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      The roar of the crowd eased tiredness from Finley McGrath’s muscles. Fed her. Filled her with energy and an overwhelming sense of aliveness. Though only minutes remained in the two-hour match, she felt great enough to play all day.

      Down the court, Cartier, her fellow striker, intercepted a pass from the other team.

      “Blue seventeen,” he shouted.

      Finley scanned the obstacles filling the court. Each grav-ball arena was unique, and this one differed from the familiar layout at home in Cobalt City. She’d spent as much time as possible the last two days familiarizing herself with it.

      The central half-pipe would be perfect.

      Her heart surged. “Upside-down,” she called.

      He nodded.

      Yes! They were doing it. They’d practiced this maneuver for weeks but had yet to use it in a game. The fans would love it.

      She pressed her left foot to gun the thrusters on her hoverboard and accelerated toward the curved ramp, crouching. Spun around a defender. Dodged a column. This speed was what had earned her the nickname Flash.

      Her board, designed to hover two feet off the ground under normal conditions, zoomed up the half-pipe. Momentum carried her several feet above it. She kicked her legs so the board sailed over her head.

      Cartier lobbed her the ball. She caught it at the height of her flip, the board above her, head facing the floor. As gravity pulled her toward upright, she used the extra power from the rotation to hurl the ball at the goal. Her speed carried her through another rotation, and she added a twist at the end.

      The goalkeeper lunged, but the ball sailed past the woman’s fingertips. Square goalposts lit up green, and overhead, a bell chimed.

      Finley clenched core and thigh muscles to bring her board to a stop, hovering in place at the base of the half-pipe. She thrust her arms into the air and whooped. Her teammates cheered. The crowd roared and fell into a chant of Flash-Flash-Flash, despite the fact that she played for the away team and that two-point long-range shot had put them up by fifteen over the home squad.

      The announcer went wild, an excited voice repeating, “Finley ‘The Flash’ McGrath, folks, Finley McGrath,” as if she’d reduced his vocabulary to those words alone.

      Cartier pointed to her, and she returned the gesture. Her blood hummed, and the cheers lit her up like the goalposts.

      This. This was what she was made to do.

      She waved toward the stands. Many fans wore the bright blue of her team, the Cobalt Cruisers, rather than the local squad’s light green. Others waved holo-banners showing her face, her dark skin and her wide, dimpled smile three times their actual size and slightly transparent, grinning down at herself from above. Always weird, and yet flattering at the same time.

      She zipped toward center-court, where Cartier and three other teammates swarmed her while Eriksen, the goalkeeper, saluted from across the arena.

      “That was epic,” Wix crowed, removing his helmet long enough to ruffle his curly blond hair.

      Ileana slapped Finley’s back hard enough to jolt her. “Well done, kid.”

      Finley was too thrilled the play had worked to scowl at her mentor for the term the other woman loved to tease her with.

      “Very impressive.” Shiro saluted as Eriksen had.

      Finley’s face might burst from smiling.

      The ref-bot whistled, indicating their celebration time was over. Still grinning—would this ever get old?—Finley soared to her position as the bot launched the ball into the air again.

      The other team’s striker caught it and raced toward the goal, only to be cut off by Shiro, who bumped the man and knocked the ball loose. Wix did a squat swing to scoop it from the ground and hurled it to Ileana.

      Finley almost pitied the opposing team. They were the best players this secondary colony had, and they were trying hard, but they were no match for the Cobalt Republic’s A-League reigning champions. Still, since this was a friendly match, what mattered was the fans had fun, and Finley and her team got practice before the upcoming Galactic Cup tournament.

      She made loops around the large padded obstacles, watching for an opening to receive a pass.

      The arena lights flickered.

      Finley blinked, but when the lights stabilized, she kept moving. The distraction gave her a clear path to catch a pass from Ileana and send the ball on to Cartier.

      He wove around a series of pillars, and she shot up the opposite sideline, parallel to him, using a switch spin to dodge a defender in her path.

      The lights dimmed again.

