The Spectrus careened past the event horizon, and no matter how much tactus Korinna manipulated, she’d never be able to steer them out of the jaws of Aster Haran and the Diabolos.

 The communicator in the octagon crackled to life.

 “This is the Diabolos calling the Spectrus. Prepare to be boarded.”

 Korinna slumped against the obsidian, her face caked in blood. Tiny starbursts flashed before her eyes. She swayed on her feet and fought to remain conscious.

 She knew the command from the Order of Vermicula. It was the same command she’d been given by Governor Wu in his briefing two weeks ago. If she couldn’t escape being captured, she was supposed to entomb herself in the octagon—to trap her body permanently instead of allowing herself to be taken as a prize.

 How many Redseers had followed those instructions to their deaths?

 Judging by the frantic screams from Governor Wu outside the octagon, there would be no escaping the Diabolos and its otherworldly gravitational pull. Korinna couldn’t fight her way out. She could barely stand.

 When the connecting equipment of the Diabolos joined in an airtight seal with the Spectrus, she could feel it. It was the same maneuver she’d performed on the Requiro. The warship never lost pressure, even if half the crew passed out from the immense gravitational force. The Navy had done all those drills with evacuation suits for nothing.

 Would she ever recover from this shame? In the hazy world that flickered around her, she couldn’t imagine living much longer, let alone having a job after this. She’d spent her whole life training on the Navitas just so she could fly the Spectrus for a month.

 Korinna attempted to throw up a wall of hard matter around the ship but her abilities were so depleted, her barrier was flicked aside like a cobweb. She felt it when the passageway between the Spectrus and the Diabolos opened.

 Even from this distance, Korinna noticed the scale and breadth of the Diabolos. It was as large as the Spectrus, with just as many people, if the energy dampening effect of the Unsighted could be relied upon.

 She had to get out of this octagon, to find Mengyu, to help Governor Wu, to do anything. But her head was so dizzy she tripped into the other side of the narrow chamber and slumped to the floor. Her eyes and nose and ears were still bleeding. It was a miracle she hadn’t been blasted in the face by tactus-dampening gas, considering how close she’d flown to her personal burning point.

 Through the walls of the chamber, people wailed and screamed. Then the muffled cracks of gunfire erupted on the lower levels. Governor Wu did what he could to rouse those left on the command bridge. He managed to transmit their distress signal, but she knew no one would make it out here to the Umbra, to the edge of known space, in time to save them.

 Korinna drifted in and out of consciousness.

 The walls of the octagon shuddered around her, the panels slowly peeled away. A wave of light and sound from the command bridge rushed in, and Korinna rubbed at her eyes until the dried blood flaked off her fingers.

 A pool of blood spread out from Governor Wu’s immobile form. A woman in black stood in the center of the destruction, impassive.

 “Gently, please.”

 She knew that voice.

 Her head swam, but as she peered through the red-tinged blur of her vision, a single face came into focus.

 Litia Sarai.

 She must’ve hit her head when she passed out. This couldn’t… H-how was she here? But it wasn’t… This was all wrong.

 Two brawny men disassembled the octagon around her like they were putting a puzzle back in a box. Korinna tried to stand, but her feet slipped and she tumbled back onto the ground.

 “Are you all right?” Not-Litia asked, rushing forward to help her up.

 Korinna wiped at her eyes again and again, even though a part of her knew her eyes were functioning, and it was her brain that was scrambled.

 “I’m fine,” she said. “Why are you here? Why—What are you doing?”

 Litia pressed a trembling hand to Korinna’s cheek. “You fought so hard,” she marveled. “Thank the Ember you’re all right. I never meant for it to go on that long, but once you fought it she wouldn’t let go.”

 Korinna tried to reach for her, to touch her cheek the way Litia held hers, but her hand fell short and her palm came to rest along her clothed neck. A necklace of long, serpentine teeth lay beneath her palm, each one bone-white and deadly sharp.

 “I’m sorry you had to find out this way,” Not-Litia said. “Kibwe, bring her on the ship for me. Make sure that octagon isn’t damaged.”

 “Yes, Captain.”

 Korinna was handed off to a man with black skin and defined arms. Before she could scream for help, a wave of darkness pulled her under.
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 ACT III: 

 THE HOUSE OF SERPENTS




Chapter Twenty-Seven:
 Korinna


 Layers of thick blankets smothered her beneath their weight. A close, dense sleep she hadn’t felt since the children slept together in the crèche. For a moment, that’s where she thought she was. Pressed in together among familiar shapes, huddled for warmth.

 But, here, she shivered. Her teeth rattled. Her legs scissored in spasms as she slept, searching for even the smallest spot of warmth. But there was none to be found.

 She shivered herself awake, body tensing and huddling in on itself to conserve what little warmth she still had left in her core.

 Muffled cries drifted in from the other side of a closed door.

 “I’m sorry, I didn’t want it to happen that way either.” A deep breath, then a low susurrus of whispers.

 Korinna wrapped the blankets tightly around her body. Shifting toward the edge of the mattress, she realized she was on the largest bed she’d ever found on board a ship, considering the limited space in most sleeping quarters. She had to crawl across an arm’s length just to swing her legs over the side.

 Someone had dressed her in sleep clothes when they left her here—wherever here was. The chamber’s vaulted ceilings echoed, and there were no windows to see outside. But there was no mistaking that built-up pressure coursing through everything around her—she was on a large vessel speeding at a good clip through the vacuum.

 Through the door she heard Litia say, “Thanks for your help, mother. I’ll be back soon. I love you.”

 Before Korinna could decide whether she was relieved to be alive or livid at what had happened, Litia emerged. She immediately shut the door behind her and leaned against it, clicking several locks into place.

 “Hi.” Her voice was small.

 It took a moment for Korinna to say anything in response.

 “Where am I?”

 Litia decompressed like a punctured lung. “This is my ship. We’re on the Diabolos with my crew.”

 “Your ship,” Korinna repeated.

 When Litia had stood outside the octagon barking orders over Governor Wu’s dead body, she hadn’t been able to admit the truth. It was undeniable, she just hadn’t wanted to face it.

 “You’re safe here.”

 “Safe?” Korinna scoffed.

 What should she call her now? Litia wasn’t her real name. She was Aster Haran, the pirate captain who ruled the Umbra and laid waste to Imperial warships. And she’d killed Governor Wu, the one person supposed to be able to fix the mess Korinna was in. Her opportunity to unseat Renatia and stop what was happening on the Navitas was gone in a matter of minutes.

 “Did you kill everyone on the Spectrus?” Korinna asked, her voice hollow.

 Aster took a step toward her. “No! I’m a pirate, not a megalomaniac. We took half the supplies and disabled the ship. They have enough to survive the Umbra until help arrives. We set up a distress beacon for them.”

 The conversation was no different from Stefan cornering her in the chapel, telling her to confess to Renatia for her own good while the rest of her cohort tried to cut her open. Good was bad and down was up. Aster spoke about raiding the Spectrus like she’d done them a favor, like she’d cut the Imperium’s mission off at the neck and sent the soldiers happily on their way.

 “So you didn’t—The ship didn’t lose pressure? It’s not destroyed like the Castillia?”

 Aster went completely still for a moment, fighting something internally and losing the battle to control it. “What happened to the Castillia was a horrible accident. It’s never what I intended. I swear to you that no one on this ship wanted to depressurize them. Nothing like that happened this time.”

 “But what about the governor, Aster? That’s your real name, right?”

 It felt uncomfortably intimate to argue with her when she could see Aster’s features more clearly than she’d seen even her own.

 Aster’s pale hands rubbed at her forehead. “Governor Wu wanted to fight until the last man. The ship was already taken. His weapons systems were disabled. He would have forced his crew to fight hand to hand before yielding control, so I killed him instead. Me. It was me, Korinna. I didn’t make anyone do it for me. And it saved lives.”

 Emotions swirled inside her like dead planets circling a black hole. There was so much she wanted to say but the words wouldn’t come.

 “I know you’re upset, but I brought you here for a reason. I assume the punishment for disobeying your Order is severe, and your High Priestess doesn’t seem forgiving.” Aster met her eyes. “You don’t have to stay on my ship if you don’t want to. As soon as we get to a less conspicuous part of the galaxy, you can leave—I’ll give you clothes, credits, anything you need, if that’s what you want. But I’d rather you stay on as our navigator. Work for me, Korinna. Stay as a member of my crew.”

 “You aren’t going to kill me?”

 Aster brushed a strand of Korinna’s hair out of her face. “That would be a waste. You were asleep for several days. If I wanted to kill you, I could have done so.”

 And yet she was still alive. She could leave on her own with no position, no job, and nowhere to go, or stay and be a navigator for the Haran fleet. She couldn’t go back to the Order of Vermicula. Renatia would undoubtedly recycle her for what she’d done.

 “You’d really let me leave?”

 “If that’s what you wanted.”

 Korinna’s heart thumped an overfilled beat. Fighting to keep control of the ship, failing as a navigator, Governor Wu dying, failing Vega and her entire Order, and now an offer to navigate for a goddessforsaken pirate crew? It was too much to take in all at once.

 “I-I need to think. I’m sorry—”

 “It’s fine. I have to see to my crew.” Aster’s voice was a wrung-out dishcloth. Clearly this was not the triumphant return she’d been planning. “You have the run of the ship. Go anywhere you like, but don’t open that door.” The locked door that Aster had come through when Korinna woke up.

 She showed Korinna the bathroom, the hallway to a large living area, and finally the entrance to the rest of the vessel.

 “I’ll be back in a few hours. There’s so much—so much I couldn’t say before and—” Her breath caught and the words died on her lips. “I’ll be back later.”

 Aster hurried out of the living quarters.

 What was there to talk about? What could Aster say that would possibly explain all of this?

 Korinna stormed away from the door, pacing the living area.

 How did Aster expect her to react after everything that had happened—and then being brought here? She’d lied from the moment they met on the Navitas. Her entire persona as an advisor was a lie, too. At least she hadn’t been the only person taken in by those dark eyes and that rhythmic voice.

 If she couldn’t trust who she was, how could she trust her offer? And, if she didn’t accept, would she find herself less of a guest with each passing day cycle?

 Just knowing Aster had been playing her all this time hurt worse than losing her chance to fix the Order of Vermicula. The whole time they’d been getting to know each other, growing closer, Korinna thought… she’d wondered… if there was something else. Something between them besides Aster’s kindness, an interest in who she was outside her function for the Imperium. She thought someone had seen her as more than just a Redseer, as more than a tool.

 Now asking her to be a navigator on the Diabolos, was that the only thing she’d ever be to Aster?

 She massaged her necklace out of habit. The pulse in the cardiac cells was weak. There was a table of food with pitchers of water and juice laid out on it. Her stomach twisted at the smell of the cut meat and sliced bread, but it settled somewhat as she ate and drank.

 When she finished, she stepped over to the bathroom, but halted in the doorway. Rather than the sonic shower she expected, a waist-high basin, like the one outside her octagon on the Spectrus, stood there in a warm fog in the center of the room. It had several taps on its side. Some released spouts of steaming water, others dispensed fragrant oils or solutions that bubbled on the surface.

 Pulling off the simple shift she’d slept in, Korinna eased herself into the tub. The water was hotter than the tepid pool on the Spectrus, and the steam made her skin flush with blood.

 This was unlike anything she’d ever experienced. She wasn’t sure how the bubbly floral water would clean her, but it certainly felt nice. She could have lain there with her eyes closed for millennia, steam rising, thoughts drifting.

 If Renatia found out she was alive, would she demand that Korinna return to the Navitas? Redseers couldn’t refuse direct orders. Their blood belonged to the Order, and the High Priestess could take it back at any time.

 Somehow she was alive and the governor wasn’t, even with his navy and his warship to protect him. He died so easily and so quickly. If that was all it took to kill an Imperial governor, maybe she was dreaming to think he could’ve helped her remove Renatia.

 Releasing a long breath, she stepped out of the tub and brushed those thoughts aside as she dried off. She found her navigator’s suit laid out next to the bed. Would anyone besides Aster ever want her as a navigator again, or would the galaxy think of her as tainted, a fallen priestess, one of the only Redseers in history to be captured at her post?

 Everyone would hear of it sooner or later. Isaac on the Maturitas, Therese on the Navitas, the senators in the core.

 Korinna could not return to her Order. No adept would’ve allowed themselves to be captured. They would have followed orders and entombed themselves in the octagon.

 She remembered Aster pleading with someone as she’d woken up: I didn’t want it to happen that way. 

 It was too late for what Aster wanted. Governor Wu was dead and Korinna would have to live with the shame of failing for the rest of her life.

 For the first time in living memory, she had nowhere to go. There was no work, no duty, no assignment or posting taking up her time. The absence of anything familiar bloomed before her like a poisonous flower, inviting and toxic.

 Once dressed, Korinna stood in the living chamber and considered her options. She could stay here in what were obviously Aster’s personal rooms, she could try to force the door she’d been forbidden to touch, or she could step into the corridor and explore the rest of the ship.

 She was tempted to wrench open the forbidden door just to spite Aster, but she didn’t want another reason for them to argue. She could hide in here until Aster returned, but she had no idea when that would be—and the idea of staying put made her skin crawl.

 That only left one option. And maybe she’d learn a thing or two about Aster Haran as she roamed.




Chapter Twenty-Eight:
The Serpent Queen


 “Where have you been?”

 Aster didn’t miss the strain in Kibwe’s voice, the tension in his jaw. The same anxiety clanged in her limbs and she didn’t know how to hide it.

 “Repairing things.”

 Having Furia and Korinna on the same ship was the height of stupidity. Just a few more lean days until the goddess, in her desperate state, did something irreversible. But Aster could handle it. She’d figure it out.

 She had to, because she was the one who dragged Korinna here and she didn’t want to give her up.

 “There’s a lot that needs repairing.” He meant the weakened areas of the ship, the obliterated weapons systems, the shields that took damage while they boarded the Spectrus.

 “We’ll get it all fixed. They’re unloading the rest of the supplies. I’m sure we can find what we need.”

 “I’ll check on it in a minute. I need to talk to you.”

 Aster followed him into a dim room used for storage, ignoring the mechanical wiring and empty cleaning buckets stacked in the corner.

 “You brought an Imperial agent onto this ship. One of their strongest weapons. Someone they will stop at nothing to get back.”

 “Yes.”

 Kibwe massaged his temples. “Captain, how do you know she won’t return to the Imperium? The red witches are in league with them—they’d turn you over in a heartbeat. Will you at least put her in one of the asteroid cells?”

 “You think she’ll try to kill me?”

 “Or worse. She could tell them who’s with us.”

 Most of her crew were converts to the Black Order. It was hard not to be when its patron deity lived under the same roof. But of all the converts, Kibwe and Alazne, her closest friends, took their conversion the most seriously. Aster was their captain, but Furia was their goddess.

 “I asked Korinna to stay on as our navigator,” she said.

 “But the risk… The Imperium won’t let her stay here. You know that!”

 “They’re already after us and I couldn’t leave her there. I remember what it was like to be hated by your Order for just trying to survive.”

 And what it was like to have frightening powers you didn’t understand, to be alone even when you were surrounded by others like yourself, to be conditioned and prodded and shaped for your utility.

 To go your whole life begging for someone to acknowledge you as a person instead of a weapon.

 After Aster took the Spectrus’ command bridge, she’d found Korinna slumped on the floor in a puddle of red fabric, her navigator’s suit a mirror of the blood pooling around Governor Wu, and all Aster could think of was the moment they’d found each other in the greenhouse. Of handing Korinna that apple, the scent of blossoms heavy in the air, the red skin of the fruit reflecting in her red irises, and not knowing where one ended and the others began. An intelligent woman, curious by nature, who’d had her very humanity scrubbed away by her High Priestess, by her Order’s traditions, by the demands of the Imperium.

 Something cracked open in Aster. Something needy and weak wriggled out of its shell, and she didn’t know how to put those soft feelings back inside—the want for another person she couldn’t shake off. Even now, her thoughts returned to the offer she made to Korinna.

 Maybe she would hate her for what she’d done. Maybe she wouldn’t.

 She tried to focus on her ship. “We need to chart a course for the nearest star system with overactive radiation. Nothing too unstable. Somewhere isolated enough for us to make repairs without being found.”

 “We’ll find somewhere. But… have you told that woman who you are?”

 Kibwe was voicing every fear and worry she was afraid to express. That Korinna would leave once she discovered who they worshipped. That protecting something instead of destroying it was the wrong decision. That a red witch could never leave the Imperium behind. That sparing Korinna’s life was a mistake. Wanting her was a mistake.

 Aster set her shoulders. “No, and don’t tell her now. It isn’t the time. I’ll tell her eventually.”

 Kibwe was kind enough not to laugh. She knew how hopeless she sounded, how deluded.

 “I’ll leave that for you to handle, but we have other problems. Like how we’re going to avoid the Imperium’s next move. They were angry when it was one shattered warship. This is worse.”

 Boarding the Spectrus and murdering Governor Wu Qiang wasn’t just a defeat, it was an offense. It challenged the very premise of the Imperium’s dominance over the rest of the galaxy. The Umbra wasn’t the only region with nonexistent galactic oversight. Once word got out about a second neutered warship, there was no telling what their response would be.

 “That’s why we need to prioritize repairs. We won’t be in a position to fight or evade their ships if we don’t fix the damage.”

 Kibwe agreed and wrenched open the door to the hall. “I’ll tell the techs to prepare a flight path.”

 Soon after, Aster ran into the flight crew and got sucked into a conversation about the best use of the parts they’d seized from the Spectrus. Some of them were needed to repair the Diabolos, and the other commandeered ships could be incorporated into their fleet after a paint job and a software update. Aster dug into the details. She was thrown back into her old life, before she became Litia Sarai and hid herself in the diplomatic core.

 The crew had mostly stayed together during her absence, but there were still people she hadn’t spoken with since returning. It was unavoidable on a ship of tens of thousands.

 The comfort of her return didn’t last long.

 She was setting up a time to meet with the ship’s supply manager when Alazne entered the meeting chamber.

 “Give us a moment.”

 The second they were alone, Alazne said, “The Mother has been restless, and the more upset she gets, the more care she needs.”

 Aster knew what she meant by “care.”

 “How many shards are left?”

 Alazne didn’t answer right away. On a monitor behind her, debris fields passed the ship in silence.

 “Alazne. How many shards are left?”

 “None.”

 It was worse than Aster thought. Before being entombed, Furia had sustained herself on the abundance of energy at the heart of the galaxy. She’d swallowed runaway stars and absorbed the excess radiation that threatened inhabited solar systems. Furia kept the tactus created by Radiosa in check.

 Once Furia and her daughters retreated into the Umbra, the closest stars were consumed first. Their Order devoured the low-hanging fruit, leaving the weakest stars where they were, hungry and trapped within their borders. Over time, Aster’s sisters lost control. The more starved they grew, the more careless they became. Ravenous, they threw themselves into the Hydra Sector in a desperate search for tactus. Thus, the Imperium flushed out the last of the Order of Furia until their numbers dwindled almost entirely.

 Almost entirely.

 Now Aster was the only black priestess left.

 “I shouldn’t have waited so long. If I came back sooner, I could have done something for her.”

 Alazne shook her head. “You did what you had to. The Mother has endured worse. And you’ll need her hunger to control that navigator.”

 Her crewmate had a point. It wasn’t Aster’s fault the orders had turned on each other. It wasn’t her fault the Imperium had used the other goddesses against her. The Imperium was responsible for the state of the galaxy, and she was finally doing something to stop them. She needed to harvest more star shards as soon as she could.

 Alazne held out her communicator. “Have you seen this?”

 Aster’s gut dropped as she scanned the message. It was a news bulletin about the Spectrus—and Korinna.

 She played the video. A voice crackled from the communicator as a reporter with an accent from the Metallum Sector spoke over images of the Spectrus being boarded. Aster saw the exchange of artillery between the two vessels. The video showed the Diabolos latching onto the state-of-the-art warship, as violent as two celestial bodies colliding. Waves of heat rippled from the vessels and then came the cloud of dust and shrapnel, debris obscuring the camera.

 “…makes the second military disaster for the Imperium, even if the casualties were minor compared to the Castillia. Governor Wu Qiang and his navigator were personally murdered by the pirate Aster Haran—”

 “What?”

 “Keep watching.”

 “…comment from the Order of Vermicula, the highly respected religious order that trains navigators to power high-performance ships for the Imperium and its trade partners across the galaxy. In a statement, the High Priestess of the Order of Vermicula said that Korinna, the deceased navigator from the Spectrus, held her post for a little over a month before her death. She was only twenty years old and considered one of the most promising navigators in her Order.”

 Aster almost shut off the video, but Alazne’s expression pinned her. She kept listening.

 They cut to a feed of Aadavan Kumar, Governor of the Molaris Sector and commander of the Maturitas. Aster listened while he confirmed his mission to eliminate the murderous pirate Aster Haran and clean up the Umbra, to complete Governor Wu’s last noble mission.

 She turned it off. She didn’t want the entire galaxy to know what had happened to Korinna, didn’t want her to be used as a piece of flesh-and-blood propaganda. Some wriggling presence behind Aster’s ribs chafed at what she’d heard. In all the reports, Korinna was a martyr, defined by her function and nothing else.

 “They must know Korinna is alive. People witnessed us carry her off the ship.”

 Alazne sat down beside her, golden eyes trained on the communicator like she could stare a hole through it. “Maybe they assumed she was dead. You disassembled the octagon—how were they supposed to know she didn’t entomb herself?”

 But that was impossible. When a vessel was boarded, a Redseer’s death wasn’t instantaneous. They still lived, trapped inside the unyielding chamber, until their bodies disintegrated.

 “It doesn’t work like that, and the Imperium knows it. They’re lying about this to justify whatever action they take next.” She rose from her seat and paced the length of the meeting room, avoiding the ragged interior panels and loose-hanging wires. “We have to hide for a while. Whatever confrontation they’re planning, we can’t afford to stumble into it.”

 “But we’re so close.” Alazne gripped the arms of her chair.

 For centuries, Aster’s single goal had been to weaken the Imperium enough for the Diabolos to reach the frothing center of the galaxy. Where tactus was thickest. Where scripture said the three witches stood when they formed the universe. The only place where Furia could fully recover. With Radiosa and Vermicula entombed, there was no one to stop Aster’s goddess from returning to power—no one besides the fleet of warships with a stranglehold on the galaxy.

 At the center of all the star systems, Furia could more than restore herself, she could take back their world. Aster had spent years planning not just for the restoration of her Order, but for its supremacy, and she couldn’t afford to gamble her one chance to achieve her dreams.

 “I have this idea that we could just barrel our way through, but the Diabolos is too recognizable.” Aster ran her fingers through her long hair. “If we remove Furia from the asteroid cells, her effect on space would be obvious from sectors away, and the Imperium would send every ship and bomber to turn us into space dust. I hate it too, but we have to wait.”

 She let out a frustrated noise. “No one’s ever given them so many defeats and lived to speak about it. And it’s still not enough.”

 Aster looked down at her clenched fists, nails curved into bladelike claws. A long breath hissed through her teeth as she pushed back the anger scrabbling through her body.

 Excusing herself to Alazne, she strode out of the meeting room. Members of the crew called out to her as she passed, but she offered no greeting in return, just a perfunctory wave as she rounded the corner for the lifts. She jabbed the button for the command bridge.

 It would have been easier to give the order through her communicator, but it had been too long since she’d flown the Diabolos herself. And, right now, she needed to feel the ship wrapped in the vast blankness of space.

 “Captain.” Kibwe stood by the control panel for the computer-generated navigation.

 Aster was about to respond when she spotted what was behind him. The smooth, black panes of obsidian had been reassembled while she was belowdecks. Korinna’s octagon sat dormant, but it still drew the eye like an altar in the apse of a church.

 “We’ve been retreating from the Spectrus for a full day cycle, but I’ve been scanning for planets that would meet your specifications. There’s a list… ”

 The options were all nearby star systems with overactive radiation. None of the numbers were especially high or unusual. Kibwe had followed her instructions to the letter.

 “I’ve changed my mind. We need something different.”

 Kibwe was right. If Korinna became their navigator, the Imperium would never stop hunting the Diabolos. If Aster hoped to survive the Imperium, to restore her Order, to live long enough to see the galaxy transformed, she needed her goddess. There was no way she could correct thousands of years of damage on her own.

 The brighter stars were on more stable flight paths. Which would make their ship easier for the Maturitas to discover, but that was unavoidable. Scanning the field, she spied a cluster of Ostrum—the violet-blue stars only found in the Umbra.

 “There.” She punched in the coordinates.

 The Diabolos rumbled beneath their feet, its ancient bulk changing course at the shift of a lever. It was unusual to have computer-generated navigation on a vessel this old, but the last navigator on their ship had been the goddess Vermicula, and after the collapse of Furia’s Order, they’d learned to make do with what they had.

 Kibwe placed a hand on her shoulder. “It’s good to see you back where you belong.”




Chapter Twenty-Nine:
Korinna


 The  Diabolos was as large as the Spectrus with half the crew. The interior of the ship had been stripped of anything that would impede its speed or maneuverability, making the corridors a ghastly patchwork of stone and tangled wires.

 It was like walking inside the heart of an ancient machine.

 Korinna wandered the decks, amazed to find she had access to every door she opened. When she encountered the crew, she tried not to interact with them. She didn’t know how many people died on the Spectrus, and it felt wrong to make friendly conversation with someone that might have shot at Yaling or tried to kill Jennifer and Mota. They weren’t her friends, but they’d been decent to her.

 The directive had been to entomb herself in the octagon before being taken hostage. She could find where they’d taken her octagon and do it now. There was still time to end this.

 Some crew members passed her by, hauling crates of stolen goods with electric handcarts. Most were still unopened, fresh from the docks of Elapidae Station.

 “You’re the girl the captain brought back.”

 A tall man approached her. The one from the command bridge; Aster had handed Korinna over to him like she was a sack of gold to hide below decks.

 “You must not remember me. I’m Kibwe.” He held out his hand.

 It took Korinna a full five seconds to realize he was serious. His grip was firm but smoldering, as if he’d been standing near a fire or handling a blowtorch.

 “I remember you.”

 “Finish loading those up, I’ll be a minute,” he called to the workers.

 “Oh, it’s all right, I was just going.”

 “If you’re going to live on my ship, there’s something you need to understand.”

 Rather than ignore his words and risk making an enemy of the person who had carried her off the warship, she decided it was best to follow.

 Kibwe led her onto a lift that had been stripped of its paneling. Exposed wires branched out from the walls’ innards, and she stood clear to avoid snagging them. The elevator car lurched downward, plummeting past level after level until it pulled up short and stopped at the very center of the warship.

 Closed in by layers of rock and metal, they exited the lift with the echo of a marble floor beneath their boots.

 “This way.”

 Korinna followed until they reached a set of etched mahogany doors looming above them. She knew what was inside before stepping foot over the threshold. She felt it in her bones.

 “This is the oldest part of the ship.” Kibwe struck a match and held it to a candelabra. Once all the candles were lit, he handed it to her and lit a cone of black incense.

 It was the simulacrum on Elapidae Station all over again. A tendril of fear curled up her spine until she forced herself to breathe.

 As she approached the altar, she lit more candles along the way. One by one they cast their glow across the black marble floor, the narrow benches, the glittering rows of teeth the size of Korinna’s arm, then fangs that reached half her height, until she was standing at the altar carved with Furia’s likeness.

 She leaned in until her nose was just a few inches from the artwork. This close, she could make out the details.

 The massive mosaic in this simulacrum was much more flattering. Furia was poised before the night sky, but instead of being surrounded by hungry mouths, she was framed by pale, beautiful faces. Her daughters. And she was the goddess of the stars, of the infinite black that swallowed them all, her likeness formed from winking onyx stones and iridescent shards of mother of pearl.

 Seeing these details for the first time, Korinna was aware of her smallness, like she was a single gem in Furia’s mural. On the Spectrus, she’d been important. But compared to the Original Sisters, Korinna was nothing.

 She held her candle up to the black taper in Furia’s carved hands, and as she drew it away, she noticed the chains. Chains that had wrapped Furia’s tomb. Chains that now lay shattered and fallen. The marble cover engraved with her likeness had been pushed aside, the bare interior of the tomb exposed.

 Heart in her throat, Korinna felt outward, drawing on nodes of tactus that lived inside all things, probing, trying to sense whether there was anything inside. It was cold. And completely empty. If Furia had been entombed on the Diabolos, she was entombed no longer. She was free.

 The necklace shuddered at her throat, and Korinna stumbled back from the altar.

 “The Captain was sad to leave all this,” Kibwe said, making her jump in the dim light. “I’ve met a few red witches before—I figured you should understand whose house you’re in.”

 Before they left the simulacrum, Kibwe offered a slight bow to the altar. He was a believer. And even though Korinna knew the tomb was empty, it felt wrong to turn her back on it—like something was alive, deep within the stone, waiting to come out.

 They rode the elevator back up in silence. But before the doors parted, Korinna turned to him and said, “Thank you for showing that to me.”

 He shrugged. “You’re important to the captain.”



 Korinna found one of the digital panels in the main corridor and pulled up the ship’s directory. She was surprised to find it equipped with tactile script and the latest operating system.

 The inside of the Diabolos was as ancient as the Navitas. Over the course of millennia, spacecraft design had changed from space rocks to man-made materials, but ancient schematics were still used on some extremely large ships for their durability.

 She worked her way through the directory until she found a storage closet isolated from the rest of the crew. Korinna scurried to find it like a fleeing dock rat, and shut herself inside, alone in the dark with her thundering pulse.

 She still had her wrist communicator, though she was shocked no one had taken it from her. But if she tried to send out a distress beacon, the communications array on the Diabolos would surely pick it up. And that would spit in the face of any goodwill she had with Aster. If she broke the illusion she was a willing guest here, would Aster rescind the offer to let her go? And if she wanted to return to the Imperium, would Aster keep her promise?

 She didn’t know.

 Korinna barely knew anything about the real Aster, no matter how much time she’d spent thinking about her. One thing was clear: Aster was dangerous. Far more powerful than Korinna initially thought. Especially if she was responsible for opening Furia’s tomb. Anyone capable of freeing one of the Original Sisters would make a fearsome enemy.

 Or a valuable ally.

 Without Governor Wu to cling to, Korinna now had no way to remove Renatia. She wasn’t strong enough to fight off the Imperium on her own, and if she tried to disappear on some remote space station or no-name planet, she’d eventually be discovered and her identity sold to the High Priestess. Whether to stay or leave was no true choice at all. Not if she wanted to live.

 But she was used to surviving around callous people. She’d done it all her life.

 That empty tomb was Korinna’s answer. She had to make it work with someone stronger than her and use her new position to pick off her High Priestess. It would be tricky. And it was a much more difficult plan than the one Vega had set out for her, but it was her best option. Better than fleeing and getting captured.

 Her communicator opened to the last message she’d sent while on board the Spectrus, after she’d returned from Elapidae Station. Her letter to Therese scrolled by in a naive blur. Gods, she hadn’t known anything then.

 She inhaled a chest full of dusty closet air and pressed it out through her lips. She’d work with Aster—that was decided—but she had no illusions about the danger an unrestrained Furia presented to the galaxy.

 Before she lost her nerve, Korinna typed out another message.


 Dear Therese,

 I don’t know if you received my first message, or if you sent anything in response, but I need your help.

 The Spectrus was overrun by pirates. I’m on the Diabolos with Aster Haran. She was working as an advisor to Governor Wu. Most of the Spectrus’ crew are still alive, but the Governor was killed.

 More importantly, I found Furia’s tomb and it is open. The chains on the tomb were destroyed, and whatever was inside has been released.

 The galaxy isn’t safe for anyone in the Order of Vermicula. If I open a new line of messages, it’ll be picked up by the comms techs, so I need you to contact some people for me. Please warn Mistress Vega about the tomb. Please warn Isaac on the Maturitas. The Imperium will try to send his warship into the Umbra to rescue the Spectrus—he needs to know it’s dangerous here for Redseers and he needs to stay away.

 Do not send anyone to find me. There is no safe way to enter the Umbra.

 Love,

 Korinna


 She stood in the closet with her finger hovering over the send button. She debated the odds of the techs noticing this comm if she sent it. Since it was coming from an older chain, from one personal communicator to another, it might go unnoticed.

 It wouldn’t betray her alliance with Aster, but she might not appreciate her sending the message, and she desperately wanted Aster to like her.

 On some level, Korinna hadn’t liked the Spectrus or Governor Wu or even Officer Huang. But she couldn’t forget the first time she saw Aster’s face in the simulacrum, how clearly it had gleamed through the red netting over her eyes and the fog of incense.

 Each time she saw her was like being hit in the head while the solar system burst across her visual field. Yes, Aster was a liar. Yes, she murdered Governor Wu and stole Imperial supplies. Yet, still, Korinna couldn’t find it in her heart to hate her. No matter how strongly her reality boxed her into those feelings.

 She pressed send.




Chapter Thirty:
Korinna


 The walls of the overlarge living chamber seemed to close in around her as she paced in circles. Korinna had no idea when Aster would be back, so she flitted from one strange artifact to the next. She picked them up, turned them over, even tossed one in the air—nearly smashed it to bits, too, but she fumbled and caught it at the last second.

 That necklace of teeth was nowhere to be found, but there were other objects made from fangs and skins, like they’d all been plucked from the same monster. There were knives with jeweled serpents adorning the handles and a locked cabinet made from wood so dark and polished she could see her blurry form reflected in it. There was a set of pale, glowing orbs circling each other on a side table—a model of some planetary system she didn’t recognize.

 She went digging through the pile of clothes folded beside the bed and found some in her size. Not cleric’s robes or a navigator’s suit, but simple pants and a sweater. They weren’t even red.

 She quickly pulled them on and went over to the basin to splash some cold water on her face. Her skin sweltered like she’d just performed a working. Damnit, why was she so nervous? Forcing herself to be still, she perched on the edge of a burgundy settee, crossed her arms, and waited.

 She forced herself to avoid refreshing her damn communicator. Therese might not get her message for weeks, if she got it at all, and a response would take even longer. But refreshing it would ping the communications array, and she’d be discovered without a doubt—if she hadn’t been already.

 Maybe that’s what was taking Aster so long. Maybe she’d read Korinna’s message and was planning to seal her in Furia’s empty tomb.

 The door to the chamber swung open without warning, and Korinna jumped in her seat.

 “Dinner will be brought up in a few minutes. I’m going to change.” Aster stalked into the bedroom and shut the door behind her.

 Not even a “Hi, how are you?” Whatever she’d been doing had put her in a brittle mood. As Wu’s advisor, she was calm and composed, but Aster Haran, pirate captain, might have dropped that agreeable nature along with the ruse. Korinna huffed through her teeth.

 Someone knocked at the door, and she strode over to open it. A young boy stepped through discreetly with trays of food. Unsure of what to say, Korinna scrambled out of his way and gave a nod of thanks as he exited in silence.

 There were servants of a kind on the Navitas. Nuns with very little Redsight who dedicated their lives to the Order. They were never so eerily quiet, though.

 Korinna picked up a glass of plum wine. Its dry, fruity flavor curled her tongue like the sour apples from the greenhouse on the Spectrus. She liked it.

 Aster returned from a shower smelling floral and clean. At the sight of her, Korinna’s heart pounded like a novice inhaling her first incense. Aster slumped into her chair at the dining table, and Korinna’s eyes followed her.

 They were completely alone.

 There was no buffering presence of a cohort. No individual bunks like her tiny room in the officers’ barracks of the Spectrus. No Yaling, Jennifer, or Mota hanging around. It was just the two of them.

 “Eat whatever you want,” Aster said, “they brought enough for a whole family.”

 There were four separate utensils on the table. Did Aster always eat this way? Weren’t pirates supposed to be low-class criminals, not collectors of artifacts and fine wines?

 “I think we should talk first.”

 “Ask whatever’s on your mind.” She sounded tired.

 “How many casualties were there when you took the warship? And why did you bother stealing from the Spectrus? You could sell one of those jeweled swords and buy enough supplies to run this ship for years.”

 “When we boarded the vessel, we used synthetic pellets. It’s too dangerous to use live bullets in space, and synthetic prevents casualties. The only deaths on the Spectrus occurred under Governor Wu’s orders. We breached his command deck. There was nowhere else for him or his subordinates to retreat to. But he ordered them to fight.” She heaved a sigh. “We had the ship and he still ordered them to fight. So I killed the governor. Two of his personal guards died trying to protect him. Those are the only deaths that occurred. I swear it.”

 Aster must have known Korinna could see her features, because she stared into her eyes like she was trying to push the truth directly into her mind.

 “I believe you.”

 Aster took a sip of the plum wine, and Korinna tried not to be distracted by the berry-colored stain it left on her lips.

 “You asked why we raided the Spectrus,” she said. “It had nothing to do with supplies. I planned this raid two years ago when I learned about the Imperium’s strategy for this region of space. It’s a long story, but becoming Litia Sarai was my only chance to stop the Imperium from tearing the galaxy apart.”

 “I know about the tomb.”

 Aster swallowed a mouthful of wine and crossed her arms. “Then you know why the Umbra exists. And why sending warships into this maze won’t fix it.”

 “You knew Furia wasn’t entombed when you went to the Navitas. Did you tell the High Priestess? Have you told anyone?”

 “No, I didn’t tell your High Priestess,” Aster scoffed. Her voice was a sigh of scales on a smooth floor. “There is no witch still living who has profited more from the Galactic Imperium than Renatia.”

 There was a snarl of connections here that Korinna barely understood, and if she didn’t figure it out quick, she risked every nightmarish story about Furia from her childhood coming true.

 “Help me understand. You are a pirate. You stole from the Imperium, you destroyed their ships and everyone on them, you murdered their governors… because you want to help the galaxy?”

 “I’m not your enemy, Korinna,” she responded, stone-faced. “Do you think the Galactic Imperium wanted you to understand how you were being used? Did you ever think about how the soldiers and mortar techs and terraforming machines were going to be used once you flew those warships from one end of space to another?”

 “You don’t want order in the galaxy?”

 Aster laughed. “Is that what they told you? The Imperium doesn’t want order. There’s no opportunity for profit without conflict. The fleet you were part of was designed to enrich specific senators at the expense of others.”

 “What about the increasing number of stars? Isn’t that a real problem?”

 “Yes, but the only way to fix it is by restoring Furia’s Order, not by militarizing the entire galaxy. Space and time are unbalanced with no black priestesses left. It’s a problem of the Imperium’s own making. The conflict in the core over land rights is a struggle for control. For the powerful, using part of the fleet to enforce their interests is a game.”

 “Did you release Furia?”

 “Yes, but that alone won’t be enough to fix this.”

 That explained the empty tomb. “Is that why you targeted the Castillia?”

 “We needed more time to prepare. The Castillia got too close. But that attack distracted the Senate from its games and momentarily united them against a common enemy. They weren’t expecting to lose a warship, let alone two, and now they’re rooting through the Umbra so they can go back to picking each other off.”

 Korinna took a drink of her wine. This was nothing like the explanation she’d gotten from Mengyu, but he wouldn’t see Imperial politics the same way, would he? The wine warmed her throat and washed down some of her anxieties. Despite how dangerous she was, Aster was rational. She’d answered all her questions and even admitted releasing Furia from her tomb, something so heretical it was difficult to comprehend.

 “Why do you want me to be your navigator?”

 “Because you’re a damn good navigator. And the galaxy cannot continue like this. Won’t continue like this. The Imperium knows it. Even the senators waging petty wars over new planets know it. Confrontation has grown increasingly unavoidable, and I need someone who has abilities I’ll never have, and who also understands why things must change.”

 Change. They both wanted the same thing.

 Korinna took a deep breath. “I’ll be your navigator, but I want something in return. I need you to help me remove Renatia as High Priestess.”

 Aster set down her glass and leaned forward, the corner of her mouth tugging upward. “Why would you want that?”

 She was back in the dormitory again, holding that knife, stroking the boy’s sleeping forehead. As clear as if it were only the last day cycle. “I’ve lost faith in my Order. I can’t serve it under Renatia, not as she is.”

 She didn’t feel the need to bring up Vega or her plan. Not yet, anyway.

 “Listen, I’m all for taking down Renatia, but I’m curious why you want to change the High Priestess. What do you think it will accomplish?”

 “She decides who lives and who dies. The High Priestess creates new Redseers or recycles the ones who are no longer useful. She’s the goddess’ conduit on this plane and the only person with access to the blood from Vermicula’s time.”

 Aster took a breath. “What did she make you do?”

 Was there nothing she could hide from her? “Renatia demands too much from us. More than anyone should have to sacrifice.”

 The plates sat untouched between them, what remained of their meals growing cold.

 Aster nodded. “I can understand why you’d want to prevent the wrong person from having that much power.”

 “Does that mean you’ll agree?”

 “That depends. We’ll have a lot of obstacles to eliminate first. The other governors, the Order of Radiosa, the Senate. Probably more.”

 Someone ruthless enough to have taken on the entire galaxy and survived this long was exactly the kind of ally she needed. Korinna’s jaw tightened. “I understand.”

 “Then we have a deal. You’ll be my navigator, you’ll help me weaken the Imperium and its agents, including the orders, and I’ll depose your High Priestess.”

 Aster held out a pale, elegant hand. Korinna took it.




Chapter Thirty-One:
Sahar


 Life on the Daybreak was nonstop networking with every influential judge across the galaxy. As an engineer-turned-judge from a remote, no-name planet, Sahar was a world apart from her colleagues.

 Socializing wasn’t her forte, but she endured drinking coffee in the communal lounge while Jonathan debated appellate decisions with the other justices. It was all so removed from the work she’d done on Thalatite, it made her feel like a specimen preserved under a glass.

 The disputes she’d dealt with involved crimes, divorces, disbursing a dead miner’s assets, resolving arguments over the placement of a fence. Not constitutional discussions over the meaning of “refugee status” or whether interplanetary conglomerates should be tax-free trading entities in multiple galactic sectors. Her colleagues’ arguments had a performative edge to them.

 But over time the reality of their mission began to encroach. The Daybreak’s first stop was at the nearest naval base to take on a legion of troops. This surprised everyone else. If they were meeting up with one of the Imperium’s warships, why did they need so much protection? She wondered when they’d put it all together.

 One night, while elbow deep in the glowfish tank, her fingers digging through the pebbles she’d used to camouflage the components for the spheres, a knock sounded at the door.

 She jumped back and smacked her elbow on the metal rim of the tank, a jolt shooting up the length of her arm. “Just a minute.”

 The fish darted around the tank, their empty black eyes stark against their neon bodies. They weren’t hurt, just annoyed at the invasion of their space. Sahar shook the pins and needles out of her arm and set the tank aside so she could answer the door.

 Tilda was on the other side, a statuesque judge known for her articles on anti-trust regulation. “Do you have a moment?”

 “Of course. Come in.”

 Sahar sat on the bed while Tilda slumped in the chair.

 Sweat beaded on the back of Sahar’s neck. She didn’t know Tilda well—outside of their shared reputation for being skilled Lightbenders.

 “The High Priestess is lying to us,” Tilda said. “Or rather, she is lying by omission.”

 “Why do you say that?”

 “Do you know how long we’re assisting the Imperium?” Her fair hair and pale-green eyes were so penetrating, Sahar fought the urge to look away. “I haven’t heard a thing. Why would you get together the most powerful Lightbenders in the galaxy and not have a plan?”

 It was a fair question. “I don’t know. I’ve heard…”

 Tilda nodded. “You’ve heard the rumors, too?”

 “Yes.”

 “When you saw the High Priestess, did she say anything to you about our mission?”

 “No. She asked me a few questions, but that was it.”

 The tension left her, a rope gone slack. “I thought she might’ve told you more, considering who you are.”

 Sahar might have been the only devout priestess on the Daybreak, but she was no one in the Imperium’s judicial hierarchy. “I don’t understand what you mean.”

 Tilda sighed and rubbed at her face. “Gods, you’re telling the truth. You’re one of the strongest Lightbenders in the Order, much stronger than me.”

 A group of soldiers joked and laughed as they passed outside her cabin. Surrounded by so many people, Sahar couldn’t imagine what dark, strange place they might be headed for. Her mind refused to comprehend it.

 “We’re not going to the center of the galaxy, I know that. The High Priestess might not say it, but I have a hunch she’s sending us to the Borderlands.”

 Tilda raised an eyebrow. “Checked your communicator recently?”

 “No.” She hadn’t lately, but she gave it a shot. All she got was an error message. “It says ‘Unable to connect.’”

 “It’s like that for everyone on the ship. Right before the blackout, I got a message from a friend back home. One of the new warships the Imperium sent to the Umbra was boarded by the Haran fleet. They killed the Governor of the Hydra Sector.”