      The quality of arenas in colonies varied greatly—some places they played had cracked obstacles or crooked goals or insufficient padding—but power had never been a problem. Surely that’s all this was. Right?

      The latest message she’d received flashed through her mind.

      No. Vague, anonymous threats warning her to stop her video logs couldn’t be tied to power failures in an arena.

      She raised a hand, preparing for Cartier’s pass.

      Total darkness engulfed the court.

      Her stomach clenched, beyond the core strength needed to halt her board.

      The ball smacked her shoulder, and a thud indicated it landed nearby.

      A whistle echoed, shrill, from somewhere to her right. The sole illumination came from the boards’ hover cells, twelve pale blue-white glows spaced throughout the court.

      Finley swallowed. Colony world power sources. Not anonymous commenters.

      “Halt! Halt play,” shouted the human referee.

      She wiped her face with her sleeve, shivering despite the layer of sweat and the temperature regulation fibers in her uniform.

      Emergency lighting flickered on, from the goals and the edges of the arena, allowing her to see the other players. The stands remained in total darkness, like a giant shadow bubble engulfed her. Anyone could be up there…

      The coaches ran onto the padded floor, meeting the ref to confer.

      A yellow light flashed across her chest, the beam from the stands illuminating her body. It left spots in her vision and vanished so quickly she might have imagined it, but it sent a chill through her.

      Finley nudged her board toward a padded conical obstacle and edged around the side to put it between herself and the nearest section of spectators.

      The ref blew the whistle again, a four-note pattern that usually came from the ref-bot to indicate the end of a match.

      “We’re calling it,” the ref yelled.

      The announcer’s voice, on an amplifier, filled the arena. “We’re experiencing technical difficulties, everyone. The coaches have agreed to end the match early. Please remain calm and stay in your seats until backup power is restored.”

      Coach waved a come-here motion, and Finley flew toward him along with her teammates. Game energy and unease fizzed inside her, searching for an outlet after the abrupt ending. She wanted to zoom around the ring, do flips, throw a ball. Her muscles quivered.

      They formed a ring around Coach, exchanging frowns. From the height of her board, Coach seemed extra short as she looked down at his graying head and trim form.

      “Sorry, everyone,” he said, “but with only a few minutes left and the game decided, we agreed it was safer to stop. Don’t want someone flying into an obstacle or a wall in a game that doesn’t count.”

      Everyone sagged, but no one argued.

      “Once power’s back, head for the locker room. Good work today. McGrath, Cartier, that’s going to make the highlight reels.”

      The praise, and the anticipation over seeing her maneuver on video later, failed to elicit the excitement they should have. Finley felt tense, edgy. Unfinished.

      They hovered, waiting, until running lights flickered on in the stands and in the tunnel leading from the court to the arena’s interior. Voices rose as fans shuffled out. Normally, the team would take a victory lap, wave, pose for pictures. She loved that part, seeing smiling faces. But today, the mood was subdued, quiet.

      Finley sighed and followed her team toward the locker room.

      The familiar post-game rituals helped restore some normalcy, as they stripped off their uniforms, pads, bio-monitors, and mag boots, then showered, stretched, applied regenerative spray to muscles, drank electrolyte hydration packs.

      “We’ll wait to break everything down in tomorrow’s meeting,” Coach said. “That’s enough excitement for today.”

      Wix spread his arms. “The joys of playing on secondary worlds.”

      “Some of us are from secondaries, rich boy,” said Eriksen.

      “You have my sincere apologies.” Wix said it with a grin that earned him an eye-roll and a punch in the arm from the goalkeeper.

      As if secondary worlds were backwards places. The secondary Finley had grown up on had hardly been a wilderness relying on candles. And this planet wasn’t a remote colony; it was more a retreat for wealthy primary residents to own second homes or retire somewhere beautiful. Wix should know better, after the several planets they’d visited on this tour, and more the year before, and that was just since Finley had joined the team less than two years ago.

      Oh, well. If team responsibilities didn’t resume until tomorrow, it left more time for her other activities. Although, without knowing what caused the power problems, maybe that wasn’t the best idea.