 Sahar’s mouth fell open like one of the glowfish in her tank. “What?”

 “The navigator was killed as well. Whatever plan the High Priestess had when we left Solis, I’m sure this will change it.”

 Sahar’s head began to pound. The nerves in her wrists twinged like she was reeling from an electric shock. It was tactus—that was tactus spinning up inside her. It was her body trying to protect itself.

 “Goddess save us,” she swore. “Aynur must have turned off comms access. They don’t want us to know what’s happening.”

 “My thoughts exactly,” Tilda huffed. She stared absently at the tank of fish.

  “Come on.” Sahar rose from the edge of the bed. “We can’t sit here waiting for something else to happen.”

 Tilda followed her down the wood-paneled hall to Jonathan’s cabin. She pounded on the door with her fist. “Open up, it’s me.”

 After a moment, the door swung inward.

 “Oh, hi. I didn’t expect to see the two of you—”

 She brushed past him with Tilda on her heels.

 “What’s wrong?” Jonathan shut the door behind them.

 Sahar met his eyes. “Are your comms working?”

 “No. Do either of you know what’s going on?”

 Tilda explained what she’d heard about the attack on the Spectrus, the second warship to fall to the Haran fleet.

 “Well, that’s unbelievable,” he swore. He tried to run his hands through his hair but it was too short. “Now we’ll never make it back to Solis in time for the next session of court.”

 “Court?” Tilda’s eyes went wide. “We might not make it back at all.”

 “I wonder if the High Priestess has a plan,” Sahar mused.

 “I’m sure she had several, just none for this.” Jonathan leaned against the back of a chair. “But how can we help the Imperium in this situation? Radiosa’s light is bound to the land, not the skies.”

 “There are tales about Lightbenders helping to forge the skies in the early days of the galaxy.” Sahar crossed the room, then turned and walked back. “I think… I never found any evidence for terrestrial limitations in the historical record. Everything I found suggested that sending the orders to different parts of space came with the Second Space Exploration and the rise of the Imperium.”

 Jonathan crossed his arms and began pacing. “Don’t either of you feel how much stronger Radiosa’s light is when you’re on a terrestrial body like a planet or a moon? When you’re on land, the rays of the sun bend straight toward you.”

 “On Solis, yes,” said Tilda. “But you forget there are planets in this galaxy with no suns at all, regions where starlight is so distant all light is artificial.”

 He stopped pacing. “You think we’ll be expected to perform workings in space?”

 Tilda shrugged. “Do you see any other way to counter a fleet with that technology?”

 “Did the High Priestess ask either of you if you were true believers in Radiosa?” Sahar asked.

 They both nodded.

 She fought to stand still. “I think that’s why everyone on this ship was chosen. Lightbenders are judges, scholars, and most of us expect an explanation if we’re asked to do something. We expect logic. She wanted people who would listen, who believed in the Order and what it means to get instructions from your High Priestess.”

 The Order of Radiosa hadn’t merely picked its strongest adepts, it had looked for the most devout. The most obedient. The treasonous secret in her fish tank should have disqualified her from this mission, but Aynur didn’t ask the right questions. The High Priestess asked if Sahar believed in her goddess, not if she loved her.

 The danger they were in was more real than anyone wanted to admit. The Lightbenders chosen for the mission, the soldiers on the Daybreak, the unprecedented attacks on the Imperial fleet… This was not normal.

 “Aynur knows something she isn’t telling us,” said Sahar.

 “Why do you say that?” Jonathan asked.

 “Don’t you remember what you told me on Solis? About the Castillia?”

 He frowned, a crease appearing in his forehead. “Is that what you think now?”

 “Why else would they bring so many Lightbenders into space? Besides a black priestess, what other threat would cause this response?”

 “I think you’re right.” Jonathan jammed at the buttons on his communicator again. “Still nothing.”

 Suddenly the Daybreak felt very, very small. Apart from the soldiers on the lower decks, there were fourteen priests and priestesses and the High Priestess herself. The ship was large enough to carry more passengers, there was a deck with a fleet of small spacecraft, but the walls were tighter against her skin than ever before.

 Sahar forced her lungs to breathe. While she couldn’t tell the others about the fusion spheres, at least she didn’t have to go through this bizarre experience alone.

 By the next morning, everyone on the Daybreak had heard what happened to the Spectrus. But with everyone’s communicators down, no one had access to the news.

 Rather than her usual early breakfast, Sahar decided to stay a while to observe the general sentiment of everyone on board.

 “Heard anything else?” Tilda asked over a cup of coffee.

 Sahar shook her head. “I can’t relax for some reason. Now that I know what’s coming, it’s like my body’s trying to brace itself.”

 Tilda nodded and offered her a cup. She managed a single sip before an emergency siren began wailing throughout the ship. Lights flashed in a bright, hypnotic yellow. Emergency protocol kicked in, and the galley was a flurry of activity.

 “What do you think’s going on?” Tilda said.

 It could be anything. Someone could be attacking them, the ship could be flooding with poison gas, they could be losing air pressure—

 Jonathan poked his head into the galley. “I think somebody tried to use one of the small spacecraft to escape.”

 The crowd of adepts shouted over each other until Sahar couldn’t stand it anymore. She leaned toward Tilda and asked, “Do you think this has to do with what we talked about yesterday?”

 “I’m not sure,” Tilda confessed. Then she gasped at her communicator. “Comms are back up!”

 Everyone pinged the news outlets, and a whirlwind of questions blew through the galley. The emergency lights powered down and the alarm stopped blaring, but the reports continued to swirl. The Daybreak was as susceptible to bad news about the Spectrus as Sahar thought they’d be.

 The flurry of voices grew into a charged tempest. Each one rose above the next, with the loudest among them demanding to see the High Priestess, to know the Imperium’s plans. Sahar sank into her seat. Now she understood why Aynur wanted Lightbenders who were loyal. After all this, only a true believer would choose to stay on the ship.

 Jonathan left to get the High Priestess. Sahar couldn’t wait to find out what the alarm was about—or what Aynur’s strategy was. How would everyone react once they discovered their Order was the Imperium’s plan to stop another incident like the Spectrus?

 Aynur strode into the galley impeccably dressed and perfectly composed. With her cream-colored garments and bronze skin, she looked every bit the High Priestess she was.

 “Hello, everyone. I apologize for the alarm earlier. One of your colleagues tried to use a shuttle without the proper clearance and set off the ship’s security system.”

 Without the proper clearance… That was a veiled way of saying someone tried to escape.

 “I’m sure you’re hungry for details about the Spectrus, but I don’t have much to tell. Our mission remains unchanged.”

 “Excuse me, Exalted Mistress, but we want to know more about the mission for the Imperium. We’d like to prepare,” someone called out from the back.

 “As I’m sure you’ve guessed, we’re traveling toward the Umbra. Half the Imperium’s fleet is being sent to the Borderlands, including another warship, the Maturitas.”

 It was the first time the word “Borderlands” had been spoken aloud by the High Priestess, but the specter of the Umbra hung over their entire voyage. There were strange legends from that region, of black witches and cults to dead stars and space monsters.

 Whispers broke out among the priests and priestesses. Aynur brought her hands together for quiet, but a man in a tweed jacket broke the silence.

 “The Imperium can’t use us in the field. We aren’t red witches. We aren’t grown in a vat and decanted to make human-sized instruments. So, please, we’d like to know your plan, High Priestess. We know what the Imperium has asked of you, but how do you plan to respond?”

 Aynur’s expression was a thundercloud before a downpour. “Thank you, Professor Emortuus. You will perform workings on this mission. The survival of the Order depends on it, whether you believe it’s seemly or not. The cost of failing to comply is annihilation of the Order of Radiosa, whether by the hand of these pirates or by the Imperium’s wrath. They won’t tolerate disobedience.”

 The whispers fell silent. Light danced around the High Priestess like she was a star nebula. If they were expected to perform workings on this mission, then the Imperium must truly be desperate.

 Aynur continued. “I understand the future is uncertain. I understand you’re all afraid. The priest who tried to use one of our shuttles was also afraid. I cannot take away your fear. The only way through this is to stand together. Radiosa has blessed you with her light above all else in the galaxy, and I expect you to be guided accordingly. If you will excuse me, I must report to the Imperium on our flight progress.”

 The High Priestess left with clear, measured steps, the sound of her heels like a metronome.

 Sahar’s coffee was an acidic slurry in the pit of her gut. She left the galley and headed for her cabin, then shut the door behind her with a click.

 The pair of glowfish cast their faint neon green and yellow across the room. Lifting the lid of the tank, she reached in among the pebbles for the sphere hidden at the bottom. The extra slivers of thalatite sat concealed in their waterproof container in the false rock in the corner. One of the glowfish circled it apprehensively.

 She was not using all the gifts Radiosa gave her. Of her family of Unburning scientists, Sahar was the only one blessed with Radiosa’s light. And, as the only Lightbender on this mission with an engineering background, once again she found herself different from the rest. She alone had the ability to grasp the scientific implications of black witches on space and time.

 Would she stand aside and let the Imperium flounder? Allow her untrained colleagues to perish in the conflict to come? Or would she risk her life to preserve her Order?

 A banned weapon could land her in prison, stripped of her role as a judicial officer. Or it could save the Order of Radiosa from destruction. She would finally get a better understanding of how the universe worked, she could regain a measure of control over her own life outside of Radiosa’s influence.

 With the fish tank set aside, Sahar scrubbed the surface of the fusion sphere with soap and hot water until it gleamed, then she slipped the device into her pocket and left the room.

 The walk to the High Priestess’ quarters wasn’t nearly long enough to think things through. What she was about to do was a huge risk. If Aynur reacted badly, Sahar might end up tossed out of an air lock with the ship’s waste.

 But she didn’t care. Even if the chances it would help against the Haran fleet were slim, she had to tell the High Priestess about the spheres.

 With a deep breath, she rapped on the door.

 “Come in,” came the High Priestess’ voice from within.

 Aynur’s quarters were finely crafted but impersonal, like a marble statue with no expression.

 “Sahar. I wasn’t expecting you.”

 Aynur’s power rippled just beneath the surface. Her flawless, golden skin betrayed no emotion. The barest hint of ozone wafted on the air—that fresh-lightning smell Lightbenders gave off before using tactus.

 She was angry.

 “Exalted Mistress, there’s something I think you should know.”

 Sahar’s hands shook as she reached inside her pocket.

 “Before I came to Solis, I arrested a scientist on Thalatite who developed a nuclear fusion device. He created many of these devices, and I confiscated them as required by Galactic law. But I never destroyed them as I should have. I believe—I know—we could use them against the Haran fleet. They’re exceptionally powerful, they produce enough energy to destroy entire planets, perhaps several planets, if manipulated correctly—”

 The High Priestess slammed her hands down on the table. “You’ve had a weapon of this magnitude since you arrived on Solis, and it never occurred to you to tell me? When we’re fighting a war against an undefeated enemy?”

 Bands of light appeared on the High Priestess’ forearms, as if her body was burning off excess energy.

 Sahar pleaded her case. “I committed treason. I saved these out of my own self-serving fascination. I had no idea the Order could use them, but now it only makes sense to tell you. I’ll accept whatever punishment you think is appropriate, but please use these.”

 It was a shock how relieved she felt to lay her wrongdoing bare before her High Priestess. To purge herself of the guilt and stress she’d borne. In that moment, punishment sounded divine.

 “Why are all you remote-world judges so insufferable? You’re not being punished. How many of these do you have? Can you make more? Quickly?”

 Aynur held out her hand for the orb, and Sahar handed it over. A wave of regret caught in her throat the moment the device left her hand.

 “I have a single device and the components to make others, but I’ve never tried to construct one from scratch. I can’t say how long it will take. Or if I’ll be able to track down all the equipment I’ll need.”

 There was that ozone scent again, Aynur’s temper a physical presence. “Find out. There’s an engineering shop on one of the lower levels, I’ll restrict it from everyone but you. We don’t have much time, but make as many of these as you can.” She held out her hand for the rest. “The components. Give them here.”

 Sahar hesitated for a moment before handing the remaining pieces to the High Priestess. Handing them over felt like separation, like she’d been taken apart just as she’d done to the spheres. It felt like loss.



Chapter Thirty-Two:
Korinna


 They sat in silence for the rest of the evening. Korinna drank more of the wine. That helped.

 Deciding she needed a powerful ally was one thing, but sitting next to Aster—just the two of them and no one else—was another matter. If she failed to live up to her expectations, she wouldn’t merely risk her job, she’d risk disappointing one of the only people who’d ever given her a choice. Who’d treated her like a human being with agency instead of a tool to be calibrated.

 “If you’re finished, there’s something I’d like to show you,” Aster said.

 Korinna followed her to a command bridge so old it was carved from the inside of an asteroid. The walls were made from solid rock, smoothed by time. At the center of the room was Korinna’s octagon.

 She rushed toward the obsidian panes, brushing her fingers along the cool stone, tracing every seam, examining them for damage. But they were perfectly intact. They’d been disassembled and brought onto the Diabolos without a single imperfection.

 “How did you do this?”

 “I undersold my abilities to you before. You and I aren’t that different in how tactus affects our bodies. I wanted you to be safe.”

 Aster wasn’t meeting her eyes. She was flustered, like she’d opened her mouth and too many words had spilled out.

 She knew Korinna would need to express tactus eventually. Without the reflective chamber to contain it, the rush of propulsive energy could destabilize the vessel, hurt Korinna, or kill the people around her. Aster was looking out for herself and her crew by taking the octagon, but the look on her face said what she didn’t want to admit.

 Aster didn’t want her to suffer. She didn’t want her to be in pain.

 “Is it connected to the ship?” Korinna asked.

 “It’s operational. That’s one of the reasons I brought you down here—to give you the chance to fly the Diabolos. If you want to.”

 “Right now?” After a simple handshake. Control of the entire Diabolos.

 “Yes. There hasn’t been a Redseer on board in centuries. I’d love to see what you can do.”

 If the octagon was fully connected, she could fly anywhere. Straight to the Galactic Imperium if she wanted. She could make Aster stand trial before the Senate for the murder of Governor Wu.

 With those dark eyes locked onto hers, she could tell Aster knew it, too.

 She was letting Korinna choose. She was trusting her instead of ordering her as Renatia or Governor Wu would have. Not just trust. Something deeper. She was giving herself to her on a level no one ever had. She was placing her life in Korinna’s hands.

 “Yeah, I think—I’d love to fly your ship,” she stammered. Her palms were clammy with sweat. “I don’t have a navigational suit on. It might… I don’t want to hurt you.”

 “I’ll be fine.”

 She was no novice, then.

 Korinna brushed open the wall of obsidian. It locked her in the truest black she’d ever known. Matter here was different somehow, pushed into denser shapes under the pressure of the Umbra. She pressed her fingers to the stone and tactus thrummed beneath the surface.

 Through the texture of the stone, Korinna tapped out a message to Aster’s communicator: Where should we go?


 Wherever you want.


 Korinna had wished she could explore the Umbra since the first time she’d studied its maps—the few charted mining colonies, the ice fields inhabited by the Ostrumi, and all the rest that had never been charted. And here she was with no preapproved routes to submit, no Unsighted colleagues needing tactus explanations. Now was her chance.

 She filled her lungs with deep, steady breaths, allowing herself to feel the full shape and structure of the Diabolos, mapping its surfaces. She skimmed the ridges and grades of the four dimensions of time and space, feeling where it bent in certain places, where time traveled faster and where it slowed to a near halt. The ever-shifting texture of the Umbra was like tasting a bite of fruit for the first time. It was like the first vial of blood Mistress Vega fed into her veins.

 Scooping up the Diabolos in the palm of her hand, she shot through the bends and curves of the Umbra like a warhead. The tactus around the black holes had such a strong gravitational pull that it slowed time to a near standstill. Korinna clawed her way around them and used the built-up pressure to propel the ship forward, closer to the few perceptible stars.

 These were the Ostrum, the violet embers of formerly giant star clusters, cooled to a deep purple. Korinna wound the ship through the pockets of uncanny violet light until they twirled to a standstill. She took the ship on a breathless zigzag across the uncharted region and found the largest cluster of Ostrum she’d ever observed. Finding so many clumped together in an unmapped pocket of the Umbra was like feeling the bloom of stellar tactus for the first time.

 Only when Korinna brushed the octagon open, blinking through the film of red, did she notice blood pouring down her cheeks. The necklace at her throat pounded up through her neck and into her ears.

 Aster was by her side with a basin of water. She didn’t appear hurt, though she must’ve been standing outside the octagon through the entire working. If anything, she looked more alive. Fuller, brighter. Her black hair shone under the lights from the command bridge. A smile spread across her entire face.

 Korinna’s knees went weak, and she had to blink to clear her head.

 “My ship has never had a finer navigator.” Aster’s breath was warm on her cheek.

 She was lost for words. Receiving a compliment from Aster felt so different from any other she’d ever received.

 “Nobody told me the Umbra would be so… beautiful. I don’t understand. If Furia isn’t entombed, how does this exist? Why haven’t these stars been consumed?”

 It was the wrong thing to say.

 The glow that had lit Aster’s face went dark, and she closed herself off like a vault. “If you’re done, then I think we should leave. It’s been a long day.”

 Aster strode off, and Korinna followed, a hundred questions dying on her lips. They left the command bridge behind, along with whatever lost moment, nearly formed, they might have shared.



 Aster didn’t return to the suite of rooms that night, but when Korinna woke the next morning, there was a note on the table in crisp tactile script.


 You may explore the ship as you like. I’ll be back late —A.


 She wasn’t sure what she’d said wrong that had set Aster off, but there was a pit in Korinna’s stomach, and she’d never been so lonely. Her wants were foolish, born of desperation for affection. Aster had shown her respect, but that didn’t mean she had feelings for her.

 What did you expect? she scolded herself.

 She was tempted to dig through every drawer and shelf, to unravel the layers to Aster and learn all she could. She settled for the next best thing and descended the floors of the ship until she found a chamber labeled READING ROOM in the directory.

 There were winding stacks of volumes with glass cases and cabinets peppered between shelves. Most of the books were in print. She had a program on her communicator that scanned printed words and formatted them into tactile script, but it worked slowly and wasn’t as convenient as a tactile book.

 Poking around the cabinets, she found a book encrusted with opals along its spine, several boxes of rank powders that made her sleepy when she leaned too close, and a glass case of fangs polished to a shine.

 She dug through folios and flipped through vellum codices, but when she creaked open the cabinet door to examine more of the books, she froze in her tracks. One of the volumes began to awaken.

 Here, alone in the library on the Diabolos, she felt that same ravenous hunger she’d experienced in the library on the Navitas. The book drew her to it. She had to know. Reaching a hand toward the black volume, she knew it was one of Furia’s last writings, the books the Order of Vermicula kept under lock and key.

 The nearer she drew to it, the harder it was to pull away. With the barest of breaths, her fingers brushed the corner of the spine—and her body was devoured.

 A thousand covetous mouths latched onto the well of power within her as Korinna bled from her eyes, her nose, her mouth. The world around her flashed and shuddered like a nuclear cataclysm. This was worse than the simulacrum on Elapidae Station. Worse than heaving the Spectrus back against the unstoppable pull of gravity.

 The leeching mouths sank their teeth into her heart until her blood began to thicken and her vision clouded into nothingness.





Chapter Thirty-Three:
Korinna


 Korinna woke in the living chamber with a dry mouth and caked eyelids.

 Aster knelt on the floor beside her, face a few inches away. “Sorry, I was trying to see if you were still breathing. When I found you in the library, I didn’t know how long you’d been there.”

 Her tongue was papery. “What time is it?”

 “Twenty-two hundred hours.”

 Goddess protect her. Korinna went into the library before noon. She sat up enough to drink some water, which gave her immediate relief.

 “Why didn’t you mention you had carnivorous books on this ship?”

 “I didn’t know,” Aster said. “It’s never reacted that way around anyone else, but you’re the first Redseer to handle it.”

 “Where did you get it?”

 “From the Navitas.”

 Korinna was tempted to drill her on why she’d stolen one of Furia’s original writings, but after finding the simulacrum on the Diabolos and learning the truth about Furia’s escape, she more or less knew why. Aster was a disciple of Furia’s Order, even if she was piecing together bits of doctrine a thousand years later.

 Even so, it didn’t seem probable that Aster had wanted to hurt her by having a book like that on the ship. She’d helped Korinna secure the best posting in the Imperium, vouched for her skill even when Korinna destroyed a practice chamber. As one of the galaxy’s most wanted criminals, she had no reason to assist a Redseer. Aster might have collected trinkets from history, but that was a far cry from the Star Eaters who used to hunt people like Korinna.

 This was an accident, and it was partially born out of Korinna’s own recklessness.

 “You should rest,” Aster told her. “You were nearly frozen when I found you.”

 “I’m fine.”

 “You don’t know if you’re fine. Please. I’ll get you something to eat. Promise you won’t get up.”

 It was a little thing, but the way she said “Please” told her Aster thought this was serious. She swallowed her objections and nodded. Aster brought her a plate of food, a pitcher of water, and a damp cloth to clean the dried blood from her eyes.

 She could have done it herself, but she didn’t object when Aster wiped the cloth over her skin. With each pass of the fabric, Korinna tried to disguise the shudders that shot through her, that made her nerve endings light up. And she knew why she felt them. It wasn’t because she’d been unconscious for hours, it wasn’t because of the Umbra, it was because of the way Aster’s hands brushed her cheekbones.

 She turned away, bottled up her feelings. “Has the Umbra always been like this?”

 “No. It used to be full of stars. Too many. That’s why Furia’s Order came here, to restore balance to this region of space.”

 Korinna chewed her food as silently as possible. She’d learned very little about the Umbra’s origins in her research on the Spectrus and she didn’t want to miss a single detail. Or say anything else offensive by mistake. Clearly, she had a lot to learn.

 “The priestesses came here to learn control. If they made mistakes during the process, if they pulled in too much energy, the consequences weren’t as severe. Things were in balance for a while, but when Second Space Exploration reached every corner of the galaxy, everything changed.” Aster wrung out the cloth and set it aside before continuing. “Once the Galactic Imperium formed, the orders diminished in influence. All of them, even yours. They stopped working together. Space and time stopped shifting as much, and in that stagnation, men were able to map the stars.”

 Korinna’s eyes were wide as saucers. She wanted to know everything. “Where did you learn all this?”

 “I’ve had a lot of time to look in places people don’t normally go. There are more records of the transformation here than anywhere else in the galaxy.” Aster arched a brow. “I know you’re curious.”

 Korinna lowered her head to avoid Aster’s gaze. “It’s why I went to the library. You have so many old objects and maps. I figured you’d have old books, too.”

 “I have all the histories here. I read them at night when I can’t sleep.” She stood up from the couch and opened the dark, reflective cabinet Korinna had noticed the previous day. “Here, I should have shown you this yesterday. I didn’t want it to get left behind.”

 Aster handed her the red tome Mistress Vega had given her on the Navitas.

 “You remembered.”

 “I remember you reading it in the officers’ lounge.”

 She’d stopped in the middle of a raid on an Imperial warship to dig through Korinna’s barracks and bring back her old, dusty book.

 For her.

 “Why… Why are you doing this? Everything. I—Why are you helping me? Why offer me this job? I don’t understand.”

 Aster didn’t meet her eyes. “Because we’re the same. You aren’t like the other Redseers. Your Order doesn’t understand you. And I know what that’s like.”

 Alone at the edge of the galaxy, labeled a criminal and a villain, Aster would know a thing or two about being misunderstood.

 This wasn’t about what Korinna could do for her. It was about who she was.

 Holding the book to her chest, Korinna’s heart lurched beneath her rib cage. All her suspicion toward Aster’s motivations evaporated.

 “Thank you. I’m glad you brought it for me.”

 Aster took a step toward her like there was more she wanted to say, but she hesitated.

 “You deserve more than one of Vermicula’s old books.” She smiled lightly. “I have something to take care of. Rest for a while.”

 As she walked into the bedroom, Korinna heard the turn of a key in a lock. The door she was forbidden from opening. Aster shut it behind her and, once again, she was alone.



 Korinna skimmed Vermicula’s last writings with the pads of her fingers.

 The text she was deciphering spoke again and again about finding light through tactus. Korinna read it multiple times, but was no closer to understanding than when she started. Each time she tried to decipher the ancient writings, her body was slightly more resilient. But the text was written in arcane language, even more complex than the Codex they read from in vigil.

 It took effort for her to detangle the concepts. Light came from energy, tactus was used to find or alter energy, but she didn’t think the words meant that Vermicula used nodes of tactus to find energy.

 As Korinna read, she thought about the white spheres sitting on the table beside her, glowing and orbiting each other like binary stars. If Vermicula was talking about finding a star through Redsight, then that would be sensed as energy, too. Unless she meant she was finding light itself.

 She squinted her eyes until everything blurred around her, until her perceptions of objects were physical sensations, not images. These concepts didn’t make sense with how she understood tactus. And maybe that was the problem. Maybe she was thinking too literally.

 She set the book down and closed her eyes. The simulacrum on the Navitas appeared in her thoughts. The quiet. The dim candlelight. The red veils they all wore over their faces. Her hand went to the strip of living cells around her neck, rubbing the skin as she breathed in and out. She imagined the white orbs from the side table spinning and twirling through the night sky, imagined the heat they would emit as they spun. As her eyes fluttered closed, there was the glow in the manifold, the burning core of a fission reaction on far-flung planets.

 On planets. These weren’t stars. They were people. There, spread out on planets big and small. The light from a million burning embers.

 They were white priestesses. Vermicula had used tactus to find Radiosa and her descendants throughout the galaxy. Instead of using Redsight like living ship fuel or as a navigational tool, she’d used her abilities to find people, to feel the embers of light laid out over the expanse of black. There were more uses for Korinna’s innate skills than what she’d learned under Renatia’s leadership.

 Just as Star Eaters had hunted the Order of Vermicula, Redseers could detect Radiosa’s practitioners.

 Korinna blinked and found her eyes wet with blood. She went to brush it away and recoiled. Her hands were stripped bare of skin, her fingernails gone. Blood dripped down her forearms in torrents, while her necklace clenched against her throat.

 She ran for the table and vomited into a bowl. If she was sick and bleeding, she must have used tactus to find the white priestesses in all their planetary temples. She’d performed a working outside the protective structure of an octagon.

 It took enduring some painful tissue regeneration, but after a while, the skin on her hands healed and she could stand upright again. She left Aster’s chambers without mentioning any of it. She needed to test out her theory alone.

 When Korinna arrived at the bridge, Kibwe was hunched over one of the tech screens. She walked past him and brushed open the octagon.

 “Hey, what are you doing?” he called out.

 “I’m not flying us anywhere. Sit down.”

 She hoped he had eye protection because she wasn’t waiting another second. She reached out her hands, the stone beneath them cool to the touch. The operating system might not even allow her to do this, but she was long past worrying about that.

 Modern octagons were equipped with all kinds of sensory tools for mapping parts of space and storing the data from her workings—information the Imperium mined from its Redseers. She thought of the orbs of light, the glowing flames she’d sensed earlier while half dreaming as the mapping software tracked her search through the galaxy.

 Each time she narrowed in on a blaze of fission marking a white priestess, the octagon spat out the coordinates. Korinna pulled up as many embers of light as she could. She found them on Petra, on Umbilicus, on Procul, and on Bractea. She found white priestesses on planets, moons, and asteroids. After a flurry of single-minded searching, she left the octagon with nearly a thousand different locations in space. Then she sent the list to her communicator.

 With this, she could do something besides flying the Diabolos. She could be more than just a navigator. She could help Aster avoid the judges the Imperium would surely use to restrain the Haran fleet.




Chapter Thirty-Four:
Korinna


 Darting back to her chambers, Korinna found Aster pacing in a slip of black fabric.

 “Where did you—What’s the matter?” Aster asked.

 “I know how to fix it,” Korinna said breathlessly.

 “Are you all right?”

 “What?”

 “Your eyes are bleeding.”

 “Oh.” She went to wipe at them with her sleeve and stopped. Her shirt wasn’t red.

 Aster filled a bowl of water for her and handed her a silken napkin.

 “I was thinking about what you said before, about the Umbra and the imbalance with the white priestesses. I found a way to find them. I was reading Vermicula’s book and I think she used to do it this way.”

 Aster listened while Korinna explained finding locations through tactus, and how it worked differently when she was searching for people. She was babbling, but she didn’t care. Aster understood Redsight in a way no one else outside the Order of Vermicula did, and decoding something this significant purely from reading a book felt monumental.

 She’d ended up on the Diabolos for a reason. If Korinna were still on the Spectrus, still showing up for her shifts and pursuing Vermicula’s writings in her free time, she never would have learned anything of this magnitude.

 Aster asked her to explain it again. It was the same explanation she’d given Governor Wu so long ago on the Spectrus: white priestesses were one of the only forces that could withstand or counteract the gravitational anomalies in the Umbra. They were the natural counterweight to the thicket of black holes that dotted this sector, and the Imperium would be a fool not to use them after the disaster on the Spectrus. If she could detect them, it might give the Haran fleet a way to evade the Imperium.

 As Korinna spoke, she noticed Aster watching her with rapt attention.

 “What? What is it?”

 Aster huffed and closed her eyes. “You’re one of the most brilliant witches I’ve ever met. And you truly don’t understand how special you are. Even when you were on the Spectrus, you didn’t realize it. There’s not another red priestess alive who could’ve figured that out.”

 Aster took her hand, drawing her body close to Korinna’s. “It’s why I haven’t been able to stay away. Even when it’s been… wrong of me.”

 “No,” Korinna insisted, lacing her fingers with Aster’s. “It’s not wrong. It doesn’t feel wrong. Not to me.”

 An eon passed in the span of a heartbeat. Korinna’s blood shivered like she’d stepped into the frozen vacuum of space. Standing less than an arm’s length away, she could see in Aster’s eyes a change from surprise, to disbelief, to hunger.

 Korinna couldn’t stop, not when she was this close to what she wanted. She leaned forward and kissed Aster before she could pull away, before anything else happened and they were pitched out of this perfect moment.

 When their lips met, the cells at her neck jumped like a frayed wire. She stood trembling as Aster pulled her closer with a fist at the front of her shirt. Korinna stood frozen in place, waiting to be turned away, but Aster whimpered and leaned further into her kiss.

 As they grew closer, a flood of emotions overtook her, not all of them her own. She sensed desire, elation, anger, all of those at once. Anger that she’d been denied this for so long when she wanted, wanted, wanted—

 Korinna’s head swam, overfilled, overflowing, overwhelmed by the heat of Aster’s skin, her hands at her waist, her hot tongue slanting against her own. The wave of sensations passing between them was so intense she lost her grip on the world around her.

 She panted into Aster’s mouth, felt her hip bone with trembling fingers. She mapped Aster’s waist and the column of her spine, pulling closer and moaning when Aster brushed her warm hand over her breast. Arching into her touch, a smile warmed her lips as Aster kissed her neck over and over.

 Leading her gently into the bedroom by the hand, Aster slowly, tenderly, helped her out of her clothes. She let Korinna pull away the thin straps of her nightgown. It pooled on the floor at her feet like a shed skin of black silk, and Aster stepped out of it completely bare.

 Tugging her fingers through Aster’s dark hair, Korinna let herself be guided to the bed, lying back on it like an altar.

 She lowered the waist of her borrowed pants and forced herself to breathe while Aster tugged the fabric down over her legs and brushed her warm hands over Korinna’s bare skin. With no fabric between them, she felt every soft plane of Aster’s body, her skin transformed into a living nerve. Aster’s hair fell in a curtain around their faces, the air hot between their mouths. Korinna touched her breasts and nearly died when she felt the wetness between Aster’s legs brush against her thigh.

 It was as if she’d just opened her veins to the universe and let every throbbing particle of tactus under her skin.

 Korinna pulled away and whispered, “Are you sure about this?”

 Aster moaned against her neck and said, “There is nothing I want more than to do this with you. I wanted it the moment I felt you create that black hole in the practice chamber.”

 When Aster found her that day, she’d focused on Korinna first. Not on her abilities or the destroyed room, but on Korinna’s needs. She’d seen her as a human being in a way no one else had. Korinna had lived her whole life as someone’s tool, as their instrument for change, as their asset to be adjusted and traded. She’d lived a half-life in Vermicula’s shadow, made from someone else’s blood, molded for someone else’s ambitions. Not anymore.

 Aster exhaled in a rush. “Korinna, please let me touch you.”

 Asking to be with her while they were stripped bare in her bed was more intense than any fantasy. “Yes, please…”

 Aster kissed down her body like every surface was sacred, like Korinna was a goddess and she was her supplicant. She felt every brush of her lips, every warm exhale against her skin. She took her time, teasing her nipples and kissing her all the way down to her ankles, her shins, her hip bones. Each touch magnified her senses, until Korinna was panting, Aster’s silky hair brushing over her thighs.

 She was molten and unbound, like her hips couldn’t stay still. Aster anchored her into the bed and pressed her fingers lightly against her center, just the barest brush of contact, and Korinna had to bite down on her own hand to stay quiet.

 “No, don’t hide from me,” Aster said, yanking her hand away. “I want to hear you.”

 She pressed her face against Korinna’s center, her mouth hotter than a candle flame, and reality inverted like an atom splitting in two. Where she’d been teasing and gentle before, now Aster was relentless. She kissed her there over and over again until Korinna was whimpering.

 Her legs twitched as her body contracted around Aster’s fingers, tense and loose all at once. Her peak came over her suddenly, building low in her belly until all her muscles tensed. A hot, burning pressure sprang through her and then Korinna was limp and gasping. She was raw and oversensitive, so much so that she tried to push Aster away.

 “Shh,” Aster said, sprawled between Korinna’s legs like a beautiful demon. “I’m not finished.”

 “I can’t, it’s too much.”

 Aster pressed her mouth against her again and again. Korinna squeezed her eyes shut while her hands clenched and her feet twitched. She came even harder the second time, and she couldn’t stop the obscene moans that burst from her lips.

 She could feel every particle of sound and light against her skin. Aster nimbly crawled up her body and Korinna let herself be held by someone else. There wasn’t an inch of space between them.

 For so long she’d been alone, unable to open up, to connect with other people while her life was balanced on a knife’s edge. Korinna went limp and breathed in the closeness. She stopped worrying, stopped thinking about the galaxy and Renatia and the crushing guilt she’d lived with since leaving the Navitas.

 They slowly kissed until Korinna’s body relaxed, then she held Aster close while her hands reached lower. She only knew what felt good on herself, but that seemed to be enough for Aster, who started quivering and shaking as Korinna had earlier, her body tightly clutching Korinna’s fingers.

 Salty tears leaked from Aster’s eyes, and when Korinna leaned forward and licked them off her cheeks she came against Korinna’s hand with a loud moan, like she’d been holding something in for a long, long time and now it was released.

 After so much intensity, every muscle in Korinna’s body was wrung out. Aster brushed damp strands of hair from her face and pressed a kiss to her brow, smiling against her skin.

 She pulled the blankets over their cooling bodies, and they wrapped their arms around each other in a depleted embrace. Muscles overworked, emotions overwhelmed, and hearts overfilled, they quickly fell into a deep slumber.



 Korinna was on a black, rocky planet beneath the glow of a slow-burning star. The air was bitter cold, more frigid and biting than anything she’d ever felt. It was an effort to bend her knees and step forward over the shards of rock.

 Ahead of her there was movement, the nest of a great beast creaking and breaking apart as something stirred within. Air escaped her lungs in a cloud of vapor. More movement. Not just in the nest, but all around. Under the black gravel, all along the horizon of the dead planet. Sound echoed off the brittle rocks, like pings of ice on the metal hull of a ship.

 Korinna heard the sounds everywhere now. Serpents. Hundreds of them. Scales black and gleaming under the violet starlight. They butted Korinna forward with their silky faces as she tripped over the shards. The sound of scales undulating over the rocks was deafening.

 She was sprinting now, clamoring down a slope toward not a nest, but a tomb, a stone chamber that creaked and rattled against its bindings until it cracked open and the mother of all serpents tumbled forward.

 Uncurling herself, her fangs reached as tall as Korinna’s shoulder and a pair of glittering, star-bright eyes shone in the serpent’s head.

 Furia opened her mouth and lunged.



 Korinna jerked awake, her body convinced she was falling through the air. Her hand flew to her throat and found the necklace dripping blood onto her collarbones.

 She flailed and panicked, then remembered where she was. Beside her, the bed was empty. Through the locked door, she could just make out Aster’s muffled voice, but couldn’t tell if anyone else was there.

 Whatever was behind the door that Aster tried to keep from her, it couldn’t be good. And for the moment, she didn’t want to know more. Not after everything that had happened.

 Korinna’s hands were frozen stiff, so she fumbled into her clothes and slipped into the living chamber to think. Her skin was clammy beneath her thick tunic and pants, and it took several moments for her pulse to calm down. She read the time on her communicator: close enough to seven hundred hours that she might as well get up.

 She used one of the access panels to order food and coffee to be brought up. Korinna polished off a serving of eggs, sausage, and melon. While taking long sips from her mug of coffee, she skimmed through the messages her communicator had downloaded overnight.

 Most were galaxy-wide bulletins about nearby regions of space, but a new message from Therese made her choke into her mug.

 Korinna slammed the button to open the message. There was no way Therese had received her message from a few days ago. This had to be a reply to her earlier message that her communicator had recently picked up.


 Korinna,

 You have to escape the Diabolos. If Furia is unbound, then only the Navitas is safe for our kind.

 I found records of outposts that still follow the Order of Furia, and if the information is correct, then you need to get out of the Umbra as fast as you can. Governor Aadavan Kumar is heading your way to rescue the Spectrus. If you need help, use this code to contact Isaac on the Maturitas.

 Write back as soon as you get this. I need to know you’re okay.

 Love,

 Therese




Chapter Thirty-Five:
Sahar



 As many fusion spheres as possible. That’s what Aynur asked for. No one knew when the Diabolos might reemerge from an unmapped corner of the Umbra, so Sahar was working on borrowed time.

 She’d begged Aynur to let her take one of the shuttles and the spheres they already had; better to risk one Lightbender than all the strongest adepts in their Order. Her offer was refused.

 As far as the lab went, she had every conceivable tool, material, or machine she could possibly need to create more fusion devices. It was the finest manufacturing lab Sahar had ever seen. But to get this done, she’d have to put all the turmoil unfolding throughout the ship out of her mind.

 Hunched over a worktable, Sahar pulled a welder’s mask down over her face and lit a blowtorch. The blue flame hissed to life. Beads of sweat welled up on her brow, and she wiped them away with the back of her wrist. As she set about her task, the anguished face of that scientist on Thalatite wound its way to the front of her mind. He’d begged for his life, desperation dripping from his words: “as a fellow scientist…”

 At her core, that’s what she was. Sahar hadn’t been thinking like a judge when she found the fusion reactors, no matter how hard the Order of Radiosa tried to mold her into a judicial officer of the Imperium. Radiosa made her who she was, what she was, down to her interests and skills and experiences.

 Her entire life, Radiosa’s influence had been impossible to escape. Her goddess marked her as different from everyone in her family, removing her from the life she knew and the career she’d chosen for herself. She’d given up control over everything, but the fusion spheres were a force of nature all on their own. This was something beyond Radiosa’s influence, an ability her goddess did not possess, and she could not force herself to give up the independence it gave her.

 Sahar pieced together one device after another, only for them to crumple in her hands. Over and over the fusion spheres failed to ignite, or they malfunctioned in an ominous kaleidoscope of light until a fail-safe was triggered and the device locked itself. Each time that happened, one of the rare slivers of modified thalatite was sealed inside forever, irretrievable.

 She adjusted the angle of her tools and altered the temperature of the metal housing. In her hand, the fusion sphere lit up in a rainbow of colors that signaled success—the same contained fusion reaction Sahar had seen on Thalatite, miraculous and functional. Her body went boneless with relief at her lab bench as the sphere cast bands of colored light across the wall.

 Aynur ordered her to assemble more devices as soon as she turned over the first one. While Sahar worked, the other Lightbenders prepared for an offensive with the spheres she created.

 She spent so much time in the lab she didn’t get the brunt of her colleagues’ panic, but every time Sahar wandered into the galley for a quick meal and a cup of coffee, she overheard pleas, angry discussions, and tense silences.

 One evening, she slumped down beside Jonathan and Tilda. They stared at their empty plates in silence.

 “How are the preparations going?”

 Jonathan didn’t speak. It was unlike him.

 “As well as can be expected,” said Tilda.

 Those were the words of someone with no optimism whatsoever. Sahar ignored her food. “What’s wrong?”

 Jonathan rubbed his temples. “We’ve forgotten who we are. None of us compare to Radiosa. I can’t tell you the last time I used my sword for anything besides ceremonies.”

 “But the spheres should be easier. They don’t require close fighting to be effective—”

 “She captured two warships without a single casualty to her crew. That’s a million people in the Imperial fleet, all neutralized by a pirate operating outdated technology! And they’re sending us in to clean it up?” Jonathan stalked from the room.

 Tilda’s mouth was pursed in a tight line. “He’s afraid. Most of us are.”

 It seemed there was a limit to belief.

 Hidden away in her lab, she hadn’t been around to see the desperation on her colleagues’ faces, hadn’t heard them break down or rail against their situation. She’d been so focused on replicating spheres, as if they were the answer to everything.

 They provided an advantage, yes—a weapon the Haran fleet wouldn’t expect—but Lightbenders weren’t fighters. Not now, not for centuries. The Order of Furia dominated physical confrontation. Their martial artists made fights look like a dance. And when their Order disappeared, the Imperial Navy took their place.

 Sahar reached for Tilda’s hand. Squeezed it.

 “I’m trying. I thought… I didn’t realize how hard this would be, even with the spheres.”

 Tilda released a sigh. “I know you’re trying to help, but be careful. Aynur will find a way to use your cleverness and bravery to her advantage.”

 The words sunk in and weighed her down. She was too tired, too hungry, too exhausted to make sense of it all. Thoughts scattered, she left the galley and wandered back to her cabin in a daze.

 When she entered, it took a moment to realize what was wrong. The darkness was… too dark. She’d gotten used to that familiar green-and-yellow glow dancing across the floor. But since she’d been holed up in the lab for so long, they’d slipped her mind. Radioactive fish still needed food. But now, the pair of glowfish drifted along the surface of the tank, unmoving and dim. Dead on their backs.

 Sahar wandered into the bathroom. Standing under the dry heat of the sonic shower, her thoughts returned to Thalatite, her past life like a grain of sand worn into smooth glass. If she still worked in obscurity, far removed from the horrible realities of the galaxy, she would never be expected to find a solution to the destruction plaguing the Galactic Imperium.

 But that was how the Order of Radiosa handled things. They researched and studied and weighed evidence, but they avoided interfering in galactic issues.

 Changing into a fresh set of robes, she winced as the fabric brushed against her skin. That was strange. Lifting a sleeve, she noticed bands of light shifting and swirling along the length of her arm. She was emitting more tactus than ever before. And they were nowhere near any powerful stars.

 Sahar caught a few hours of sleep and returned to the materials lab. At one point, a team of soldiers showed up in the engineering bay with some blankets and a cot. They said the High Priestess wanted to make sure she had everything she needed here and nothing else to worry about. But Sahar knew exactly what Aynur was trying to say by sending a cot and meals to her: work on this and nothing else. Fix this or your friends will die. Work faster or we all die.

 The day cycles all blended together, until “day” was when she was awake and “night” was when she was asleep. There was nothing more she could do for Jonathan and the others than what she was doing now. There was no other comfort she could give them.



 Aynur’s plan was to send in a first wave of Lightbenders in shuttles to attack the Diabolos with fusion spheres, followed by an Imperial legion with Sahar at its lead to wrap up the job. But it was up to her to figure out how to board a ship. No one on the Daybreak had ever done it before.

 She began researching within her comfort zone: engineering schematics. Using mechanic’s tutorials, she practiced adhering a habitation tube to the outside of a bare surface, which was nothing like the exterior of an asteroid ship. But it wasn’t as if there were sources on how to board an asteroid vessel just lying around—ships with manufactured materials had been standard in space warfare for hundreds of years.

 Even if she did everything right when she connected the tube between the two ships, she’d still face a hand-to-hand assault on the Diabolos. They’d know she was coming. They’d have time to prepare, to set up defenses. With her sword of light, she might stand half a chance of keeping herself alive, but she’d be boarding the ship with a legion of Unburning soldiers, who wouldn’t be so lucky.

 She was supposed to hang back and let the legion do the initial sweep. Then, once the way was clear, find Aster Haran herself and take her into Imperial custody. It sounded simple, but any number of mishaps could get Sahar killed or the entire legion captured. And if the tube didn’t seal right, the inhabitants of both ships would be dead anyway.