      But she’d committed to this task. SilverSpark was counting on her. She refused to let vague threats and brief darkness stop her from her mission.

      She forced cheer into her voice. “Anyone want to go out with me?”

      Her missions were more challenging with a group, but it was more fun to explore with others. And since that had long been her habit, once she’d started using her outings for espionage-related activities, she had to continue inviting the others or people might get suspicious.

      Cartier snorted, slicking dark hair away from his face. “Are you filming again?”

      “Of course.”

      “I’ll pass.” He grabbed his bag and his board.

      Shocking. Despite how well they played together on the court, off it was a different story. She might have been bitter, too, in his situation. He’d been the most talked-about athlete on the team before she came along. But that didn’t mean she’d stop trying to win him over.

      “I’ve heard they’re known for gourmet cheeses,” she said. “Don’t you love cheese?”

      “No, thanks.” He left.

      She huffed. “Eventually I’ll find something he likes.”

      “Well, I can’t say no to cheese.” Wix slung an arm around her shoulders. “I’ll come. Besides, I never miss a chance to meet good-looking locals.”

      “Me too. The coming along part. Wix can have the good-looking locals.” Eriksen shrugged on a jacket over her muscular shoulders and wove her blonde hair into a braid.

      “Still seeing that mysterious man you won’t let us meet?” Wix wagged his eyebrows.

      “Only an idiot would introduce someone to you before knowing the person was committed. You’d scare them off.”

      Wix released Finley and spread his arms. “I’m famous. People love me.”

      “Not as much as you love yourself.”

      “Yes, yes, we love you, Wix,” Finley said. “And one day I’m sure Eriksen’s not-at-all fictitious boyfriend will, too.”

      Everyone laughed.

      Finley was the youngest on the team by a few years, and Ileana and Wix were a decade older, but they usually treated her like an equal and a friend, and she was grateful.

      She looked at the others. “Ileana? Shiro? You coming?”

      “Not today,” Shiro said. “It’s the annual Harvest Day holiday on my home planet, and I have messages waiting from my family.”

      Ileana shook her head. “Me either. Going to spend extra time on my knee.”

      “You didn’t hurt it again, did you?” Finley asked.

      “No, just being cautious.”

      Probably wise. Ileana had only recently returned to the court, and they’d need her fully recovered for the Cup.

      Finley bounced on her toes. “Everyone ready?”

      They found the equipment manager and dropped off their uniforms for washing and their boards for a check-up. Though she trusted the woman who cared for their gear, Finley would go over her board later herself, to make sure it remained in top condition.

      From her room in the suites attached to the arena, she grabbed her camera, a cube not much bigger than her fist that flew so she could capture the scenery and film herself talking. A wristband contained controls. She also pocketed the listening device from SilverSpark and double-checked the map of the city, confirming where her target was located, before joining the others in the hotel lobby.

      When they’d landed the day before and traveled from the small landing port into the city, she’d seen glimpses of the landscape—towering, snow-capped mountains, tall and spindly thanks to a lower-than-average gravity. Rivers spanned by ornate bridges. A brilliant green valley, a crystal-blue lake, and a charming downtown with an old-world feel, dotted with majestic spires. She couldn’t wait to inspect it up close, talk to the people who lived here.

      When they exited the hotel, fans lingered, cheering and waving. Finley waved back. Wix did too, though Eriksen settled for a nod.

      Finley scanned them. No one seemed out of place or threatening. No reason to be nervous or suspect any of these people were responsible for the threats. It would be fine.

      They greeted the fans and posed for pictures. The arena behind them was built against a mountain and offered a beautiful backdrop.

      Did it make her prideful that she loved this part of her job? Not people telling her how great she was. Just that her presence made people happy. Knowing her playing brought them joy and she could brighten someone’s day with something as simple as taking a holo-pic. Several fans complimented her maneuver, one of them showing her the video they’d taken of it. It looked impressive, her blue and black hair streaming as she somersaulted several feet above the ground.

      When they finally climbed into the waiting hovercar, Finley said, “Destination Old Town.”

      The auto-driving car zipped off.

      Reports about this city mentioned the district that was designed to incorporate the Cobalt Republic’s love of art and sculpture. The area next to it contained the best food and shops—and it was a block from the chocolate store she was supposed to visit for her mission.

      Wix nudged her leg with his toe. “This is why I like exploring with you. No matter where we go, you know the best places.”

      She shrugged. “It’s not hard to find. Plus, when people know where we’re going to be, they usually send me suggestions.”

      And invitations. Mostly appropriate but sometimes not. She appreciated the appropriate ones, though she regretted she couldn’t visit every place people wanted her to see.

      Their route led from the mountainside platform containing the large arena used for grav-ball but also for conventions and meetings for rich Cobalt business leaders, toward the heart of the city. Sleek, modern, white buildings gave way to colorful stone and wood structures with gabled roofs. Enormous dark green trees and baskets of flowers gave it a charming quality.

      They crossed an arcing stone bridge over a wide, rushing river. Above it all, snowy peaks gleamed in the sun.

      Once the car stopped and they were strolling down a paved sidewalk along the river, a row of wood and stone buildings with brightly colored doors, gables, and shutters behind them, Finley activated the camera cube and released it to fly above her.

      “Get ready to smile or move,” she told the others.

      Wix positioned himself behind her where the camera would pick him up, while Eriksen’s lips quirked as she moved to the other side of the street.

      Finley hit play.

      “Hey, galactic friends! This is Finley McGrath coming to you from the city of Innsrick on the planet of Brixen. We finished our match, and it’s time to see the sights. This is my first visit to Brixen, and I can’t wait to see what we’ll find. It’s known for beautiful mountains, unique art, and quaint cities—and chocolate, so it’s a good thing we worked up an appetite during the game. A huge shout-out to everyone who offered suggestions of what to see. We’ll get to as many as we can!”

      She commanded the cube to hover by her head as they strolled. Later, she’d decide what footage to use.

      The air was crisp and cool and offered a tangy scent when they passed enormous trees with spindly leaves. Her steps felt light, and she bounced slightly thanks to the gravity. To their right, the river burbled and sang.

      Reflecting the Cobalt Republic’s love for art, sculptures were everywhere. A school of rainbow-scaled fish leaped from the river, being pursued by a creature with purple tentacles. Tiny, glowing fairies hid in trees. Shrubs and flowers had been pruned into human shapes. Paintings of wormholes on the ground looked so real she imagined stepping on one might send her plummeting through.

      Wix stopped to point at a sculpture of a snow monster, white and furry and scowling, with a wrinkled face.

      “That one looks like Coach when he’s angry. Hahahaha.” He bent over laughing.

      He… was not wrong. Finley snorted and brought the camera closer to record the statue.

      “Please tell me you captured him saying that,” Eriksen said.

      “Oh, I did, and it is one hundred percent going in my video.”

      Eriksen cackled.

      This was far different than the secondary colony neighborhood she’d grown up in, with its pre-fab buildings packed too close, the dirt, smoke from the factories, the charred forest outside town that was a remnant of too much ship exhaust.

      Many people waved, sneaked glances, or took holo-pics as they passed. Finley returned every smile and wave.

      Don’t think about the threat. These people were friendly. The power outage wasn’t a message or an omen. It had been malfunctioning tech, nothing more.

      “Hey, it’s the Flash!”

      “Awesome goal today.”

      “I love your show!”

      “Can I be on your show?”

      She located the guy who’d asked the last question and summoned her camera. “You really want to? Can I ask you about the planet and yourself and all that?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Graeme.”

      “Great. Feel free to look at me or at the camera.” She had the cube move closer. “Hey, viewers, I’m here with my new friend Graeme, who’s going to tell us about this place.”

      She hoped. Sometimes people said they would and then asked her on a date instead. The joy of meeting new people—you never knew what might happen.

      “So, how long have you lived here and what do you do?”

      Graeme smiled easily, focused on her rather than the camera. “I moved here as a kid. I run an outdoor tour company, taking people into the mountains. Hiking, skiboarding, hovermobiles.”