 She closed her eyes and breathed. Even in the deepest corners of space, a trickle of Radiosa’s light existed. She clung to it and held her faith in her heart.




Chapter Thirty-Six:
Korinna


 “Oh, you’re awake.”

 Korinna put down her communicator and forced a smile. She tried to shift focus, but her thoughts were so entangled it was a struggle.

 Aster poured herself a cup of coffee and drained it in a few swallows. “We’re going planet-side today. You’re coming with me.”

 “What?” She was so caught up in Therese’s message, she thought she’d misheard her. “We’re going on land? What planet?”

 Aster grinned and threw on a jacket. “Praeteritus. Here, take one of these.” She placed one of the glowing white spheres in Korinna’s palm. “Keep this on you the entire time we’re planet-side.”

 Korinna put the orb in her pocket and followed Aster to the command bridge, where Kibwe and a young woman with bronze skin were preparing to land the ship.

 “What’s on Praeteritus?”

 “Ore,” Kibwe said, just as Aster said, “Historic ruins.”

 Kibwe and Alazne, the woman at his side, would bring sampling equipment with them to find the best source of ore, while Korinna and Aster explored the ruins.

 “Does anyone live there?” Korinna asked.

 Kibwe shook his head. “Not for thousands of years. It’s why we wanted to check out the deposits. No one’s mined here for centuries.”

 The Diabolos was too large to land on Praeteritus, but it could get close. From there, they’d have to take a shuttle to the surface. And with no guarantee the planet’s atmospheric makeup was still as inhabitable as the records showed, they all threw on evacuation suits to be safe.

 The Diabolos had an entire fleet of shuttles and mid-sized spacecraft with nuclear-powered engines suited for short trips between larger vessels. No octagons required. This type of space travel took longer than navigation with a Redseer, but Aster assured her it was better to remain a passenger this time. She needed her strength for their work on the planet’s surface.

 Korinna strapped herself in beside Aster, who piloted them to the surface. The descent to Praeteritus was uneventful. But, for Korinna, it was significant. She’d spent her entire life in space—never filled her lungs with the air from a terrestrial atmosphere, never walked under the pull of a gravity that wasn’t artificial.

 As they approached the planet, she sensed the spirited fields of tactus growing more and more vibrant, the wells of tactile energy on the surface shifting and drawing her in.

 They broke Praeteritus’ atmosphere like a fist through a cloud of smoke. Piercing the sky and smashing through a field of trees, Aster guided them to a stop on the planet’s springy surface. All Korinna wanted to do was rip off her evac suit and feel the rush of atmosphere on her skin, but she waited for the team to file out.

 They broke into two groups. Aster checked the atmospheric data on their evac sensors and deemed it safe. They clicked off their helmets with a hiss and Korinna breathed in deep.

 “Don’t touch any of the plants,” Aster warned as they each grabbed a machete from the shuttle’s cargo.

 Easier said than done. Praeteritus’ surface was covered in a thick canopy of trees, shrubs, and vines—more animated and far wilder than any of the plants in the greenhouse on the Spectrus. Korinna wished she could touch each leaf they passed, but resisted the temptation.

 The deeper they ventured into the forest, the more cautious Aster became. They passed slow-moving rivers and dark thickets of trees. The droning buzz of insects layered over the rustle of large bodies gliding over the loamy forest floor. As they walked, the sky darkened to the deep plum of a bruise.

 “Do you have the orb?” Aster asked.

 “Yes.”

 “Don’t lose it.”

 Even in the dim light, Korinna noticed the gradual rise and fall of tactus, like the inhale and exhale of a rib cage underneath her feet. Plant stems broke around them. Something stirred in the underbrush.

 “We’re almost there,” Aster said. “Stay close.”

 Korinna stayed right behind her, but the movement in the trees grew louder and more restless as they went. In a flash, her dream from the night before returned, and her hand darted to the tissue at her neck.

 A thick limb snapped beside them. Korinna jumped and nearly knocked Aster over.

 “Keep moving.”

 “What is it?”

 “Animals,” Aster responded, panting as she hacked and ripped at the vegetation.

 With one long slash at an oversized leaf in their path, a massive stone structure came into view. In Korinna’s vision, it was a large, black smear. But with every step, the pull of energy drew them closer, pitching them into the center of the planet.

 “What is this place?”

 They crested a hill and approached an eight-sided ruin.

 “It was a temple. One of the earliest monuments constructed by the Order of Furia. Some of the original priestesses are buried here.”

 “It’s sealed—It’s an octagon…” Korinna breathed. But instead of brittle obsidian, the tomb was made from an oily rock that had remained preserved over time.

 Aster said, “It’s a tomb. Temples like this usually have altar-relics. I have to find a way to open it and bring back whatever’s locked inside.”

 “I know how to open it.”

 Aster pulled up short. “Are you sure?”

 “It’s no different from any other octagon. You use tactus.” Korinna raised her hand and placed it on the thick black stone.

 “Hold on!” Aster shouted. But it was too late.

 Beneath her palm, the massive wall creaked open.

 Aster arched a brow. “Well, all right then. Shall we?”

 The inside was darker than space, darker than the lair of the serpent in Korinna’s dreams.

 Aster took her hand. “Don’t let go.”

 With the machete in one hand and a death grip on Aster’s fingers with the other, Korinna followed her further into the temple. The corridor was lined with sarcophagi along each wall—the original priestesses of Furia’s Order—and the innermost chamber was a simulacrum.

 There was no smoke, no incense, but the reliquary drew her in with such a ravenous pull, her head swam and she braced herself against Aster.

 “As soon as I collect this, we can leave,” Aster promised.

 Korinna nodded, eyes closed, bile rising in her throat.

 A marble box sat on the altar, and Aster snatched it up. The chains binding the relic were surprisingly intact, given the passage of time. Pressed between Aster’s lithe hands, the immense power stirring within the object stilled to a murmur. Relieved, Korinna steadied her legs and fought back the nausea. She breathed.

 With the box shoved into her coat, Aster pulled Korinna out of there. They rushed back through the corridor. Fanged mouths on the faces engraved in the sarcophagi, still sharp after thousands of years, snagged at Korinna’s clothes. She tore herself free.

 They stepped out into the night air, which had grown darker while they were inside. With a swipe of her hand, the thick walls rumbled closed. A stray tear of blood leaked from her eye, but she brushed it away.

 As they neared the forest, Aster tensed. In the gloom of the temple, Korinna had forgotten about whatever formless beasts might have been stalking them through the trees. She spent the trek back listening to the rustling leaves with every cell in her body.

 As they ducked beneath a low-hanging branch, Aster shoved her aside and snarled like a venomous hellion. A snake as thick around as a tree rose from the underbrush. Korinna’s mouth flew wide, but the scream died on her lips. She reached sideways for Aster, but she was no longer there.

 Where Aster had been a moment ago, there now stood a glorious reptile in woman form. A serpent queen from the blackest pit of space. A legend from the oldest fables that spoke of the beginning of the universe.

 The snake queen lunged, her necklace of fangs rattling against the deep ebony scales along her neck. She had the same proud shoulders, the same onyx-eyed beauty as before. This was Aster as she truly was, a gorgeous, monster-devouring demon.

 The serpent thrashed as she attacked it with a killer’s precision. She tore at it with her mouth, slicing with fangs of her own, spewing black poison into the beast’s eyes. It huffed and bellowed as it died, and its massive body collapsed in the leaves.

 Korinna panted in furious gasps, heart pounding against her rib cage. Aster turned away, collected herself with her back to Korinna, and slowly spun to face her.

 Beneath the scales and the fangs, this was still the woman she knew. Korinna stepped toward her, despite her hammering heart.

 “Are you hurt?”

 Aster’s fangs receded until her mouth was able to form words. “No. I need to sit down.”

 Her whole body shimmered with dark, otherworldly scales. Korinna touched her silken arm and guided her to the forest floor. She dug through her pack, handed her a canteen of water, and sent a message to Kibwe and Alazne letting them know they were on their way back.

 Before long, Aster resembled a human again, the necklace of fangs still hanging at her throat.

 Korinna found her hand and kissed the back of it. “Is that what happens when you use tactus?”

 Tears dripped from Aster’s eyes. “Yes.”

 Beneath the scales and teeth and reptilian limbs was a person. The same person who had saved her from her failure on the Spectrus, who’d listened to her dream for the Order of Vermicula and agreed to help her, who’d given her the choice of a partnership or independence.

 Korinna slid her arm around her shoulders. “I know what it’s like to be feared for being different. I could never fear you for that. You don’t have to be alone.”

 Aster curled her face against Korinna’s shoulder and did not hold back her tears.



 By the time they returned to the shuttle it was full dark. Korinna guided them with tactus, an arm still wrapped around Aster’s shoulders.

 Kibwe and Alazne were waiting with crates of samples.

 “What the hell happened?” Kibwe asked.

 “We attracted too much attention,” Aster said, letting Korinna lead her inside. “Alazne, can you fly us up?”

 “Yes, Captain.”

 Alazne and Kibwe had already loaded most of the samples before they arrived, so they were airborne in no time. Korinna slipped into her evac suit and helped Aster with hers, then fastened her into her seat.

 Alazne flew the shuttle as if she were born in a pilot’s chair. By the time they broke through Praeteritus’ atmosphere, Aster was mostly recovered. The rest of the way, she battered Kibwe with questions about the ore samples and the feasibility of returning to collect more.

 “We didn’t see any signs of life,” he said, docking the shuttle.

 They got out and loaded the samples onto a hover cart.

 “We did,” said Aster. She told him about the creatures from the forest, so like the serpents from Korinna’s dream.

 “How many were there?” Kibwe asked.

 “Hundreds. But we only faced one. The rest learned.”

 Korinna and Aster returned to their rooms on dragging feet. Before they could speak, Aster crossed the living chamber into the bedroom. With the familiar clanging of unlatched locks, she disappeared through her private door. She immediately returned without her rucksack.

 Korinna pulled the glowing sphere from her pocket and asked, “What does this do?”

 “It’s a fragment from one of Radiosa’s altars. It can counteract the effects of ruins like that. Any temple or simulacrum with one of Furia’s relics will react to your presence. That’s why the book you found in the library was so dangerous.”

 Korinna slumped onto the sofa. It had only been a day since they’d kissed, but it felt like a lifetime had passed, like she’d never actually woken up from her dream of Furia trying to consume her.

 She rolled the orb between her hands. It had been in her pocket all day, but it was icy against her fingers.

 “When I lived on the Navitas, I never thought much about the Order of Furia. Or how the orders all impact each other. Until I found those books.”

 Aster sat down beside her. They were covered in sweat, dirt, and torn bits of leaves.

 “Back then,” Korinna continued, “I didn’t think much about the Order of Radiosa either. I guess I assumed I’d never meet a white priestess, since we’re always needed in space and they’re always on land. For so long, all I thought about was surviving.”

 Aster laced her fingers into hers, their shared grasp cupping the milky-white sphere between them. “I want you to have more in your life than just survival.”

 Korinna’s heart caved inward. She’d sealed all her feelings within a brittle crust of rock, and this molten inferno of emotion and desire had built up inside and yearned to break free.

 Her eyelids welled. “I know you do.”

 Aster pulled Korinna into her arms, then slid one beneath her legs to lift her up off the sofa.

 She carried her to the bathing chamber and started the water. Instead of using a sonic cleaner, it rained down hot water in streams. Out of their dirty clothes, Korinna let Aster hold her under the water as steam filled the bathroom.

 All the terrors they’d seen on Praeteritus were washed away by the pounding spray. But she couldn’t forget the devastation in Aster’s eyes from Korinna witnessing her transformation.

 She wrapped her arms around Aster’s waist and asked, “Why were you so afraid of me knowing what tactus does to you?”

 Her body stiffened in Korinna’s arms.

 “Please talk to me.”

 Aster pressed her head against her shoulder. “I’m not a good person, Korinna.”

 The roar of water pinging on the tiles filled her ears. She thought of the necklace of fangs Aster wore like a crown jewel, of the way she stood tall and fierce in the forest.

 “You saved my life.”

 Aster clutched her tighter and Korinna shivered against her skin.

 “I’m selfish,” Aster said. Then she kissed her squarely on the mouth.

 Korinna reached for her breast and swiped her tongue across Aster’s lips, breathing into the kiss. She could die like this, die happy and sated so long as they were together.



 Before they could reach their bed, the wail of Aster’s communicator cut short any plans they might’ve had. Kibwe shot out a terse warning about a fleet of vessels approaching from all sides. Hair still damp, they flung on clothes and sprinted to the bridge.

 Whirls of energy flashed into existence around the Diabolos. Not just ships, but living points of light. Each one a white priest or priestess. Lightbenders in small, maneuverable spacecraft weaving around the Diabolos’ defenses.

 Korinna’s heart leapt into her throat. “What…?”

 “They’ve gotten smart. The Imperium never understood what happened to the Castillia. But they’ve figured us out.”

 They knew Aster could manipulate tactus in some manner and they’d sent a swarm of Lightbenders into the Umbra in retaliation for the Spectrus. It was her worst nightmare. And in the distance a larger ship appeared—the one all the white priests and priestesses would return to once they destroyed the Diabolos.

 “Captain, we don’t have much time before they’re within striking range of the ship. Should we try to evade them?” Kibwe asked.

 “Hold on a moment.” Aster’s mouth was close to Korinna’s ear as they approached the octagon. “If there’s a white priestess in each of these shuttles, then I won’t be able to manipulate them like the Spectrus—but you can.”

 Korinna’s throat seized up, too dry to form words. The last time she’d manipulated a vessel surrounded by enemy ships, she’d failed, gotten her crew captured and her governor killed.

 “What do you need me to do?”

 The octagon opened beneath her fingers. The plates of obsidian were the creaking walls of the tomb on Praeteritus and Korinna was the relic trapped inside.

 Aster’s hand was cold against her own, smoother than human skin. As the shuttles lurched closer, she clenched her jaw. Aster was nervous. Korinna wondered if she was struggling against the same defensive urge to transform she’d faced in the forest.

 “You need to manipulate each of these shuttles into their home vessel and disable all their ships,” Aster said. “Break them if you have to. Don’t prioritize passenger safety. I’m comm-linked to the octagon if you need me.”

 The pane of obsidian swung shut behind Korinna and she was wrapped in total darkness. Her breath rumbled in her ears. Beneath the pads of her fingers, schematics for the area around the Diabolos sprang to life.

 Manipulate them into their home vessel. Break them if you have to. 

 Kibwe punched instructions through the surface of the octagon, giving her the space to read instead of talking through the octagon’s speakers. His message was terse and in all caps: ENGAGE NOW. THEY’RE TOO CLOSE.

 Break them if you have to.

 Navigating was one thing. But all those Lightbenders… There were at least thirteen on the shuttles and two more on the home ship. She counted. Counted again. There were thirteen white priests and priestesses—just like the thirteen members of her cohort who’d ascended and the thirteen novices they’d recycled.

 The wet gurgle of blood leaving that boy’s body roared in her ears. Each drop of sweat on her skin was perspiration from his clammy forehead.

 Break them if you have to.

 The bones in her fingers stiffened and she gnashed her teeth, pressing her forehead to the cold obsidian. Kibwe’s message repeated over the surface of the stone, the tactile script flaring to life against her cheek, her hands: ENGAGE NOW.

 What had she agreed to? Being a navigator, that’s not what this was. She wasn’t flying, she was killing. The shuttles were close, so close Korinna felt a beam of tactus emerging from each of them, a spear of energy so intense and so volatile it was like the core of a star.

 Break them if you have to.

 Korinna would save Aster and the crew and herself, but she didn’t deserve the title of priestess. She did not deserve to ascend, because she could not make the sacrifice that was required.

 Kibwe was screaming in her ears. “NOW—”

 Korinna threw the Diabolos forward in time.

 Through the four-dimensional manifold, matter compressed around them in an iron fist. She pulled the asteroid ship past the deadly particles of tactus pointed at them. The Diabolos rematerialized behind the Lightbenders’ home ship, whole and intact, as the beams of light from each shuttle collided with the other ships. A perfect circle of destruction. The home ship and the two white priestesses on board were intact, the Diabolos was intact, and Korinna hadn’t directly taken another life, even if she’d caused much of the destruction.

 A piece of wreckage collided with the ship and sent a bone-deep rumble through its hull. But before the Lightbenders could pursue, she plunged them into a distant pocket of space, far away from the debris field. She slumped out of the octagon, her skin throbbing with its own pulse. Blood soaked her face and dripped down her neck, soaked the collar of her shirt.

 Over the din of the command bridge, Aster turned to Kibwe. “They used one of our weapons.”

 Bitterness laced her words. The death of thirteen Lightbenders wasn’t enough to mollify Aster, not when the Order of Radiosa had used one of Furia’s own devices to attack them.

 “Is everyone all right?” Korinna asked.

 Kibwe gave them a moment.

 Alone together, tension sprang up between them, so thick and charged Korinna took each inhale and exhale with caution. Aster was her Captain and Korinna had disobeyed her.

 Thirteen white priests and priestesses were dead. Pieces of their shuttles burned in a cloud of debris both ships were already fleeing from. Korinna’s heart sputtered behind her ribs. She had killed someone. Witnessed their deaths.

 “At least most of them are gone,” Aster said, “but we’ll have to find those other two. That was the Daybreak, the flagship of the Order of Radiosa.”

 Korinna rubbed at the drying blood on her eyelids. “You want to destroy all of them? That would… That’s how the universe became unbalanced in the first place. We can’t—”

 Aster’s voice was cold. “After a thousand years without Star Eaters, the most balanced thing we could do is eliminate the Order of Radiosa for just as long.”

 Blood clung to Korinna’s eyelashes. Through the red haze, she could still see Aster’s face.

 Something in her gut sank lower and lower with every second. This was wrong.

 “And that’s what you want.”

 “It’s fair.”

 Aster didn’t say anything about what Korinna had done. Her refusal to follow orders. To be what Aster expected her to be. But the reality was impossible to hide. They wanted different things, each of them pulling the future of the universe in a different direction.

 What Aster wanted was another Sanatio.

 No matter how many times Korinna rubbed at her eyes or blinked through the dried blood on her face, the red haze would not go away.

 She had to get out of here.




Chapter Thirty-Seven:
The Serpent Queen


 The door to the cells sealed shut behind her.

 Aster breathed through the discomfort of entering the chamber of tactus-dampening rock, the cells dimming her connection to the outside universe. In her clawed, scaly hand, she held the compressed remains of a star—an obsidian shard, like scorched magma, its dimensions shifting in the light. With each change in shape, a beam of light pierced the brittle obsidian shell, casting strange patterns onto the stone walls around her.

 Stepping past a row of empty chambers carved from the solid asteroid, she transported the black shard to the only occupied cell. Furia’s cell. The one place in the galaxy where the existence of a goddess could be concealed.

 The door opened with a swipe of her claw. A swirling black mist billowed outward, and glimpses of white bone and iridescent scales peeked through the fog. As the mist dissipated, more bone and scales materialized, taking on the vague semblance of the goddess she once knew.

 Aster approached with tentative footsteps. Through the blackish haze, she felt her presence. Her hunger.

 With the obsidian shard held out in both hands, Aster cracked it in two, and the molten core of a star erupted outward. The explosion of white light existed for the briefest nanosecond before it was enveloped and devoured by the opaque, nebulous cloud.

 “That’s all you’re getting. I have to go back for more.”

 Keeping her goddess fed was one of her responsibilities as a black priestess. Before the fall of her Order, star hunting was one of their sacred duties, and as the last black witch, the burden was hers alone to bear.

 The darkness in the cell deepened, all of Furia’s physical remnants obscured within the cloud. Each time Aster discovered a lost relic in an ancient shrine or forgotten simulacrum, she brought it here to restore her goddess. That task had taken centuries, rebuilding Furia one relic at a time. With few living worshippers to turn to, she was forced to track down the relics by combing through historical records.

 Aster paced while the mist shifted and ebbed, her thoughts elsewhere.

 You’re angry today.

 The words weren’t spoken. They appeared in Aster’s mind uninvited.

 “I don’t have time for this.”

 I know every bitter, half-formed thought in your head. Do not lie.

 Star Eaters could discern and manipulate another’s thoughts if they were close by, a trick to entice their prey. Furia was putting her in her place.

 Aster considered slamming the cell door shut and storming out, or ripping open a hole in the Diabolos and unleashing Furia on the galaxy. She considered gorging herself on every star between here and the seat of the Imperium—

 What happened?

 She found her mouth full of fangs, rows of teeth snaring against each other. Aster reeled her emotions back, smothering the uproar inside her until her features returned to normal.

 What could she even say? That Korinna had discovered what Aster was, the hideous thing that lived beneath her human skin, and she didn’t hate that person? But seeing Aster’s choices firsthand—that had disgusted Korinna enough to drive a wedge between them.

 She’d thought they were the same.

 Through venom-stung lips, Aster said, “She refused a direct order, a chance to get rid of the Order of Radiosa.”

 You always pick the more difficult path. Even when I warn you.

 Would they ever have a conversation that wasn’t like this?

 “You don’t have to remind me.”

 You forget I loved a red witch, too. It’s in our nature to want them.

 Aster’s shoulders slumped inward. She didn’t know if “want” was the right word for these feelings. Wanting didn’t encompass the delusional obsession that had overtaken her, all for something that didn’t actually exist. She’d been so desperate to be understood by another person, to not be so painfully alone.

 “Korinna refused to kill them. Those Lightbenders would kill us both without a moment’s hesitation. I thought… I thought she was different.”

 There was something freeing about speaking to a bodiless mist, because it meant Aster couldn’t see the expression her goddess would have made if she had a face. It was like having a conversation with a very old spider.

 You acted without thinking, just like when you brought her here, but who am I to fault you for it? You’ve spent years fighting your nature. That level of restraint can’t last forever.

 You can’t just throw her into the boiling pot of water. You have to ease her into this. She spent her entire life indoctrinated against our Order. 

 Aster covered her face with her clawed hands. “There’s no time to do what you’re suggesting. I can’t work with a Redseer who makes their own plans when we’re surrounded by enemies. I can’t let the White High Priestess get away again.”

 You know the way to get what you want, but it depends on how much you care for her.

 The mist swept over Aster’s shoulder, leaving the sensation of silken hair on her cheek, of cool scales beneath a muscled body, of a finger bone against her skin.

 You were the youngest of hundreds, the least loved, the least necessary, and you’ve hungered for love ever since.

 Of all my priestesses, you are the only one left. You almost have what you’ve been planning for years, and still you want more. You want my love. To be the most loved at last. You want the red witch’s love. Not as a human would. You want her to love you more than her own Order, more than her beliefs.

 Hearing her life stripped bare ripped a hole in Aster’s gut.

 But we don’t love, Aster. We take. That is the life of a black priestess. It will never be enough. Even once I am free, even if we retake the galaxy, even if she loves you more than existence itself, it won’t end. Your hunger is the seed of space and time. Without it, matter has no form. 

 Aster wiped at her eyes. “I don’t need another sermon.”

 You need several. Don’t let one red priestess distract you. You know what you need to do.

 She tore open the door to the cell, fighting the heavy pull of the mist. “If you want to eat, you’ll let me go.”

 The mist receded to the far corner of the cell. You can ignore me if you want, but you know the truth.

 Aster slammed the door behind her. The noxious cloud rippled around her body, spilling its miasma through the cells.

 Stepping into the outer levels of the ship was like reopening a wound.

 Korinna was asleep by the time Aster returned. For once, there was no blood on her eyes, no injuries on her fair hands, no pained expression on her face. Like this, she looked safe. Peaceful. Aster left without waking her.

 Furia’s words still ratted in her ears. You always pick the more difficult path.

 Her goddess was right, and she hated it.

 There were hardly any crew in the center of the Diabolos. Their barracks were on the outer levels of the ship, with the dense center carved up for Furia’s simulacrum, the cells, and Aster’s chambers. She needed to be alone, somewhere she wouldn’t have to put up with Furia’s long-winded homilies about her mistakes. She found a deserted office and stepped inside.

 The equipment here performed various ship monitoring functions. She watched absently as a stream of code and figures danced by in a blur.

 It will never be enough.

 When everyone in her Order was hunted down, Aster lost more than a goddess. She lost her home, her sisters, her place in the social order of the galaxy. She forgot her birth name and her occupation for centuries, denying what she was. She lived on the smallest scraps of tactus until her mind was full of nothing but control, control, control.

 There was no closeness between herself and the members of her fallen Order. Personal survival, feeding your own hunger over anyone else, that was all Aster and the others knew. Star Eaters didn’t form close bonds with one another, and if Aster hadn’t killed every sibling she came across during those years, they would have killed her instead.

 So she did the only thing she knew how to do: she survived. But no matter how much she denied herself, the hunger remained.

 Hiding wasn’t enough. Pretending wasn’t enough. Starving wasn’t enough. Whether she called herself Aster or Litia Sarai or the black priestess, her hunger never waned.

 Breaking into Furia’s tomb should have been impossible. The process of restoring her goddess to her former strength should have attracted the Imperium’s attention a thousand years ago when it first started, but Aster worked slowly. She fed her one star-shard at a time.

 The Order of Furia was remembered as chaos brought to life, energy that pulled the forces of the universe until it warped and tore. A lesser priestess would have been destroyed when the Order fell, but gravity required focus, and Aster was the strongest of her sisters.

 With only the hum of the office screens in her ears, she ran a search for the Spectrus on her communicator. The galactic media hadn’t moved on from Korinna’s story. There were pictures of her from her ascension, her body draped in crimson robes with powdered cinnabar streaked over her eyes, then an image of Korinna in her navigator’s uniform.

 A domestic fleet from Governor Wu’s homeworld had joined the Imperium’s campaign, vowing to avenge the deaths of their citizen and the beautiful navigator cut down so early in life. There were articles on whether the additional ships were enough to subdue the Haran fleet, whether the Imperium was being reckless by throwing a third warship at the Diabolos. A lone senator had suggested using the Umbra’s inhabitants as a bargaining chip—for every soldier that died on the Castillia, the Imperium should kill a resident of the Umbra.

 A drop of venom landed on the communicator and began to eat its way through the glass and metal, sizzling the inner circuitry. Aster was losing control of herself again. She threw the ruined device at the waste basket, not caring if it landed there or shattered on the floor.

 It was happening again—her body fought her human flesh each time she shifted back. She had to be more careful. Sleeping with Korinna, being around her all the time, it was a risk she shouldn’t have taken. Aster’s cells stole tactus, her body hungered at the atomic level. And living beside Korinna was peeling away the last of her control.

 She’d lost control before with others, many centuries ago when she was young and stupid. Loving someone, then seeing the terror in their eyes when she revealed her true form, was something Aster never wanted to experience again.

 She left the office as quickly as she’d entered. Korinna’s face swam in her mind. The serpent on Praeteritus. Korinna’s red blood splashed on the leaves. All she wanted was to save her—from the Order of Vermicula, from the Imperium, from the serpent. But she couldn’t save her from what she had to do.

 They were too different. She’d been wrong to start this.

 Aster found the closest air lock and stripped out of her clothes before stepping inside. Her features began to shift before the outer door opened.

 The icy nothingness of space tasted like freedom.

 Here, she could be as ravenous and terrible as the legends of old. More deity than person. The first Star Eaters were said to live completely in the bowels of space. She understood the appeal.

 Her body expanded with the force of a chemical reaction. Her jaws unhinged, lowered, enlarged. With every inhale, she pulled a burning whip of tactus from the closest star. The streak of light stretched toward her, a thread pulled taut, until she raised a clawed hand and severed the spindles of tactus, freezing them in place. A crust of obsidian formed around the embers. Aster pulled until venom was dripping from her jaws.

 Exhausted, she floated in a cloud of obsidian.

 Korinna had seen her true face, but she hadn’t seen this, and Aster didn’t have the strength to tell her.



Chapter Thirty-Eight:
Korinna


 Aster was avoiding her.

 She made several more trips to the surface of Praeteritus. After the confrontation with the Order of Radiosa, she’d asked Korinna to stay on the ship while she led an away team to retrieve the ore. Korinna had agreed. Some time apart might give her the space to think.

 They needed the ore to repair the parts of the ship that were damaged from the confrontation with the Spectrus. The Diabolos had all its flight capabilities, but the delivery system for its weapons was damaged. They’d survived the Daybreak’s attack solely because of Korinna. Without the ore, the Diabolos wouldn’t be able to defend itself against Governor Kumar’s warship.

 She stayed in their chambers with the book of Vermicula’s last writings in her lap, nerves writhing beneath her skin. Running into white priestesses like that, it was unreal. The Order of Radiosa was famously planet-bound.

 The universe had formed between the three Original Sisters, and if the three High Priestesses, their mortal representatives, converged in one place, then the fabric of the universe could be torn. The spacetime manifold could be destroyed, reformed. The universe could cease to exist under the weight of their combined powers.

 It was a nightmarish prophecy that Korinna grew up knowing, but the Destruction by Three had been dismissed as impossible for centuries. How could the powers of the three goddesses join if the Order of Furia had been extinguished?

 The skeptics didn’t know what Korinna knew. Even without an order, Furia herself still lived, and she was currently unaccounted for.

 Furia’s empty tomb was an unspoken question between herself and Aster. There was no way a force of nature like Furia could go unnoticed if she were free in the galaxy, but the absence of the goddess from her resting place raised questions of its own. If things were different, if she hadn’t failed to live up to Aster’s expectations, then she might have asked her.

 But pushing the issue now… Her skin went cold and hot at the same time. No. It would ruin what they had.

 She opened the cover of Vermicula’s writings and let the pages fall open as they pleased. There, on the page spread across her lap, Korinna felt the tactile representation of the Destruction by Three, the triangular symbol that had been punched into the paper during Vermicula’s lifetime. Goosebumps erupted on Korinna’s arm like the hand of the goddess teasing her skin. She hadn’t meant to open the book to this page, hadn’t known Vermicula had written about the prophecy during her lifetime. All her lessons on the Destruction by Three framed it as a prophecy recorded by priests and priestesses across history, not as a tenet from the Original Sisters.

 She read the shape over and over. It wasn’t a triangle, not exactly. Each of the lines was an arrow, and each arrow fed into the other like an ouroboros. At the top of the triangle was an R in tactile script for Radiosa, the oldest and wisest sister, with an arrow from her pointing to F for Furia, the youngest and fiercest. From Furia an arrow pointed to V for Vermicula. Vermicula’s arrow returned to the R in a loop.

 With the pads of her fingers, Korinna traced the shape until it lost all meaning, registering merely as sensation. This changed something. Perhaps everything. But she needed time to put the layers of meaning in order.

 Closing her eyes, she brought herself back to the simulacrum on the Navitas, back to the haze of fumes and the heat from the fires. She reached for the truth until her body grew unresponsive and sapped of warmth, until she held the edges of the galaxy cupped in her hands, so much energy it spilled over. Once she clawed every particle of energy and ray of light into her grasp, she understood. The universe jumped against the sensitive skin of her palms, twitching and contorting itself under its own inertia.

 Her communicator beeping snapped her back to consciousness. The front of her tunic was soaked with blood down to her waist, and it spilled from her eyes and nose in a lurid fountain.

 The truth fluttered just past her fingertips. She’d been so close. Whatever understanding had seemed so imminent was now whisked away, out of reach and imprecise.

 She cleaned herself up and wandered over to the command bridge. The octagon was the only place on the Diabolos that was familiar.

 It was a mistake to agree to work with Aster. That was clear now. Kibwe and Alazne were planning for some future mission, and Korinna didn’t even want to know the details. Not after what had happened with the white priestesses.

 When they’d talked about removing the Order of Radiosa, removing the Imperium, she hadn’t understood. She should’ve asked more questions. She should’ve known the killing and fighting wouldn’t end when she left the Navitas. And now she was in the Umbra with the most wanted criminal in the galaxy. There was no way she could return to the Order of Vermicula after all she’d done. Or even to the Imperium. And she certainly couldn’t do what Aster wanted her to do.

 Using the octagon to track movement in their vicinity, Korinna felt Aster’s shuttle descend to the surface of Praeteritus, sensing the subtle changes in gravity around the ship. The pull in all directions was textured and vibrant beneath her fingers.

 There were too many gravitational anomalies for her to map everything around them. They distorted how tactus behaved. In the Umbra, the dimensions of space and time slowed and sped depending on one’s proximity to the thousands of black holes.

 She closed the octagon with a wave of her hand.

 Kibwe tensed as she approached. “It’s strange to see you do that.”

 Korinna shrugged. And then asked, “How did you become part of the crew?”

 “I worked for a pharmatech in the Borderlands. A real bastard. Our fleet got surrounded by Captain Haran’s ships, so I killed him and turned the fleet over to her.”

 “Aster hired you because you killed your last captain?”

 He hardened like a stone compressed under sand. “No one volunteers to work for a pharmatech. They know we don’t have a real government out here, there are no white witches to hold trials or punish criminals, so scum like my old captain try to slip into the Umbra, take ordinary people, and force them to work. Men like that need to be stopped, and Aster Haran is the closest thing to a governor around here.”

 Korinna was silent. She opened her mouth and closed it again before speaking. “I didn’t know.”

 “That’s how a lot of the crew ended up here. Maybe their stories aren’t as bloody as mine, but most of them came from ships boarded by the Diabolos. Everyone calls her a pirate. I guess that’s what we are, but she’s more than that, too.”

 “Thank you for telling me.”

 He sighed, and then, “I know you didn’t want to fight those priestesses, but I know the captain, and if you don’t want to work with us, you should talk to her. She’ll listen to what you have to say.”

 Kibwe left her on the command bridge with more questions than before. Aster would listen, but that didn’t mean she’d change her plans.

 Despite learning the truth about Furia and seeing the serpent queen that lived under Aster’s skin, Korinna hadn’t questioned her choice to be Aster’s navigator, not until she felt those points of light. Thirteen flames, thirteen lives.

 Break them if you have to.

 Because that was Aster’s plan. Break the remaining orders, break the Imperium, break the galaxy.

 Her whole life Korinna had been a disappointment to her Order, then a failure at her post on the Spectrus. And now she couldn’t help the one person who’d treated her like more than a tool. Her life until now hadn’t been filled with emotional connection, even among her own peers, and Aster was one of the few people interested in Korinna beyond her function as a Redseer. She’d been desperate to be understood by another person. Was she going to let this destroy the connection she’d found, especially when she had nothing to return to?

 The Order of Vermicula would never accept her after this, not after abandoning her posting. And beneath her thundering pulse, where her truest beliefs resided, she knew that Aster could be better than this. Aster was nothing like the cartoonish stories she’d heard from the Imperium. She was fair to her crew, she didn’t intend to hurt anyone on the Castillia, she didn’t force Korinna to work with her, even when she had the opportunity.

 She would figure out how to get through to Aster. She had to.

 She retreated back into the octagon. It was the one place on the Diabolos where she felt useful. Closing her eyes, she focused on the tremors and peaks of tactus through the galaxy. She felt the clusters of planets in the Imperial core, the pulse of gamma rays from star nebulas.

 With all the shifting movements of celestial bodies throughout the cosmos, she didn’t notice it at first. But the longer she focused, the more pronounced it became: a shimmer of light traveling through space. Faster than all the other flames of tactus in the vast expanse.

 Two white priestesses emerged from a field of black holes, twin flames of energy on a single ship. The Daybreak was streaking straight toward them.





Chapter Thirty-Nine:
Korinna


 She alerted Kibwe, who pulled up his comm line and relayed the details to Aster. The away team sped back to the Diabolos at top speed with a cargo full of ore.

 Korinna stood on the command deck amid a flurry of flight techs and repairmen. By the time Aster swept into the room, the ore was unloaded and carted off to be refined and hammered into parts.

 Aster’s voice boomed. “Tell me where the High Priestess is.”

 Korinna relayed the Daybreak’s location and trajectory.

 “You’re certain that’s who it is?”

 “Yes. It couldn’t be anyone else.”

 Aster pressed her eyelids shut, as if the news were a blade in her side.

 There was something Korinna was missing here. If Aster wanted to confront the Order of Radiosa, why was she dreading their return?

 She didn’t ask anyone to change the Diabolos’ flight path or prepare the defensive shields. She didn’t dispatch any of the secondary ships in their fleet to flush out the Daybreak. She didn’t tell anyone to prepare for potential boarding. She didn’t even ask Korinna to get in the octagon.

 Minutes passed like eons. Korinna tracked the Daybreak along with the crew, her tension rising with the heat beneath her collar. This didn’t make sense. Why wasn’t Aster preparing to fight? Wasn’t this what she wanted? Wouldn’t this be the easiest way for a black priestess like her to destroy the Order of Radiosa?

 If Aster did nothing, they’d all die. Would the crew let their captain throw away her life and theirs?

 Korinna didn’t want that to happen. Whatever this was between them, Aster meant something to her, something more important than anyone had ever been. And despite all that had happened, she was not ready to let her go.

 “Why aren’t you trying to protect the ship? Or yourself! They’re almost here—”

 “We’re going to have to work together.”

 “To do what, escape?”

 Aster was a wound struggling to close after a blood sacrifice, shivering and torn. “No, to eliminate the Order of Radiosa while we still can.”

 No. Not again. Korinna had to say no this time. For the sake of the novice who’d died on the other end of her ceremonial knife, she had to say no. She would not participate in another Sanatio.

 “I can’t do what you’re asking me to do.”

 “The White High Priestess won’t hesitate to kill me,” Aster said. “You’d spare the life of someone who wants me dead?”

 This was torment. Aster was so like her. Whatever she’d been through as a black priestess must have been a mirror of Korinna’s life in the Order of Vermicula.

 Who would Korinna be if she’d never woken up while her peers were being murdered in their beds? What would she think about the galaxy if she’d accepted Vermicula’s teachings without a second thought?

 She’d do what Renatia taught Redseers to do: Korinna would sacrifice others in pursuit of what she thought was right.

 She would be like Aster.

 “If I help you kill them, I’m no better than Vermicula and the Sanatio. I’ll be just like Renatia.”

 Aster’s silence made Korinna’s heart thunder inside her chest. She was confused and scared and she didn’t want whatever was about to happen. The ground was shifting beneath her feet and hadn’t re-formed to anything solid.

 Beside her, Aster was warm and smelled of soil and flowers. She kissed Korinna on the mouth, sweet and full of longing and painfully brief. Aster found her hand, laced their fingers together. Her palm was covered in scales and her eyes were golden yellow.

 Korinna’s necklace pounded against her throat. “What are you doing?”

 “I’m sorry. I thought we were the same, but I was wrong.”

 Aster’s teeth elongated into fangs as shimmering scales spread over her form. Korinna tried to pull away and found herself pinned in place by the serpent queen she’d witnessed on Praeteritus. The strip of tissue at her throat fought its place at Korinna’s neck, thrashing against her skin, unable to escape. It knew what was coming.

 Aster leaned forward and pulled Korinna’s soul from her body.
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 ACT IV:

 THE HYPOCRISY OF GOD




Chapter Forty:
Sahar


 The memory of her colleagues being incinerated with weapons she’d created was burned into her retinas. Etched into her soul for all time. It made her want to die a worse death than they had.

 Boarding the Diabolos was called off. The Daybreak avoided all contact with the pirate fleet and darted through the Borderlands without a true destination. Aynur locked herself in her office.

 Without work to do, or any purpose, Sahar lay in bed staring at the tank of dead glowfish. Each time she closed her eyes, bursts of light obliterated her friends and colleagues. Each inhale and exhale a silent implosion, each shuttle destroyed in a cloud of light and flame.

 Sahar thought they could defeat Aster Haran and she was wrong. Catastrophically wrong.

 As the days passed, she knocked at Aynur’s office door more times than she could count. It never opened.

 Desperation swirled. The lack of direction tore at her. Waves of tactus rippled beneath her dark skin as bands of light danced across her flesh. She was stressed. And this would only get worse the longer they did nothing.

 Where was the Imperium? Did they have any orders? Was the Maturitas still intact, or had the Haran fleet routed them as well?

 Sitting here and waiting for disaster to find them again was agony. Sahar hadn’t gotten to see Jonathan and Tilda and the others before they left—she’d been in the hangar with the legion, waiting for them to weaken the Diabolos before their assault.

 She’d built those weapons. She’d designed their plan of attack. She’d given the spheres to Aynur and explained how to use them. She was responsible for their deaths just as certainly as Aster Haran and her captive Redseer were responsible—it was the only explanation for how the Diabolos outmaneuvered them. She knew this truth in the way all Lightbenders did, with a beam of Radiosa’s light slanting through her heart.

 Their deaths were her fault.

 As a judge, she’d sentenced countless criminals to work camps on Imperial prison planets, where they’d labor in mines or factories. Most of the offenders were petty criminals. Drunks, thieves, con artists. With so few people on Thalatite, murder was uncommon.

 That made Sahar exceptional. She was Thalatite’s most prolific murderer, and she had so far gone unpunished.

 For a third time, she knocked on Aynur’s door and heard no answer.

 Sahar went into the cockpit. The crew had been provided by the Imperium. They weren’t Lightbenders, most of them weren’t even from Solis.

 “What is our destination?” she asked.

 The pilot was silent for a beat too long. “We’ve been ordered to stay in the Borderlands for now. Close enough to the Maturitas for Governor Kumar to call on us if needed.”

 That meant the Maturitas was still rescuing the Spectrus. They could be stuck in the shadows of no-name planets for weeks, hoping the Haran fleet forgot about their existence. The Daybreak was rudderless. Exposed to future attacks.

 “Where is the Diabolos?”

 One of the techs punched in a command at their workstation. “It’s… It’s heading toward the core. It looks like it’s enroute to the Academy…”

 “Follow it. High Priestess’ orders. We weren’t able to complete our mission last time, but we can’t put it off now.”

 She and Aynur were the only Lightbenders left on the Daybreak. In her white robes, Sahar was a world apart from the rest of the crew. The mystique behind the Order of Radiosa was more potent than she realized, or perhaps the crew was as eager for a confrontation as she was, because the pilot did not hesitate when he locked in a rendezvous course for the Diabolos’ flight signature.

 What she was doing was dangerous and potentially foolish, but she had to do something. If she was killed trying to apprehend Aster Haran, then justice would be served. But she couldn’t stand by and allow the Order of Radiosa to do nothing—not when Haran was undeniably a black priestess.

 Jonathan had tried to tell her the truth, Tilda tried to show her how dangerous their mission was, and she didn’t understand it until her friends disappeared in a fiery implosion. Maybe Aynur would hate her for doing this, but Aynur was shirking her duties at the moment. And there were no other Lightbenders left. Thanks to Sahar.

 Once the Daybreak was on its way toward the core, she planned the assault with the soldiers and crew. They’d seemed to trust her when she’d planned the last attack, and so far they were with her despite the way things unfolded before.

 They had more faith in her than she deserved.



 While the legion prepared for their assault, trailing the Daybreak enroute to the Academy, Sahar retreated to the materials lab, the site of her greatest mistake. When she’d made the fusion spheres, she never envisioned the destruction they’d cause. She thought like an engineer. All she saw was a tool, the raw potential in the device.  Too clever, too fascinating not to exist. But in her naivety and her drive to discover the truth, she’d failed to consider the consequences.

 Hunched over the worktable, she examined the few remaining slivers of thalatite, reflective and dangerous—the kind of material that drew you in and destroyed you in the next breath.

 Sharp clacks echoed off the polished floor. Even in space, away from her responsibilities on Solis and the mantle of High Priestess, Aynur wore heels.

 “I know what you did.”

 Sahar did not breathe. She’d done so many things worthy of punishment, she had no idea which one Aynur meant.

 “You brought the ruin of this Order. I should strip you of your title as priestess.”

 She should. There was only one reason Aynur was holding back.

 “But you’re afraid,” Sahar said, stepping away from the table of thalatite, the discovery she’d found even while the Order of Radiosa sought to stamp out what made her different from other priestesses.

 Aynur was exactly what members of their Order were supposed to be: intelligent, capable, measured. But she wasn’t brave.

 “If this goes wrong again,” Sahar continued, “you’re going to blame me. You wanted me to make our next plan.”

 Aynur did not confirm or deny it.

 Was she foolish for going through with this? The fact that Aynur might have palmed the decision off onto her made it feel like a bad idea. For someone so skilled at detecting truth from lies, the High Priestess kept a lot of secrets.

 Sahar stood her ground. “I’m going to finish our original plan. With the legion. I owe it to—to all of them.”

 Aynur didn’t so much as blink. Her feelings were bundled beneath layers of white robes, but at the edges, she was all rage. Traces of light seared beneath her tan skin, tactus leaking from her body in a steady trickle. Despite her calm exterior, the High Priestess was livid.

 “That woman is a black priestess,” she said. “It’s why she was able to destroy those warships. And now she has a Redseer at her disposal.”

 Static crackled at the edges of the room, webs of electricity rumbled into bands of lightning.