      “Wow, I might have to stay longer. That sounds amazing. I’d love to see more of this place. The views are incredible. Do you ever get used to it?”

      “Nope. I am a lucky man.” He turned to the camera. “And Flash’s viewers, look me up if you want the best mountain tours on Brixen. You’ll see ice bats and snowbeasts, glaciers and hidden lakes, all with the planet’s most charming guide.” He winked.

      Finley laughed and shook her head. But he’d proved willing to talk. Time to steer the conversation toward her other purpose for being here.

      “My viewers surely can’t argue with that. So, Graeme. This planet is peaceful compared to many places we’ve been recently.”

      “Oh, yes. No troops, no embargos, no riots. It’s the best place in the galaxy.”

      Not surprising. This place was well-off, with many connections to the primary that meant it received favorable terms. These people had little reason to involve themselves in the revolution brewing elsewhere. She was happy for them, but on other planets they’d visited, people would love to feel this safe and have this much luxury.

      “Is there anything you, or the people here in general, want the galaxy to know about your city or your planet?” she asked.

      “Please come visit. We love guests, and it’s safe and beautiful.”

      His comments were out of touch given current politics. Many of her viewers couldn’t leave their planets if they wanted to. But she didn’t judge. She showed the galaxy each person’s perspective, without adding her own opinions.

      “Thanks, Graeme. Good luck with those tours. We’re off to gorge ourselves on that famous chocolate.”

      They moved on, Eriksen strolling quietly with her earbuds in, Wix bounding from place to place, person to person. They crossed a completely transparent pedestrian bridge over a narrow creek and discovered a row of small, quaint shops, each painted a different bright color.

      Her thoughts flashed to Micah. He would have loved this city. It wasn’t quite like the wormholes he obsessed over, but the colors, the architecture, would have fascinated him. As she did at least weekly for the last two years, if not daily since they stopped talking, she wished she could share it with him. Would this inspire him to make a sculpture?

      If he still did that. She hoped he did. But based on their final argument, she wasn’t sure. The not-knowing something about him, or even where he was now, sent one of those melancholy vibrations through her.

      No. Those days were over. No matter how much it carved an empty place in her chest, she needed to stop thinking about him.

      As if that effort was likely to succeed.

      She and her teammates sampled tiny cups of pitch-black tea and bite-sized cheese wheels. Cartier was missing out. Then they moved on to chocolates. The best chocolates she had ever tasted. Ones that melted the instant they hit her tongue. Ones that hid centers with explosions of fruit or gooey caramel or nuts. Ones she couldn’t even identify.

      Wix moaned. “I’m going to marry this chocolate.”

      “I doubt it will have you,” Eriksen said. “Not when I plan to propose first.”

      “Ooh, should I tell mystery man you’re cheating on him?”

      “I’ll tell him myself.” Eriksen licked her fingers.

      “I hope Doc has stomachache meds,” Finley said. “Because I plan to eat three pounds of this.”

      All normal discipline of limiting her sugar intake and watching her diet fled. When they couldn’t eat another bite, she and Wix tried on colorful scarves and furry hats at an outdoor stall. They posed for more pictures with fans, and she filmed it all.

      She loved it, but now it was time to stop sight-seeing and focus on her mission.

      Her videos had started as her recording herself when she moved to Cobalt three years earlier. Colony girl makes it big, all that good stuff. Behind the scenes of her first A-League season, her first tour to other planets, exploring and meeting the locals.

      But a couple months ago, the infamous hacker called SilverSpark had released files exposing a revolutionary group known as the Obsidian Force that was stirring up trouble in the galaxy. On many of those amazing planets she’d visited. Ever since, Finley had wanted to do more.

      The mysterious hacker seemed to be on the same side as Finley in the galaxy’s brewing conflict—which wasn’t technically a side. Those who wanted change but also wanted peace. Who cared more about people than politics.

      Despite the opportunity the Cobalt Republic had given her, and the fact that her parents and older sisters now lived on the primary planet with her, her loyalty to the empire wasn’t unwavering. She sympathized with colonies wanting freedoms, since she’d grown up on a secondary world and had now seen life in many other places, as well. But she didn’t approve of the Obsidian Force’s tactics—kidnapping, causing riots, massing warships, working with pirates.

      So now, Finley filmed her customary videos but also completed missions from the hacker. Told SilverSpark of worlds where people murmured about revolt. Reported which planets had violence, or which were blockaded and needed basic supplies. And investigated leads when the hacker needed boots on the ground.

      She had to admit, she liked the thrill, the excitement. And it was using her position to help.

      If the Cobalt Republic found out, she wasn’t sure what would happen. She was trying to stop terrorists. But the hacker’s group also smuggled supplies to blockaded planets, circumvented communication blackouts, and spied on citizens. Since Finley wore a Cobalt jersey and represented the Republic, they’d probably prefer she followed their laws.

      Would she receive a reprimand? Get kicked off the team? Get arrested? She wasn’t entirely sure.

      But if she could protect or help people, the risk was worth it.

      There. A tiny red door, nestled between two shops, that said “Gourmet Chocolate” in handwritten letters. The small window displayed more tantalizing candies.

      She fingered the item in her pocket, glanced at her teammates, who were tasting pastries, shut off her camera, and ducked through the door to the chime of an old brass bell.

      The shop was dark, rich with a sugary scent. Display cases showed chocolates not unlike the others at various shops throughout town. If she hadn’t already eaten so many, she might have gotten distracted her from her mission.

      Finley wandered slowly, pretending to study the candy while seeking a place to hide the bug.

      “Hello,” she called to the worker, a middle-aged man with large sideburns and a mustache the size of a small rodent. “Are you the owner? How do you make these?”

      She could at least learn about the person she was spying on.

      “I am. I make them by hand, same as I learned from my mother.”

      “Wow? Really? How long does that take?”

      “Several hours for a batch.”

      “Wouldn’t automation be easier?”

      “Yes, but anyone can do that. This is art.”

      She leaned on the counter and studied the hand-decorated truffles, each with a unique design. “That’s amazing. You should sell these on Cobalt. I’ve never seen anything like them.”

      He grunted. “Easier said than done.”

      Finley blinked, tore her gaze from the case. The man was scowling now.

      Remember the mission.

      Bitterness over export laws offered a motive for him to desire change. She didn’t like mistrusting people. Would prefer to simply hear his story. But she had a job to do.

      “I’ll take a box of assorted. A large one.”

      In case he wasn’t Obsidian Force, she’d make up for spying by supporting his business.

      While he boxed up her order, she dropped her bag, knelt to retrieve it, and used the opportunity to attach the tiny device to the bottom of the counter. The bug would transmit to SilverSpark’s hidden location and let the hacker know if this guy was using his shop for anything questionable.

      The man handed her the box she planned to take to the rest of her team—and use to bribe Cartier into being nice. She thanked him and slipped out, heart racing, skin tingling with the thrill of pulling off another job.

      With a spring in her step, and a hope that the candy-maker was not, in fact, a budding terrorist, she rejoined the others. They continued on, Wix and Eriksen none the wiser. The street opened into a large square with cobblestones beneath. An elaborate stone fountain shaped like a castle spurted water. Performers in ornate costumes enacted scenes from a popular historic playwright. Music from a variety of instruments filled the air. And everywhere were sculptures, evenly spaced, each one unique. Geometric shapes, nature, people, in every color, of metal or glass or stone or marble.

      Micah’s sculptures could have been displayed in places like this, if he’d taken that route. His were better than all of these.

      Someone in a dragon costume and mask raced toward them.

      She waited, smiling, ready to greet a fan.

      But the person showed no signs of slowing. They barreled straight for her, and she caught a glint of metal charged with energy.

      Plasma knife.

      Finley twisted at the last second. A slice of fire shot through her side. She stumbled away from the person.

      He hurled an object to the ground. Stone exploded. Smoke billowed.