 Aynur paced before Sahar’s worktable. “We still have a decent number of soldiers, we have the ship, and we have you.”

 If that was all the Order of Radiosa had to keep itself from being crushed between the Haran fleet and the Imperium, they might as well fly into the nearest sun and let the flames take them.

 Sahar was doing this to atone for the senseless deaths she’d caused, but she was under no illusions about the long-term survival of the Order of Radiosa. There was a good chance she’d die on board the Diabolos and fail to capture Aster Haran. Then the Order would be down another Lightbender, and Aynur down to her last asset in the war of attrition between the Imperium and the pirate of the Umbra.

 Aynur fixed her with an intense stare. “I didn’t want to risk this in the beginning, but I have no choice. You and the soldiers will board the Diabolos. You have to separate Haran from her red priestess, then she won’t have an endless well of tactus to draw from. She won’t be able to escape into the layers of spacetime like before.”

  Even after seeing her priests and priestesses burn into oblivion, the High Priestess was choosing to send in a legion of Unburning soldiers and a single adept rather than face the threat herself.

 Aynur would go to any lengths to keep herself out of harm’s way.

 “I will do my best, Exalted Mistress.”


 On the day of the assault, there was no time for Sahar to second-guess her decision. She barely had time to check her calculations. She had one shot to connect the tube that would stretch between the two vessels before she and the rest of the legion went pouring inside, pounding against the Diabolos’ asteroid hull.

 In the frenzy of work, sweat gleamed down the side of her temple, her sword of light fastened at her hip. There were no legends of Radiosa leading armies or fighting hand-to-hand—those were reserved for Furia—but Sahar felt the touch of her goddess in every step toward the enemy ship. She wore a white visor over her face, a white robe, white gloves. She was a star amid the gunmetal gray of the legion, the spark of creation amid the void.

 They forced their way into the Diabolos faster than she expected. The brittle asteroid crumbled beneath their drill, and the tube somehow sealed, by the grace of Radiosa. The service corridor they spilled into was loosely guarded, half its lights out as a safety precaution.

 She’d read about this while planning their attack. In the event their vessel was boarded, the captain could limit the power to certain sections of the ship, making it impossible for intruders to unseal doors or get to the ship’s mainframe through a compromised area.

 They’d have to bore through the rest of the ship. Her drill crew was already on it, sparks flying from the heated metal as they tore into the Diabolos’ interior. Unfortunately, this would give Haran’s crew more time to amass defenses in the next corridor.

 Sahar reached for her hip. Shouldering past her crew, she pushed to the front of the legion and unsheathed her sword of light, the blade flickering and dancing at the edge.

 “Get out of the way.”

 The soldiers abandoned the drill and stepped back. She’d only ever used the sword for formal ceremonies, but the thick metal melted beneath her blade. She kicked the weakened center of the door, her eyes widening as it collapsed, forming an opening large enough for the legion to stream through two at a time.

 The next hallway was deserted.

 Sahar paused as members of the legion stormed past her, darted forward with their weapons raised. They’d made it through the defenses fast, that was clear, but to not meet any resistance…

 Sahar scowled and pulled her helm from her face.

 Her sword flickered like a torch in a wind, then died out. The light disappeared into the hilt and no matter what she did, no matter how deeply she dug inside herself for Radiosa’s light, she could not restore the combustion-based blade.

 Without warning, a soldier collapsed to the ground. Then another. Then a few more. Not a shot had been fired, no weapons, no clouds of gas to incapacitate them. Just storm-gray bodies clunking to the floor in heaps of flesh and metal. One by one they all fell, until Sahar was the last one standing. A flame in a sea of darkness. Light in a world of empty black.

 And she had nothing to protect herself with. No sword, not even a fusion sphere.

 Then a hand latched onto her arm and spun her around, weak and stumbling, as claws dug into her flesh.

 The figure before her, arm clutched in its grip, was not a woman. Or… it was. Or might be. But it was a serpent, too. Its red eyes drank her up and watered at the same time.

 Sahar’s skin pooled with light. It welled up from beneath the surface in hot bands of tactus, only to be consumed by the creature before her.

 Aster Haran traced her neck with her icy, obsidian claws. “You’re not the White High Priestess.”

 That dismissive statement was all she knew before every molecule of tactus fled her body.



Chapter Forty-One:
Korinna


 Wake up.

 Korinna was slumped on a bed in a dim room, limbs heavy like they were stuffed with thick swabs of cotton. She tried to open her eyes, but couldn’t. Panicking, she bolted upright, then realized they were scabbed shut. She rubbed at them and winced.

 Little by little, she picked the pieces off her skin, trying to spare her eyelashes. Her flesh was numb in some places and scraped raw in others. Every muscle in her body burned as a second pulse throbbed in her temples.

 If you want to leave, then do it now.

 What the hell was that? She spun around, listening. These were Aster’s chambers, her bed. And no one else was there. Korinna hunched over and clutched her stomach, arms beneath her like she was holding her insides in place. Sweat beaded on her face. Had she imagined it?

 Hesitantly, she called out to the empty room. “Who are you?”

 This could be your last chance to escape. Are you really going to spend it talking to me?

 Gods, she hated Redsight sometimes. “What are you talking about? Who are you?”

 The voice didn’t have a chance to respond. Alazne swung open the door and carried a tray over to Korinna. She set it down and handed her a damp cloth.

 “Here, you’ve got blood everywhere.”

 Korinna took it and began wiping the blood out of her eyes. The last time she was this ill, the Spectrus was being boarded and Governor Wu was dead at her feet.

 Had she hit her head?

 “Were you speaking to me earlier?”

 “No. I just got here.” Alazne placed the back of her hand against Korinna’s forehead. “You’re burning up. But I have no idea if that’s normal for you.” She shrugged. “You must be exhausted.”

 This didn’t make sense. “Why are you here? Where is Aster?”

 “The captain is busy with the intruder. You overexerted yourself.”

 Reality fluttered down in specks and embers, the truth burning as they landed. Aster stole tactus from her. She took and took until Korinna lost consciousness—that’s why she’d been dumped here and shriveled up on Aster’s bed. A burst of anger clawed up her gut, licking the insides of her throat.

 “What intruder?”

 Alazne inspected Korinna’s hands. Her nails had fallen off and the skin on the tips of her fingers was gone. “A white heretic. She’s in the cells.”

 The asteroid cells—the deepest, oldest chambers of the Diabolos.

 “Is she alive?”

 Alazne wrapped Korinna’s fingers in gauze. She healed fast anyway, but didn’t have the energy to explain, not with this storm of frustration and rage swirling inside her.

 “Yes,” Alazne said. “The intruder lives.”

 “How? What did Aster do? There’s no way—”

 “The captain subdued her with tactus, the same as you would have.”

 Everything hurt, and Korinna wasn’t collected enough to press for more information. Alazne handed her a glass of water. There was a nutrient drink on the tray and more first aid supplies, but she didn’t want help. She didn’t want to be touched, either. With so much tactus gone, she was weak and everything ached.

 Alazne stayed until she drank the water. Once she was alone again, Korinna gritted her teeth and forced herself up. The room swam and she wavered, hitting the side of her head on the headboard. She reached her hand out for the locked door with clumsy fingers.

 This had to be the asteroid cells; it couldn’t be anything else. This was the one door she hadn’t been allowed to open, and she had to believe Aster would want to keep the cells as close to her quarters as possible.

 Without Aster’s keys, she’d have to find another way in. She’d blown through a door on the Navitas, hadn’t she? Whoever the intruder was, she needed to know they were alive. After causing the deaths of all those white priests and priestesses, her conscience wouldn’t allow her to leave this to chance.

 Her head swam, blood seeping through the gauze on her fingers and onto the door handle. Tactus singed the inside of her veins as she broke out in a cold sweat and her muscles spasmed. Whatever Aster had done to her was more draining than fueling a warship.

 She couldn’t perform a working like this. Her body would be repairing itself for hours.

 Her inner well was so depleted she couldn’t even sense the ship’s position in space or the movements of the crew. She had no idea where Aster was—if she was in the cells with the white priestess or down the hall or on the command bridge or off the ship entirely.

 You’re wasting time.

 “Who the hell are you?” Korinna groaned.

 The only person who can keep you alive.

 She wanted to scream but couldn’t muster the effort.  She’d been so stupid. She knew Aster wanted to destroy the orders, that Aster was older than she seemed—old enough to be a black priestess herself. After a life that long, it must’ve been easy to manipulate someone so young and inexperienced. And look what had happened the minute she did something Aster considered inconvenient.

 Korinna shut her eyes and tried again to drag up nodes of tactus, but there was only the chemical burn of her overspent veins. She couldn’t get inside the cells, not when using tactus outside the octagon would strip her energy to the bone—

 Are you a descendant of Vermicula, or a back-alley charlatan? the voice seethed. Your ancestors could’ve taken that beating and flicked that door off its hinges without shedding a single blood tear.

 Korinna’s face was drenched. She could barely hold herself upright. And if that damn voice didn’t shut up, she was going to scrape off the only skin left on her palms by beating her fists against the wall.

 “I’M NOT MY ANCESTORS,” she screamed. “AND YOU AREN’T EVEN REAL!”

 She slumped down to the floor with her back against the door, no closer to any answers than a moment ago. She felt stupid.

 I’m not a delusion. You created this situation on your own. 

 She cried into her stinging hands. Yes, she had certainly created this situation when she fell for Aster: ignoring every warning sign she was dangerous, that she wasn’t telling the whole truth, that she wanted more than anyone could give.

 Is that why Aster was so distant when they came back from Praeteritus, because she knew what would happen even then?

 There was no use wondering now. She’d sealed her fate when she sent that message to Therese asking her not to send anyone after the Diabolos. At the time, Korinna thought she was doing the right thing by protecting the other Redseers. A part of her still didn’t want to accept Aster had betrayed her, but there was no other explanation. Korinna was weak and trapped and alone entirely due to her own choices.

 Done feeling sorry for yourself?

 She had no tears left to shed. It was almost a blessing she was too drained to even feel the Unsighted on board the Diabolos. Couldn’t sense them walking on the decks above and below her, doing maintenance to the ship, or preparing for space flight. She wiped her face on her sleeve.

 “Yes. I’m sorry I yelled at you.”

 Korinna crawled over to the tray and wiped at her face again.

 For the third time, she asked, “Who are you?”

 I’m someone else that’s being kept in these rooms, the voice answered. I’ve been here longer than you’ve been alive. There used to be others. Now it’s just me… and you.

 A flicker of unease ran up Korinna’s spine. She didn’t know every ability white priestesses had—was this one of them? If there was a Lightbender on this ship, would they be able to put sounds in Korinna’s head, twist the truth in her mind until she couldn’t think straight? Was this voice a deception from the Order of Radiosa? She refused to consider any other possibilities.

 Carefully, she asked, “Did she lock you in here, too?”

 I chose this prison over the hell I knew before.

 Korinna’s body went cold down to the ends of her hair and the tips of her teeth.

 “Why do you hide?”

 Because you are weak, and revealing myself would tax you.

 She didn’t have the energy to fight. Whether this was some powerful being or a lie from a white priestess, she didn’t want to be by herself. For that reason alone, she was grateful for the disembodied voice.

 “Will you help me?” She slumped onto the bed, too weak to rise. The voice didn’t respond. With each minute of silence, Korinna grew more hopeless. Aster had promised her the galaxy, promised her a place by her side, only to rip out more than just her energy. She’d taken the roots and stems of tactus itself and left her a burned and salted battlefield.

 Her injuries had always healed within half an hour, even with poisons, burns, amputations. As a child she’d been forced to swallow nails and pieces of broken glass, but Korinna had never encountered a being that ate energy like a black hole ate galaxies. Aster must truly be a descendant of Furia to have such a debilitating effect on her body.

 Before the Spectrus, Korinna’s life had been painfully mundane. All she’d wanted was a chance to escape the dead-hand control of Vermicula’s Order, to atone for the boy with the clammy skin who went silent beneath her hands. Her dreams were so small, so simple. Maybe that’s why she’d been so easy to manipulate.

 Red Priestesses didn’t live long lives, she’d always known that. She just hadn’t expected to end hers like this.

 It’s only the end if you let it be.

 “How would you know?”

 Because any priestess worthy of the title would find a way to serve her goddess in spite of this.

 Whoever this voice belonged to, they had a lot of damn nerve throwing Vermicula in her face at a time like this. It was exactly the sort of despicable sentiment she’d grown up hearing, and Korinna was tired of it.

 “Whoever you are, you know nothing about serving Vermicula,” she snarled. “You think giving up the self serves my Order? You are exactly like every soul-sucking monster on the Navitas, tearing away any connection adepts have to each other and reducing us to instruments. If that’s what my goddess wants, then I don’t want this anymore. I didn’t ask to be a Redseer.”

 The strip of tissue at Korinna’s neck pulsed like it had just stuttered back to life.

 Still wrapped up in her anger, she put the voice out of her mind, the walls of the room warping in and out like they were breathing.

 She needed to escape. If Aster could weaken her so easily, then she wasn’t safe here. Not with their interests so sharply diverged. Whatever was happening in the cells with the white priestess, she wouldn’t be able to fix it or uncover the truth. Trying fruitlessly to claw her way to the center of the asteroid was ridiculous. Weakened as she was, her body would fall apart and there would be no one to burn her remains in honor of Vermicula.

 Do you always give up so easily? This is the only way for you to get stronger. 

 As children, if adepts struggled to recover from the morbid tests performed on them by the Order, they were placed in artificial sleep so their body could repair the damage.

 The thought of putting herself through the same conditioning process now cauterized her insides. It would be better to leave the Diabolos. What did it matter if she found the captive white priestess? Korinna wasn’t strong enough to reverse the tide of history. Furia’s Order was rising from the depths whether she liked it or not, and if she wasn’t here, Aster Haran would find some other Redseer to steal power from.

 No one on the Navitas was safe.

 Korinna wasn’t a High Priestess, she was just one adept, not nearly strong enough to take on a vengeful goddess.

 The Vermicula I knew wouldn’t have considered giving up, no matter how many followers had to die in her place.

 Korinna stopped breathing where she stood. “You knew Vermicula?”

 The being she’d screamed at must be several millennia old. It must be more ancient than the Diabolos, more ancient than most of the stars in the universe. Was this a trick by the white priestess?

 Yes, you foolish girl. Vermicula still lives, and she will reside in purgatory until the end of time unless you make yourself useful.

 The bottom dropped out of her stomach. Korinna’s throat constricted, as if her necklace was trying to communicate with her, but all she could do was place her hand over the strip of cardiac tissue and plead with it to hold on.

 “Why should I care what Vermicula needs? I can’t be what Redseers are supposed to be. I can’t be like her—I can’t let anyone die in my place. I c-could barely hurt that boy…”

 What do you think will happen if you flee and avoid all contact with your Order? Many Redseers will die, more than you realize. Vermicula will remain trapped without you. Gods can’t die, even when they desperately want to.

 Memories of the tomb in the simulacrum crawled inside her throat. The smoky burn of incense in her eyes and the adepts with their heads bent in prayer, memories so basic Korinna could never drive them out. All those years Vermicula had been alive, right in front of them all, and no one had known.

 Mistress Vega told her there were secrets that belonged to the High Priestess and select practitioners within the Order. There was no way Renatia hadn’t known Vermicula was alive.

 But Korinna wasn’t strong enough to fight them all, no matter what the voice said.

 “I can’t free Vermicula from her tomb. I wasn’t even strong enough to fight off one black priestess. I almost died when Aster stole tactus from me. I couldn’t survive the job Vega gave me, and I won’t survive what you’re asking me to do.”

 She never should have become a priestess. Korinna didn’t have Vermicula’s bloodlust or Renatia’s cunning. There had to be someone else who could do what this voice was asking. Freeing Vermicula was an impossible task, and there was only one being who’d entertain the idea.

 Do you still think I’m one of Radiosa’s illusions?

 “No. I know who you are.”

 If my tomb can be opened, then so can the others’. It’s imperative they be freed.

 Korinna dug through Aster’s dresser for some plain black clothing. She’d get off this ship, but she wouldn’t lift a finger to help Vermicula.

 “I hate the rituals in my Order. I hate the Sanatio. I hate that blood and power are valued above all else. I hate that Redseers are objects instead of people. I suffered because of my stupid Order, and you expect me to risk my life to free the goddess who started it all?”

 Korinna kicked one of the drawers shut, jammed her legs into Aster’s trousers, and laced up a pair of boots that were a half size too big.

 What you describe was not purely Vermicula’s fault. The state of the galaxy was also my fault, and Radiosa’s. We’re all to blame for what you went through.

 “Even if that’s true, even if I wanted to help Vermicula—which I don’t—I wouldn’t be able to open her tomb. I can barely open that door without falling apart. My body isn’t conditioned to use tactus outside of an octagon. If I tried to open her tomb, I’d fail and die in the process—if Renatia ever let me get that close.”

 Strength is earned, not given. You are capable of everything you’re running from. You choose not to achieve it. 

 Furia’s icy words cut her to the quick. Mouth a taut line, Korinna pulled on the rest of her stolen clothes and packed a stolen bag. She needed to get off this ship before Aster remembered she was alive. Whatever happened with the white priestess had Aster’s attention right now; Korinna wouldn’t get this opportunity again.

 “I’m leaving. Not for you or Vermicula or anyone else. I’m leaving for me.”

 The words whipped past her lips and they were untamable. Once the truth was spoken, given shape by her voice, it was impossible to retract. Korinna was leaving. She didn’t need Aster or the fragile connection they’d built before it was destroyed. She stood beside the empty bed, brushing the edge of her fingers against the black, silky sheets, its fibers as cool as Aster’s scales against her palms.

 Aster would hate her for what she was about to do.



 The flight deck was quiet, staffed with just a small maintenance crew. The last time she was here, they’d left for Praeteritus in a light shuttle built for short travel. With a bag slung over her shoulder, she located the same vessel.

 Nearby, some of the maintenance engineers spoke in hushed tones. If she moved quickly and acted official, they wouldn’t have time to question why she was on this flight deck, why she was struggling with the security code for the shuttle, or why she was dressed in Aster’s clothes.

 When her guess at the access code failed for a second time, Korinna focused on the metal exterior of the shuttle, running her fingers along the seams, feeling the gears and locking mechanisms with tactus. She had to get out of here, and if she had to spare some tactus in the process, so be it.

 The door to the shuttle crept up, up, up, groaning as it did, some hidden catch straining against her manipulation. Blood dripped past Korinna’s eyes, leaked from her cuticles and splashed on the floor. The scent of copper filled her nose and the voices in the background grew quiet. She was still weak, exhausted from having her insides scraped raw. The stream of blood grew thicker. The door to the shuttle stood wide open as Korinna swayed on her feet.

 Behind her, someone shouted. “Lieutenant, there’s blood everywhere—”

 “Get out of the way.”

 That was Alazne. Korinna stumbled into the shuttle, nearly toppling over from the weight of her pack.

 Heavy footsteps followed her inside. No, she couldn’t. This wouldn’t work if Alazne was on board too. Korinna had to deal with her, but her perception was all scrambled. She was too weak still, not strong enough to do this right.

 “I’m sorry. The captain won’t allow you to leave.”

 Korinna raised her bloody right hand to shove Alazne away with a swipe of her fingers, but she swayed again, and a pair of arms jerked her out of the shuttle.




Chapter Forty-Two:
Korinna


 Instead of the bedchamber, Alazne threw her inside an asteroid cell.

 It contained a cot, a spigot for water, and nothing else. So much for Aster’s promise to let her go free if she turned down her offer. She knew in her gut it hadn’t been sincere. She should’ve trusted her instincts.

 An ancient asteroid was a great place to carve out prison cells. It contained trace amounts of the same metals used to make the chains on Vermicula and Furia’s tombs, the same substance that was ground into powder to form tactus-dampening gas—except now it was bound to the walls that contained her.

 Korinna’s only sense of time came from Furia. She’d awoken when the ancient being’s voice spoke loudly enough to rouse her. The more she spoke, the more Korinna listened.

  She told her when to conserve energy and when to appear ill in front of the guards, when to center herself and when to focus her energy on escaping. All so they’d report her weakness to Aster. Furia still had her motives—she wanted Korinna to escape so she could free Vermicula. As impossible as Korinna believed that to be, she still relied on Furia during this isolation. She had nothing else.

 Each time she woke, Korinna pulled herself out of bed and ran her palms over the rough walls, the damp floors, the cool metal door. She pulled on the strings and nodes of tactus binding the matter around her until she felt the bones in her hands grind into her muscles, the pads of her fingers sticky and wet while her eyes burned.

 Pulling on a thread of matter normally allowed her to use the interconnecting web of spacetime to manipulate it, but the metals in the asteroid remained heavy and immobile. It was like trying to lift the whole galaxy at once, like throwing her body into a meat grinder while trying to bend the shape of the blades.

 Furia didn’t offer comfort, only instruction. Even when Korinna cried out and heaved tortured gasps through clenched teeth, the voice was silent. Was this goddess as apathetic toward her own worshippers, or was it because Korinna was a Redseer?

 The white priestess must have been in these cells too, but there was no hint of her existence, not through layers of ancient tactus-dampening rock.

 The necklace at Korinna’s throat was her only consolation. When she whimpered in pain, she focused on the steady, thrumming pulse from the preserved cardiac tissue. Even through all this, the preserved cells from Vermicula’s heart were still beating.

 Several day cycles passed before she saw Aster again. Expecting one of the guards at the door, Korinna grimaced at the intrusion, but it was Aster who looked back at her, her black eyes emotionless. The full impact of Aster’s beauty was a punishment.

 “What’s happened to you?” She reached for Korinna’s bloody cheek.

 Anger, bright and hot as a supernova, blasted through her. She swatted Aster’s hand away and sat up as far as she could. “Nothing.”

 “I had no idea you were this hurt. Alazne said you were recovering, but I didn’t think it was this bad…”

 Alazne. So that’s who was spying on her while she slept. “What did you think would happen when you stole all the tactus from my body?” she fumed. “I’m surprised you care.”

 Aster’s shoulders fell like she wanted to tumble headfirst into a pit and never climb out.

 “I didn’t want to hurt you. This whole time I’ve been trying to help. I thought… I thought you and I wanted the same thing. But I was wrong.”

 Korinna stood from the cot with the rage of a thousand stars. “Help me? You used me, you lied to me. You told me you were a selfish person, but I was too stupid and in love to believe you,” she seethed. “If you’re going to take my power now, then do it and leave, because I don’t want to talk to you.”

 Aster’s gaze was an adder waiting to strike. “I didn’t come here to steal your power. I came because I was worried.”

 “I wish I’d escaped when I had the chance.”

 “I told you to stay inside this cell,” said Aster. “You have no concept of what would happen to you if you escaped this ship. Do you think the Order of Vermicula would be happy to find you? Or the Imperium? Evading them isn’t easy. Staying alive without an octagon is difficult for Redseers like you. You can’t run away from a warship if your body will fall apart on its own.”

 Korinna crossed her arms, unmoved by her excuses. “Who are you going to destroy now? I know you’re planning something.”

 Aster said nothing. Her lithe form was across the room before Korinna could stop her. Panic stuttered in Korinna’s heart. She didn’t know when they’d have another chance to speak.

 “Is it the Maturitas?” she asked. “Are you going to destroy another warship and steal another Redseer?”

 Aster stopped at the door. “Is that what you’re angry about?”

 Heat flared beneath Korinna’s skin. Embarrassment. No, this wasn’t about her feelings or what happened between them, it was about what was right.

 “Why haven’t you killed the White High Priestess?”

 “Because I don’t have her. The White High Priestess sent one of her Lightbenders to fight in her place.”

 Something cold tugged on Korinna’s heart, pulling her chest low, smothered in an icy grip. She knew what it was like to be tossed into a dangerous situation by her superiors.

 Aster’s mouth pressed into a severe line. There was no trace of gentleness in her expression, only cool disappointment. “Is that not what you expected to hear? The Order of Radiosa isn’t what it pretends to be.”

 Korinna could not withstand her gaze. She’d refused to harm the white priestesses when they tried to attack the Diabolos, she’d destroyed her partnership with Aster to preserve an Order that was just as soulless as her own.

 What had she done?

 “You’ll stay here until my work is done. I can’t trust you. We’ll talk about this later.”

 Aster stalked from the room like she wanted to smite her enemies from the universe, her proud head held high.

 Korinna still fumed long after she left, a caged predator pacing the length of her cell. Aster was so self-righteous about keeping her imprisoned, but at least she was keeping her from making more foolish mistakes.

 Now that she was awake, she could feel some kind of shift in the ship’s direction. Her conversation with Aster had distracted her, but she could sense they were approaching a cluster of light and energy.

 Done squabbling?

 “Don’t test me, I’ll fight you too.”

 The voice of Furia laughed in her ears. You wouldn’t begin to know how. Don’t waste your time with fighting. Practice trying to get out of here. That argument will keep her away long enough for you to really extend your powers.

 “What do you mean?” Korinna asked.

 I mean you haven’t been pushing yourself hard enough. You’re still afraid. You don’t understand that a priestess as strong as yourself can’t die so easily.

 It was easy for Furia to say; she wasn’t the one caught between death and survival while her body repaired itself. Korinna had grown stronger since being imprisoned, but still not strong enough to escape on her own.

 Do you think it was easy for your goddess to create the entire universe? Furia asked. Do you think it was painless? 

 Korinna was shamed into silence. “No.”

 There was no response. She knew what she had to do if she wanted to get out of this mess: leave the Diabolos and everyone on it behind. There was no reason to stay, even if leaving was physically dangerous. Aster had admitted her disappointment more than once: I thought we were the same, but I was wrong. Those words stung, eye hooks digging into her flesh, nestled in the tissue until they pulled at the heart beneath.

 No. Korinna didn’t care about her. She’d been wrong to trust Aster and she was wrong to care about her now.

 For a religious girl, you’re quite the liar. 

 She was about to snap at Furia when she was pitched off her feet and onto the ground. The Diabolos made a ninety-degree turn on short notice, flattening the passengers of the ship to the floor while Korinna slid backward from the force of the thrust. She couldn’t have sat up if she tried.

 Outside the walls of her cell, several large bodies pursued them. The maneuvers that followed were masterful, considering the ship was being flown without a navigator. Precise flying was dramatically more difficult with manual controls, but Aster must have had ages to build up her skills.

 Accustomed to the shifts and changes in rapid spaceflight, Korinna’s thoughts shifted to who might be pursuing Aster. It wasn’t unheard of for pirates to steal from private cargo barges or wealthy trading vessels, but a ship weighed down with cargo wouldn’t be fast enough to follow something like the Diabolos, not without serious modifications.

 She closed her eyes and ignored the turbulence pressing her into the floor. When she’d first looked for the white priestesses in Aster’s rooms, the act had completely drained her, but her failed escape attempt had earned her something after all: now she could feel the layers of spacetime around her in all their complexity, down to the muffling presence of the Unsighted and the stray particles of helium from passing stars. Among the rich details there was a point of light, a single candle flame trying and failing to catch up as the Diabolos swerved through a cloud of asteroids at top speed.

 Whatever ship the White High Priestess was flying wasn’t as well-equipped as the Diabolos. She doubted there were many ships in the galaxy with the same acceleration power.

 As Korinna returned to her own body, she braced for the impending rush of pain, but when she blinked her eyes open, she was mostly intact. Her eyes were bleeding, as they always did, and her fingernails had fallen off. Nothing more.

 “Thank the Ember,” she croaked, peeling herself off the damp stone floor.

 Thank yourself, Furia scolded.

 Her resilience was short-lived. Korinna tried to make another attempt on the walls of her cell as energy rushed out of her in a rapid stream. Instead of finding her hands fleshless and bleeding, she started shivering and wheezing where she sat, her limbs colder than the surface of a lightless moon.

 Shuddering where she’d fallen, Korinna choked out, “W-what’s happening?”

 Furia was silent. Her nerves were cold and pinched as if her very soul was being squeezed from her.

 Korinna started crying in earnest. “Please,” she whimpered.

 There was no response until time went still.



Chapter Forty-Three:
Korinna


 Korinna fell through the planes of time until her body was so far from the present she decelerated into stillness. The emptiness of the vacuum was all around her, the landscape pitted with the burning cores of ancient stars. Each of her exhales froze in a cloud of crystalized water droplets, like she was a comet shedding pieces of ice in her wake.

 With each eon of time she fell through, more and more of her body was sheared away, locks of hair falling from her scalp and skin flaking off her lips. Korinna left a trail of blood behind her, a bright red streak of life that marked her path through history.

 In the moment before she fell, she remembered Furia, except now she felt her presence. With a powerful scaled body and a mouth like a void in space, the mother of all serpents spoke to her.

 “Now you’re finally strong enough to know the truth,” Furia said, before throwing her into the past.



 Korinna held on to what remained of her body with every scrap of energy she could gather. Each moment she lingered cost her layers of skin and muscle.

 With her eyelids dissolving into nothing, the world around her shifted until she appeared before three sisters with their hands clasped together—the Destruction by Three as it was originally performed. The push and pull of tactus shifted from each sister into the others in a closed circuit, building and building until Radiosa spun off celestial bodies, until Furia pulled planets and moons into orbit with the force of gravity, until Vermicula poured heat and life into clouds of glass and dust, lighting up the night sky, shoving matter to the edges of their creation.

 The cosmos emerged through their connected hands. With each working, the sisters took on monstrous forms. Vermicula was a bloody, sputtering coagulant, her body held together by sheer will alone. Radiosa formed a quivering bundle of light, shifting patterns that were thoughts and ideas refined into photons. Furia became the hungry black mouth at the center of the universe.

 Together the sisters made a body.

 Korinna tried to hold on to the moment, but the strain was too great. Her muscular tissue burned away faster than she could repair it. She let the reversing tide of history sweep her up toward the present.

 Her acceleration was gradual at first. She was witness to moment after moment of the sisters building and reshaping the universe. In her studies as a cleric, Korinna’s holy texts had described creation as a single act, but time showed the truth. Creation had taken millennia. Eons of silence, of three beings existing as one.

 The nearer she approached the present day, the faster time thrust her forward, as if the manifold knew she belonged at the top-most layer, not deep in ancient history. Entire civilizations rose and fell, stars died, planets were destroyed under the impact of asteroids. Orders were formed around each of the goddesses, and their descendants built shrines to their power.

 Through it all, the sisters reigned, until the day when the First Space Exploration began. Mines sprang up on celestial bodies, cores were ripped from stars, and the first spacecraft were created. Humanity began leaving a mark on the universe, and Furia’s worshippers outnumbered the others two to one. Her priestesses owned the stars and the black voids between them, taking Redseers captive for their own ends. Their hunger ran unchecked as the sisters feuded, divided by jealousy, by the desire for supremacy over the others.

 Radiosa and Vermicula waned in influence. Korinna already knew what came next. She didn’t want the unvarnished truth, but Furia forced her into this journey through time, and the Sanatio was as brutal in reality as it was in description.

  Drained of their own blood, disguised among men, Redseers returned to Vermicula, surrendering themselves one by one. Better to be recycled than held captive by a black witch. Better to entomb yourself, to die for your goddess, than to strengthen Furia’s hold on the galaxy. She recognized the two forms of sacrifice from her own ascension, all the cruel, hateful practices of the Order of Vermicula that sprang up in the Sanatio’s wake.

 Redseers were drained of life, their excess blood recycled into the walls of the Navitas, into tubing that fed the vein in Vermicula’s arm. It was just as callous as the modern version of the ritual, and the reality of what her goddess created filled her with the same damp, nauseous dread as her own Sanatio.

 Those with blood unsuitable for Vermicula were culled and lost to the millennia. Only Redseers with blood formed in her image endured through time.

 As Korinna shot toward the present, there was Isaac sharing his blood with her in the garden, a flash of kindness among so much injustice. There was Renatia deciding which priestesses deserved to live and die. Who was at risk of endangering the Order?

 Who would allow themselves to be used by a black witch, an echo of the galaxy’s earliest betrayal?

 The black priestesses fell into chaos without Redseers to subjugate. Too many stars were consumed at once by beings with Aster’s same balletic grace. Worshippers were harvested by the most desperate black witches, lending to Furia’s fearsome reputation.

 The tragedy that followed the Sanatio moved so quickly Korinna missed the details, only fragments of one horrifying event after another.

 Furia, being the most feared, was the first to be restrained.

 The chains still wrapped around the tombs were unveiled and thrown around Furia’s neck. Out of fear of what they’d created, the sisters stood by as she was cut apart for relics, with the core of her body entombed in the sarcophagus that Kibwe had taken her to on her first day aboard the Diabolos.

 In seconds, Radiosa and Vermicula were similarly subjugated, with their followers—their own priestesses—condemning them to eternal suffering.

 If the orders were so monstrous to each other, did any of them deserve to go on? Radiosa helped shove Furia into that tomb. Radiosa’s followers helped subdue their own goddess just as Vermicula’s followers did. With this knowledge, her decision to disobey Aster and spare the white priestesses rang hollow in her chest. These decisions were a fundamental betrayal of everything that devotion to the goddesses was supposed to mean. Whatever the orders originally represented, that meaning was lost, tarnished by the ugly implosion she’d never be able to forget.

 The repulsive, ugly truth was worse than any lesson she’d learned in vigil, or any story she’d read in her Order’s Codex. By forcing her to learn about the past, Furia compelled her to address the lies at the center of their galaxy.

 Was Aster right? Was it better to eliminate the source of so much hardship, to wipe away the modern tradition of something too horrible to describe? The Sanatio continued. They were still sacrificing others only to benefit humans, and the practice showed no signs of ending.

 Doubt poisoned her in slow drips until she wasn’t sure of anything anymore.

 The rest of Korinna’s journey through time passed unnoticed. With a floundering grip on her physical body, the manifold spat her out into the present day, her skin completely gone, her tendons weak and shrunken against her frame. Even the bones beneath her muscles had lost their sturdiness.

 She was lighter than matter, an idea more than a body.

 She longed for the oblivion of sleep, but with so much of her destroyed, she didn’t want to risk a second of unconsciousness lest her physical body dissolve entirely. She held on to the present moment with the last molecules of tactus at her command.

 Eventually, a guard checked on her through the mesh window in her cell door and screamed loudly enough to wake the entire sector.

 Korinna began to hallucinate. Aster wept beside her in her scales, halfway between the beautiful human she knew and the serpent queen she once loved.

 Aster had told her they weren’t the same, that she was wrong about Korinna, about them. But Korinna wanted them to be the same, she wanted to be understood by someone as enchanting and fascinating as Aster. To be two people against everyone else. An obsessive, consuming love stronger than the memories from Korinna’s past, with someone who eclipsed the Order of Vermicula and everything they’d done to her.

 For someone who was never special, who was tolerated while others were prized, it was impossible not to covet the kind of devotion Aster represented. Even in her half-dead, bloodied state, she was all Korinna wanted. All she needed.

 None of this was real. It was a fantasy her addled brain created to keep her destroyed tissues together.



 Days passed. Cell by cell, her body rebuilt itself. Her teeth grew back. Her entire surface clotted over and formed a dried, blackened scab that fell away to reveal fresh new skin. Korinna’s light-brown hair grew to its previous length in a single night. Her nail beds re-formed and her taste buds returned, her body regenerated one atom at a time.

 Each day of sleeplessness made her thoughts more disoriented and scrambled. People whispered her name from the corners of the room, faceless men and women in robes holding chains, each of them trying to slip the metal around her neck and drag her into the tomb. Korinna fought through her panic. Her body was too fragile to move and all she could do was remain still on the damp cell floor.

 Furia appeared as a serpent large enough to devour entire galaxies, the same as when she’d shoved Korinna into the pit of time, her hunger as eternal as the night sky. The cool, muscular coils of Furia’s body held Korinna’s breakable form, like a mother holding a child to her chest.

 Her perceptions had to have been hallucinations, because Korinna had no mother nor any memory of being cradled. She didn’t even have an order anymore, not if the Order of Vermicula was based on the great betrayal she’d witnessed.



 After three weeks, her eyelids grew back and she was able to cry again.

 Korinna’s skin was as sensitive as a newborn child’s. The wet trail her tears left down her face was as clean and smooth as sand-blasted rock. Before long, she was able to doze in fits and starts. And, each time, she awoke in fear, wondering if her body had disintegrated as she slept.

 We only die when we let go, Furia said softly, like she feared shattering Korinna’s molting body with the vibrations from her voice.

 Unable to move her lips or her face or any part of herself, Korinna pleaded in her own mind, hoping Furia would hear her: then don’t let me go. 

 The goddess watched over her. It was enough for Korinna to relax and fall into the deep, healing slumber she needed. She dreamed Aster was holding her hand and kissing her brow, then woke to the banal reality of her isolation, knowing those dreams could not be real.

 Have you always been this cynical?



 Weeks had passed and Korinna could blink now. She shut her eyes to show her displeasure. Are you going to defend her now too?

 She sits by your bedside and cries every day.

 You don’t have to lie for her. She doesn’t want anything to do with me, Korinna thought.

 At times, you can be as obstinate and unbearable as your predecessors. Not every action in the galaxy is done out of malice toward you. Even terrible people occasionally tell the truth. 

 Aster told the truth when she admitted to being a selfish person, and when her human skin fell away and the serpent queen revealed itself. That was who Aster Haran was: the ruthless queen of monsters, servant to an eternally hungry god.

 And what did it mean that Korinna still wanted her?



 As her body wove itself back together, so did her awareness and ability to harness the tactus in all things, her grasp of Redsight, and the strength Furia believed she could find. Opening the door to her cell was trivial now.

 Not all of the cells were empty. Through the compacted grains of sand, through the dulling force of the tactus-dampening rock, there was a glowing presence. The hint of light and its radiant warmth: the captive white priestess.

 With a raised finger, Korinna opened the cell without a key, without shedding a drop of blood or feeling a twinge of discomfort. The woman in the cell remained silent and still. She made no move to escape, to beg for her life. Nothing. Korinna shut the cell door behind her and waited.

 It was the first time she’d ever met a white priestess.

 “Why did you board the Diabolos?”

 Several moments passed before the priestess responded, her voice hoarse with disuse. “I was ordered to kill the captain.”

 She didn’t attempt to lie. The white priestess wasn’t getting off this ship—what would be the point?

 Korinna didn’t need to know anything else. Aster was right: anyone from the Order of Radiosa would kill her without a second thought or a moment’s hesitation. Was it noble to protect someone who would only go on to kill others? That’s what she’d done when she refused to eliminate the Order of Radiosa, and that choice rubbed her raw, scraped at her new, sensitive skin.

 By sparing Radiosa’s followers, she’d allowed for more killing. The truth was painful and uncomfortable and she didn’t want to be around this white witch for another moment. She left and sealed the priestess back inside, returning to her own cell with listless certainty.

 Her cell was silent and cold when she returned, a tomb in all the ways that mattered. At least, as a prisoner, she didn’t have to be confronted with her own mistakes.





Chapter Forty-Four:
The Captain


 Aster waited weeks before visiting the white priestess. She had no choice. With Korinna so close to death, there was no way to take tactus from her, and it was dangerous for a Star Eater to be alone with a white priestess—even one as inexperienced as this one, even in the asteroid cells.

 Slinking in to take tactus from Korinna’s sleeping body was the last thing she wanted, but it couldn’t be avoided any longer. Korinna’s horrific reaction to the asteroid cells had passed, and her body was in one piece. Those first nights when her body wept blood from every pore were scarred into Aster’s mind, the contours of her fear scratched into her nerves.

 Korinna wasn’t supposed to mean anything to her—she’d pushed Aster away, rejected her ideals, put the entire crew in jeopardy—but some part of her couldn’t let go of the person she found in the practice chambers on the Navitas. The woman with so much talent and anger she could only direct in a mirrored box.

 Aster found Korinna in her own kind of tomb and she’d broken her out, just like she’d broken Furia out of her sarcophagus. When she’d accepted her offer to work together, Aster thought she’d found someone else who wanted to change the galaxy. Who understood the depth of the problem.

 She’d thought they were the same. That was the most cutting revelation of all—that Aster was alone in the pursuit of her goals, and her ham-fisted plan to wipe out the Order of Radiosa was her own problem. After so long in the Umbra and within the Imperium, Aster saw death differently. She hadn’t comprehended the gravity of what she’d asked Korinna to do until it was too late.

 She’d asked her to do too much too soon without explaining why. She thought restoring Furia to power meant eliminating the other orders, but Korinna had made her doubt her own plans.

 Korinna was sleeping in her cell, breathing out little exhales with her delicate eyelashes fanned against her cheek. It was hard to pull herself away.

 Aster didn’t want to keep stealing tactus like a thief in the night, but she had to speak with the white priestess, and tactus from a Redseer was the only way to protect herself from the influence of a Lightbender. It was why her sisters had taken red priestesses captive during the First Space Exploration.

 She pulled out her ring of keys and notched one in the lock, opening the cell for the first time in almost a month. White robes unblemished, the Lightbender stared at her from across the narrow space, crossed arms resting on her bent knees.

 “Remember me?” Aster asked.

 She took a step forward and the white priestess flinched back, retreating toward the wall.

 Aster held out her hands, stayed on the opposite side of the cell. “I’m not here to hurt you. I want to talk. What’s your name?”

 Her voice was gravely from disuse. “I’m sure you already know, Captain Haran.”

 “I do, but that’s not a polite way to introduce yourself.”

 “It’s Sahar. I’m sure you found the identification chip in my sword.”

 Could Sahar detect Furia’s presence on the ship? Her own perception outside the asteroid cells was limited, muffled by the tactus-dampening rock, but Aster was no Lightbender and she wanted to understand the differences between them.

 Sahar asked, “Why are you just staring at me?”

 “It’s unusual for someone like me to meet a Lightbender in person. Excuse my curiosity. I have a few questions.”

 Sahar straightened against the wall, her frown deepening. “I can’t stop you.”

 No. She couldn’t.

 “Where did you find those fusion spheres?”

 “We didn’t find them, at least not the ones we used. I made them based on a prototype I discovered in an abandoned laboratory.”

 Was this a trick? Did Lightbenders lie, or was it against their religion? Sahar had to be brilliant if she’d recreated a fusion sphere based on a prototype—the weapons were challenging to make and even more challenging to control. It was why Aster hadn’t pursued them herself.

 “Does the Imperium have more?” Aster asked.

 “They have my notes and schematics. I’m sure they could produce more.”

 Not a full answer, but it was more information than Aster expected to receive.

 “Is that what the Imperium was planning to do?”

 “I don’t know what the Imperium’s plans are. You’ll have to ask them yourself.”

 “What about your High Priestess?”

 Sahar didn’t respond immediately. She searched for something in Aster’s expression, dark eyes trained on her from across the room. “What about her?”

 “What did she send you here to do?”

 Several seconds passed. “You saw what she sent me here to do, Captain.”

 Aster crossed her arms and fought the urge to pace. “You didn’t have a backup plan?”

 “Did you kill the soldiers who boarded the ship with me?”

 “Were they important to you?”

 “They’re people. I care about what happens to them.”

 “I’ll tell you how they are if you look at something for me.”

 Aster reached into her jacket and pulled out one of the obsidian star shards she hunted for Furia. Sahar was immobile, her brown eyes focused on the object in Aster’s hand.

 “Do you know what this is?”

 Sahar shook her head, a frown creasing her brow.

 Aster tossed the object to her. It was light and dark molded into one, hot and cold, a strand of molten energy encased in nothingness.

 Instead of fear, Sahar’s features lit up with curiosity. She clutched the star fragment with both hands and marveled at its exterior.

 “It’s from the core of a supergiant star.”

 Sahar glanced back and forth between the shard and Aster. “This can’t be natural.”

 “Fragmenting stars is as old as the universe. If I gave you a sample and a workspace, could you make more? Not enough to make an entire celestial body, just enough to make these.”

 Was the white priestess curious enough to try? It was dangerous, giving a Lightbender this opportunity, showing one of Furia’s enemies how to form star fragments. But keeping Furia intact wouldn’t be easy on their journey to the core of the galaxy, not if the Maturitas and the rest of the Imperium resumed their confrontation with the Haran fleet. Aster needed options.

 “It’s possible. Here.”

 Sahar stepped closer with the shard balanced in both hands, cautious. Aster reached out to take it back from her, but when the Lightbender got within an arm’s length, she shattered the fragment, directing the blast of energy toward Aster with violent determination in her eyes.

 Aster instinctually transformed and drank in the blast of energy, absorbing each molecule of tactus before it scalded her or destroyed the cell. Rage curled inside her, patient and denser by the moment, her anger drawing in every thought and feeling until she was consumed.

 Panting, she asked, “Did you think you could kill me?”

 Sahar wiped at her wet, streaming eyes, face blotchy with tears. “They’re dead because of you! I never should have made those spheres, but my friends died chasing you. They all died because of the destruction you have caused. And for what? Why do you want to destroy everything? What was the point of the Castillia, or the Spectrus, or the massacre I know you’ll bring to the Maturitas?”

 Aster exhaled until some of the tension left her body. With no weapons or means of escape, Sahar wasn’t going to be able to sever Aster into a thousand agonized pieces. The white priestess was limited by the asteroid cells just like any other prisoner that was sensitive to tactus.

 “I could have killed you when you barged onto my ship, but I chose not to. You still breathe because of me, and your precious soldiers are still alive for the time being.”

 Aster covered her mouth with her palm, rubbing at the side of her jaw as her fangs retreated. She wasn’t in danger, she wasn’t hurt, but the Lightbender’s attempt to kill her moments after Aster had tried to reach out made her furious.

 She didn’t need this right now. She needed to manage Furia’s hunger until they got closer to the Academy, and every moment the situation became more precarious. With so few people in the Umbra, wide-scale harm to human life wasn’t possible, no matter how voracious Furia became. The same could not be said for the core.

 “Do you think your Order gives a damn about you or your dead friends?” Aster asked.

 Sahar didn’t say anything. Tears left a wet trail over her cheekbones, crisscrossing until her face was damp.

 “No one from the Order of Radiosa is coming to help you. Your goddess is locked in a tomb under the dirt in a desert no one cares about. The Imperium isn’t going to help you because you’re one expendable Lightbender in a big galaxy. Are you sure you want to give up your life for these people? For the order that deserted you and the government that won’t even make a trade for your life before they try to bomb my ship out of the flight lanes?” Aster stared at her and waited for a response. “If you haven’t thought about it, then now’s your chance. You can consider that, or you can think of new ways to kill me. Your choice.”




Chapter Forty-Five:
Korinna


 Korinna followed the movements of the guards outside her cell. During gaps in their shifts, she slipped out and explored the dim corridors in the Diabolos’ core.

 But there was no sign of Furia.

 “Why won’t you reveal yourself?”

 It would draw the attention of other captives on this ship.

 “You mean the white priestess?”

 One of the only beings who can harm me in this galaxy. I put myself at great risk to speak with you.

 It hadn’t occurred to her that Furia could be in danger from a single Lightbender, but Furia wasn’t the goddess she once was.

 It’s true. A goddess alone is no goddess at all. This galaxy could not have been created by just one of us. It took thousands of years with all three of us. 

 To have one of Radiosa’s acolytes so nearby as Furia was still recovering… it was another chain around her neck. A constant reminder of Vermicula and Radiosa’s impassive silence as their sister was entombed.

 Yes. Their betrayal bought them time, but not enough to stop man’s race to rip apart this world. 

 With no trace of Furia’s physical whereabouts, Korinna wandered to Aster’s bedroom, drawn by the scent of clean linens and the smoky, heady perfume she kept on her bedside table. This was where they’d been closest, before Korinna made the choice that split them apart. She hadn’t meant to come here. She had no desire to escape or draw Aster’s attention.

 Locked away, Korinna didn’t have to face her decisions. She didn’t have to endure Aster’s enmity or acknowledge her role in the conflict overtaking the galaxy. Imprisonment robbed her of consequences, disappointment, and culpability. Freedom brought reality to the surface, and she didn’t want it.

 Korinna picked up the perfume, closed her eyes, breathed in the scent of sex, longing, safety. The perfume was Aster and it hurt how much she missed it. She set the bottle aside and dug through the bedside table, rummaging until her hand found her communicator.

 She had messages from Therese, Isaac, and Mistress Vega.

 Korinna read the brief message from Therese asking about her safety. There were several of them, each more despondent. She fired off a quick response to let her know she was alive.

 Isaac’s message was purely informative:


 If you’re still alive on the Diabolos when we board you, lock yourself in the octagon. I’ll plead with the High Priestess on your behalf.


 She tried to imagine returning to the Navitas and living a life of penance after this. A life without Furia’s voice in her head. A life where the Umbra had no pirate queen.

 She tried to imagine a life without Aster—and simply could not.


 Then she opened the message from Mistress Vega.


 Korinna,

 If you are given the chance to ascend, I beg you to take it.

 Yours,

 Vega


 Ascend to High Priestess? Her? Vega was delusional. Even with all her strength, if she left the Diabolos, she risked being captured by the Imperium and tried for aiding and abetting an enemy of the state. Or being kidnapped by organized criminals. Redseers were extremely rare throughout the galaxy—people would pay exorbitant sums to have a Redseer’s unique skills on their ship—and even more to acquire one in secret. But it was more likely she’d be returned and recycled by the Order of Vermicula itself.

 What was Vega even talking about? Not only was the idea simply outrageous, but for one High Priestess to ascend, another had to fall. Even if Renatia died, a presumptive heir didn’t inherit the title automatically. When there wasn’t a clear successor, a quorum of the priests and priestesses were called to decide. No one in the Order of Vermicula would allow an adept who’d shirked their sacrificial duty to ascend to their highest position. With her tarnished reputation, she’d be lucky even to fly a ship ever again.

 There was no chance she’d ascend to High Priestess. Not now, not ever. Unless the Imperium fell under the weight of time or the Diabolos was eventually captured, the only future she had was in a cell.



 “Bring her in.”

 The sound of raised voices echoed off the rocky walls of the corridor. Her cell door burst open and Kibwe filled the doorway.

 “She needs you.”

 Korinna didn’t have to be told who “she” was. They raced down the hall to another cell, but Kibwe’s hand was a manacle on her arm. Something was happening. Someone was here. Someone she’d never wanted to speak with again.

 Renatia, High Priestess of the Order of Vermicula, was crowded by a circle of guards and wrapped in the chains from Furia’s tomb. Aster loomed over her, despite her shorter stature.

 “On your knees,” Aster commanded.

 The sharp tang of blood was on the air, and for once it wasn’t Korinna’s. One of the guards kicked the High Priestess in the back of her knee and sent her tumbling to the ground.

 Renatia spat at Aster’s boots. “You’re despicable.”

 If she hadn’t noticed Korinna’s arrival, she sensed her now.

 “And you,” she said, her words sharp as a blade. “You should have had the self-respect to entomb yourself as you were trained to do.”

 Korinna would never apologize for choosing life, not when she’d been raised by an order that had imprisoned its own goddess. Renatia took a breath like she was about to launch into a tirade, but Aster wasn’t in the mood.

 She raised a scaled, clawed hand and lifted Renatia’s face toward hers, tactus shifting between them.

 “You will rescind your status as High Priestess of the Order of Vermicula. You will yield the title to Korinna. And you will do it without suggesting she kill herself.” She seethed, inches from Renatia’s face. “If you can’t do that, the chains go back on.”

 Aster stood up for Korinna’s honor in her own twisted, murderous way.

 Kibwe unbound Renatia. He wasn’t gentle.

 Aster remained in her snake queen form. In isolation, Korinna had forgotten what it was like to see her face in person. Even as Furia’s descendant, with her venomous teeth and sinuous body, the sight took her breath away.

 Korinna turned to Renatia. “I am ready, High Priestess.”

 “Has she told you who she is?” Renatia shot back.

 Aster whipped Renatia’s neck forward like she was ripping the essence of life from her throat.

 “Rescind your title,” Aster seethed.

 “Never.”

 With the force of a star imploding, Aster tore tactus from Renatia’s body, devouring it as if she were flaying her alive. Indeed, it looked no less painful. But it was merely a fraction of what the High Priestess contained.

 Korinna watched, implacable. So many acolytes under Renatia’s reign had experienced the same fear, the same agony, the same betrayal. This was nothing even approaching what she truly deserved, and the barest hint of the pain she’d inflicted as High Priestess.

 Aster ceased as the fresh scent of blood filled the room. “Rescind your title here and now or I will seal you in that tomb with these chains. You will spend eternity wishing I’d consumed every last atom of your tactus.”

 Face twisted, awash with terror, Renatia staggered to her feet and found her voice.

 “I, Renatia, High Priestess of the Order of Vermicula, rescind my status as High Priestess of my own will and intention. I rescind my title to Korinna, the haeres, the One Who Follows, and to her heirs, assigns, and beneficiaries, whoever they may be. I bless her ascension. By Vermicula’s hand, she is protected.”

 Korinna’s inner well of tactus expanded, filling up, up, up until she could touch every photon and burning star. The neurons in her brain rearranged until every cell and tissue was unlocked.

 There was a second part to ascension. She had to accept the role Renatia was offering her, she had to reach out and grasp the physical change cascading through her body for it to become permanent. Korinna could still avoid this responsibility. She could refuse, run out of the room, hide on the Diabolos until Aster got tired of her and threw her out of an air lock.

 But that was the wrong choice. She’d made the wrong decision once before and she didn’t want to fall short again. It was impossible for her to keep hiding here. The galaxy would keep intruding, keep pulling her into the conflict unfolding between the orders. She never stopped wanting to change the Order of Vermicula, even when she thought herself incapable of making that happen, and now Aster had tossed a solution into her lap with her casual arrogance.

 Aster had kept her end of their bargain, even when Korinna was too conflicted and afraid to do the same. It was time to uphold her end of the deal.

 She stepped closer to Renatia and pulled the mass of tactus into herself.

 “I, Korinna, ascend as High Priestess of the Order of Vermicula of my own will and intention. I assume all titles and powers as High Priestess, and I bless Renatia, her faithful servant. By Vermicula’s hand, she is protected.”

 Every trace of tactus that flew into Korinna took something from Renatia in its journey. Once the ascension was complete, the former High Priestess was too weak to stand. Kibwe caught her by the arm. Renatia still felt the same—still vaguely ageless in the way most witches were unless they were truly ancient—but something in her posture was defeated.

 Kibwe tried to take her to a cell, but Renatia ground her heels in, flailing as she strained to draw in stray bits of tactus.

 “Has she told you who she is?” Renatia craned her neck to address Korinna.

 Korinna stepped back. “What are you talking about?”

 The former High Priestess croaked a mirthless laugh. “I realized it the moment she left with those books. Only a direct descendant could have taken them—no one else would have been strong enough to get around the blood wards. You may have taken my title from me, but I’ve already won. They know what you are.”

 Korinna stood motionless as Kibwe led Renatia away. Only Korinna and Aster remained. It was the first time they’d been together outside of Korinna’s cell since Aster had stolen her power.

 “What did she mean?” Korinna asked.

 Aster sighed as her body shifted back to her human form. “I think you should come with me.”

 She opened the door to her bedroom and led Korinna inside.

 Each corner of the bed chamber held a memory, and just being here whisked Renatia and her bitter threats from her mind. Korinna set aside her new identity as a High Priestess, her training as a Redseer, her anxieties as a disgraced navigator, her insecurities as the weakest of her cohort.

 Korinna was one member of a partnership and she wanted to correct a wrong.

 Aster’s crossed arms suggested impatience, but whatever she wanted to say would have to wait.

 “I made you a promise before, when we agreed to our deal. You did everything you agreed to and more. I never thought I’d become… this. I was wrong to turn my back on you. I didn’t understand that my choice to spare the Order of Radiosa would also put people in danger. You have this entire crew to look out for, not just yourself, and I didn’t appreciate that. I judged you and I shouldn’t have. I’m sorry. I want to help you. To be your navigator again.”

 Aster’s hand found her arm, a blaze against Korinna’s skin even through the fabric of her sleeve. “I need to tell you something.  I should have been honest with you about what this is, who I am. I don’t want you to hear it from Renatia, and if you don’t want to work with me anymore I’ll understand.”

 “What do you mean?”

 Aster withdrew her touch. The distance between them doubled as she drew in a breath. “Furia is my goddess, but she’s more than that, too. She’s my mother. My direct, biological mother. I saw what the Imperium did to her and I never forgot, and I won’t stop until she’s free. That can’t happen with the Imperium as it is. Dealing with the orders is only part of it. I don’t regret what happened with the Spectrus, and if you stay, it may happen again with the Maturitas. I know that wasn’t part of our deal…”

 Korinna didn’t immediately respond. Deep down, in a part of her heart she kept excised from the rest, she’d always known who Aster was. Only a black priestess could manipulate the Spectrus as she had; only a black priestess could steal tactus from her body; only a black priestess could walk into a grave world for Furia’s descendants and leave unscathed. Just as Redseers were created in Vermicula’s image, the other orders were the same.

 Star Eaters were feared and reviled among her kind, and acknowledging the truth would have made her feelings impossible. But she loved Aster, even now, and she could not brand her as an enemy.

 The extent of her ambition was breathtaking. If Korinna resumed her duties as navigator, she’d be part of something more than just a pirate crew. As High Priestess, she would be joining the Order of Vermicula to Furia’s rebellion. Her decision would reverse thousands of years of enmity.

 There would be no reason to continue the Sanatio with Vermicula and Furia on the same side.

 Aster was every horrible thing people whispered about the Order of Furia—the ruthlessness, the hunger, the chaos—but she was more than those things. She was determination and justice. She cared for people. She made the galaxy stranger and more beautiful merely by existing, and Korinna couldn’t imagine living without her.

 Rejecting Aster would be like locking Furia in her tomb. Reality did not work without all parts of the whole.

 “I’m staying. Don’t try to talk me out of it. When I was in those cells and my body broke down, Furia cared for me. She kept me alive. She should hate me for what Vermicula did to her, but Furia didn’t hold who I am against me. It would be wrong to hold her against you.”

 Korinna traced the curve of Aster’s cheek. This close, Aster’s breath was hot against her skin, each exhale magnified in her ears as she inched closer. If she accepted Korinna as a navigator, did that mean she wanted to resume their relationship? Her heart throbbed and her emotions swelled in her chest.

 She wanted everything: companionship, passion, love. And if she didn’t get it, she’d die from wanting.

 Aster wrenched her close until their bodies were touching, hot and real and beautiful. Korinna surged forward and kissed her, her hands cupping Aster’s face.

 Breathing hard, she pulled away. “Please, let me help you.”

 Aster crumpled into Korinna’s arms and they kissed, limbs entwined, sharing the same inhales and exhales, blood rushing to mirrored heartbeats. Aster’s fingernails sharpened at the edge, catching in Korinna’s clothes, anchoring her close.

 Forehead pressed to her own, Aster said, “I thought you died so many times. I thought I’d killed you by cutting you off from tactus.”

 “That wasn’t you. Furia showed me what happened to her. In the past.” Korinna explained her descent through time and the horrifying events she discovered. “I won’t ask Furia to go back to that.”

 Aster slumped against her, too weak to stand. The serpent queen, the pirate captain, the black priestess. She was all of those things, and yet, she was still affected by her heart. “Then you understand.”

 In the distance, Korinna felt the gravitational pull of an approaching ship. It was still days away, but there would be no outrunning it—not unless Korinna herself piloted the Diabolos to the farthest reaches of the Umbra.

 Aster had flown them close to the center of the galaxy. They were nearly in the Ardus Sector and the band of planets home to the Order of Radiosa’s largest schools.

 “Aster, what’s happening?”

 “I wasn’t able to corner the Maturitas, so I’m bringing Furia to the core so she can recover her strength. We can’t eliminate the Imperium without her. The stars above the Academy are some of the brightest in the galaxy—it’s what she needs.”

 “I can get us there.”



 As they approached the Academy—the archipelago of planets that housed the Order of Radiosa—Korinna retreated to the silent depths of the asteroid ship.

 She’d grown up hearing about the Academy. Feeling so many Lightbenders in one place was like standing beside a roaring bonfire. There were so many more than she’d expected. The entire population of the Navitas, combined with every living Redseer, equaled less than half of the Lightbenders at the Academy.

 With the newfound power she gained through her ascension, detecting the location of Furia’s cell was as simple as detecting her own hand. She couldn’t withstand this barrage of sensation for very long. She paused outside, hand frozen around the door handle.

 “Should I come inside?”

 No.

 That left her with nothing to do but explain her plan, uncertainty curdling her stomach. “What would happen if we released you over the Academy?”

 As weak as I am, nothing you’d want to witness. There are people on Solis?

 “Millions.”

 Then it should not be done. 

 After what happened to the Castillia, Korinna didn’t want to give the Imperium any reason to treat them as a threat. Boarding a warship and destroying Imperial property could be excused, but consuming an entire star system, killing millions of people in the process—that was the kind of mistake they couldn’t afford if they wanted to survive.

 Aster brings me enough tactus to subsist on. We must get closer to the core. There are new stars born there every day, and the new planets won’t be inhabited yet. We wait.

 There had to be a better way. “What if I stole tactus from the Lightbenders and brought it to you? There are thousands of them, and they aren’t far from here.”

 You were so untrusting in the beginning, and now you offer me as much tactus as I can withstand. It’s touching, but it won’t be enough to restore me or correct the imbalance in the galaxy. 

 Korinna’s fist pressed against the metal door, mouth turned down at the corners.

 “What would fix this?”

 Transference between the three sisters. Removing Vermicula and Radiosa from their tombs.

 “Even if I wanted to, there’s no way for me to get down to Solis, not right now.”

 Transference between three practitioners is stronger than feeding on its own. Taking tactus from you would not be enough.

 A Lightbender. They needed a Lightbender to make this work.

 “What if I had someone who could help?”

 That would do more to help me than consuming an entire star.

 “Then it will be done.” Korinna hugged herself in the hallway, body cold inside the layers of rock. There was something she was desperate to ask but the words were sticky in her mouth, like she’d kept her jaw fused shut for too long.

 “How can you want to release your sisters? They imprisoned you.”

 Down the hall, Renatia was still locked in a cell. Her former High Priestess had done nothing as harmful as what Vermicula and Radiosa did to Furia, but there was bitterness there.

 My sisters ARE me. Matter does not exist without them, time does not exist without them, I can’t exist without them. That’s what they didn’t understand when they shoved me in that tomb. As much as I hate it, we’re tied together and always will be. You hate your Order and the things Vermicula did, but you’re still part of them. You can’t stop being a Redseer. It’s in your nature, just as connection to them is in mine.

 Korinna couldn’t stop the outrage flaring in her veins. “So you want us to release them and give your sisters the opportunity to subjugate you all over again?”

 Vermicula and Radiosa have had eons to consider their actions. I choose to believe we are more than the things we have done. That we are all capable of change.




Chapter Forty-Six:
Sahar


 Aster was going to kill her eventually.

 There was no other way for it to end. After breaking that shard of energy in her face, there was no ambiguity about her feelings, her desperation to survive even if it meant destroying the captain of the Diabolos. Truthfully, Sahar didn’t understand why she hadn’t been killed already.

 The days in her cell ticked by in a formless mass. She had no way to count cycles—no daylight, no orbital rotation, no weather patterns—only rock and stone to keep her company. Each second she sat on her cot tracing the walls with her fingers was another second the Order of Radiosa chose to abandon her.

 Aynur wasn’t the ideal High Priestess, but to abandon one of the last Lightbenders at her disposal was a foolish decision.

 Aster could use her red priestess to kill Sahar. The one who’d lurked outside her cell door and whispered a few strange questions before fleeing. It wasn’t natural for a Redseer to be bound to someone like Aster. Not voluntarily, anyway. Either Aster was keeping the Redseer here by force, as Star Eaters did in legends, or there was something very wrong with her.

 No answers were forthcoming. She would die before knowing what happened to her Order or seeing a resolution to this conflict.

 She’d started all of this in that sandy basement lab when she found the fusion spheres, believing that Radiosa had guided her discovery, that some inner truth within the universe wanted her to have that knowledge. If Radiosa had pushed her to discover the spheres, then it meant her goddess wanted Jonathan and Tilda and everyone else on the Daybreak to die. And if not, it meant Sahar was completely alone, the sole cause of her own catastrophe. That thought was even worse.

 The only person who could get her out of this was herself.

 The door groaned and fresh air rushed in from the corridor. The flare of tactus was unmistakable: the Redseer.

 “Hello. Do you remember me?”

 Sahar rose from her cot but did not approach. The red priestess was dressed in a crimson navigator’s suit, her dull brown hair loose around her shoulders. Her features were plain but for her eyes—from lid to lid, the vivid red that danced inside a flame.

 “Yes.”

 “Do you want to know where we are?”

 Sahar nodded wordlessly. The woman introduced herself as Korinna. She had opened the door to the cell without a key, and did so again now, creating a pathway to freedom with a swipe of her pale hand. On other parts of the ship, that wouldn’t be so remarkable, but here they were surrounded by tactus-dampening rocks. The outside world was a void, absent of light and energy, but somehow Korinna was able to manipulate tactus through these cell walls.

  After being locked in a dark, unforgiving hole for so long, it was absurd to discover how small the cells actually were and how close she was to the rest of the ship. Tactus returned to her gradually, like limbs numbed from cold regaining sensation, warmth spreading beneath her skin as her nerves began to function again.

 They were in a main corridor, exposed wires crisscrossing over the wall as the crew went about their business. Sahar stopped and leaned against the wall, sweat coating her face, stomach churning. The press of tactus and sound and energy from all corners of the ship overwhelmed her ability to speak, hear, breathe.

 A burning hand touched her shoulder. Her body chilled once more, nerves deadening as tactus fled.

 “W-what are y-you doing?” she asked.

 “Leaving the cell is hard. I can help you.”

 Only a red priestess could take tactus from a Lightbender. That must be why Aster kept her here, as a personal insurance policy, and why she wasn’t afraid of Sahar or the legion of Imperial soldiers she’d brought with her to the Diabolos.

 “Why would you help me?”

 “Because there’s something you need to see.”

 They piled into one of the lifts, and the higher they went, the higher her hackles rose. Something was wrong. Even having been deprived of tactus for so long could not explain the queer sensation washing over her, the feeling of flying closer to an inferno with every floor they passed.

 “Where are you taking me?”

 “To a window.”

 Bile crept up her throat. There was a nasty surprise lurking on the other side of the elevator doors, and part of her didn’t want to know the truth. After losing her friends, being separated from her Order, and watching the Imperium fail to defend itself, she couldn’t deal with any more surprises.

 Korinna led her to a bank of windows and waited while she stared and stared and stared.

 A dense archipelago of planets bunched around the supergiant stars illuminating the Academy. She was looking at Solis, where she went to school, where her family still lived. Almost a billion people lived in this corner of the galaxy, and there was nothing between the Diabolos and what remained of the Order of Radiosa.

 “Please don’t destroy them. There are millions of people on Solis. Most of them aren’t Lightbenders, they have nothing to do with the Order of Radiosa. Please—”

 “No one wants to destroy Solis or the Academy. We came for the stars.”

 The supergiant stars clustered in this corner of space burned hotter and brighter than anywhere else besides the core. To alter that would be just as horrific.

 “What can I say to get you to stop?” Sahar pleaded.

 “What is your High Priestess planning?”

 “What?”

 “She must have some plan to retrieve you. Or to aid the Imperium against the fleet.”

 Sahar’s mind was scrambled. Panic, despair, and frustration fought for control. “I don’t know what she’s doing. I don’t even know if Aynur had plans for this. I’m the one who planned the boarding operation. Aynur never cared about the details.”

 “She isn’t on Solis now?”

 “I don’t know.”

 Sahar put her face in her hands and tried to shut out the rush of thoughts and sounds. She couldn’t protect her Order if she didn’t keep it together.

 “Why are you here?” Sahar asked.

 “To do what I wasn’t brave enough to do before. The goddess Furia needs my help. I can either use tactus from these stars or you can agree to help me.”

 Even if Aynur wanted to, there was no way she could assemble a group of Lightbenders to help Sahar now. She and the rest of the Imperium weren’t anywhere near Solis, which meant Sahar was the only person who could protect the Academy.

 Which was worse, helping the demonic goddess Furia return to power or watching the stars above Solis wither and die in the sky?

 “Better me than the stars.” The words flew out of her in an agonized rush. She couldn’t believe she was agreeing to this. “I don’t know how much help I can be compared to them, though.”

 “More than you think. I’m pleased, but I’d like to know why you’d agree to help restore Furia?”

 Her answer caught between her teeth. Lightbenders could lie, and a Redseer would never know the difference. But dishonesty did not come naturally to her.

 “I’ve always been fascinated by how the galaxy works, by how tactus changes and transforms. We know so little about Star Eating at the Academy. At my core, I’m still a scientist, and I want to understand.”

 Korinna nodded.

 It wasn’t a lie, even if it wasn’t the whole truth. She wanted to protect the inhabitants of the Academy. If the supergiant stars above their planets dimmed in the sky, swallowed up by Furia’s unrelenting hunger, then life on Solis and the other planets would change irrevocably. Better to offer herself than see this part of the galaxy destroyed.

 If she had any faith in Aynur, she wouldn’t have agreed to this. But she remembered how afraid the High Priestess had been, how averse to conflict. Fighting and bloodshed weren’t part of devotion to Radiosa. Their goddess had her sisters for that.

 “Then it’s settled.” Korinna turned to leave.

 “Wait. You won’t—Nothing will happen to Radiosa? Her tomb is on Solis.”

 “You can speak with Furia about it. Radiosa’s fate isn’t up to me.”

 “Wait—Furia?” She was going to speak with Furia? Sahar, a Lightbender and one of the few white priestesses to attack a black witch in thousands of years, was going to be face to face with the goddess Furia.

 All the old legends were true. A black priestess commanded space again and the impossible was happening every day.



 Sahar and Korinna stood in a dim bedroom with another door left open a crack, weak light dripping through as it was swallowed by the darkness.

 She’d been out of the cells for hours now, but the cold sweat that had run across every plane of her body had returned. Her hands shook and bands of light gleamed through the fabric of her robes.

 “Just a few moments.”

 Korinna was less concerned. Whatever relationship she had with Furia, the Redseer was confident in what they were about to do. Did the woman have no sense of self-preservation? Furia would go for Korinna first. She’d take from the red, and Korinna would pull tactus from Sahar. How did someone prepare themselves to be drained of energy by the subject of the galaxy’s most gruesome legends?

 The light slanting across the floor went dim, yellow fading to a burnt orange, then winking out entirely. They were plunged into darkness, save the luminescent bands woven through Sahar’s skin.

 “Don’t be so afraid,” Korinna told her. “You have to take tactus from her too.”

 Would Radiosa be this afraid to face the Furia? No, she wouldn’t, and it was Sahar’s responsibility to honor her goddess in whatever way she could. “If I live that long.”

 Korinna grabbed her hand in the darkness. Her grip dug into Sahar’s wrist and leeched at the flame of light inside her chest.

 Something cold and bony brushed against her other hand. The temperature in the bedchamber dropped so rapidly she shivered where she stood. After a lifetime on hot, desert planets, she wasn’t used to cold that went this deep.

 A voice drifted through her mind, older than time itself. You should start before this one faints from terror.

 There was no warning before Korinna’s hand became an inferno against her own.

 Sahar wasn’t burning, she was drowning. As tactus fled her body, her limbs lost sensation, numbness gliding through her extremities until the frenetic bands of light beneath her skin flickered out. Tactus drained from her like blood weeping from the throat of a butchered animal, hot in its departure and numb in its absence.

 Her body was an artery. A passageway for energy into the universe. Priests and priestesses were conduits for matter, and Korinna had opened the farthest reaches of Sahar’s body and taken everything that could be stripped out.

 It was a miracle her lungs still fluttered in her chest.

 When Furia took tactus from Korinna, it wasn’t nearly as gentle. There was a flash of fangs, a texture to the darkness that suggested scales, the craggy surface of stones, the sharp edge of an obsidian blade, and then wetness, red blood so thick and sweet it perfumed the air. That was Korinna offering her own tactus to Furia, her body a still-beating heart waiting to be consumed.

 Korinna bled and bled. There was no end to it, and the longer it went on, the more solid Furia was beneath Sahar’s hand. Instead of cold mist and hardened bone, there was moving silk against her palm, not quite warm but unmistakably alive.

 Furia didn’t stop. She was going to keep feeding unless Sahar did something.

 She didn’t have her sword of light, had no way to sever one object from another, but there was no time. Sahar’s lungs twitched, hungry for oxygen, throat so stiff she could hardly swallow. She couldn’t breathe. There was no way Korinna had any blood left inside her, but Furia was relentless.

 Radiosa’s avoidance of the galactic conflict had allowed Furia to contort the galaxy to her will for thousands of years, only to be cut short by Vermicula’s brutality. That was the cost of fear. It was the cost of Aynur’s refusal to confront Aster head-on. Korinna’s life would be the cost of restoring Furia to a physical body unless Sahar broke her paralysis and did something.

 She had to sever Furia’s ability to consume and pull the tactus back into herself.

 With Furia still unsated, Sahar reached in against the flow and pulled until light exploded in her hand. It was so much energy, more than she’d encountered anywhere outside of a fusion sphere. Furia was wispy beside her, less than flesh and blood, but shifting tactus from the ancient goddess into herself did little to weaken her.

 Within moments, Korinna’s fingers cut into her palm and Sahar’s body went cold again—from bright, burning, light, abundance, to the void. Absence, desolation, a creeping numbness that cut off the blood flow to her face. Her vision faded, darkness tunneling until she could barely see, barely stand, and then energy rushed into her again.

 Taking and losing. Creation and destruction. Her cells screamed for tactus and clung to it when it arrived. She stopped fearing her own death every time Korinna stole tactus from her, and learned to appreciate the give and take.

 With all three of them together, Sahar couldn’t die. This was the safest place in the galaxy. This was why Radiosa had showed her those fusion spheres—matter did not change without a catalyst.

 Korinna ended the transfer of energy. When Sahar expected a cool rush beneath her skin, none came, no hand melding into her forearm, just a loss of contact between them, the triangle broken.

 Furia’s hand was no longer scaly or papery to the touch. It had the texture of human skin with bones and muscles underneath.

 She’d done that. A Lightbender from Solis, a white priestess and descendant of Radiosa, had shared tactus with the High Priestess of Vermicula and the goddess Furia herself.

 Sahar severed Furia’s ability to consume tactus as they walked her back into the asteroid cells. All that energy they’d shared, and this was the result: being sealed inside their prisons again. Furia was locked away first, then Korinna turned to Sahar. Her face was bloody, body covered in a sheen of sweat. She looked terrible. Worn down, anemic.

 Sahar had all the tactus, more than she needed. Now might be the best chance she’d ever have to get away. To run. The thought bloomed in her mind. As the petals unfolded, pollen dusting on the air, Korinna latched onto her arm and drank up some of the inferno inside her.

 Their unity was over. Sahar ended the evening in the darkness of her cell, bands of light rippling beneath her skin.




Chapter Forty-Seven:
Korinna


 Korinna’s communicator rang out and she jumped with a start.

 “H-hello?”

 A crackle of static, and then, “It’s Isaac.”

  “Isaac? How are you close enough to make a voice call?”

 “I’m still on the Maturitas. Korinna, we have the Diabolos in our sights.”

 “What?”

 “You’re on the ship, aren’t you?”

 “Yes,” Korinna said, her blood pressure plummeting. “Isaac, what’s going on?”

 “Aadavan has been ordered to fire on the Diabolos if you get any closer to the Academy. They don’t just want us to board the ship—it’s an order to use any force necessary. If anyone from the Diabolos goes planet-side or threatens the Academy, we have to engage.”

 There was one person on the Diabolos who thought they should go planet-side, and it wasn’t for the reason Isaac was thinking.

 “No one is planning to enter their airspace,” she said.

 “Maybe not, but can you blame them for being terrified of having weapons pointed at their capital? If you can get to an escape shuttle, I can try to help. Aadavan has orders to allow refugees onto the Maturitas. These people aren’t part of the Order, they’ll believe me if I say you had no choice.”

 The one time Korinna had tried to escape with a shuttle, she’d failed miserably. At the time, she’d been weak, desperate, and consumed by doubts. Stealing a shuttle and fleeing now would be trivial, but she didn’t want to leave. She was committed to ending the Imperium’s stranglehold on the galaxy and releasing Furia from confinement.

 Across the empty blackness of space, Solis gleamed beneath them. They said Radiosa’s tomb was in a scorching, desolate no man’s land. What would happen if Furia got her way? If they disobeyed the Imperium and dug Radiosa out of her tomb?

 “Renatia is here.” She didn’t know why she said it. She had to know if Isaac knew, if anyone knew.

 “What? The High Priestess is on the Diabolos?”

 “I am the High Priestess. I ascended.”

 Isaac didn’t say anything for a very long time. “Are you sure you’re okay? Are you… is there someone making you say this?”

 “What are you talking about? I’m fine. I’m alone. Why are you—”

 “Because you don’t sound like yourself! Did she hurt you? I don’t understand why you’d lie about this.”

 He thought she was mentally unwell. She’d have to be, to think Renatia would allow the worst student in their cohort to become the High Priestess.

 Korinna heard someone in the background.

 “Who is that?”

 “It’s Aadavan. He wants to speak to you.”

 Korinna waited as the communicator was handed over. “This is Governor Kumar of the Maturitas. I understand you’re a prisoner on the Diabolos. If you can make it to my ship, you will be given asylum—”

 “I’m not a prisoner. I’m the High Priestess of the Order of Vermicula and you will not fire on this ship. I want to speak with Isaac.”

 There was a volley of whispers on the other end of the connection. Korinna didn’t know where that strong, confident voice came from, but she needed this to work. If she could convince Isaac, he could convince Kumar, but if no one in the Imperium respected her position as High Priestess, she’d never get the Navitas back. And she refused to abandon the novices and clerics and nuns who’d toiled under Renatia for so long.

 They didn’t know Furia was on this ship or understand the danger they were all in if she was released in the wrong part of the galaxy.

 “Isaac, do you remember our last night on the Navitas? You gave me some of your tactus. You saved my life when you didn’t have to. Please. I need you to trust me. I’m trying to do the same thing for you. And as your High Priestess, I am ordering you to stay where you are and to not interfere. You are free to inform the Imperium that Renatia is here as well and she is unharmed. Vega commands the Navitas under my authority.”

 “I should have done more to help you during the first test,” he said. “I don’t want to make the same mistake again.”

 “The only way to help me now is to trust me.”

 Isaac sounded exhausted. “Understood, Exalted Mistress. I’ll do what I can.”

 Korinna turned off the communicator.

 Being the High Priestess of her Order meant nothing if the galaxy thought she’d been brainwashed and forced into Aster’s service. But Redsight shifted to the High Priestess outside the laws of the Imperium—it moved by Vermicula’s will alone.

 Sharing tactus with Sahar and Furia had left her run-down, her body achy and sore all over, nerves oversensitive and temples throbbing. It was nothing compared to the trauma she’d endured when Furia threw her into the pit of history, but the constant use of tactus wore on her.

 Furia was more whole than before, but Aster was busy fending off enemy ships while the rest of them recovered. It wasn’t just the Maturitas they had to contend with, it was the entire Imperial fleet, if Governor Kumar’s orders were to be believed.

 The door to the cells was still locked, but she expanded the frame with a wave. Bracing for the dampening veil to descend between herself and spacetime, she stepped through.

 It was strange to return to the cells now that she could come and go as she pleased. With her inner well so depleted, even a skilled adept might not sense Korinna was on the Diabolos. Behind the tactus-dampening walls of the inner asteroid, they certainly wouldn’t notice her. She was a shadow of herself.

 The door to Renatia’s cell distorted its shape with a gesture, and she slipped through.

 Against the wall was the same cot Korinna had slept on, the same water spigot, the same damp floor and uneven stone walls.

 “Come to gloat?” Renatia asked.

 “I came to talk.”

 “Did your lover put you up to this?”

 Korinna bristled, about to open her mouth and deny it was like that, but Renatia would know if she lied.

 “You were my High Priestess for twenty years. I came to see if you were all right.”

 Renatia sat up. “I’m fine.”

 Korinna tried not to fidget where she stood. Redseers always noticed when the people around them moved. “You knew who Aster was while I was on the Spectrus. Why didn’t you do anything?”

 “I did plenty,” Renatia snapped. “How do you think the White High Priestess has managed to evade her henchmen for so long? Because I warned her. I just didn’t expect her to come for me too.”

 “You don’t understand.”

 “No, you don’t understand,” Renatia said. “That first mate of hers—Kibwe—he broke onto the Navitas, dosed me with enough gas to tranquilize half the ship, and dragged me here. He tried to do the same thing to the White High Priestess and failed. He was discovered trying to infiltrate her ship and barely escaped.”

 Even if that were true, Renatia should have told the Imperium a black priestess was in league with one of their governors.

 “Why are you telling me this?” Korinna asked.

 “Because you still don’t understand how dangerous she is to beings like us,” Renatia insisted. To Redseers. Renatia still believed Korinna was so deluded she didn’t understand who she swore allegiance to.

 Korinna gritted her teeth so hard they nearly cracked. “I think I understand her much better than you. When did you find out Vermicula was alive inside her tomb? Before you ascended, or after?”

 Renatia stilled. “Who told you about that?”

 “Answer the question.”

 “You think you have it all figured out. Now you get to be the High Priestess, Haran gets her fleet, somehow you’ll both deal with the Order of Radiosa. But what do you plan to do about the Imperium? Do you think they’ll let her live? Or that they’ll let you command the Order?”

 Korinna’s heart pounded so hard she could barely contain the surge of tactus at her fingertips. The tactus-dampening veil was a cobweb for all it restrained her. Renatia’s question went to the heart of her insecurities—that she wasn’t good enough, that she would never be accepted by other Redseers, that the Imperium would laugh in her face when she tried to return to the Navitas. She hadn’t fit in as the weakest cleric in her cohort and she’d never fit in as the companion to a black priestess.

 Even with all of Korinna’s strength, Renatia knew that deep inside she was still the lowly cleric who expected a placement in the gardens. Renatia created those weaknesses and insecurities in Korinna, and she did not hesitate to dig her fingers into the wound, to twist her nails where it hurt the most.

 But everyone had weaknesses. Even Renatia.

 “You knew Vermicula was alive and you didn’t lift a finger to set her free.” Korinna stood over her, her statement filling every crevice of the damp cell. “Why continue the Sanatio? Why recycle so many students? Not all of them were weak. You culled some of the most gifted clerics.”

 Renatia did not respond at first.

 Then, “Do you know what Vermicula’s mistake was? Why she needed the Sanatio? She failed the second test. She wasn’t willing to sacrifice others until it was almost too late. It wasn’t Redsight on its own that defeated Furia, it was having power concentrated in the hands of one person.”

 Renatia was afraid of a threat that was defeated thousands of years ago. Or afraid of anyone strong enough to replace her.

 “And with all the power you hoarded, you still weren’t able to open Vermicula’s tomb.” Korinna stalked to the door of the cell.

 “It takes immense power to break those chains, and immense sacrifice. A few adepts attempted it in the Order’s earlier years. Most of them died. I wouldn’t have succeeded even if I tried.”

 She opened the door. “I know you don’t believe that. Goodnight, Renatia.”



 Korinna left the asteroid cells in a hurry. She needed to tell Aster about Governor Kumar’s Order to fire on the Diabolos if they descended to one of the planets, but she couldn’t focus on that while Renatia’s words leeched into her thoughts.

 Being confronted with that much contempt… She wasn’t used to it. On the Navitas, she wasn’t an important cleric, but she wasn’t hated. She merely endured the same cruelties most clerics had to live with. No one on the Spectrus would have spoken to her that way, even if they did find her strange and inhuman.

 Renatia’s evaluation of Vermicula’s “mistake” would not shake loose from her mind. It was a repulsive interpretation of religious doctrine, an idea that did not belong in the Order of Vermicula that Korinna wanted to create.

 She searched the command bridge for Aster. There were more techs and crew members scattered about than she was used to. Was it because they were closer to the core, or because Aster was already aware of the presence of the Maturitas?

 Most of the crew were armed with rifles marked for synthetic rounds, but others were clearly loaded with traditional ammunition, the kind used only in terrestrial conflicts. Was descending to the surface more of a reality than she understood, or was the crew armed strictly as a precaution?

 Aster and Alazne stood beside a three-dimensional projection of the Academy and its known defensive structures. Aster’s face lit up when she saw Korinna, as if for a brief moment all her tension was erased.

 “What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be resting?”

 Korinna hated to admit it, but Aster was right. She wasn’t supposed to be up after all she and Sahar had done for Furia. Aster’s inky gaze made her flush beneath her navigator’s suit. It was hard to look someone in the eye when you were disobeying them.

 Instead of a fleet of ships, as the Order of Vermicula used, the Order of Radiosa had terrestrial forts and cities and continents that were renowned across the galaxy as places of learning. The outside of each metropolis was equipped with protective fortifications.

 “What is this?” Korinna asked. “Shouldn’t you be more concerned with capturing Aynur? Or heading to the core so Furia can recover her strength? Or disabling the Maturitas somehow? What could possibly interest you on Solis?”

 Aster dismissed Alazne with a nod before the conversation went any further. When it was just the two of them, she confessed, “I can’t stop thinking about Radiosa. If the Imperium gets desperate, what will they do? What rules would they be willing to bend?”

 “What do you mean?”

 “Would they release Radiosa to destroy Furia?”

 Unease trickled through Korinna in wet, acidic droplets. “You want to destroy Radiosa’s tomb. That’s why you’re looking at all these maps, these schematics.”

 Aster didn’t deny it.

 This was Korinna’s second chance. She’d balked and panicked the first time Aster had tried to counter the Order of Radiosa, but she was more informed now. She understood the grave risk of doing nothing. Eliminating Radiosa wasn’t something Aster suggested flippantly—she was considering it out of genuine desperation. Aster’s will to survive, to protect Furia from the indignities her mother had endured for thousands of years, it wasn’t so difficult to understand.

 Korinna found her hand. “If you want to counter a being like Radiosa, the only thing you can do is release Vermicula from her tomb.”

 Her face fell. “You want to release Vermicula?”

 How many times had Korinna raged against her own goddess, her own Order, her own traditions? She’d never forgive Vermicula for the Sanatio, but the Order was Korinna’s responsibility, and now she understood that destroying one of the original goddesses was the fastest way to destroy the rest of the galaxy.

 “One sister can’t overpower the others if they’re all present. Matter doesn’t allow it unless one of the three is restrained, like Vermicula in her tomb. It would be just like what I did with Furia and Sahar. Which means we have to retake the Navitas.”

 It sounded simple enough, but the Navitas was closer to the core than the Academy.

 “I know you don’t like this plan, but they’re less creative than you give them credit for. The Maturitas still has all its weapons trained on us. That’s the way the Imperium deals with problems. They don’t know how to think outside the box. They aren’t like you. They didn’t have to create a fleet out of pieces of old space junk.”

 Aster sighed and ran her fingers through her long hair. “It’s bad strategy to leave this kind of loose end. If they realize what kind of asset they have before we’ve retaken the Navitas, there’s nothing I can do to protect my mother. And even if we do get control, do you understand how difficult it is to open one of those tombs? It was all I did for centuries. We don’t have that much time.”

 “Then why are you worried about the Imperium opening Radiosa’s tomb?”

 “They must have more of those fusion spheres, thanks to your friend Sahar.”

 Korinna frowned. “She helped your mother when she didn’t have to.”

 “A powerful Lightbender might be able to sever one of those chains. I’ve never tested it, but Solis is the first place I’d look for someone like that.”

 “The White High Priestess is the most powerful Lightbender in the galaxy, and she isn’t on Solis, she’s on the Daybreak, and that ship is still unaccounted for.”

 “So ask your friend Sahar where they are.”

  “How would she know? This plan with Radiosa isn’t smart. The Maturitas is monitoring our every move and Furia doesn’t want her sisters destroyed, she wants them freed as well.”

 “I’m aware.” Aster’s scowl made it clear she did not agree with her goddess.

 “You’d disobey her?”

 She was rigid beneath Korinna’s hand. “I’ll leave Radiosa where she is. I don’t want her to interfere. Maybe the Imperium is more concerned with preserving the Academy than protecting the goddess beneath it. I hate it, but it’s a risk we’ll have to take.”

 This was how Korinna knew she’d made the right decision. She’d talked Aster out of destroying whatever she found threatening and forced her to think about a reasonable alternative. Aster might be ruthless, but she could be reasoned with.

 Korinna placed Aster’s hand against her own neck. “To get to the core, we have to deal with the Maturitas. We can’t avoid them.”

 “What are you saying?”

 “You don’t need me to fuel the ship. Let me help this way instead.”

 Aster’s fingers curled against Korinna’s throat, her skin going cold and scaly from the wrist down. This was the first time Korinna had willingly offered tactus to anyone without expecting anything in return. After all they’d been through, the fights, the destruction, the lying and kidnapping and chaos, Korinna was still choosing to help. To offer up a piece of herself to the only black priestess alive.

 Korinna looked into her sparkling, onyx eyes. Aster couldn’t say no. She wanted it as much as Korinna did.

 “Do it.”

 Aster pulled the power from her gently, like she was reaching into Korinna’s inner well with her scaled hands and raising the tactus out. It was nothing like the way she’d toyed with Renatia.