      She pressed a hand to her burning side and sank to the pavement.
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      Finley’s pulse roared. Details sharpened—a hot burn in her side, smoke assaulting her nose, the roar of panicked voices, a cool breeze lifting her hair. People around her were running, shouting, coughing.

      She pressed a hand to her ribs. Red. But not an alarming amount of blood. She gritted her teeth and stood, trying to peer through the smoke.

      The costumed person had vanished.

      Finley swallowed hard. They’d been aiming for her. Those threats hadn’t been empty. If this was tied to the comments. But who would do this? The person hadn’t even spoken. Why would someone want to hurt her?

      Charred stone marred the square, and people milled around in chaos. Whoever it was, they hadn’t been concerned about hurting others, too.

      Her fists tightened, and fire flooded her.

      Eriksen stood, motionless, arms crossed, studying everyone around them. Wix had glazed eyes, and his head jerked around quickly as he watched the scene. They appeared uninjured, so Finley offered a hand to a woman nearby and pulled her to her feet. Helped an old man gather fallen boxes. Put her arm around a crying child until his mother found him. Always with her eyes jumping, waiting, watching to see if the attacker returned.

      Two officers ran up, in dark blue uniforms she assumed marked them as local law enforcement, along with a medic carrying a pack.

      “Are you all right?” the lead officer asked. “They said the attack was aimed at you.”

      She waved a hand. “I’m fine. Help the others.”

      “Let me look at that.” The medic approached, and Finley sighed and lifted the side of her shirt.

      “It’s not that bad.”

      The woman tsked. “Plasma knife, but it’s shallow. Just a graze. This might sting.”

      “I’m used to it. Scrapes are an occupational hazard.”

      “Right.” The medic sprayed the wound with anesthetic and disinfectant, then took out a dermal regenerator.

      Finley shifted her gaze away from the plaza and focused on the medic. Wow. The secondary colony she grew up on was nothing like this. These were meds you got on the primary.

      The officer cleared her throat. “What can you tell us about what happened? What did you see?”

      “Someone in a dragon costume. He got away. If it was a he. I couldn’t tell for sure.”

      “Witnesses say he ran straight for you.”

      Finley nodded.

      “Do you know anyone here?”

      “Just the people I met today.”

      It was far too soon for the shop owner to have found the bug, donned a costume, and come after her.

      “Any idea why someone would want to hurt you?” the officer asked.

      “No.”

      That was not strictly true. The Obsidian Force might have found out what she was doing…

      She shook her head. “Sorry I can’t be more help.”

      “No, we’re sorry,” said the officer. “We never have problems like this here.”

      Finley should have been the one apologizing. If she’d taken the threats seriously, told someone, stayed at the hotel today, this wouldn’t have happened. Instead, she’d endangered her teammates and the townspeople.

      Should she tell the police about the threats? Local law enforcement might not be able to do much with vague, anonymous comments that could have come from anywhere in the galaxy.

      The officer motioned to the edge of the town square. “Let’s get you all back to the hotel.”

      She could tell them later, didn’t want to worry them over nothing. Finley summoned her camera.

      “I can give you my footage. Maybe it shows something useful.”

      After she transferred her recording to the officer’s comp-pad, the police ushered them to a hovercar.

      Eriksen sat, staring out the window, expression blank.

      Wix reclined, his feet on the seat. “This has been terribly exciting. Will it make the ladies dig me more?”

      Eriksen shoved his feet. “You’re a pro athlete, dude. You can get ladies whenever you want. And you do.”

      “But this makes me seem like a hero.”

      “You didn’t do anything.”

      “I survived, Eriksen. I survived.”

      “I don’t think you were ever in real danger.”

      “Shut your mouth and let me be a hero.”

      Eriksen ignored him. “You okay, McGrath?”

      “Yeah.”

      Her side was fine enough, the spray keeping it numb. The team doctor could check it, use a higher-powered regenerator if necessary. As for whether she was okay mentally… Well. This certainly wasn’t the place to share fears or suspicions. Maybe it had been nothing more than a random attack.

      By the time they reached the hotel, Coach and the rest of the team were assembled in the meeting room where, a few days ago, they’d watched film and strategized for the match.