 Korinna sighed and clutched the front of Aster’s shirt, feeling her strength leave her in a rush. Unbalanced on her feet, pops of light exploded in her vision, but she was still conscious. Before, Korinna hadn’t been able stay awake when Aster took this much power, but after regenerating damn near every cell in her body, she finally had the strength.

 She was conscious and breathing and this was more intimate than sharing tactus with Furia. Her pulse thundered in her ears. Aster’s body curled around her own, cradling her as they breathed the same air.

 Aster lowered her to the ground, her clawed hand protecting the back of Korinna’s skull until she was supine. Her vision swam with blood and it left a crimson haze over everything like she’d stumbled out of the octagon. She shut her eyes and let tactus fill the beating place deep in her chest where her energy lay. Her skin broke out in a cold sweat as the balance of the Diabolos begin to shift, like gravity bucked underneath her. The ship rumbled as the weapons systems were adjusted.

 She tried to breathe deeply as she remembered Governor Kumar’s order. Even with Isaac doing everything he could, there was a strong possibility the ship would be blown out of the sky before Aster neutralized the Maturitas. Who was faster, a black priestess at her most powerful, or the Imperium’s finest technology?

 In the next heartbeat, the Maturitas was tugged forward like it had been plucked from the ether by a god. Aster twisted off pieces of the ship as if she were shredding a leaf of parchment. She didn’t show the strain in the same way Korinna did, with dripping blood and visible muscles, but the destructive force of tactus ate at her all the same.

 As Aster gave the order to leave the Maturitas behind, a new ship appeared on the Diabolos’ monitoring equipment. Not a warship, a light craft every member of the crew knew by now.

 “Shit,” Aster said.

 She pulled one end of the Maturitas closer at an angle, sending the warship spinning like a top. The new ship was smaller than the Diabolos, but it was just as deadly because of who it carried.

 Aster leaned close enough for their foreheads to touch. “This is going to hurt. Hold on.”

 Korinna spilled the rest of her power into Aster’s hungry veins. In her last moments of consciousness, the Diabolos rocketed through space at Aster’s command, sending them farther and farther from the vessel containing the White High Priestess.



Chapter Forty-Eight:
The Captain


 Before there were nuclear engines for spaceflight, there were priestesses.

 Magic was the only way to get from one end of the galaxy to another, and the orders controlled who could travel, who could trade, who could settle new planets. Over time, the Order of Radiosa stayed planet-side to develop its schools and libraries, which left Vermicula and Furia to control space.

 Aster remembered the first time she flew a ship of her own. The pull of distant stars. The frigid emptiness of space biting at her as she crawled over the surface of the asteroid like an insect. Flying from the interior command bridge wasn’t the same.

 Around her, voices bickered about the ship trailing them. Korinna was on the lower levels now and the glut of tactus from her body throbbed in Aster’s veins.

 “Kibwe, dump the cargo in bay nine. Those are just spare parts to resell. We can afford to lose it.”

 “Yes, Captain.”

 He remotely opened the hatch to one of the ship’s cargo bays and sent crates of salvaged parts tumbling through the vacuum at high velocity. If one of those crates hit the craft the White High Priestess was flying, it would cause serious damage.

 “Captain, we’re still losing speed. Do you want us to add more fuel?” said Alazne.

 The Diabolos was one of the fastest ships in the galaxy, and it shouldn’t have dipped in speed. Before they could analyze the matter, a nuclear warhead shot into the narrowing gap between the two ships.

 “Bank hard starboard, see if it’s remotely piloted,” she ordered.

 They turned hard to the right, hard enough to make the artificial gravity stabilizers whine in protest, and still the torpedo followed them. If this were a conventional dogfight, Aster would expect a school of smaller craft to drop from their opponent’s dock and pummel them, but the ship trailing them probably didn’t have any shuttles left—not after the white priests and priestesses destroyed themselves with fusion spheres.

 “Take out that torpedo, it’s still on course.”

 Whoever was remotely guiding the torpedo from the Daybreak wasn’t experienced at evasive maneuvers. The warhead detonated after a few well-aimed rounds.

 The tang of venom filled Aster’s mouth, teeth clenched. They were still losing speed. The White High Priestess had discovered how to counter the extra thrust Aster fed the ship. She’d ripped apart the Maturitas and escaped the rest of the Imperium’s fleet, but the Daybreak couldn’t be avoided.

 “I’m going outside. Disable internal controls and have everyone don evac suits. Radio each of our armed units and make sure they’re prepared.”

 In all their years together, Kibwe had never been left speechless by one of her orders, but he stared at her with his mouth open for a full three seconds before responding.

 “I’ll make sure we’re prepared for boarding, Captain.”

 Even with tactus stolen from Korinna, Aster wouldn’t use the octagon. Adepts weren’t taught the old ways anymore, but she still remembered her childhood in Furia’s Order.

 Developed during the universe’s creation, free flying was the oldest way to fly a spacecraft. Vermicula and Furia had rearranged the stars and planets with nothing but their magic, each of them perched on celestial bodies while bending time and space. It was how asteroid ships like the Diabolos were invented. Before octagons or nuclear drives, there were only adepts on unpopulated rocks.

 Aster stalked for the nearest air lock. She shed her clothes in a rush and braced herself as she waited for the rear door to close, her body reconstructing into the space monster from children’s tales.

 The surface of the Diabolos was part rock, part metal addition. It had been renovated in recent centuries to house the latest artillery and nuclear weapons systems, but underneath it was the same design as the vessels Aster had grown up piloting. She burrowed her claws into the surface of the rock, the spacetime manifold thundering in her cells, her spine elongating with each movement.

 The Daybreak dulled the force of their acceleration with a hundred tiny cuts to the tactile field, like the wielder didn’t totally understand how to sever tactus from a moving target across vast distances.

 Aster used the tactus she took from Korinna within moments. Moving a ship with tactile energy took more effort than subduing a single person, and Aster’s own abilities could not counteract the power of the white priestess.

 Jaw burning with venom, Aster pulled the outside of the Daybreak, twisting its components until tremors reached the center of the craft. Then she wrapped her clawed hand around a distant star and pulled until the Diabolos made the jump, like they were stepping from one point in space to another. The step should have been effortless, but a beam of light cut a jagged course through the well of gravity she was holding. Then the Diabolos slowed, dimmed, the star in her fist only marginally closer.

 Aster screamed and ground her body against the asteroid, but there was no sound in space, just empty, dark absence.

 She tried again and again, ripping panels off the Daybreak, only to stall in place as the beam of light disrupted her path. Black blood dripped from her jaws and froze as soon as it was free from the leaking blood vessels. Venom hardened along her fangs. She used up every drop of tactus she’d stolen from Korinna and then some, her cells gobbling up stray energy from the void.

 But space wasn’t bright enough to fuel her on its own. Eventually, the Daybreak inched closer, the two ships barely moving as Aster tried to wrench the Diabolos free. The harder she pulled, the closer the light came to severing her from the ship itself.

 For the first time in centuries, there was a force stronger than her.

 As soon as the Diabolos was in range, the Daybreak released a volley of artillery, the rounds cracking through the air like angry wasps. Aster anchored her claws into the surface of the asteroid as the Diabolos returned fire. Each of the shells cracked and shattered under the heat of incineration. She reached again for the distant star and howled into airless space when the ship refused to budge.

 The Diabolos fired one of its warheads. Instead of taking a direct route, the warhead was remotely piloted by a gunner belowdecks. The Daybreak targeted the warhead with shot after shot from its artillery—an attempt to activate the payload from a distance—but each time her gunner evaded the shots.

 The ships were separated by so vast a distance, the warhead’s pinprick of light seemed to move at a sluggish pace. The instant the weapon got within range of the Daybreak, Aster pulled at its surface with the last dregs of her strength, her breath in her throat as it detonated.

 The Daybreak swung free of the nuclear explosion with fractions of a second to spare. If Aster were human, she would have sobbed.

 The White High Priestess cut at the root of Aster’s connection to tactus, and the universe dropped away. All the stars were obscured by a horrifying numbness—the complete absence of tactile energy. White priestesses could sever anything, no matter how durable. Aster’s connection to the living world was no exception.

 And deep inside the ship, beneath the crew quarters, beneath layers of rock, was Furia. If the White High Priestess found her, then everything Aster had spent thousands of years working toward would be gone. All her sisters, starved and alone, cruelly shouldered out of the way for nothing. The thought made her heart contract inward like a collapsing star. Her sisters’ faces darted before her eyes again and again, a mosaic of her mistakes. Each time another black hole bloomed in the Umbra, she’d consoled herself with thoughts of Furia, of restoring her Order after years of persecution, of her goddess walking free.

 There was no way to prevent the Diabolos from being boarded, but she had to stop Radiosa’s followers from destroying her goddess.

 The Daybreak positioned itself to initiate boarding, its pilots starting the careful adjustments to bring it alongside the Diabolos without a collision. They’d had a chance to practice once before and there were no mistakes this time.

 Aster crawled back to the air lock with venom burning along her gums. It took her longer than usual to shift into a woman again. Her nerves thundered beneath her skin in time with her hammering heart.

 She hated this, hated these people.

 Once she was back inside the Diabolos and fully dressed, Aster paused while the ship’s many alarms pulsed in her ears. Loath as she was to consider it, there was one person strong enough to stop the White High Priestess, to save Furia and keep Aster alive.

 Only the red could take from the white.

 Korinna was belowdecks, closer to Furia than Aster and better equipped to help her. There was no way Korinna would be able to protect Aster and Furia at the same time, and Aster knew who was more important. Her goddess came first.

 Aster’s communicator shrieked to life from her wrist. It was Kibwe. “Captain, we’re preparing for boarding, we need you on the bridge—”

 Loathing the words as they came out of her mouth, she said, “There’s no time. I’ll try to cut them off from the outer levels. That should give the crew time to organize.”

 “Aster, I know what you’re doing, but you don’t have to do this alone. Please.”

 Kibwe couldn’t help her. Keeping herself away from the rest of the ship would protect them from the fallout when the White High Priestess inevitably found her. It would give them time to mobilize a plan.

 Aster was close to the exterior of the ship when it happened. The Diabolos was whole, inviolate, and in an instant, the ships were linked, the hull of the asteroid completely pierced. Klaxons blared from every direction, and it was the Spectrus all over again—except this time she was the governor determined to go down with her vessel.

 Would the Order of Radiosa kidnap Korinna? Or did they have orders to kill her?

 Through the breach in the Diabolos, space and time had already begun rearranging. Her future would be decided in the next half hour and all she could think of was Korinna, how she was so light in her arms as Aster held her, so full of burning energy. Filled with enough tactus to disrupt the cosmos, but almost weightless in her arms. Aster held the memory in her heart until it hardened like the pit of a stone fruit, the seed of who she was.

 The ship gave an almighty wail and then the air was full of tactus-dampening gas.

 Any sense she had of the world beyond her skin evaporated as she coughed through a fog of smoke, her lungs seizing. Now, not even Korinna would be able to save her.




Chapter Forty-Nine:
Korinna


 On the  Spectrus, Korinna’s first thought on waking was always about time: Was she late for a shift? When did the Governor need her? Now, she thought about Aster. If the ship was still flying, then Aster was piloting it, which meant she had to be alive. Korinna was convinced she would know if something happened to her.

 “Has anyone told you you’re quite an anxious girl?”

 There was a woman standing in Aster’s bedchamber.

 With black hair and long robes that sucked in light like a shadow, there was only one person she could be.

 “Why wouldn’t you show yourself until now?” she asked Furia.

 “Because you would have died. This isn’t my physical form. This is a mental projection. It’s one of the gifts my descendants and I have. Creating this projection requires more energy than I was willing to part with before. There are only so many sources of tactus on this ship.”

 “You can manipulate minds?” Korinna asked. She could distinguish Furia’s face in detail.

 “I can project thoughts and images. It’s a little trick to lure others closer, useful when your gift is insatiable hunger.”

 There was so much Korinna wanted to ask but time was limited.

 “I thought you were trying to kill me when you sent me into the past.”

 “You were always capable of withstanding that, you just didn’t know it. Most witches never push themselves that far, and they never become strong as a result.”

 “Are you able to perceive what’s happening around the ship?” Korinna asked.

 “You want to know if I was aware of Aster’s plan to destroy Radiosa.”

 “Yes.”

 Furia was very still. In that moment, Korinna recalled what kind of being she became when she used tactus. The jaws that opened like a yawning hell mouth. The space monster from legend.

 “I heard it all,” Furia said eventually, “but I can’t say it would have worked. I’m surprised you intervened. You weren’t convinced the other goddesses deserve to go free.”

 “Destroying Radiosa—I know that’s not what you want. It would have been the wrong thing to do. I was trying to think of a way to prevent that.”

 Furia smiled. “You’re young. You think in different terms. For a witch that’s lived for millennia and seen her entire Order extinguished, it’s not easy to forget how many black priests and priestesses were struck down. That bitterness… and to be the last one left…”

 “What?”

 “Oh, you didn’t know?” Furia asked. “There are no other Star Eaters left besides Aster.”

 Korinna’s stomach sank beneath her navel. To be the last of her Order, to watch her fellow priests and priestesses burn out under the weight of their legacy. It was horrific. Aster’s hatred for the Galactic Imperium made sense. It wasn’t just about the Umbra or the people who lived there, but the original sin behind the Imperium’s creation. What would the galaxy look like if Furia had never been entombed? If Aster weren’t the only one of her Order left?

 “Why did you come to see me this time?” Korinna asked.

 Furia’s expression dimmed, like she was less bound to the material world than before. “I wanted to ask you for your help. Bring me your book from that cabinet.”

 Korinna knew which book Furia meant: Vermicula’s last writings.

 The volume was warm in her hands, as if it had a beating pulse of its own. If she concentrated, she could feel the shift of tactus beneath the leather cover.

 “Aster isn’t the only one who’s taken tactus from you. I did as well, just enough to keep myself alive,” Furia said. She ran her shaking hands over Vermicula’s book, scales erupting along her skin, eyes tilting and widening until she had the gaze of a serpent. “We weren’t meant to be separated like this. In the absence of my sisters, I’ve relied on objects of power.”

 Furia breathed in the latent tactus from Vermicula’s writings like she was drinking from the fountain of the universe. Her form grew less transparent, each breath solidifying her.

 “Take it,” she wheezed, handing off the book. “I don’t want to take too much. These artifacts should be preserved. I’ve consumed too many of them in my recovery.”

 Korinna returned the volume to the lacquered ebony chest. The book was duller in her hands.

 “Is that why you pushed me to be stronger? So you could keep yourself alive?”

 “You’re so angry all the time. I can see why Aster likes you.”

 Korinna stalked into the bedchamber. Even if Furia had her own reasons for throwing her into the pit of spacetime, it had made her one of the most powerful Redseers in history.

 “You can admit it. I won’t hate you for it after what my Order did.”

 Furia sighed. “Without someone strong to take up the Order, none of this will work. Even if Vermicula is free, she’ll need an exceptional High Priestess. As will Radiosa, if we ever reach her.”

 All the anger drained out of her until she was completely empty. “What happens if we can’t reach them both?”

 “The universe will fall apart. Slowly at first, and then all at once.”

 Korinna’s universe had been falling apart since she was forced to drink cups of poison as a child, since she slit that boy’s throat during her ascension, since she left the Navitas. She’d never had a universe, just a series of chasms she had to cross, each steeper and more perilous than the last.

 “And what will happen to you?”

 “The same thing that will happen to everyone else. A goddess alone is not a goddess at all.”

 “That can’t happen. I won’t allow it, I promise. But I need you to tell me one more thing.” Korinna exhaled before asking, “How did Aster break the chains on your tomb?”

 “She toiled for thousands of years, chiseling away, eating one star at a time until they broke under the continued strain. How do you think the Umbra came to exist? Even with the gravitational collapse of so many from my Order, it would have taken trillions of years before the Umbra appeared as it does now. The Imperium knows it’s not natural, and they are afraid even still.”

 “How many stars…” Korinna trailed off.

 The Star Eater. That’s what Aster was. That’s what Renatia meant when she tried to rile her with the truth.

 “More than you can imagine. A god-chain can be broken by a god themselves, or by the harnessed power of a god. In the absence of her goddess, she found a way. My youngest, most precious daughter.”

 Furia faded into nothingness before Korinna could respond.

 Outside the Diabolos, she felt the arc of light traveling toward them over the spacetime manifold. Korinna imagined that light flickering out. Then all the stars around the ship flickering out. Then every object of historical significance, every artifact, every scrap of free tactus being drained and consumed over and over for thousands of years. She imagined how hungry, how furious she would be after so much time.

 Aster wasn’t going to forget about Radiosa. It wasn’t the right time to pursue it, but once the White High Priestess had been dealt with, Aster would find a reason to return to Solis, to eliminate any threat to Furia’s freedom. If Korinna wanted to prevent Radiosa and Vermicula from being destroyed, she had to act now.

 Korinna felt it when the Diabolos slowed to evade a nuclear warhead. The ship decelerated so quickly her blood pooled against her skin like a bruise. They were near the center of the galaxy now. They’d traveled so far from the Umbra there were no familiar gravitational anomalies to take advantage of, no uncharted areas of space or obstacles to hide behind.

 This close to the center of the galaxy, space was brighter. The vacuum was less black, packed with stray photons from the dense cluster of young stars. This was where Mengyu and Yaling had grown up, where the Galactic Imperium held their Senate, where most of the human population lived, on their lush green planets and fertile moons.

 The space around the ship was awash with tactus, but no priestess could fight and captain a ship and restore a god without respite for months on end, not even Aster.

 The Diabolos was large enough to defend itself against Imperial warships and criminal fleets, but it was physically impossible for the ancient vessel to outmaneuver those of the Order of Radiosa indefinitely.

 Korinna dashed through the door to the asteroid cells. Their tactus-dampening walls shielded her from the dogfight taking place outside the hull.

 She found the door to Sahar’s cell and waved it open.

 The white priestess paced the length of the floor. “What are you doing here?”

 “Come with me.”

 Korinna returned to the hall, and Sahar hurried after her.

 “Does that thing need tactus again?”

 Korinna guided her toward a side exit leading to a deserted corridor. Sahar went silent. The roar of external conflict was audible through the floors of the ship.

 “There’s something important I need you to do.”

 Korinna led her up several floors, avoiding the parts of the ship that were frenetic with activity. There was still time for this to work.

 It was the same hangar Korinna had run to in her failed escape attempt, rows of shuttles lined up waiting to be used.

 “You need to take one of these shuttles back to Solis. Don’t go back to your High Priestess, don’t tell the Imperium where you are.” Korinna threw back the side of her robe to reveal Sahar’s sword, which she’d pilfered from Aster’s cabinet. She pressed the hilt into her hand. “Take this. You need to find a way to open Radiosa’s tomb. I don’t know how, but you’re the engineer, I figured you’d know better than me.”

 Sahar grabbed Korinna’s wrist and didn’t let go. “You’re letting me go? Just like that?”

 “Listen to me. If you don’t free your goddess from her tomb, someone will find a way to destroy her—from space, on land, somehow it will happen. It’s not enough to leave her buried beneath the sand.”

 Sahar stepped away with the hilt of the sword clenched in her fist. “Why are you helping me? What do you care if Radiosa is destroyed?”

 “To preserve one order, you have to preserve the others. It took me a long time to understand that, but I don’t have time to explain. You have to go.”

 An ear-shattering noise echoed throughout the ship, loud enough to ring her eardrums like a bell. Korinna shoved Sahar toward one of the shuttles and ran back the way she came. There was one last person she needed to find.



Chapter Fifty:
Sahar


 The interior of the shuttle brightened as she entered, with similar controls to the craft Kenzou had used to fly them to Solis. Instead of collapsing in the pilot’s seat or starting the computer navigation system, Sahar stood with her hand hovering over the call button, the access code for the Daybreak a brand in her mind.

 Aynur’s pursuit of the Diabolos had thrown the ship into chaos. If she wanted to leave this mess and save Radiosa like the red witch had urged, she would not receive a better chance. But her body stayed rooted in place, immobile in the pristine shuttle.

 What was there to accomplish by freeing Radiosa?

 Opening Radiosa’s tomb at the behest of a Redseer wasn’t just dangerous, it was illegal. She’d taken an oath of loyalty to her Order when she became a judge, and aiding Korinna’s plans showed disloyalty to her own High Priestess. But it wasn’t just that. Sahar built up a future for herself only to have it taken away, to lose the career she wanted, the family she’d always known, the life she’d planned for, all because of a mysterious ability she didn’t understand and didn’t ask for. What had Radiosa ever done to improve her life?

 Radiosa had severed her connection to everything she knew, and now it was Sahar’s choice whether to find her goddess’ resting place in the desert or correct one of the worst mistakes of her entire life. She could not force herself to touch the shuttle’s controls. Her shoulders crowded around her ears like she was cringing beneath Thalatite’s midday sun. Furia lived and walked freely—she’d touched the ancient being and wouldn’t be able to forget it. Would Aynur be enough to subdue the force for chaos in the universe, the source of all entropy? She doubted it, which meant Radiosa wouldn’t remain undisturbed forever.

 If she went to Solis now, it could give her Order an advantage against the metaphysical transformation the Star Eaters were set on… With Aynur and the Daybreak distracting everyone on the Diabolos, Aster Haran wouldn’t be able to hide among her crew. She’d have to leave her asteroid cells and the protective presence of her Redseer. Aster would be vulnerable in the turmoil, and it would give Sahar perhaps her final chance to eliminate the person responsible for Jonathan’s death and so many others.

 After years of following rules, sacrificing for others, and living in honor of a goddess she had no affection for, abandoning her chance at vengeance was too much. Jonathan was dead. Tilda was dead. All the brightest, most talented Lightbenders in her Order were dead, and it wasn’t purely due to her hubris with the fusion spheres. Without Aster’s path of destruction, no one in the Order of Radiosa would have been forced to pursue her ships through the farthest reaches of space.

 Sahar hadn’t done enough to save the other members of her Order, and she’d live with that guilt for the rest of her life. They’d all been dragged into space because of Aster Haran, but she’d been trapped on this ship for weeks and she hadn’t accomplished anything. If she left now, nothing would stop Aster from destroying even more Lightbenders, or from targeting Solis itself. Sahar failed to protect her friends the first time, and now she had an opportunity to prevent it from happening again.

 If she acted now, Furia wouldn’t leave those asteroid cells. If Aster died, it wouldn’t matter if Radiosa stayed in her tomb.

 Sahar jammed the call button and typed in the access codes for the Daybreak, hoping there was too much disarray for anyone on the Diabolos’ communications team to interfere. The connection went through and one of the Imperial pilots answered.

 “Is this call a peace offer? The High Priestess isn’t accepting terms.”

 “This is Sahar, one of Radiosa’s servants. Connect the ships and send what’s left of the legion. Tell Aynur I have escaped my captivity and I will find vengeance in our Order’s name.”




Chapter Fifty-One:
Korinna


 They were losing the battle with the White High Priestess. Korinna shoved open the door to Renatia’s cell, out of breath, strands of hair sticking to her skin.

 “Get up.”

 “Will you never be done pestering me?”

 “I’m freeing you. Get up before I change my mind.”

 Renatia skulked from her cot and allowed Korinna to lead her from the cell. With everyone at their battle stations, there were no crew members to witness her actions. They were all too busy staking out key positions in the corridors and preparing for the Order of Radiosa’s revenge.

 “Act like you’re scared and follow me.”

 For once, Renatia didn’t have a scornful retort at her lips. They couldn’t get to the docking bay she’d just been to with Sahar—tactical units had blocked off some of the passageways to make it more difficult for a boarding party to reach the bridge. Korinna turned around and dragged Renatia to a smaller hangar with older vessels.

 “What are we doing?”

 Korinna placed a hand on a shuttle hatch. Her tendrils of tactus wove through it and it popped open with a hiss. “I’m setting you free.”

 The floor shook as a rumble rolled through the Diabolos. The ship creaked and sputtered as if fighting the laws of physics to stay whole.

 “You’re sending me into a battlefield.”

 Korinna climbed the ramp to the shuttle with staccato movements. “Do you know how to fly one of these? There’s no octagon. It’s a nuclear drive. If you aren’t used to flying one—”

 “I’ll be fine.”

 Korinna checked the shuttle’s supplies. “There’s ration packs, water, a medical droid, a comms system. Everything you need to fly back to the Navitas in one piece. This is where the evac suits are kept. You should put one on now, just in case the ship gets hit with stray debris.”

 There was another world-splitting groan from the Diabolos.

 “There isn’t much time, but if there’s anything else you need, tell me now.”

 Renatia didn’t speak for a moment, like she had no preprepared remarks for this.

 “I don’t understand why you’re doing this,” Renatia said.

 Korinna scanned the area outside the ship. Both vessels had taken direct hits from the other craft’s artillery. Being a much older ship, that was a more threatening position for the Diabolos.

 “I haven’t forgotten what you did, but I need your help. When you get back to the Navitas you need to do everything in your power to free Vermicula.”

 “Neither of us are capable of severing those chains.”

 “There’s a device called a fusion sphere—I know what it can do,” Korinna said. “The Imperium has at least one of them. I don’t care if you have to steal it or build one yourself, but you have to free Vermicula. Furia is out of her tomb, and soon Radiosa will be as well. There will be chaos without her.”

 Renatia didn’t argue or insult her. “You shouldn’t stay here. You belong on the Navitas. The Order needs you alive, not captured with a pirate.”

 The air shifted with the influx of a pressure change. One of the ships was being boarded, but in all the chaos, Korinna couldn’t tell which one by the tactile field alone.

 “I will return, but I have to fix this first,” she insisted. “By Vermicula’s hand you are protected.”

 Korinna ran from the shuttle. Floors above her, the Diabolos flooded with the glowing heat of a captive star, as if the cluster of energy at the center of their galaxy had come aboard. She sprinted for the elevator.

 The ship bay was far from the wormhole stretching between the Diabolos and the other vessel, but she felt it when the scorching presence of the White High Priestess swept on board because Aster diminished in the tactile manifold. Korinna was floors away, penned in by barricades and locked doors.

 If she’d been willing to destroy the Order of Radiosa when Aster told her to, this would not be happening. Korinna chose to spare the White High Priestess, and this was the result of her decision. Had she made a mistake by releasing Sahar and Renatia? And by giving Sahar her sword and telling her to release Radiosa from her tomb?

 Korinna called Isaac on the Maturitas and prayed their comms were in range.

 “Isaac? Are you all right?”

 Emergency klaxons blared as she scrambled down corridors. The White High Priestess must have fully breached the hull.

 “I’m—I’m fine.” The connection was staticky. “We didn’t lose interior pressure.”

 She didn’t realize how anxious she’d been until she heard the Maturitas was safe. She never would have forgiven Aster for intentionally causing another disaster like the Castillia.

 “Korinna, it’s not too late to leave. Our readouts are showing some awful stuff… Are you all right?”

 “I’m not leaving, but I am giving you an order. As your High Priestess I forbid you from flying the Maturitas or any other vessel in this direction. Do you understand?”

 He didn’t hesitate. “Yes, Exalted Mistress.”

 Her finger hovered over the button to end the connection—she didn’t want this to be the last time they spoke to one another. Even with the Diabolos imploding, even with another warship destroyed, even with the most awful weapon the Imperium controlled bearing down on them, she didn’t want to say goodbye to one of her oldest friends.

 “If I die—”

 “You are not going to die.”

 “If I die, you have to do something for me. The chains on Vermicula’s tomb—you have to break them. It could take years, centuries, I don’t know how long, but they have to be removed. As my friend, I need you to promise to free her.”

 He didn’t say anything for so long Korinna wondered if he was still there, if he still trusted her at all. “I-I promise. I won’t let you down.”

 “Thank you.” Real tears pooled at her eyelids. “I have to go. Goodbye, Isaac.”

 She ended the call before he could respond. Hearing him say goodbye might’ve broken her, but she didn’t have time to wonder whether she’d see Isaac or Therese again, not when the glowing inferno of the White High Priestess was already on the ship.

 The next call she made was to Alazne. “Pick up now, damnit.”

 “Where are you?” Alazne asked, her voice tense.

 “I’m on one of the lower levels—where’s Aster?”

 “Get to the interior of the ship. The asteroid cells have their own air pressure.”

 Where she’d be of no use. “I put Renatia on one of the shuttles. Don’t fire on her.”

 “What the hell, why would you—”

 “Where is Aster?”

 “She was a few levels above the bridge when they made the connection.”

 Korinna ended the call. She sprinted to the lifts and jammed the button for the upper levels. Thank the Ember she could still feel Aster disrupting the matter around her, even through layers of the ship. She still had time to prevent calamity if she acted quickly.

 The elevator stopped at the armory, where she expected to find the majority of the crew. Kibwe and his team were raiding the closets of guns and crates of plastic ammunition.

 Korinna darted toward him, shouldering past some crew members. “Where are you going?”

  “We’re being boarded—I don’t have time to talk.” He continued loading ammunition into the pack across his chest.

 With a twist of her hand she pressed Kibwe into the wall, tactus flaring at her fingertips. “I need you to listen. The ship that split us open is going to have more than one person on it. I don’t know who they have with them. There might be more than one person capable of hurting Aster. Whatever your orders are, forget them. You need to find out if there are other Lightbenders. Throw all of them in the asteroid cells, even if you can’t tell if they have tactus or not.”

 Kibwe understood what she was asking. With no abilities of their own, the Unsighted were completely vulnerable to priests and priestesses. A synthetic bullet wouldn’t protect him from a true Lightbender.

 “I’ll do it.”

 Fear weighed her down like a shroud. Another goodbye to someone she might never see again. Despite all their differences, Kibwe followed her advice without question. He witnessed her refusal to destroy the Order of Radiosa, and he was the one suffering for Korinna’s choice, but he put it all aside to protect his captain.

 The frame of the ship creaked and locked together. Distantly, an unstable field of energy spun into existence, like a singularity forming at the center of their galaxy, so dense it bent the dimensions of space.

 Alarms blared through every cell of her body. She was too late, she’d taken too long throwing together a plan, and now everything was spiraling out of control. If Aster tried to use her abilities offensively, there was a chance she’d open a chasm within the Diabolos.

 If she lost Aster now when they’d just found each other, Korinna knew what she’d become. She would fall into the same enraged pit of vengeance that had fueled Aster for centuries. The galaxy wouldn’t survive her anger. She wouldn’t survive her anger.

 Before she could get to an elevator, another alarm blared—a shrill wailing she’d never heard in all her time on warships. It cut out a few seconds later. The White High Priestess must’ve brought a code splicer that could dig into the Diabolos’ computer systems, because the airways began to flood with clouds of tactus-dampening gas.

 With a direct blast to the face, she doubled over wheezing. By the Ember, if she didn’t get to Aster soon, she wouldn’t have any strength left. After all she’d endured, all the power she’d built up, she was still weakened by the gas. It didn’t completely numb her as it used to when she was a cleric, but it dulled her perception of where Aster and the White High Priestess were on the ship. Her chest tightened as she started to panic.

 She didn’t have time to find an elevator or a staircase or an Unsighted person to guide her through this. Aster needed her now. There was no reason to flood the ship with gas to immobilize Aster herself—the White High Priestess could handle her on her own. The gas was for Korinna. The Imperium knew she was on board, and they didn’t want her to interfere.

 Blood streamed down her face in sheets. Tactus was still available to her, but grasping it was like reading the contours of a surface while wearing gloves. Levels above her, the unstable void that was Aster slowed until it dimmed. There was no trace of the angry chaos she associated with Star Eating, and its absence made the strip of tissue at her throat throb against her skin.

 Korinna found the wall with her hands and clawed her way through the innards of the ship. She tore through stone and wires and ventilation. Metal surfaces heated and warped under her touch like the door of her old cell. Her fingernails lifted at the edges, her cuticles shriveling until they bled, but her hands didn’t deteriorate any further.

 She breathed in the tactus-dampening gas with every moment, but she refused to give up. The black pit of entropy that was Aster was completely quelled, as if her hunger was being severed at the root, as if each of Aster’s fangs were being cut from her mouth one by one, and every time a flare of unbearable light flashed through the spacetime manifold.

 By the time Korinna got to the upper levels of the ship, her eyes were awash with blood. In a surge of tactus, she tore through a cement wall like a projectile through a steel hull. Amid the wreckage, bathed in unholy light like an avenging horror, stood the White High Priestess.



Chapter Fifty-Two:
The Captain


 The sword was the first thing she saw.

 Glistening like a solar flare, the White High Priestess strode through clouds of gas like Radiosa herself, her black skin gleaming beside the blade of light. She had covered her face with a white breathing mask, a featureless instrument for her goddess to wield.

 Aster’s strength was a shadow of itself. She couldn’t muster enough tactus to defeat the White High Priestess. To defeat a cleric, maybe.

 The faceless woman advanced.

 “In the name of the Galactic Imperium, in the name of the High Priestess of the Order of Radiosa, I condemn you to die. Give up now and your crew will be spared.”

 In the name of—Aster narrowed her bleary eyes, her body shifting despite the gas. Each change in her body was slow and overwrought.

 No. It couldn’t be. That voice, the stance, the blade-handle…

 “Who are you?” Aster asked.

 Scales erupted from Aster’s skin and her eyes shifted, her pupils stretching into slits, the glands behind her jaw throbbing with fresh venom. The white-robed figure didn’t respond at first. She stood as still as empty space, her glowing sword no more than a shiny trinket.

 That’s when she knew the truth: this was not Radiosa’s heir. This was Sahar, the same priestess who’d cracked open a star shard in Aster’s face and tried to kill her on her own ship, the same woman who shared tactus with Furia one moment, only to escape and attack her ship the next.

 Aster was wrong to spare her before. Sahar was a zealot. She wasn’t Korinna, she didn’t want to reform her Order or make common cause with the Order of Furia. She dove for Sahar’s sword, her clawed hands tearing into the surface of the priestess’ arm.

 “You’re no High Priestess,” Aster hissed, the two of them brawling like Unfeeling soldiers.

 The cleric tried to raise her sword to slice away Aster’s connection to tactus, or sever her head from her shoulders, but she fought like someone untrained, unused to confrontation, as if Radiosa’s sword was an unfamiliar presence in her hand. Aster punched her in her masked face and tried to wrestle the sword out of her grip.

 She rained fists down on Sahar’s body, stomped the arch of her foot, and clawed for the sword. Her own body grew weaker by the second, but if she didn’t hit fast and hard, Sahar would run her through right here in this corridor.

 How had she escaped the asteroid cells? Unless she’d destroyed Furia along the way—but, no, that was impossible. Aster would’ve known. If Furia died, her own abilities as a Star Eater would cease to function.

 Sahar split the molecules lining the sword of light, the heat from their destruction shuddering through Aster. The scales on her arms burned to a crisp, hardening and drying until they flaked away. Only the tender muscle remained, her body straining to repair itself as the tactus-dampening gas blazed through her cells.

 “Is your High Priestess still too afraid to leave her ship?” Aster growled. “How many times is she going to send you to fight in her place?”

 Her mouth was full of fangs, so the words came out sibilant and low. Sahar paused in their struggle, her resentment obvious. She held her ground like the truth had caused her pain.

 Seizing the opportunity, Aster dug her fangs into the cleric’s collarbone. Venom sizzled across her pristine white robes, trails of smoke curling above the puncture wounds. Sahar’s blood tasted like melted nuclear fuel: it burned so hot, it was cold.

 The shocking tang to her blood made Aster gag—and that was all it took. With her attention divided, Sahar slashed. Black blood gushed from a gaping wound across Aster’s midsection, as reality sparked before her eyes.

 “You killed them!” Sahar yelled, hands shaking around the hilt of her sword, shrinking away from the black blood pouring out and pooling on the floor. “You dragged us into this. All of my friends, my colleagues, they died because all you know is destruction.”

 Aster slashed at Sahar’s arm with her obsidian claws. “Your Order hunted down my siblings until the Order of Furia was just a story. They stood by while the Imperium locked my mother in that tomb. How old are you, thirty-five? You know nothing. How did it feel when your friends killed each other with weapons you created? I bet you feel guilty. You should. You can kill me now, but you’ll still be responsible for what happened.”

 Sahar’s expression was unreadable through the mask, but the tremor in her hands and the tension in her shoulders told Aster all she needed to know—this woman hated herself for what she had done.

 There was too much gas and not enough tactus in her system to survive her wound. After so much death and hunger and loneliness, she’d been reduced to this. Thrashing on the floor of her own ship, bleeding out, cut down while her crew fought for their lives.

 Deep beneath their feet, Furia lived. But for how long? Eventually the White High Priestess would leave the Daybreak. They would squeeze the Diabolos like an overripe fruit and spit Furia out, the seed at its center. Aster couldn’t think about what would happen to Korinna—not while the last threads binding her to the universe unraveled one strand at a time.

 This was what she deserved. Aster never should have taken so much from her sisters. The Order of Radiosa hunted them down, but Aster was just as responsible for the lives she’d extinguished. Her own siblings. And it had been safer to kill the other Star Eaters than to wait for one of them to kill her. But the black priests and priestesses deserved life as much as Furia did, as much as Aster did, and now her Order was about to be extinguished.

 Their pale, hungry faces leered at her from the past. She pressed a clawed hand to the wound at her stomach and shuddered through the white-hot pain. Aster had left her sisters to die. She’d gorged herself on all the stars in the Umbra and siphoned away the role of Black High Priestess from her family.

 She could mourn her role as the last Star Eater all she wanted. But she had sowed the destruction of her Order as surely as the Galactic Imperium had, and now she’d receive her due. Whether it was the White High Priestess or the Senate or Vermicula’s bloody navigators, it didn’t matter. This was the ending she was always going to have.

 Around her, the Diabolos shattered. Corridors split open under the force of so much free tactus, and soldiers in mech suits swarmed the halls. The tactus-dampening gas reduced her field of perception, but Aster didn’t need it to know what would happen next. Sahar, with her sword of light, and pitiful excuses, was about to split her open, even if she was just as responsible for the deaths of her own colleagues.

 Wheezing, Aster asked, “Do you like serving a master that isn’t worthy of your devotion?”

 Sahar paused. Her white robes weren’t pristine anymore, the fabric splattered with Aster’s inky blood. “What are you talking about?”

 She took a step closer to hear Aster’s rasping voice. So naive. The Imperium would not treat her kindly.

 “No High Priestess worth following would have sent you to fight me on your own.”

 In her posture, there was a flash of guilt—it was all Aster needed. Sahar’s moment of distraction gave Aster the chance to lash out with every remaining spark of fury she had. She gouged her nails deep into Sahar and spit a caustic streak of venom into the wound.

 Sahar cried out in anguish before raising her sword of light to cast her down. The blade took an eternity to land.

 Aster’s ventricles gave a feeble spasm in her chest, sputtering while everything she held dear was ripped to shreds —until time stopped.
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 ACT V:

 THE FIRST WOMAN



Chapter Fifty-Three:
Korinna


 The air was full of smoke and sparks from burning debris. Klaxons blared in the distance, piercing the air with waves of sound and rattling her inner ear.

 The White High Priestess was an angel from the ancient creation myths, sword of light held aloft, ready to shear her enemies.

 Aster crouched on the floor, her stomach spouting viscous black blood through her clawed fingers. Her face was half woman, half serpent queen. Her scales were sickly and ashen, as if the White High Priestess had dulled the natural sheen to her skin.

 “Get out of here!” Aster yelled as blood spewed from her gut.

 Korinna wanted to run to her, to pick up her slender frame and hold her close. Smoke from burned plastics and smoldering wires stung her eyes, and the world descended beneath a film of red tears. The tissue at her neck shuddered against her throat, beating, beating, beating until she lifted her bloody hand toward the White High Priestess.

 But the other woman was faster. The moment Korinna lifted her hand, the High Priestess bore her sword down on Aster, the flaming blade searing closer to Aster’s ashen form.

 Aster howled, her clawed hand reaching for the sword, shaking, trying to curl her black talons around the flames.

 “No!” Korinna screamed.

 The White High Priestess did not speak. Her form radiated light from Aster’s stolen tactus, obscuring the woman beneath the robes.

 The priestess ground her sword closer, flames licking over Aster’s midsection, burning up the black, sticky blood clotting Aster’s wounds. She had slashed her once already, and she was going to keep doing it, keep severing Aster’s connection to tactus and the cosmos until she bled out in a violent gush of life.

 Korinna could not bear it. She’d rather seal herself in Furia’s empty tomb than stand by while the most beautiful person she’d ever known was run through with a flaming sword.

 A surge of tactus reared up under her skin like the birth of a star flashing to life. Her hand clenched into a fist of blood and skinless tissue as she drew every last particle of tactus from the High Priestess’ sword into herself. Her inner well filled to bursting, rising past the rim and splashing over the front of her robes in a torrent of hot, sticky blood.

 “Let her go,” Korinna grit out.

 In a cruel attempt to end the conflict, the White High Priestess raised her sword to sever more tactus from Aster. Another burst of obsidian blood spurted from Aster’s stomach, hot enough to steam when it hit the metal floor.

 Even under threat of being severed in half, Aster still strained to stitch herself back up. Her body drew together like a wound in time healing itself. The pool of dark liquid retreated into her body.

 “I said let her go,” Korinna bit out, her necklace bleeding.

 The White High Priestess didn’t take a step closer, didn’t speak. She bore down on Aster, flaming sword in hand, but Aster drew from Korinna’s tactus to stitch herself together. Her scales began to spread, overtaking her features until she was fully the serpent queen. Her fangs descended like unsheathed swords.

 “Stop! Don’t hurt her!” Korinna shouted. But Aster wasn’t listening, and neither was the White High Priestess.

 Nothing she’d tried was helping. Korinna might have given Aster enough strength to heal and find her feet, but she hadn’t stopped the fight. Projecting outward, she flooded the White High Priestess’ delicate veins with crackling, searing strands of tactus, burning her up from the inside until she was weak enough to back away from Aster.

 Sparks shot from an electrical panel in a corner, blue flames spewing acrid smoke. Korinna’s eyes watered and her stomach roiled. Aster ignored the fire and found the strength to start pulling the White High Priestess closer, neck first.

 “You can’t drink energy from me,” the White High Priestess wheezed.

 “Maybe so, but I can still kill you.” Aster’s words dripped with dark venom.

 That voice—the diction, the accent, the way each word took shape inside Korinna’s ear—she knew that voice. Knew who this was. Korinna tore Sahar from Aster’s grasp, throwing her into the crumbling wall with a sickening crack.

 Sahar moaned, her body bent at an unnatural angle.

 She’d spared Sahar’s life, given Sahar her weapon, released her so she could protect her goddess from destruction. Korinna’s anger was all-consuming. She couldn’t speak or move or explain what she’d done. Reality shuddered past her. Smoke in the air, sweat beading on her skin, sound stretched out and muffled as her ears rang. She took a step closer, crunching over broken pieces of asteroid and ash.

 “Did you think I wouldn’t find you?”

 Sahar wheezed on the ground, sword extinguished in her hand. Korinna snatched it away and pulled the mask from her face, forcing her to breathe in the tactus-dampening gas still thick in the air. Sahar would recover from her injuries, but it would be slow, her tissue stitching itself back together one cell at a time. The cataclysm of emotion inside Korinna was so turbulent she went cold all over.

 The priestess lurched toward Aster, spine bent, arm raised, but she’d had enough. Korinna grabbed Sahar by the front of her robes and shook her.

 “WHY?” Her skinless hands soaked the front of Sahar’s robes. “You were supposed to be better than this! I thought white priestesses were smart. I gave you everything you needed, I told you how to protect your goddess—and you repay me like this?”

 Sahar coughed through the smoky air. “I didn’t want to repeat Radiosa’s failures. To stand by while Furia destroyed everything in the galaxy.” She wept as she spoke. “Your captain is the reason my friends are dead. Without her, they’d never have been forced to fight. This was my only chance to stop her.”

 Korinna’s insides were hollow. Whatever candle of hope she still carried for the future of the orders guttered out. Extinguished by Sahar’s pitiful crying, by Aster’s barely restrained contempt, by Korinna’s disgust at her own desire to find the good in others. The sirens had gone quiet, but their screeches echoed inside Korinna’s head and replaced all her thoughts, leaving the ear-popping silence of temporary deafness. Her body was wet, burned, torn, punctured in places. Sahar and Aster weren’t much better off.

 Descendants of divinity, all three of them, and this was the most they could accomplish. Maybe this was the dysfunctional world Vermicula and her sisters had created, but it wasn’t the world Korinna wanted.

 “Is anyone alive again because of what you did?” Korinna asked. She didn’t have the energy to scream, not anymore.

 Sahar didn’t respond. This close, Korinna sensed the depressions in the priestess’ skin, the places where her body wore thin as burning ripples of tactus shone through. Korinna had never encountered a Lightbender with so much power stripped bare like this—it was as brutal and painful as Redsight.

 Korinna said, “If you take another step toward each other, I’ll hurt you both.”

 The sword of light morphed into an instrument of blood and viscera. With the hilt clutched in her bloody hands, Korinna staggered forward until the Diabolos shuddered beneath her feet.

 She held the dripping, crimson sword to the White High Priestess’ neck, her chest heaving.

 “How many Lightbenders are on the Daybreak?” she asked. “If your High Priestess is on the ship I won’t hurt her, but if you hide her from me I won’t spare you.”

 “It’s just Aynur and whatever legion she sent on board already. No one else.”

 Aster asked, “Did you speak with her before you found me?”

 “Yes.”

 “Then why are you here? You knew Korinna was here, your High Priestess must have known. It was only a matter of time before Korinna found you.”

 And killed her. That went unsaid, but the truth hung over them all.

 “The High Priestess knew the conditions,” Sahar explained.

 “She believed you would die,” Korinna said.

 “It’s my responsibility to serve the Imperium, and this was how I chose to serve,” Sahar said, her body shuddering, trying to heal itself.

 Aster said, “Your death won’t bring them back. Killing other people won’t bring them back either. No matter what I do, my sisters have stayed dead for hundreds of years.”

 Korinna pulled the pulsing web of tactus back until the sword in her hand receded to an ornamented hilt, the blade dissolving in a gush of blood. She reached for Sahar’s pulse, her hands sticky and red. “Are you all right?”

 Sahar panted, still alert. The light bubbling beneath her skin shrank until just a few patches remained, then disappeared completely.

 “Why are you helping me?”

 “Killing you wouldn’t fix anything,” said Korinna.

 “My High Priestess will not let me return to the Daybreak. In her eyes, if I survive, then I’ve failed my mission.”

 Korinna said, “High Priestesses can change.”

 Aster’s features slowly shifted until she was a woman again. “Let me guess: your High Priestess told you you’re the strongest of your Order and it’s your duty to kill me, even if you die in the process. She’ll deign to board the ship when she senses your death.”

 Sahar did not contradict her. Aster stood by Korinna, and in that moment Korinna was sure they shared the same thought: each of them had been sent to fall on their sword for the good of the galaxy, stripped of everything that made life worth living.

 “I’m not going to kill you,” Korinna vowed. “I don’t want to kill you or anyone else, but your High Priestess does. She knew you’d die on the ship, and she wanted Aster weakened at no risk to herself. Don’t you see how that’s wrong?”

 Sahar sighed. “There is no love lost between myself and the Exalted Mistress, but I thought I could… I thought this was the right thing. When you put me in that shuttle, I thought of the Academy and everyone on Solis and Radiosa too, but I never asked to be Radiosa’s keeper. I thought I could remove one person and that would fix at least one problem.”

 “That was Radiosa’s mistake,” Korinna said. “Locking one person inside a tomb did nothing to help the galaxy, and killing Aster won’t stop this conflict either.”

 “I’m not Furia’s only worshipper, and eventually more Star Eaters will need to be created,” Aster said. “Killing me won’t make your Order any safer. If you want the Order of Radiosa to continue, then it needs to change. Stop taking orders from the Imperium. Stop feeding them your best Lightbenders. Stop giving them your knowledge for nothing. The Imperium knew the risk to everyone on the Daybreak and sent them into the Umbra anyway.”

 Sahar massaged her healing skin. “I didn’t… I thought I was the only one who saw it that way. The danger, I mean. The rest of them didn’t realize what could happen. But Aynur knew what we were getting into, and she allowed it. She only brought the most loyal priests and priestesses, people more likely to follow her without question. She’ll never agree to any of those changes. You want me to kill Aynur and take her place?”

 “Does your Order require the death of its High Priestess for another to ascend?” Aster asked.

 “No, but she’ll never willingly step down.”

 Aster’s eyes gleamed like onyx flashing beneath the sun. “We’ll find a way to convince her.”

 “How can I trust that you won’t kill me and Aynur if I take you to her?” Sahar asked Korinna.

 Korinna took Aster’s pale, human hand in her own. “You have the power to kill one of us. I’m trusting that you won’t, just like you have to trust me.”

 Sahar shook her head. “So devoted to each other. The rumors are true, then.”

 “What rumors?” Korinna asked.

 Sahar answered, “That Aster Haran is one of Furia’s black witches, and that she captured a Galactic warship just so she could kidnap a Redseer to be her bride.”

 Aster’s mouth turned up at a corner.

 “I thought it sounded absurd,” Sahar said. “I didn’t think any Redseer in their right mind would stay with a person that clearly wants to eat them, yet here you are.”

 “Do you trust me or not?” Korinna asked.

 “I can’t fly ships or form black holes, but I can tell whether someone is telling the truth. I believe you, and I accept.”




Chapter Fifty-Four:
Korinna


 As their three silhouettes framed the still-smoldering corridor, the damage to the rest of the Diabolos came into view.

 “Gods, I didn’t realize how much of the ship I tore through,” Korinna admitted.

 Aster shrugged beside her. “This ship is ancient. It’s been blown up at least three times, maybe more. It can all be fixed or replaced.”

 “Can either of you sense how many people are dead or alive?” Sahar asked.

 “Not with so many Unsighted on top of each other like this,” Korinna explained. “If I had time, maybe.”

 Aster agreed. “I can’t tell. The Unfeeling have as much tactus as a clod of dirt.”

 A section of ceiling crumbled above their heads, but Sahar pulled them out of the way. A Lightbender helping them… It was unique for the three of them to be talking at all, let alone planning to overthrow the Order of Radiosa. The High Priestesses of the three orders hadn’t worked together since the Original Sisters.

 Whatever the result of their actions, they’d already broken the Galactic Imperium’s yoke of control.

 A conversation was all it took to turn Sahar into an ally. If the Order of Radiosa hadn’t treated their greatest Lightbender like a living sacrifice, if the Order of Vermicula hadn’t twisted Korinna into the tool they wanted, if the Order of Furia wasn’t decimated and forced into hiding, none of them would be in this position.

 And yet, they worked together sweeping through the corridors, protecting and aiding each other, transferring power back and forth in turn.

 It was the Destruction by Three come again.

 Korinna feared the crew of the Diabolos would be rudderless without Aster, but they held their own against the Imperial soldiers. Throughout the ship, the confrontation had distilled into a few pockets of resistance. Mostly they found injured members of the crew, but as they got closer to the bridge, blasts of synthetic rounds and the roar of profanities peppered the air, the surfaces of the corridors slick with blood. Korinna found busted pieces of Imperial armor tossed through the hallways, like individual soldiers had been seized and stripped of helmets and chest plates.

 “What happened here?” Sahar asked.

 “Galactic soldiers are impervious to synthetic rounds when they’re in full kit,” Aster said, hurrying them along. “The only way to even the odds is to pry it off. Units of fighters hide where they can and surprise the vanguard.”

 “That’s insane,” Sahar hissed as they crouched to avoid stray gunfire.

 “It’s the only way to fight when your opponent is practically a cyborg.”

 Her hand still clutched in Aster’s, Korinna asked, “Will she know we’re coming?”

 Sahar quieted. “Yes. Radiosa’s light shines on us all.”

 A figure in an Imperial suit slammed into the wall in front of them, the impact sending sparks flying from the soldier’s mechanical shell while smoke filled the hallway. The scent of burning plastic rose from the overheating protective suit, which would crisp him alive in minutes.

 “Pry him out!” someone shouted.

 One of Aster’s crew rushed over with a crowbar, jamming it in a seam of the mechanical suit and twisting until it popped open.

 The soldier called, “I surrender, don’t shoot.”

 Aster instructed her crew to place captives in the asteroid cells. “How many have given up like that?” she asked.

 The woman who answered had been part of Aster’s core-gathering away team. “Hard to say. We’re all scattered, but we’ve taken down eight on this floor alone. Everyone else is on different levels just like we planned.”

 “Good. How many soldiers did Aynur send in after you?” she asked Sahar.

 “Not many. They were sent as a precaution. Aynur didn’t tell the Imperium the soldiers were going in first. They were supposed to be protection for the ship in case we get boarded by your fleet.”

 That explained why there were so many destroyed mechanical suits strewn about the hallways.

 “Is this a special ops legion?” Korinna asked.

 “I don’t know. I haven’t spent as much time around the military as you. I think some of these soldiers are from the Spectrus.”

 Korinna started. “What? Are you serious?”

 She ran over to one of the soldiers, whose hands were being tied behind their back.

 “Hey, who’s your legion commander?” Korinna asked.

 The soldier didn’t respond at first, not until his captor jabbed him in the ribs with the butt of her gun. “She asked you a question.”

 Reluctantly, he said, “My commander got shot in the eye when we first boarded, so I guess that means Mota Xie is the commander now.”

 Somehow her old friend from the Spectrus had been shuffled into this group after Governor Wu’s murder. Perhaps Mota considered her a traitor now, but Korinna was relieved that she’d survived. “Where is she?”

 “Hell if I know. This ship is huge.”

 “Do you have a way to contact her?”

 “There’s a radio on the armguard of my suit, but I don’t know if it still works.”

 If she could talk to Mota, she might be able to convince the legion to lay down their weapons. Korinna fiddled with the unfamiliar controls until the radio crackled to life.

 “Mota, this is Korinna. If you can hear this, please respond.”

 She repeated her message a few times, waiting to see if Mota was still alive. Sahar paced back and forth, but Aster didn’t leave Korinna’s side.

 After several long minutes with the sound of battle echoing throughout the ship, a voice responded.

 “Korinna? This is Mota. Are you still on the Diabolos? How’d you get this radio frequency?”

 It really was Mota—one of the only people who’d tried to get to know her on the Spectrus.

 “I have a radio from one of your soldiers. I’m still on the ship, but I’m okay. I’m with one of the Lightbenders. We need you to stop fighting.”

 Mota seemed to hear her, even if she didn’t understand Korinna’s wishes. “We have orders to take Haran. Where is she?”

 “Aster’s with me.” Korinna took a deep breath. “Your legion is outnumbered. I know you only have fifty soldiers at most. There’s eight of them tied up next to me, and there are hundreds of people on this ship waiting to surprise the rest of you.”

 Mota cursed a blue streak before replying. “Are you telling us to surrender?”

 “If you want to save your people from needlessly being hurt or killed, you have to surrender.”

 Mota sighed. “Who am I kidding? I knew it was lost when Commander Wu died. Fine. I’ll call everyone back. Like we have much choice. But make sure they treat my legion all right, or we’ll start fighting again.”

 “That’s fair,” Korinna replied.

 Mota gave the order across all comms that her soldiers were to surrender. It took some time before the yelling and gunfire ceased, but eventually the conflict snuffed out.

 “I can’t believe that worked,” Sahar said. “I didn’t think they’d listen to you.”

 Korinna tucked the radio in her pocket just in case. “I had to try.”



 “The  Daybreak is this way.”

 Sahar led Korinna and Aster to the corridor where the Imperial ship had breached the Diabolos’ hull.

 The opening between the two vessels had been carved correctly. The ships shared pressurized air, and the seals hadn’t leaked.

 “Who drilled the breach?” Aster asked.

 “Last time I did. I don’t know about this time,” said Sahar.

 Korinna couldn’t hide her surprise. “Have you ever done this before?”

 “No, I read about it in books.”

 If there had been more time, she knew Aster would’ve had a lot to say about that, but here was a smoky, sparking tube connecting the two ships. Korinna could feel it now, the bright flare of a powerful being shining through the space around them.

 “Stay behind me,” said Sahar.

 Korinna squeezed Aster’s hand. They crossed the threshold of the bridge onto the Daybreak, one of the few ships belonging to the Order of Radiosa.

 There was no way any of them could’ve prepared for what was waiting for them in the cockpit. Korinna expected the White High Priestess to meet them in a blinding nova of energy. She’d expected her to lunge straight at Aster, to raise her sword of light and cut them down.

 That’s not what they found.

 Aynur was slumped on the ground, panting and strained, but alive.

 And looming over her in stately crimson robes was Renatia.




Chapter Fifty-Five:
Korinna


 “I told you to leave,” said Korinna.

 Renatia had Aynur’s power in her grip. There was a current of tactus being steadily propelled into Aynur, and her body was deteriorating under the strain. Lightbenders worked alongside tactus, they did not let it work through them the way Redseers did. Somehow Aynur was still lucid.

 “Your new boss?” Aynur rattled out.

 “My High Priestess,” Renatia said. “I believe there’s something you meant to tell her, Aynur.”

 The skin on her limbs rippled with bands of shifting light, the cabin filling with the scent of burning flesh.

 “Stop.” Korinna had been a puddle of blood and consciousness before, and she didn’t want the experience repeated on anyone else. “What are you talking about?”

  “The Galactic Imperium hasn’t merely sent Aynur and her acolytes to root out the Haran fleet, they’ve surrounded the Navitas with their warships,” Renatia spat. “They believe you’ve been compromised. They won’t allow you to control the Order of Vermicula.”

 The attention of the room shifted to Korinna and Aster’s laced hands.

 “Why are you on this ship?” Korinna asked.

 Renatia didn’t lift a bloodstained finger from her hold around Aynur’s throat. “I begged to be allowed on the ship. I told Aynur I’d been cast down as High Priestess and feared for my life.”

 “Liar,” Aynur muttered.

 “I told you the truth,” Renatia shot back. “I was cast down, I do fear for my life, but I have no sympathy for the Galactic Imperium and their feud with the Haran fleet.”

 “You were one of their strongest allies for years,” said Aynur.

 “I did what I had to do to protect my Order, as is the duty of every High Priestess,” Renatia said.

 “How did you uncover this plot?” Aster asked. Korinna could tell from the jut of her shoulders that she was bracing to transform.

 “Eavesdropping,” sniped Aynur.

 Renatia crunched her grip tighter. “She locked me in a holding cell and took an audio call.”

 It was absurd, but it made perfect sense to Korinna. “You read the tactical patterns around the sound waves.”

 Korinna couldn’t help it—she started laughing. Once she started, it was almost impossible to stop. Of course Aynur didn’t realize her mistake until it was too late. Red priestesses were seen as instruments by the Imperium, and they certainly weren’t thought of as intellectuals by the Order of Radiosa.

 The Navitas was an overgrown military school compared to the Academy. What did Aynur have to fear from a dethroned red witch too scared to fly home by herself?

 “How many ships have surrounded the Navitas?” Aster asked.

 “More than you can deal with on your punctured ship,” said Aynur.

 Korinna lifted her hand and pushed the threads of tactus under Aynur’s skin until it was burning her from the inside, a crackling current with no outlet. “You’re going to tell me how many ships are guarding the Navitas, and then I’m going to let you go.”

 Her body wracked from the pain until she gasped, “Three armored destroyers, but there will be more on the way if you don’t act quick.”

 “We don’t have to take out all three of them, we just need to get inside,” Korinna mused. “But there’s another thing we need before we leave.”

 Korinna nudged Sahar toward her High Priestess.

 Aynur understood what she was asking. “You can’t be serious.”

 No one said anything. Korinna relaxed the surge of tactus until it was just a trickle. Enough to be painful, but not so much that Aynur lost consciousness.

 Aynur asked Sahar, “What do you think they’ll do to you once they have what they want?”

 “Nothing I can’t survive, which is more than what you or the Imperium offered me.”

 “This is heresy.”

 Renatia sighed as if she were exhausted and wished they could be done with this already. That condescending sigh was enough to tip Aynur into compliance.

 Sahar’s ascension was made through shifting bands of light, not through spoken words. The transference of energy when the ascension was complete was like a comet arcing through the sky—brilliant and so cold it burned everything around it.

 Korinna withdrew the last traces of tactus charring Aynur’s insides, her body now bright and dull, like she was sunbleached and seared from dancing too close to a star cluster.

 “Will she be all right?” Sahar asked.

 Aster snorted. “She’ll be fine, Exalted Mistress.”

 “Can we repair the Diabolos in time to fly?” Korinna asked.

 “Yes, but my ship will attract too much attention. This will go better if we sneak onto the Navitas without the Imperium’s notice.”

 Korinna rubbed the cells at her neck. She needed to think. “We go in the same way you did, in disguise.”

 “We’ll take this ship,” Sahar said. “They’ll have its tracking signature. If we ask for a meeting on the Navitas, the commanders of the destroyers might be foolish enough to show up.”

 Korinna couldn’t believe this was working. Even if the Diabolos had gotten banged up from being boarded and ripped open from the inside, most of the crew had survived. They would send a message to the Imperium that the Diabolos was subdued. But if they didn’t get to the Navitas soon, Korinna would lose control of every Redseer in the galaxy.

 She’d lose Vermicula.

 “How do you plan to neutralize the destroyers?” Renatia asked, speaking Korinna’s fears aloud.

 “None of us can get rid of them all at once, but Vermicula can.”

 Judging from the silence that followed, she’d surprised everyone on board.

 Aynur spoke first. “You mean to free your goddess. That’s noble of you, but others have tried and failed before.”

 “Others have tried alone. The three orders have never tried together.”

 Aynur’s disapproval was evident, but she didn’t give them the tongue-lashing Korinna expected. “You’ll need me to call the Imperium personally.”

 Korinna crossed her arms, considering. “A minute ago you called us heretics.”

 “Oh, we still are. But I also know you won’t stop until Vermicula is free, even if you have to break every religious tenet to do it. And you,” she said to Aster, “I’m sure you’ve got Furia hidden somewhere convenient. If the other tombs are being opened, then your orders will have more tactus, more power to draw from. What one order gains, another loses. And I’m not about to let you diminish the Order of Radiosa by extension.”

 She was right, even if Aynur’s position was totally self-interested.

 Korinna didn’t have time to tease out whether Aynur was lying to her, whether Sahar could really be trusted, whether she even had the ability to open Vermicula’s tomb once they reached the Navitas. There were so many contingencies and fraught details, and if even one of them went wrong, her entire Order would be snatched away by the same force that had wrested power from her goddess in the first place.

 Aster still hadn’t let go of her hand. Korinna squeezed her fingers with her own and relaxed when Aster squeezed back. They had each other. Even with so much turmoil and betrayal, Aster hadn’t left her side.

 “I accept your offer,” Korinna said to Aynur. “I promise to do everything in my power to free Radiosa, but I’ll need your help to do it, and yours,” she said to Sahar. “Is there anyone who can fly this ship?”

 “I can,” Renatia said.

 “Are you sure—” Sahar started.

 Renatia sat down in the pilot’s seat and began checking the ship’s analytics. “I was a navigator on a warship for fifteen years. I learned a few things about the smaller ships, too.”

 They decided to leave the Diabolos under Kibwe’s command and keep the Imperial Navy in the asteroid cells. As much as Korinna wanted to let them go, it would be a tactical mistake to bring them back to the Daybreak.

 Between Renatia and Sahar, they were able to reseal the boarding passage between the two ships. Korinna was amazed by Sahar’s brilliance with technical repairs, even when facing mechanical problems that were new to her.

 Once she was alone in one of the unused barracks with Aster, Korinna asked a question that’d been poking the back of her mind.

 “I thought Lightbenders couldn’t enter space,” she mused, slumping onto a neatly made bed.

 “Historically, they don’t use tactus in space. They can still travel, but their Order prefers to keep to their planets and their polished marble towers.”

 Korinna sighed. The distinction seemed trivial.

 She was too tired to think about it anyway. Without an octagon, they’d fly the ship with its nuclear reactor. It would take them longer to reach the Navitas this way, but with the nuclear engine and no Redsighted navigator, their ruse as a flagship of the Order of Radiosa was more believable.

 Food and drinks were brought to them by a droid. There was even a narrow shower stall with real water, but none of those things made her any less anxious about their plan.

 The bed in the barracks was large enough for two people, not like the single-person cot she’d had on the Spectrus. Aster sat on the other side with her back to Korinna. Quiet and completely still, her posture was tense.

 “What’s wrong? Are you hurt?”

 Aster’s voice was cold. “Why did you release Sahar?”

 Unease prickled beneath Korinna’s skin. With all the fighting and the rapid pace of events, she hadn’t… There hadn’t been much time to reexamine her own decision-making, and even less time to explain things to Aster.

 “We have a better chance of eliminating the Imperium if all the goddesses are freed.”

 “Even Vermicula? That’s what you want?”

 It was a simple question that conveyed nothing about Aster’s emotions. Korinna’s breaths were measured, her mind scrambling for a way to explain this, a reason Aster would accept. They were so close to fixing everything, they’d come farther together than Korinna ever dreamed they would, and she didn’t want it to fall apart now.

 “Not at first. I didn’t—I still don’t want to repeat any of the things she did, but the safest thing for Furia is for the others to be released. It would be easier for her to get tactus if the goddesses were together.”

 “You think the other goddesses would share tactus with Furia?”

 Korinna reached for Aster’s hand, terrified she’d push her away. Her skin was cool and human beneath her fingers.

 “I released Sahar because I thought freeing Radiosa was the right thing to do. I gave her a shuttle and told her to go to Solis, to do whatever she needed to free her goddess. I did the same thing with Renatia. It’s what your mother wants. It’s not what I wanted, not at first, but we aren’t strong enough to do this without each other.” She squeezed Aster’s hand. “You’ve tried to destroy the Imperium for so long on your own. You know it’s easier when you let other people help you. I wasn’t trying to hurt you, Aster. I had no idea Sahar would try to kill you, I swear it.”

 Aster sighed. “I didn’t expect it either. I took precautions when I was around her, but Lightbenders aren’t fighters. They never were. My mother went too far with her Order because there was no one to balance her. Radiosa didn’t like to get involved in galactic politics and the galaxy suffered for it. I thought Sahar would be like the rest of them, but she isn’t. She’s different.”

 Only Aster could fight to near death with someone and speak about them with grudging respect a few hours later.

 Aster met her eyes. “You hate Renatia. Why release her?”

 “Because I knew she’d listen to a direct instruction from her High Priestess.”

 “Have you thought about what Vermicula will do once she’s out of her tomb?”

 “Have you thought about what Furia will do once she’s strong enough to travel the galaxy freely?”

 “Yes. Often. In vivid detail.”

 Korinna smiled. “I don’t mean a revenge fantasy. Do you have a plan? What comes after victory?”

 Aster slumped onto the surface of the bed beside Korinna. Their bodies weren’t touching, just their entangled hands, but Aster wasn’t defensive anymore. The pulse in her wrist was as steady as a ticking clock.

 “I don’t let myself think about it. This whole time, part of me wanted Furia back because I didn’t want to think. I was tired of thinking, and fighting, and surviving. I didn’t want to plan. I never had—I wanted to know how it felt to be protected. To know that everything would happen as it should, if I had faith.”

 Aster spoke in the past tense. Did she not feel that way anymore?

 “How do you feel now?”

 “I don’t know if that day will ever come. They aren’t… The word ‘goddess,’ it makes you think they’re infallible. But they’re jealous and petty and angry. They’re just like us.”

 It made sense that someone so independent would want the one thing she’d never had: protection.

 “What happens when Vermicula is out of her tomb? What if she carries on with the Sanatio?” Aster asked.

 With Furia on the same side as the other goddesses, there was no reason for Vermicula to continue with the Sanatio, to keep recycling novices before they had a chance at life, but Korinna had no way of knowing what Vermicula would do.

 She rubbed at her tired, aching eyes. “I don’t know. I don’t know what to do anymore.”

 “Yes, you do. You’ve always known the right thing to do. It’s what’s so wonderful about you.”

 Did she? Everyone else seemed to think Korinna’s judgment wasn’t worth the two brain cells she used to form it. Aynur had taken her measure with a dismissive sigh, like it was so typical that an idealistic red priestess would fall under Aster’s spell.

 “Why do you care what that bitter woman thinks?” Aster asked, sitting up from her position. “You’re better than her, than all of them, because you find the good in people. The Imperium used you, they were willing to sacrifice you when I boarded the Spectrus, but you still cared about everyone on that ship. You knew the Order of Radiosa wanted to destroy us but you still tried to protect their goddess. You hate Renatia but you gave her a second chance to serve your Order. Do you think she would have been as kind in your position? Or as forgiving? Your Order was cruel to you. They poisoned you for years, they would have recycled you without thinking twice about it. And now, when Vermicula needs your help, you’re fighting to save her.”

 Korinna found the good in Aster when the rest of the galaxy had branded her a criminal, a terrorist, a black priestess who deserved to die for her crimes. She placed her hand on Aster’s cheek, felt the cool softness of her skin and the damp trail of her tears.

 “I know why I can see you,” she said. “You don’t have to show me anymore. I could never forget your face, and you don’t have to—to entice me. Even if I’d never seen you like that, I would still be here. I love you.”

 Aster leaned forward and kissed her. Korinna nearly banged her teeth against Aster’s, but then she pulled her into her arms. A warm, beating thread connected their minds, and instead of seeing Aster’s face, she saw her own, but from Aster’s perspective. She saw herself as Aster saw her—strong, beautiful, young, brave.

 There was so much love in the images Aster shared with her. Korinna saw herself in the simulacrum wearing the gossamer red fabric over her face, she saw herself in her formfitting navigator’s uniform on the Spectrus, she saw herself smiling and biting into an apple in the greenhouse, she saw herself asleep and relaxed in Aster’s bed.

 For the first time, Korinna saw that her irises were red, that her brown hair had streaks of gold and orange and chestnut in it, that she had light freckles over the bridge of her nose. She saw everything and more. She saw the depth of Aster’s heart.

 Korinna pulled her close, holding as tightly as she could. “Why are you crying?”

 “Because I never thought I’d hear you say that. Because I love you too.”

 Korinna didn’t look away as the image receded and Aster’s features became the indistinct blur she was used to seeing on other people. She brushed Aster’s lips with the pad of her thumb, her fingers tracing the line of her cheekbone and the arch of her eyebrow.

 “I love you this way, too.”

 She didn’t say it, but Korinna knew what Aster was thinking. She couldn’t believe Korinna loved her at all after what she’d done. Who she was.

 “Furia told me what you did.”

 “I killed an entire region of space,” Aster said, as if the years had whittled away her shame. “I ate so many stars from the sky, there were hardly any left for my sisters. Without fuel, Star Eaters collapse and form a hole in the manifold. And now I’m the only one left.” She put her head on Korinna’s shoulder. “If I fail, it will all have been for nothing.”

 Korinna pulled her in close. “I won’t let you fail.”




Chapter Fifty-Six:
Sahar


 Aynur stretched out on a white bed. Her injured body was thin and frail with new skin raw and healing. As she roused, her eyes found Sahar. That same remote iciness she’d always had pierced through even now.

 “You are a traitor to your Order,” she said, too weak to raise her voice. “And a fool to trust those two.”

 Was she a traitor for wanting to live, when her own High Priestess wasn’t willing to put herself at risk? It didn’t surprise her that Aynur was angry. The longer you lived alongside the Imperium, the more it twisted you into something unrecognizable, something ugly and bitter and full of hate.

 “Do you ever wonder what it was like for Radiosa when she was forced inside that tomb, all alone beneath the sand?” she asked.

 Aynur sighed like she wished to be left alone until the end of time. “No.”

 “I can tell when you’re lying.”

 “Of course I’ve wondered. Every High Priestess wonders. But I never went as far as you. You do not know how to stop wondering. Some questions are better left unanswered. Have you even considered what might happen once she’s free?”

 The Academy had taught them about exploration and discovery, about questioning your assumptions. In the Order of Radiosa, truth was divine.

 “I will never understand how our Order ignored the truth for so long,” Sahar said. “And I can’t understand how you still can.”

 “Because it’ll take more than an unsealed tomb to rid this galaxy of the Imperium, you fool. The men of this world toppled a god. They do not care how many planets they have to destroy or how many souls have to suffer in the process, and they won’t hesitate to kill you and your friends.”

 She could hear the fear in Aynur’s voice. She’d seen the Imperium at work long enough to know what they were like, and it had shaken her so badly that all her choices as High Priestess had led to this. Even with the Academy at her disposal, with the brightest scientists and thinkers in the galaxy at her beck and call, Aynur was afraid of what the Imperium could do.

 She’d been afraid when she sent Sahar’s colleagues to their deaths. Knowing the danger and risking her most talented Lightbenders anyway—those were the actions of a coward, of someone who was terrified of failing to satisfy the Imperium.

 This was how the Imperium broke them. This was how even the strongest beings in their galaxy were cowed into submission. As High Priestess, Aynur had been able to harness more power than any of the Galactic Imperium’s warships. Aster Haran proved that. But the Imperium had worn her down; they’d broken the part of her that dared to hope for more.

 “I’m sorry they hurt you, Mistress. But you’re wrong. I was meant to do this.” Thinking of Jonathan, she placed her hand on her chest and said, “It feels like truth to me.”

 Aynur closed her eyes. She lay stiller than a living person should.

 “Truth and knowledge are not enough to fix the galaxy, Sahar. Someone as smart as you should know that.”



 Aynur’s words wouldn’t leave her.

 The hopelessness. The bitterness that dripped from every vowel until she was choking on misery. Sahar vowed never to allow her soul to accept defeat. No matter what happened or how badly her friends were hurt, she wouldn’t become the shell of fear and misery that Aynur was.

 She was tired but sleep was impossible, so she sat in the cockpit of the Daybreak instead.

 An hour passed. Two hours.

 She’d been so sure she was going to die on the Diabolos. When Korinna threw her against that wall and her spine shattered, she was certain death would come for her. In her agony, she’d wished for it. She remembered all her friends on their shuttles, each of them using the spheres she created, their lives melding into a supergiant star. When that anguish shot through each of her nerves, Sahar had wished to join them.

 And then they’d spared her.

 Aynur may have seen some terrifying things after working with the Imperium for so long, but Sahar had seen the truth. She’d looked into the face of the goddess Furia and survived.

 Sahar watched the shifting black outside the ship.

 The Daybreak was hers now, the Academy was hers, the Capital building on Solis was hers. She was one of the most influential people in the galaxy. It was such an absurd notion, Sahar struggled to believe it until she felt the spark of light inside her, Radiosa’s flame that lived in every Lightbender and told them truth from falsehood.

 She was the High Priestess of her Order. Even if Aynur lived the rest of her days stewing in misery, she couldn’t take that away.

 Sahar wasn’t a backwater judge any more. She was Radiosa’s light in this universe, and if she failed, then her goddess would remain buried beneath the white dunes until the end of time.

 “Do you mind if I join you?”

 Renatia stood in the entryway to the cockpit.

 Sahar made to leave, but Renatia held up a hand. “It’s all right, I just like to see the view.”

 Sahar waited a moment before asking, as politely as she knew how, “You can see the view?”

 “No, but it’s nice to feel all the stars through the glass. We can feel the heat of them in the sky, like a million tiny fires.”

 It sounded beautiful. Sahar knew so little about the other orders. There was something of a rivalry between the Order of Radiosa and the Order of Vermicula, and the talents of its adepts weren’t often discussed.

 Before she could consider whether her question was polite, she asked, “Mistress Renatia, are Redseers… are the members of your Order grown in a lab?”

 “Gods, no,” Renatia scoffed. “A laboratory? There is nothing less appropriate for the Order of Vermicula. We are a bit more primitive than that. Our priests and priestesses are made with old-fashioned blood magic. We bleed our adepts, and from their bodies new beings are formed. It’s slow, and painful, and miraculous. Redsight infants are ghastly. They’re mainly sentient blood clots.”

 Sahar was too fascinated to feel repulsed. “Has anyone ever studied how Redseers are formed?”

 “No. The Order of Vermicula doesn’t like sharing its knowledge.”

 Maybe it was time for that to change.

 “There’s so much we don’t know about each other,” Sahar said. “I always thought it was because—well, because the Order of Vermicula wasn’t interested in the same ideals as us. I thought—”

 “That your Order was better,” Renatia finished.

 “Yes. I was arrogant. I think these misconceptions have been encouraged. With us separated and unaware of each other, we’re weaker.”

 Neither of them spoke for a while. The Daybreak made a gentle turn around a red giant star and the cockpit filled with its crimson glow.

 Sahar continued. “Were you angry when Korinna ascended?”

 “Of course I was. It was my Order. My adepts. My clerics. My ship. But I didn’t stop to think of my goddess, and so she cast me out. The role wouldn’t have shifted to Korinna if it wasn’t Vermicula’s will.”

 Sahar said nothing, waiting for her to continue.

 “It’s right that the three of you rose to the position, because each of you have the thing that I forgot, and that Aynur forgot. You have belief.” Renatia relaxed under the ruby light of the giant star. “I don’t just mean belief in the goddess, I mean belief in something better, in a more just universe.”

 Truth and knowledge aren’t enough to fix the galaxy.

 As loath as she was to admit it, Aynur was right. Studying and pondering weren’t enough. Learning wasn’t enough. Sahar would never be able to go back to just being an engineer—not after all she’d seen and done—and, for the first time in her life, she found she was okay with that.

 “Thank you, Mistress.”

 “What for? I wasn’t this composed when it first happened. Ask Korinna or that woman she’s in love with. If you give Aynur some time, she may come around. Or she might not. I don’t know her well enough to say. But stepping away from the Order when it’s all you’ve ever had is painful, even in the best of circumstances.”

 The Daybreak cleared the light of the red giant star and the room was plunged into darkness. Before she left the cockpit to try to catch some sleep, Sahar had one last question.

 “Did you ever wonder about Vermicula in her tomb?”

 They might as well have been the only people in the universe. The absence of light was utter and total.

 “I heard her heart beating inside that tomb every day, and every day I failed her because I was afraid. I deserved to be cast down, Exalted Mistress. As did many others before me.”

 Sahar placed her hand on Renatia’s shoulder as she left.

 As she lay down to sleep, she closed her eyes and saw her friends perish in spears of light. She saw Aster swallow up tactus like a demon and collapse in a puddle of black liquid. She saw Korinna, her face covered in those wretched blood tears as she ripped through the walls of the Diabolos to stop them from destroying each other.

 And at the end of it, she saw a sea of white sand dunes. A dark-skinned woman stood among them, her body immobile as roving streams of light rose to the surface of her arms, her legs, her face, the rays more delicate and spidery than veins.

 It could only be Radiosa, the oldest and wisest, the goddess that protected Sahar every moment of her life. The sands blew over Radiosa’s body until they smothered her. Until a sea of white dunes was all that remained, stretching into the horizon like a blanket over the planet’s colorless surface.



Chapter Fifty-Seven:
Korinna


 It took two days for the Daybreak to reach the Navitas where it idled near the absolute center of the core. The Navitas had taken that flight path only a few times in twenty years; it was dangerous to bring a ship full of Redseers so close to the fountain of energy that fed the galaxy.

 But it was close to the Galactic Imperial Senate’s homeworld and its shipyards, which meant ample protection for Vermicula’s flagship.

 With Korinna and Renatia on the Daybreak, Vega was in charge of the Navitas’ trajectory. Korinna wondered if she’d chosen this location, or if someone within the Imperium had strongly suggested they idle here.

 Sahar met Korinna and Aster in the wood-paneled corridor on their way to the cockpit and led them into a storage room. “We need to talk.” She turned to face them. “What do you want to do once we’re on board the ship? There might be members of the Imperium onboard already.”

 Aster stood with her back to the door, arms crossed. “We should count on them being there.”

 Korinna agreed. “Vermicula is entombed in the simulacrum. Once we release her, she’ll be strong enough to deal with the three destroyers.”

 “Are you sure?” Sahar asked. “She’s been entombed for nearly ten thousand years.”

 “We’re near the center of the galaxy. There’s more tactus here than anywhere else. It’s our best opportunity.”

 “Can you cut those chains with that sword of yours?” Aster asked.

 “I’ve never tested it, but theoretically there’s nothing I can’t sever.”

 “We should let Aynur act like she’s the leader of this group. Aster and I should disguise ourselves,” Korinna said.

 “I have some spare robes.”

 Sahar ran back to her room and returned with two sets of white robes in delicate silk. Perfect for an airy life on a temperate planet. Goosebumps sprang up on Korinna’s skin the moment she slipped one on.

 “What’s that around your neck? Can you take it off?” Sahar asked.

 Korinna’s hand flew to the choker of cardiac tissue pulsing at her throat. “It’s preserved tissue. It doesn’t come off.”

 Aster was reluctant to part with her fang necklace, so she hid it in the robe’s inner pocket.

 “Do you not have one?” Korinna asked.

 “My Order doesn’t believe in… amulets.”

 After giving their disguises a thorough once-over, they went to meet Renatia and Aynur in the cockpit. Korinna couldn’t see the Navitas through the view screen, but nothing could mask the sensation of so many Redseers in one place. The Navitas was alive—thriving and beating like the heart of their galaxy. She was overwhelmed by how much she missed the ship and its familiarity.

 But she never expected to return like this.

 Along with the Navitas, she felt destroyers, too. None of the ships hailed them over the communications system. With the Daybreak’s identification signature tied to the Order of Radiosa, there was no reason for the Imperium to impede their flight path.

 Korinna explained the plan to the older women. Aynur used her personal codes to request docking on the Navitas, and the four of them listened silently as Aynur placed a voice call to Mistress Vega.

 “Yes, I’d like to meet in person. I’ll fill you in once we’ve docked. That won’t be necessary.”

 The last time Korinna had been in the docking bay on the Navitas, she’d left to join Governor Wu and her bright career on the Spectrus. She squeezed Aster’s hand one last time before they disembarked.

 The air on the Navitas smelled familiar—it smelled like home. Renatia chose to appear as herself, since everyone on the ship would recognize her anyway.

 Korinna’s disguise evaporated the moment someone from the Navitas stepped forward to greet them. It was Therese.

 “Korinna?” she choked. “Thank the Ember you’re alive.”

 Her Lightbender robes couldn’t hide who and what she was. Therese threw her arms around her in a crushing hug, sending Korinna back a few paces.

 “I’m fine,” Korinna assured her. “Where’s Mistress Vega?”

 “She’s with the Imperial commanders.” Therese’s back straightened. “I’m supposed to escort the Exalted Mistress to her.”

 “You should go,” Sahar said to Aynur.

 There must have been some communication taking place through their expressions, because Korinna didn’t hear Aynur respond, but she could feel the tension.

 “I’ll go,” Aynur bit out. “But Vega will know right away what’s happened.”

 “Buy us time,” Sahar insisted.

 Korinna didn’t like the sound of that. As they all piled into one of the lifts, Therese asked, “What’s going on?”

 “We have to get to the simulacrum. If there’s any way to distract the commanders from the Imperium, I need you to do it.”

 “But why are you with them?” Therese asked.

 Korinna knew what Therese wasn’t saying: why was she pretending to be a Lightbender, and why was she standing so close to a black priestess that wasn’t attempting to hide what she was? The more attention Therese paid to Korinna, the more pressing Aster’s unique presence became in the enclosed space. Aster shifted on her feet, standing closer to her.

 Vaguely, she heard Sahar mutter that they were “Unbelievable,” and that’s when it clicked. Aster was jealous, and she was doing a bad job of hiding it.

 “It’s a long story,” Korinna assured her. “I don’t have time to explain it, just keep the commanders as busy as you can.”

 Therese, Renatia, and Aynur left the elevator, but the air was still combustible.

 From her own mind, Korinna heard Aster say: I didn’t know you had a girlfriend.

 Korinna whipped around to face her. “I don’t—she’s not—”

 The elevator doors opened as Sahar hissed, “We don’t have time for this. Where is the simulacrum?”

 Korinna led them down the corridor. Everything was just as it had been the last time she was here, right down to the bands of students and clerics weaving past them through the hallway.

 Shouldering the heavy doors open, Korinna called out to everyone huddled in prayer, “Get out!” A few nuns rose from the pews, likely to give her a blistering telling-off, but Korinna did her best imitation of Renatia. “As your Exalted Mistress, I command you to leave.”

 Not a single person spoke up or required proof of her ascension—in the presence of their High Priestess, none was needed. They filed out, muttering to each other in low tones.

 Once alone, Korinna and the others barred the entrance with a tall candelabra, ignoring the hot wax dripping to the floor.

 “You display the remains?” Sahar asked, fascinated. “Radiosa’s tomb is hidden beneath the sands, far from anyone but the most devout pilgrims.”

 As interesting as it might be to compare the burials of the three Original Sisters, they didn’t have time.

 “What happened when you did this with Furia?” Korinna asked Aster.

 “I had lots of time to prepare, so I brought objects of power right outside the tomb to restore her,” Aster explained.

 “How did you break a god-chain on your own?” Sahar asked.

 “I ate half the stars in the Umbra.”

 “You’re lucky you have me,” Sahar said, pulling out her sword of dancing light.

 It was so bright, Korinna had to look away. “There’s a chance she could hurt you. It’s not as likely this close to the center of the galaxy—there’s more ambient tactus here than anywhere else—but you’ll have to take tactus from Aster if it’s too much.”

 “That won’t be a problem,” said Sahar.

 It should be similar to sharing energy with Furia, but Korinna was too anxious to take this lightly. “Aster, promise me you’ll take as much tactus as you need. We all have to survive this if we want to free Radiosa, and we can’t get rid of the Imperium without all three of the Sisters.”

 “What about you?” Aster asked.

 Korinna turned toward the massive cluster of thousands of stars their galaxy revolved around. “We have to hope they’ll be enough.”

 She wasn’t confident; she was scared. Her hands shook as she approached Vermicula’s tomb one last time and placed her palm over the stone hands folded there. The necklace of cardiac cells thumped evenly against her skin.

 “Okay. Do it.”

 Time slowed to a crawl as Sahar brought the blade of her sword down on the god-chains. The last few millimeters took an eon. Korinna felt like she was falling backward in time again, like she was plunging into the well of history, where tactus was so thin in the spacetime manifold that her cells and atoms would sooner fly apart than stay together. The edge of Sahar’s sword meeting metal released an earsplitting cry, a wail that echoed into infinity.

 It was Vermicula. That sound was Vermicula screaming.

 Aster muscled the stone lid off the base of the tomb, sending it crashing to the floor where it shattered like parting tectonic plates. For one terrible, heart-stopping moment, the tissue at Korinna’s throat stopped beating entirely, until it stuttered to life and the light from Sahar’s sword winked out.

 Even Sahar herself dimmed, her entire being overtaken by a shadow. Korinna didn’t need vision to know what Vermicula looked like in the tomb. She’d been the same thing once—a pool of coagulated blood held together by will alone. There wasn’t a piece of intact tissue to speak of.

 Sahar slumped to the ground, shuddering, as Aster bared her neck to her, body taking on the posture of the serpent queen. Together, they pooled every last particle of tactus into Vermicula, who slowly bound herself back together.

 Korinna couldn’t remember much from her own recovery—she’d been unconscious for most of it—but she assumed it must’ve been a lot like this. From the pool of tacky, clotted blood she’d been, Vermicula gradually took shape. But it was all happening too slowly.

 Korinna hurried over and bared her own neck. Hot venom covered her throat as Aster latched onto her tactus. She needed to revive herself. Her tactus drained so quickly and so violently it nearly threw her across the room. Korinna’s eyes flooded with blood tears as she grasped for every stray thread of tactus around her.

 It was too much. The amount of energy required to revive a goddess was more than one adept could give, more than three adepts could give.

 Renatia had warned her about this. By the Ember, she’d been so stupid. Korinna drew every node and strand of tactus into her fingers, straining for dear life. Her fingernails fell away like old, brittle paper. She laid her hand on Aster’s heaving, sinuous body and nearly screamed. At this rate, they’d never revive Vermicula in time.

 There was one resource only the High Priestess or the goddess herself could use. The result of all that recycling, of cutting that boy open and holding his body until he went cold in her hands and her basin was full. The blood from the Sanatio.

 The time to use it was now—if Korinna could bring herself to do it.

 She’d be no better than Vermicula if she used the blood from thousands of recycled Redseers, even if it was to restore her goddess, even if it helped overturn the Imperium. Each drop of blood, each cell, belonged to someone once. Another Redseer with a life of their own.

 Korinna ran her fingers over the sculpted filigree on the side of the tomb, searching for tubing. Her hands froze when she found a message in tactile script: instructions for the High Priestess on how to connect to the blood reserves. Beneath the simulacrum, through the walls, inside the Navitas’ paneling, there were veins and arteries, passageways with the requisitioned blood from the Sanatio. And they all led here. A sheath of metal pulled away from the altar of Vermicula’s tomb to reveal a needle tucked inside.

 Bile rose in her throat, but she forced it down. She gripped the needle in shaking hands, the tubing snaking around the side of the tomb. With no solid tissues to speak of, Vermicula had no veins to puncture. She tried dipping the end of the needle into the bloody mass that was her goddess, but these instruments were designed for an intact person with intact veins, and her attempt did nothing. Behind her, Sahar and Aster grew dimmer in the spacetime manifold, their bodies overwhelmed by the demands of being near Vermicula.

 Korinna was at a loss.

 Out of the corner of her perception, vibration through a solid surface, she detected movement. Pin-shaped and flaming, she touched the threads of energy around the hurtling object and nearly choked on her own blood.

 One of the destroyers had fired a nuclear warhead and it was heading straight for them.



Chapter Fifty-Eight:
Korinna


 Korinna scrambled for her communicator. With shaking fingers, she dialed Therese, but before the call went through, the simulacrum thundered with the echo of fists pounding on the door.

 The warhead streaked closer and closer across the expanse of space. Sahar was so drained she might drift away like mist, and Aster’s scaled body was barely breathing. The Imperium didn’t care if their weapons destroyed every Redseer and Governor on the Navitas; all their lives were disposable.

 From outside the simulacrum, Renatia’s voice boomed. “Stop at once!”

 Ignoring her warning, a dancing blade of light tore through the ancient doors and severed the candelabra. The entrance slammed open to reveal Aynur haloed in light. She burned so brightly, Korinna clamped her eyes shut against the glare.

 “What did you do?” Korinna demanded.

 Stalking closer with every word, Aynur said, “Did you think I would go along with your heretical plan to free another goddess? I can’t stop you, but the Imperium can.”

 Aynur approached the open tomb with her sword of light raised above her head.

 Korinna raised her bloodied hand. “Stay away!”

 But Aynur wasn’t threatening her. She strode forward and aimed her blade over Aster’s neck. “I don’t think I will. I told the Imperium that Furia is on the Diabolos—they’re sending what’s left of the fleet to deal with it as we speak.”

 “You don’t know where Furia is.”

 “Oh, but I do. My soldiers are locked in those cells with her, and they found a way to contact me once that monster started devouring them whole.”

 From her position on the floor, Aster hissed, “Liar.”

 Why would Furia bother to take power from the Unsighted when, as Aster said, they had barely any tactus to speak of?

 “However you found out, you’re going to get us all killed!” Korinna yelled. “The Imperium fired a nuclear missile at this ship!”

  “The Imperium is standing by to call back that missile on my word, but only if you swear to reinter them both. And to turn Aster Haran over to us.” Aynur’s sword inched closer to Aster’s neck.

 As events unfolded around her and the gap between the missile and the Navitas narrowed, Vermicula began knitting herself back into a shape, her body a dripping, skinned skeleton with the muscles and tendons still attached.

 Three destroyers hovered around them, with even more missiles they could fire if the Navitas avoided this one. Vermicula was barely strong enough to keep herself alive, and Korinna wouldn’t be able to fly the Navitas and deal with three destroyers.

 Renatia called to Korinna from the back of the simulacrum. “Don’t believe a word she tells you!”

 If Korinna agreed to Aynur’s terms, she knew she’d slice Aster’s neck open the second she resealed Vermicula in that sarcophagus. She would betray her goddess and still have no way to ensure Aster’s safety. There was no upside here. Even if Aster were turned over to the Imperium, they’d never see each other again. She couldn’t say yes. She wouldn’t.

 But that left three high-powered ships to destroy, a nuclear missile that would correct its course even if they dodged it, and a goddess still regenerating from millennia in a tomb.

 Korinna took a step toward Aynur, forcing her eyes open despite the film of blood.

 “What’s your choice?” Aynur asked.

 Whatever the cost, she refused to imprison Vermicula all over again, and she refused to abandon Aster. She clenched her teeth and her hands gathered into fists at her side. “I say no.”

 Seizing Aynur and her sword of light, Korinna shoved her straight into the open tomb along with Vermicula.

 Aynur’s wails echoed through the simulacrum, but trailed off as her sword sputtered out and life drained from her body. The displaced energy flooded into Vermicula’s starved, reshaping form. Sheets of red smothered Aynur’s body, dripping muscular tissue until it was broken apart and absorbed.

 Korinna checked Sahar’s pulse and found it faint but still beating. Aster slumped against the base of the tomb.

 “We only have a few minutes,” Korinna said. “I don’t think Vermicula will be strong enough to help, so it’s just going to be the two of us.”

 “I can’t hold those three ships, not like this,” Aster confessed.

 “You won’t have to. I have a plan.”

 Korinna dragged out the emergency evacuation suits kept under the pews. She ordered Renatia to sound a ship-wide alarm that every passenger on the Navitas should suit up.

 “Does the simulacrum have separate air pressurization?” she asked her former High Priestess.

 “No, but each deck of the ship can be sealed off from the others.”

 “Do it,” Korinna barked as she helped Sahar into an evac suit. She turned to Aster, who struggled to stand. “If the warhead detonates, how quickly can you eat the energy?”

 “Immediately, but we have to find a way to trigger it before it collides with the side of the ship.”

 “I can help,” wheezed Sahar.

 “Are you kidding? You can barely sit up.”

 “If you want to trigger the payload, I just need to sever one molecule.”

 They were both waiting for Korinna to decide. Somehow, she had become the leader of their group.

 “If you think you can do it, you have to try,” Korinna decided.

 Aster nodded. “This won’t be instantaneous. You’ll have to fly us away from the blast while I consume the energy.”

 She didn’t know how that would be possible. She was stuck down here, far away from the Navitas’ octagon. She would never make it in time to fly the ship safely.

 But maybe that was the problem. She didn’t know if she would survive what was about to happen—she never knew if she would make it through the next challenge or the next—but she still had to try.

 There was no Vega or Furia to scold her into doing the right thing this time. She was the High Priestess now, and there were countless priests and students and friars and nuns and clerics counting on her, and her goddess, who wouldn’t get a chance to recover if they all died in a nuclear explosion.

 “Come with me. There’s a way to get you both off the ship.”

 Korinna led them to one of the only air locks on this level of the Navitas. The corridor was silent, but Aynur’s screams wouldn’t leave her head, high and wailing until they disappeared in a gurgle of blood.

 Sahar stopped short once they reached the air lock. “Don’t you need an evac suit?”

 Aster elbowed past her, slamming the button to open the doors. “No, and we don’t have time to talk about this.”

 “Are you insane? If you die, there’s no hope for the rest of us.”

 “I was born in space. I don’t need oxygen the way you do. Just—come with me.”

 Before Korinna could object, Aster pulled Sahar through the air lock, the metal doors hissing shut behind them.

 As the exterior door opened, Korinna ran for one of the expansive windows, and pressed her hands against the glass. All she could do now was feel their progress through its icy surface. Her pulse drummed in her throat.

 Even if they succeeded, there was no way to stop the Imperium from targeting them again in a matter of minutes, not if they stayed in this part of space. They were running out of options.

 Through the cold pane of glass, she felt Sahar sever one atom at the center of the nuclear missile.

 The explosion that followed was a starburst of energy, a ring of heat and pressure that bent the space around it in an expanding shockwave. Aster opened her mouth and pulled the energy in, in, in until her body leaked ribbons of black blood through space, and her fangs lengthened to the size of a human leg. Her body shuddered with the strain of absorbing so much power. Sahar placed a hand on Aster’s scaled form and carefully pulled strands of tactus inside until the sickening bands of light glowing beneath her evac suit began to recede.

 Aster drank up the explosion in one final, ravenous pull. As she consumed the last bands of heat and radiation, Korinna stood by the air lock waiting for them to return. But when the three of them entered the simulacrum again, Vermicula was much as they’d left her, a dripping mass with no veins or musculature.

 There wasn’t time. There was no octagon here. This would have to do.

 Like the Diabolos, the Navitas had been crafted from the remains of an asteroid. Korinna slid the needle into the vein at her wrist and wrapped the strands of tactus around the Navitas like she was cradling an eggshell. Then she powered the ship straight toward the cluster of stars at the center of the galaxy.

 The blood from the Sanatio flushed beneath her skin, warming her body from the inside out, a wave of heat and energy overtaking her until Korinna was as hot as the stars they were hurtling toward.

 The destroyers didn’t hesitate to pursue them. Korinna could feel their presence through the web of spacetime, a thread weaving through the fabric of the universe. Her eyes wept blood down her face and neck before it pooled in her collarbones and soaked the front of her clothes. As they throttled toward the cluster of hot suns, Aster put her clawed hand on her shoulder.

 “They’re firing more missiles.”

 “Can you throw them into the center?” Korinna grit out, the skin on her hands flaking off.

 “Yes, hold on.”

 The exterior of the Navitas trembled like a band of lightning. Korinna felt the shaking beneath her feet and in the bones of her hands. This close to the center of the galaxy, the dimensions of spacetime were unstable, warping around the mass of stars that burned in the inferno.

 Sparks of tactus pinged all over the hull, stray particles of flaming energy pelting the sky like magma. One of the destroyers sent three missiles their way, and then a separate destroyer launched enough firepower to obliterate the Navitas several times over.

 But Aster had just swallowed up the whole of a nuclear explosion. She was ready.

 She threw two of them into the pursuing warships, and both vessels slowed their pursuit as they lost control of their flightpath. Aster tried to throw a third missile into the last ship hounding them but it avoided impact. She shoved the last two missiles into the inferno of stars with a hurling push of energy.

 They were so close to the dense center of the galaxy that the Navitas had to dodge stray bands of fire whipping past the hull.

 “We have to turn away!” Aster screamed.

 Beside her, Vermicula was finally beginning to stir. Korinna grabbed her weak, bloody hand and squeezed it.

 “No, we don’t.”

 Korinna let go of her goddess and reached forward into the dense inferno with both hands, her fingers bent like she was trying to pry open the molten core of a planet. She pushed the seams of space apart and clawed through the opening, pulling the third destroyer into the inferno in their pursuit.

 Her gums bled, her heart slammed against the pericardium holding it in place in her chest while the manifold opened to let them through. There was nothing but heat and fire and destruction around their ship, but Korinna used every drop of energy leaking into her body from the needle in her arm to guide them to the center of the universe, to maintain the integrity of the Navitas while the stars around them turned hydrogen to helium in a chain reaction of nuclear fusion.

 Korinna steered them to the one place in the galaxy where the Imperium couldn’t follow—the unstable center, where light and energy poured forth in a roaring spring so powerful it warped the space around it.

 Her body was being pulled apart, the sheer amount of tactus she was channeling destroying her from the inside. Each of her organs and tissues and cells fought to retain its shape.

 Beside her, Vermicula stood from her tomb. The robes she was buried in had crumbled over time, leaving her completely bare and finally whole. Healed.

 She placed her perfect hand on Korinna’s shoulder.

 “You’ve done well. Now steer us out.”

 And though Korinna’s brain rattled against her skull and her hair shivered against her scalp, she knew what Vermicula was saying. You’re strong enough on your own. You can finish this.

 And she did.




Chapter Fifty-Nine:
Aster


 Being back on the Navitas was like walking through a dream.

 The diplomatic chambers were empty, the halls of the ship less crowded, but it was the same craft from Aster’s memories. Despite its journey through the center of the galaxy, its exterior was largely unscathed. Some of the Redseers walking the halls wore bandages from the aggressive maneuvers, but otherwise all was the same. Except for her.

 Aster wasn’t wrapped in the guise of Litia Sarai any longer. She wore her fang necklace and did nothing to conceal her Umbral accent. If anyone in the Order of Vermicula had a problem with her being on its flagship, they hadn’t mentioned it so far.

 The simulacrum was completely shuttered. What was the point, when the Order’s goddess walked among them?

 Something in Aster’s heart raged at that. After so long, her mother still wasn’t free from the Imperium’s yoke, but Vermicula was. The woman who had condemned Furia to an eternity of suffering.

 The thought kept her up at night. It kept her prowling the marble halls of the ship while novices and clerics and priestesses slept soundly. It kept her jaw clenched in anger. Aster went back and forth between sitting at Korinna’s bedside and returning to the closed, darkened doors of the simulacrum, the site of so much upheaval.

 On her second day back, Aster found herself outside the abandoned simulacrum yet again. Vega had canceled vigil and sent the novices to pray at smaller altars throughout the ship.

 She shouldered her way through the broken door, shattered marble and splintered wood crunching beneath the heels of her boots. Candles were upended off their holders, prayer books lay crumpled on the ground, their pages singed, and the dank odor of old blood was so overpowering that no amount of perfumed incense could conceal it.

 It smelled like a fresh grave.

 “I thought I’d find you here.”

 Aster didn’t turn around. If she looked at her, she might do something rash, and she wanted to wait until Korinna was awake before making any decisions where the goddesses were concerned.

  “What do you want?” she asked.

 “To talk.”

 Vermicula stepped over the debris, her footsteps solid. She was a corporeal woman again.

 The last time Aster saw Vermicula in the flesh was thousands of years ago, when relations between Furia and the other goddesses weren’t so fraught. Back then, Aster wasn’t anyone important. Just another young Star Eater trying her best to survive without attracting attention from her more ruthless siblings. She doubted Vermicula remembered her.

 Aster’s fingers curled into claws by her side, their sharp edges a hair’s breadth from puncturing the meat of her hands. “I have nothing to say to you.”

 Softly, like a mother coaxing a frightened child, she said, “Yes, you do. I’d like to hear it.”

 Inside, Aster was as busted and mangled as the interior of the simulacrum. A scrap of white silk trailed out of the tomb, its edges splattered with blood. She trained her gaze on it while she pushed steady breaths in through her nose and out through her mouth.

 The words wouldn’t stay inside. “You betrayed her. You betrayed the laws of nature. You let Radiosa turn her back on all of us and you hunted us down for the Imperium.” Aster’s face crumpled as her tears spilled over. “And the worst part—you forgot her. For millennia. She loved you. And both of you left her there.” She reared back, her fangs growing. “How could you?”

 The restored goddess did not shield herself or step away. “I did what I thought I had to do to protect my Order. That doesn’t mean it was right.”

 “To protect your Order,” Aster snarled. “You forgot what you are. You’re a goddess, not a priestess. You created all of us, not just your followers.”

 Aster paced the debris-strewn aisle leading to the tomb.

 A goddess alone is no goddess at all. Aster always thought the Imperium was responsible for their separation and eventual downfall, but if what Vermicula said was true, there was more to the story than she was led to believe. Vermicula chose her Order—and, in doing so, she chose herself.

 “When we separated, we diminished. We stopped creating. Because we could not do it without each other. All we had left was replicating imperfect versions of ourselves. Our followers—they’re just facets of each of us. You’re right, Aster. And you’re so much like her it hurts to look at you, because when I see the pain in your eyes…”

 “You gave up on each other.”

 Vermicula nodded. “Gods aren’t infallible.”

 The flame in the pit of her chest smoldered, depthless and inextinguishable, the flame of an anger that enveloped whole solar systems. “I don’t think you should be worshipped ever again.”

 “I don’t either.”

 Aster froze. Her eyes had adjusted to the unlit room. Vermicula’s irises glowed like a red giant star, bloody and hypnotizing.

 “What do you mean?”

 “I have spent thousands of years considering what I did wrong, the people I hurt, the failure I brought on the entire galaxy. Each memory of the two of them was too painful to bear. I willed myself to die—I imagined my cells separating and so they did, but that wasn’t enough to kill me. I don’t blame you for hating me. I was consumed by self-hatred and shame for centuries.”

 In the darkness, Vermicula looked so much like Korinna, she had to remind herself they were different people. Aster’s mouth was human again, but her hands remained scaled, like she didn’t fully believe what she was hearing.

 “It’s not you I hate.”

 Vermicula shrugged in her borrowed crimson robes. “Either way, I’ll need your help to fix this.”

 “Me?”

 “All three of you. Only one won’t be enough.”

 Aster listened.



 In her sleep, Korinna appeared no different from an Unfeeling. Nothing about her suggested untamed power or godhood. With eyes closed, she wasn’t a Redseer or a priestess or a navigator. Just a woman.

 Chin in her hand, Aster leaned on the arm of her chair and mapped Korinna’s freckles.

 The door to the bedchamber opened. A cane clicked against the marble floor, uneven and scraping, as if its owner grew more unsteady with every day cycle.

 Mistress Vega, the former High Priestess, sank into a chair beside her. “She’ll wake soon.”

 Aster didn’t want Korinna to be alone when she did.

 “The Imperium told us the same thing they told the rest of the galaxy. That Korinna was dead—killed when the Spectrus was boarded.

  They didn’t specify how. We all thought she was entombed. She was such a good student.”

 A good student would kill themselves before letting someone like Aster get her dirty, pirate claws on her. Somewhere in space, there were dead Redseers still locked in their octagons, forgotten in scavenged warships or floating in the outer sectors like old space junk. Korinna sighed in her sleep, her eyes moving beneath her closed eyelids. Aster’s heart squeezed in her chest.

 They were lucky to be here. Both of them should have died many times over. And yet, here they still were. Breathing. Existing.

 With much more danger to come, if Vermicula had her way.

 “I-I’m sorry.”

 “Whatever for?” Vega asked. “I’m glad you got her away from that ship. I always wanted her to depose Renatia. I thought it would happen with support from Governor Wu, but the two of you together were more effective. And Governor Wu had a habit of burning through our navigators with too much work.”

 Aster hadn’t considered someone like Wu Qiang would work Korinna to death—she’d simply seen something magnificent and acted. When Korinna ripped that chamber to shreds Aster saw a piece of herself.

 “When she wakes up, we have to leave again.”

 Vega stood and placed a hand on Aster’s shoulder. “I trust you to look out for her.”




Chapter Sixty:
Korinna


 The last thing Korinna knew before she lost consciousness was Vermicula on one side of her, restored and whole, and Aster on the other, holding her up as she fainted.

 When she woke, the first thing she noticed was red.

 Not from her blood, but the wall hangings, the bedding, the familiar red light from her childhood memories of her dormitory.

 Sahar sat beside her. “You can go back to sleep. You haven’t rested for long.”

 “Where are we? Where’s Aster? Vermicula—”

 “Everyone’s alive and safe. Well, except Aynur,” Sahar admitted. “The center spat us out so far from where we entered, it’ll take days for the Imperium to catch up. Renatia is piloting the ship. Aster’s contacting the Diabolos. They were able to fight off whatever ships the Imperium sent after them. Between the two of you, I think you’ve wiped out most of their fleet.”

 Korinna didn’t feel an ounce of guilt. “Are you all right?”

 “I’ve never recovered from a working this quickly, so we must be doing something right. Aster wouldn’t leave me alone until I was back to normal.”

 Korinna sat up in bed. She wasn’t sore. All of her wounds had healed and she was energized like she’d just had two cups of coffee.

 “Do you know where they’re taking us?”

 “I invited the orders to take refuge at the Academy. We have extensive defense systems, and I think your goddess is eager to see her sisters.”

 Korinna’s face shivered like a twitching muscle as the tears started to fall. Vermicula was alive, she was free, and soon Furia and Radiosa would be too. The Imperium was weakened and they’d survived. In the simulacrum, she’d stuck that needle into her arm out of pure desperation, terrified she’d be the first High Priestess to get the Order of Vermicula destroyed—all of it, goddess included.

 “And the initiates and the clerics, everyone on the Navitas—”

 “They’re fine,” Sahar said. “Some concussions, a few people got banged up when we accelerated, but everyone’s alive.”

 Everyone except Aynur, who she’d brutally sacrificed to restore her goddess.

 Wiping at her eyes, Korinna said, “Sahar, I’m sorry for what I did. I—I killed Aynur when I threw her in that tomb.”

 “Don’t apologize. That woman sacrificed my friends to please the Imperium. She sent me in alone to face Aster and her crew knowing you were on that ship. She was willing to throw my life away for her cause. You threw hers away for ours. What happened to her was exactly what she deserved.”

 The thought that she’d sacrificed a priestess, any priestess, turned Korinna’s stomach, but it was done and there was no going back. She may have done it to save her goddess, but she’d also done it for herself.

 She could never agree to a plan that sacrificed Aster. That, more than any other reason, had decided it for her. And she’d used the blood from Vermicula’s worst crime. There was no way to put the blood back, to take it out of her own body and apologize, to bring back every Redseer who gave their lives for it. She wouldn’t be able to atone for it as long as she lived.

 There was a knock at the door.

 “Stay here,” Sahar ordered.

 Korinna was so absorbed in her thoughts, she almost didn’t hear the tapping of Vega’s cane.

 “Don’t you dare stand up. I just wanted to see you for a moment.”

 Hearing Vega’s voice was the final straw. The dam burst within her, and tears poured forth in big wracking sobs.

 “Stop blubbering. I’m fine, you’re fine, everyone is fine—thanks to your expert flying, I might add.”

 “I th-thought I’d never s-see you again,” she wept.

 “I’ve been here this whole time, and I’m not going anywhere now.”

 Sahar slipped quietly from the room to give them a moment.

 “I met her, your Aster. I suppose I met her before as well. I can see the appeal. You always did like difficult things.”

 That made her laugh. Vega handed her a tissue and she pressed it to her face.

 “I’ve always wanted to visit the Academy,” Vega said.

 “I want all the novices, the clerics, everyone on the Navitas to get a chance to go.”

 “You are the High Priestess now, so I suppose we must do as you say.”

 Korinna breathed for a moment and let that sink in. “Yes. I guess I am.”



 There were no clerics in the halls. The dormitories were deserted. Korinna’s cohort had ascended and accepted placements throughout the galaxy, and no students had yet replaced them. With a brush of her fingers, she opened the door. The same latch from all her memories, the same red walls and veined marble floors. With no one inside, her old dormitory was cavernous.

 On the right sat her old bed, a narrow cot too small for two people, despite how often they’d tried. There were no sheets, no bowls on the night tables as there once had been. Over seven years ago now, and the memory hadn’t faded.

 She lay back on the thin mattress and pretended she was thirteen again. Her body remembered the paralysis, the fear that choked her as she heard priests and priestesses at work, discussing her friends’ deaths with banality. Even then, Korinna knew it was wrong. While everyone else was sedated, she’d had to carry that awful knowledge with her until her own ascension. But the truth hadn’t stopped her then, either.

 Korinna shut her eyes and rubbed her fingers against her eyelids. This familiar pain was an echo of the transformation her body had gone through, all to resurrect a goddess who was wicked and bloodthirsty. And Korinna was no better. She’d become the thing she hated.

 She was worse than Renatia. She knew the Sanatio was wrong and she used the blood anyway. Maybe she was like Vermicula. Maybe she really was nothing more than a copy of her goddess, right down to her ugliest, most violent impulses.

 “You’re nothing like Vermicula.”

 Aster sat on the bed beside her, her lean limbs tucked against Korinna’s side. She hadn’t heard her come in. She’d been so focused on hating herself and everything she’d ever done.

 “How can you say that?”

 “Because you care. To you, those recycled adepts are individual people. You carry your guilt around each waking moment. To Vermicula, each Redseer is a copy of herself. They’re extensions of her body and nothing more. Where’s the guilt in manipulating a part of yourself?”

 “How do you know what she thinks?”

 “Because the goddesses all think that way. They made the universe. They are the point of the known world. We’re the furniture. My mother was a bit more explicit with that attitude, but Vermicula and Radiosa aren’t all that different.”

 “I’ll never accept how I used them. All that blood—it belonged to someone. That’s what Redseers are and I took it for myself.”

 Aster wrapped her in her arms, the two of them pressed together on the impossibly small cot. They lay there in silence, alone with the sounds of their own breathing. This room was too big and empty to be the dormitory from her memories. How had so much happened in such a small space? How had so many people been eliminated within these four walls?

 Aster’s voice startled her. “Do you think I liked consuming every star in the Umbra? I knew my siblings would die because of it. There was nowhere else for them to go, and I took every scrap of energy I could find to break those chains. I didn’t have to. I could have left Furia in her tomb, lay low, tried to reform what was left of the Order. Maybe the Imperium would’ve taken us back after a few centuries. I chose not to.”

 In the end, they’d both passed the second test of the ascension. Each of them had sacrificed untold numbers for the good of their orders, more than any other priestess save their own goddesses. Aster had told her they were the same, more alike than she understood, and there was the proof.

 They deserved each other.



 The Academy sprawled over multiple planets with streams of ships taking passengers back and forth across the archipelago.

 As the Navitas approached the Academy’s extra-planetary spaceport, Korinna and Aster stood hand in hand on the command bridge with Sahar. It was the first time Korinna had ever been to this part of the ship, but as High Priestess it was hers to roam as she wished.

 Stepping out into the space station, the three High Priestesses debated the merits of judicial styles and theories of punishment and the attempts over the years to eradicate human trafficking across the galaxy. Korinna didn’t know enough to contribute to their conversation, but she listened attentively. Maybe she’d continue her studies after this was all over—not Redsight or navigation, but law, or policy, or one of the many other topics she’d never been exposed to as a member of her Order.

 The spaceport was nothing like Elapidae Station. Everything built by the Order of Radiosa was a monument to technology and engineering. They descended in a pod the size of a shuttle, which traveled down a needlelike spine stretching from the station to the planet’s surface. Solis was the largest planet in the archipelago that made up the Academy. Most of its residents were Unsighted, but they still taught at the Order’s universities, worked in its laboratories, and traded at its markets.

 As they headed for the Capital, Korinna wished she could experience more of the planet, but there was no time, not when they had so much to do before the Imperium gathered its resources and appeared in the Academy’s airspace.

 Sahar ushered them into a meeting room in the Capital building. Korinna could feel the breeze through the open windows—real, breathable air that wasn’t artificially generated or recycled. She could feel daylight on her skin even in the chamber. It was so much warmer than anywhere in space. It was wonderful.

 “The Order’s advisors aren’t experts in martial conflict. They’re scientists, linguists, mathematicians—I’ll need both of you to explain how to prepare the Academy’s defenses,” Sahar said.

 Aster was transfixed by the sunlight and abundance of oxygen. “I forget how nice some planets are,” she mused. “We’ll tell them, but to make your defenses effective I need to know the extent of what the Academy has.”

 “Of course.”

 Sahar didn’t hesitate to offer details about the Academy’s missile defense system and its fortifications and emergency shelters. After thousands of years of division, the Order of Furia was trusted again, they were being included.

 When Sahar’s advisors gathered for their meeting, Korinna and Aster laid out their plan to staff the spare ships on the Navitas with navigators and a gunner from Aster’s crew, and scatter them around the band of planets. The advisors took some convincing. Sahar asked questions, but didn’t weigh in at first, she let them offer their perspectives. This was a test for her as well. One scholar in Sahar’s cabinet pointed out that these ships could just as easily turn their weapons on the Academy instead of the Imperium.

 “We could,” Aster admitted. “But we’d be shot out of the sky soon after. We’re all enemies of the Galactic Imperium, and we’ll only survive if we stick together.”

 And so it was decided. Sahar gave the order for the shuttles and short-range flight ships to take positions around the Academy. When the Imperium inevitably arrived, they’d be ready.





Chapter Sixty-One:
Sahar


 Aster and Korinna left Sahar alone with her advisors. They remained seated at the table. She didn’t need Korinna’s abilities to sense their disquietude.

 “What interesting allies you’ve made,” said Rayan, a mathematician at the largest university on Solis. His arms were crossed in his chair like he was warding off contact from anyone else.

 Sahar didn’t reply. These were formerly Aynur’s advisors, and she’d only known them for a matter of hours. Until now, the advisory council to the High Priestess had included seven brilliant minds. When Sahar returned from deep space with Aynur dead and Aster and Korinna at her side, most of the council had abdicated their posts.

 “Before we adjourn, I think we’d all like to speak with you about what happened to the former High Priestess,” said Olga, a legal scholar on one of the core planetary systems. Sahar knew her through journal articles and nothing more.

 It would be foolish to completely trust her remaining advisors—not after her ascension had been so controversial. She’d have to earn their loyalty.

 “What happened once you left the Academy?” Rayan asked.

 Sahar spoke the truth but gave an abridged version of the events. She explained the Order’s inability to defeat the Haran fleet, the tragic deaths of her colleagues as she and Aynur looked on, her failed attempt to capture Aster on the Diabolos. Sahar told them the truth about the boarding, even her uncharitable thoughts toward the High Priestess. Once her story reached what happened on the Navitas, she was less forthcoming.

 “Aynur died during our flight through the center of the galaxy,” Sahar explained. “I barely survived myself. Aster Haran barely survived. If the Imperium had been successful, all the High Priestesses would have died in one attack. Naming me successor was one of Aynur’s last acts a High Priestess.”

 Olga adjusted her glasses like she was trying to magnify every twitch and micro-expression on Sahar’s face. “There is precedent for allowing a fallen order back into the galactic fold,” she said evenly. “The Order of Furia is not the first religious group to be cast aside. That can be dealt with. What’s more difficult is Haran herself, and what acceptance of her would mean.”

 Sahar was stiff in her chair. “What are you saying?”

 “You are the voice of order, law, and justice in this galaxy,” Olga explained. “It is your divine duty to seek the truth at the heart of the universe. Aster Haran may be an ally, but she’s also a criminal. A vicious one at that. What does it say about the Order of Radiosa that we work with liars, killers, and thieves?”

 Sahar resisted the temptation to sink lower in her chair, to shrink before Olga’s gaze. She wanted to rage against the criticism, to convince them that working with the other orders was the only way to free them from the influence of the Imperium, to prevent another group of her colleagues from being sacrificed for the sake of the Imperium’s wars, but she smothered her feelings like a damper over a candle flame.

 “What do you suggest?” Sahar asked.

 Rayan cleared his throat. “We understand political necessity, but once this is over, when our goddess is restored, you should reconsider your relationship with Haran. Perhaps with the Order of Vermicula as well. Their High Priestess isn’t exactly neutral.”

 And we are? Sahar thought.

 It took every ounce of strength she had not to dismiss the idea outright, but Sahar swallowed her instincts and gave her advisors an even nod. “I will take your suggestions under advisement.”

 Her tone was enough to send them from the room. Rayan offered a nod and a smile as he left. It wasn’t the deep bow she’d seen others give Aynur when she commanded the Order, but it would do.

 Once she was alone, she slumped in her seat like the air had been sucked from the room, like she was depleted from heat sickness and trying to rest under her own shadow.

 Is this what turned Aynur into what she was? This constant concern for the perception of the greater galaxy? Sahar didn’t know how to handle it. She’d only been doing this for a few days.

 Aster had saved her life on the Navitas. She could’ve let Vermicula consume her, but she didn’t. Sahar saw no way forward without help from Aster and Korinna. The orders weren’t meant to be divided, no matter how aggressively the Imperium tried to force them apart. Aynur’s advisors had helped keep the Order of Radiosa in the good graces of the Galactic Imperium for decades, and their advice was rooted in a desire to preserve the privileges and benefits the Order had accrued during that time, but it didn’t make it right.

 What does it say about the Order of Radiosa that we work with liars, killers, and thieves?

 Olga’s words left her spitting mad. Sahar didn’t understand why Aster was held to such a high standard when Imperium behaved as it did. The Imperium had thrown untrained Lightbenders like Jonathan and Tilda into the maw of conflict without a second thought, it stole the future from her colleagues, it plundered newly birthed planets at the center of the galaxy for minerals while starving other sectors of resources. The hypocrisy was appalling. She needed to go outside, breathe some fresh air, clear her head.

 Sahar left the meeting chamber and ran straight into the devil herself.

 “Where are you headed?” Aster asked.

 “I don’t know. Somewhere else. Anywhere.”

 Aster looped her arm through Sahar’s and led her through the winding halls of the Capital building. Mosaic tiles spread beneath her feet as parrots chirped outside the open windows. Compared to space, Solis was paradise.

 They ambled to one of the shaded terraces, shielded by emperor palms and cushioned rattan chairs. Sahar was exhausted after a day of sitting.

 “I know that look,” Aster said. “You’re overwhelmed.”

 “I don’t know what you mean.”

 Aster’s black hair drank in the light like a splash of ink. “Let me guess. Aynur’s advisors want you to pursue the old way. They’re afraid. They want you to be cautious, they don’t want you to get too close to me or Korinna. They think we’re unstable.”

 Sahar gaped. “Your Order reads minds?”

 “It’s written all over your face.” Aster laughed. “I didn’t need tactus to see that Olga looked annoyed when she left.”

 Sahar didn’t know whether to be angry or relieved. “Why?”

 Aster turned her onyx eyes on her. Sahar fought their hypnotic power, blinking at the sunlight. “They weren’t there, they’ll never understand you.”

 “Why are you telling me this? And why don’t you hate me? I nearly killed you.”

 Aster cupped her cheek with her cool, pale hand. “Because you’re special. You’re like us. And I don’t blame you for what you did. I would have done the same thing in your position.”

 Aster gave her one last penetrating look and left the terrace.

 Sahar alone couldn’t prevent Aster’s day of reckoning, but it didn’t have to happen now, not when the Order of Furia was vitally important to her goals. And those eyes… There was something arresting about them, like Aster’s face was a living enchantment.

 If Aster had asked her to vault off the terrace to her death, Sahar would have done it. And that scared her.

 The inside of the Capital was quiet, empty. After the confrontation in the Academy’s airspace, the residents of Solis had taken shelter, and most of them were reluctant to venture out. Things wouldn’t be normal at the Capital for some time.

 There were no familiar faces in the corridors, no Lightbenders from her section or scholars who remembered her from her studies. She was surrounded by deserted terraces, vacant legislative chambers, libraries with empty tables.

 She found herself on the same balcony where she spoke with Jonathan after analyzing the thalatite. Her discovery would cost him and all her colleagues their lives. And she never had a chance to tell him she was sorry for disappearing to the Molaris Sector, for being a bad friend and refusing to face the reality that she wouldn’t be a scientist anymore, that this was her life now. For pushing him and everyone else away.

 Now she’d never get a chance to apologize.

 She was empty and exhausted and there was nothing left for sadness to latch onto. No matter how many times she returned to Solis or tried to make amends for the lives of her friends, no one at the Academy understood what she’d gone through.

 Only two people in the universe understood her loss.

 And she, Korinna, and Aster had unfinished business that couldn’t be ignored any longer. Radiosa was waiting for them beneath the dunes.



Chapter Sixty-Two:
Korinna


 The sand shifted beneath her feet like an unstable plane of space. The sky was so bright, Korinna had to shield her eyes against the glare and rely on tactus for direction. Beside her, Aster was tense, her shoulders hunched against the burning light like its presence had personally wronged her.

 Sahar alone was at ease. She strode forward like she’d visited Radiosa’s tomb countless times, though it was hidden far beneath the sand with only a pale obelisk to mark the location.

 Beside them, Furia rested on the dunes in her asteroid cell. She was still too unstable to be released. Vermicula kept vigil beside the cell in a red gossamer veil that covered her entire body. After spending so much time trapped in darkness, Korinna understood her desire to cover up beneath the sun.

 Sahar and the crew from the Diabolos had brought the asteroid cell to the planet’s surface. Kibwe piloted the ship to the Academy’s spaceport even with all the damage it had sustained. It was one of the few times in recent memory that Aster’s flagship was accepted at a spaceport outside the Umbra. Sahar cut the asteroid cell from its moorings with her sword of light, and both Aster and Vermicula lifted it with their abilities, bringing Furia all the way from the spaceport to Radiosa’s isolated burial site.

 Sahar approached the obelisk with her sword unsheathed, its light brighter than the sun above them. Raising it high overhead, she swung it down into the stone obelisk with enough force to shatter the monument itself. But the obelisk absorbed the blow. Rather than crumbing to dust, it held steady, veins of light creeping upward until the stone pillar was a candle of flame burning up from the inside.

 Korinna gasped—she couldn’t help herself. Her first thought was whether Radiosa was inside, but Aster squeezed her hand and projected, You worry too much.

 The obelisk burned away, revealing a passageway leading down beneath the shifting dunes. The door to the passage opened along a seam in the middle, and from within the ground rose a stone sarcophagus wrapped in god-chains.

 Sahar addressed Vermicula. “How should we proceed?”

 “We can open them at the same time.”

 It felt right. Sahar must have agreed, because she brought her sword of light down on the god-chains just as Vermicula shattered the asteroid cell.

 Sahar broke away the surface of the tomb with a reverent hand, like brushing dust off a treasured volume.

 The two figures that emerged could not have been more different. Furia was lithe and lean, a shimmer of scales and horns and teeth. Aster dashed to her side in her black robes and boots, threw her arms around her mother, and wept.

 After thousands of years in her tomb, Radiosa was dimmer than the sun overhead, but only just. Vermicula pulled the goddesses into a shared embrace, tearing away her veil and bearing her neck under the blinding light of the sun. Korinna stood beside her friends as the orders were made whole again.

 After flying through the center of the galaxy, Vermicula had more than enough tactus to share. It was everything her texts had described about the Destruction by Three and more. Experiencing the sisters together was magnificent and staggering to behold, but it also made her chest twinge with a strange, bittersweet happiness.

 “They aren’t sisters,” Aster said, the three of them a few meters back from the goddesses.

 “What?” Korinna asked.

 “They’re lovers.”

 None of them knew what to say.

 Sahar broke the silence and sighed. “That would explain so much.”

 Radiosa was the last to be fully restored. Furia, now in fully human form, held out a hand to help the woman who stood by while she was entombed. The fate of their entire galaxy rested in the palm of Furia’s outstretched hand.

 She greeted Radiosa with a kiss, and in that moment, all was healed. The instant their lips met, the fabric of space and time shifted. Before the spacetime manifold had a familiar vibrant texture, but it was nothing compared to the wellspring of life and energy and love that exploded afterward.

 A tear traced down the curve of Korinna’s cheek. She never dreamed she’d live in a universe where the goddesses were reunited. There had always been some threat, some obstacle chasing her through the galaxy. From her life on the Navitas to her position on the Diabolos, she’d been sprinting from one danger to another, dashing from one burning building into the next. Feeling her goddess become whole again and reuniting with the missing pieces of her soul filled her heart with peace.

 Like all good things, it didn’t last forever.

 Vermicula was the first to break away. Without her red veil she was a crimson smear against the white sand, her pale features indistinguishable under the glare of Solis’ daylight.

 “It’s time for a new beginning,” she said. “We have spoken, and we are all in agreement.”

 Korinna, Aster, and Sahar waited for her to continue. None were brave enough to put words to the questions swirling between them.

 In pale robes that had somehow outlasted millennia of decay, Radiosa spoke. “Gods aren’t meant to last forever. We never intended to live this long, and now we’ve been given the answer to our suffering.”

 Furia continued, “The three of you have done everything that was ever asked of you. Now we need you to do more.”

 Vermicula brought her hands to the center of her chest and tore it open like splitting a world. At the center of her shattered rib cage was her bloody, beating heart.

 “NO!” Korinna screamed. The necklace at her throat sputtered in distress, pulsing and shivering as Vermicula bled onto the white sand.

 Utterly calm, Vermicula said, “I am tired, my daughter. This won’t really be the death of me. Don’t you remember? A goddess alone is no goddess at all. Take my heart and I’ll still live—through you.”

 Horrifically, it all made sense. Furia had tried to tell her all those months ago on the Diabolos: Gods can’t die, even when they desperately want to. This was the closest to death her goddess could ever get. Like the electrons and neutrons that made up the stars, they would disperse and reform new structures, new shapes, new forms in the future.

 Korinna was that new form. With shaking hands, she tore at her own chest, broke her own ribs, and took Vermicula’s slick, still-beating heart in her hands. The dunes swayed beneath her feet until Aster steadied her.

 The sky was so bright and hot and all she could feel was the pulsing, thudding organ between her fingers, the heart and soul of their universe. She pressed it into her chest and felt it merge with her own body. The strip of cardiac cells around her neck disappeared beneath her skin, absorbed by her tissue. Korinna shuddered and cried and wailed like the piteous, frightened creature she was, but the heart never stopped beating.

 When she accepted Vermicula’s heart, she took in her anger, her rage, her hatred for everything the Imperium had done, and everything she and the other goddesses had suffered. Korinna felt it with white-hot clarity, stronger and more destructive than a cluster of stars. At the center of Vermicula’s heart was wrath, bloodlust, but also subtler emotions, like envy for the years Korinna had ahead of her, and even joy for the possibilities of all Korinna might achieve with the women at her side. And drowning out her millennia of despair was the elation of finding Radiosa and Furia again.

 Korinna took in Vermicula’s strength, but she also took the depth of her love.

 Her goddess was a part of her now.

 Sahar went next. Radiosa split her own skull with a point of light so thin and so bright it cut like a scalpel. She communicated in that wordless, sighted way that was unique to all Lightbenders, and whatever passed between her and Sahar must have been enough, because Sahar sliced her skull open in turn with the sure, steady hands Korinna knew well.

 Radiosa raised a burning mass of light from within her head and held it out like a sacred offering. The mind that formed the universe. Sahar accepted it with careful fingers, pressing it down, down into her head until the rippling, brilliant light merged with her own. With the touch of her own two hands, Sahar’s skull closed and sealed.

 Then Aster turned toward Furia. Her mother was all woman now, with nothing of the fearsome creature left in her.

 “There is no other more worthy.” She faced her daughter with kind eyes, then pulled her fanged mouth from her face as if she were pulling back a curtain.

 Aster never trembled, never flinched. With great care and solemnity, she fit each of her mother’s fangs among her own venomous teeth. Her transition was the slowest and most painful, but Korinna and Sahar propped her up and held her still as she rooted each jagged tooth into her black gums.

 The moment they finished, the ground began to break and tremble. Where the Original Sisters once stood, three bodies lay broken and lifeless in a shared embrace. The three forms were outlined in dark, crimson sand, wet with Vermicula’s blood, growing hotter by the moment. Air whirled around them in a tempest. The sky darkened. And the remains of the goddesses crackled with tactus until they formed a sheet of molten glass which hissed and steamed against the slope of the dunes.

 As the glass cooled and hardened, pieces of it crumbled and shattered until it was nothing more than a pile of thin shards. The tempest blew, and the splinters of glass whirled and fell across the sandy landscape until every trace of white or black or red evanesced to become one with the world they created.

 Korinna stared down at the white sand at her feet. And, in that moment, she knew.

 Each grain of sand, each particle of dust, had once been a sheet of molten glass. Each sheet of glass had once been goddesses from another age.

 From where they stood, the dunes stretched past the horizon into infinity.
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Two ships. One chance to save the future.

  


Fleeing the final days of the generations-long war with the alien Felen, smuggler Jereth Keeven’s freighter the Jonah breaks down in a strange rift in deep space, with little chance of rescue—until they encounter the research vessel Gallion, which claims to be from 152 years in the future.

  


The Gallion’s chief engineer Uma Ozakka has always been fascinated with the past, especially the tale of the Fortunate Five, who ended the war with the Felen. When the Gallion rescues a run-down junk freighter, Ozakka is shocked to recognize the Five’s legendary ship—and the Five’s famed leader, Eldric Leesongronski, among the crew.

  


But nothing else about Leesongronski and his crewmates seems to match up with the historical record. With their ships running out of power in the rift, more than the lives of both crews may be at stake...
 
  


“One of the best books I’ve read this year.”
 
Gareth L. Powell
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Refugee, criminal and linguist Sean Wren is made an offer he knows he can’t refuse: life in prison, “voluntary” military service – or salvaging data in a long-dead language from an abandoned ship filled with traps and monsters, just days before it’s destroyed in a supernova. Data connected to the Philosopher’s Stone experiments, into unlocking the secrets of immortality.

  


And he’s not the only one looking for the derelict ship. The Ministers, mysterious undying aliens that have ruled over humanity for centuries, want the data – as does The Republic, humanity’s last free government. And time is running out.

  


In the bowels of the derelict ship, surrounded by horrors and dead men, Sean slowly uncovers the truth of what happened on the ship, in its final days… and the terrible secret it’s hiding.

  


“Hunt’s debut is riveting, edge-of-your seat thrills”

KEVIN HEARNE, NEW YORK TIMES BEST SELLING AUTHOR OF INK & SIGIL

  


“An electrically brisk science fantasy adventure filled with the warmth of found family, lively humor, and high adventure.”

NEW YORK TIMES BEST SELLING AUTHOR TOBIAS S. BUCKELL

  


“Fast-paced, fun, and action-packed!”

STINA LEICHT, AUTHOR OF PERSEPHONE
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A TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY HAMLET

  


Hayden Lichfield’s life is ripped apart when he finds his father murdered in their lab, and the camera logs erased. The killer can only have been after one thing: the Sisyphus Formula the two of them developed together, which might one day reverse death itself. Hoping to lure the killer into the open, Hayden steals the research. In the process, he uncovers a recording his father made in the days before his death, and a dying wish: Avenge me…

  


With the lab on lockdown, Hayden is trapped with four other people—his uncle Charles, lab technician Gabriel Rasmussen, research intern Felicia Xia and their head of security, Felicia’s father Paul—one of whom must be the killer. His only sure ally is the lab’s resident artificial intelligence, Horatio, who has been his dear friend and companion since its creation.

  


With his world collapsing, Hayden must navigate the building’s secrets, uncover his father’s lies, and push the boundaries of sanity in the pursuit of revenge.
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