      Technically, Finley was an adult. She played pro sports, traveled on her own. But since she’d moved to Cobalt at age sixteen, without her family, Coach was like a parent to her. And she couldn’t deny she was glad to have a more adult adult to take charge.

      One of the officers escorted them inside.

      “You sure you don’t know anyone who would want to hurt you?” the officer asked again.

      “What about the videos?” Cartier asked from the corner, where he sat with his arms crossed.

      “I know you don’t like them,” Finley said. “And I know they aren’t award quality. But they’re hardly bad enough to get stabbed for.”

      “Plenty of people don’t like athletes getting involved in matters other than sports,” he said.

      “I guess you’re right. I do get negative comments. Some lately have been kind of threatening.”

      “What?”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Who are they? I’ll hurt them.”

      Her teammates’ comments overlapped, their support warming her insides but also making her squirm. She should have told them sooner.

      When the others fell silent, Coach asked, “Why didn’t you say something?”

      She rubbed a hand over her blood-crusted side. “They’ve been vague. Stop filming or else. Keep your mouth shut. Stick to sports. Stuff like that. I figured it was part of being, I don’t know, a public figure. I would have said something if I’d had specific info.”

      Ileana leaned toward her. “You should have told us so we could look out for you, kid.”

      “I told you she shouldn’t have been in that situation in the first place.” Cartier scowled. “She’s putting the team in jeopardy.”

      “Technically, the person who did that was the one with the knife,” Finley said.

      She didn’t disagree with him. She’d never meant to endanger the others. But what she was doing mattered, and she refused to let Cartier—or fear—control her.

      “I recommend you all stay in the hotel for now,” said the officer. “We’ll focus on catching the person or people who did this.”

      When the man left, Coach turned to the team. “I’m going to make some calls. Everyone do as he says. Stay here. See the doc if you need anything for nerves.”

      “She’s passing out firedraught?” Wix asked.

      “I’ve got that,” Ileana said. “But you’ll have to play me for it.”

      “You’re on.”

      The others, except Cartier, patted her shoulder or squeezed her arm on their way out.

      Shakes were threatening to take over, but Finley didn’t like to take unnecessary meds. Still, she checked in with the team doctor to have the woman look at her side.

      After using a scanner and another regenerator, the doctor said, “It’s a graze, nothing more. Didn’t hit any internal organs. Should be good as new in no time. You can return to practice immediately, but if there’s lingering pain or tightness, let me know.”

      She released a breath. It could have been much worse. “Thanks, Doc.”

      Finley retreated to her room and sat on the bed. Usually she didn’t mind constantly staying in new hotels, but tonight, the room felt empty. Lonely. She could have called one of the others but didn’t want to sound like a kid.

      Instead, she scanned local news feeds about the attack. No one reported anything except what she already knew—she’d been the intended target. Four people had been taken to a hospital for minor injuries resulting from the attacker’s escape, in which he’d used a homemade smoke bomb, but the person hadn’t stabbed anyone else.

      Too bad she wasn’t allowed to visit the patients. She picked up her comm to call the equipment manager, ready to send jerseys to the victims. But if they weren’t grav-ball fans, that seemed arrogant. She scanned local delivery services and sent flowers and chocolate to each of them instead.

      Then she forced herself to go through her normal evening routine, though nothing about the day had been normal. She took her nutritional supplements, which she was extra vigilant to do on the days she broke her strict diet to sample local foods, and she had definitely eaten too much chocolate today. She did her evening stretches and muscle roll-out.

      Micah would have been so proud. He wouldn’t have believed she was capable of this on her own. Ha, she’d proved him wrong. Except he never would have spoken a word of doubt, and now thinking about him had made her miss him for the five billionth time.

      Sighing, she went to bed, doubtful she’d be able to sleep, but the hard work of the match won out over worries, and she fell asleep quickly.
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      A message waited when she woke, Coach saying they’d be staying on Brixen longer than planned, instructing everyone not to leave the hotel.

      Had she messed everything up? The team had a schedule to keep, matches to play. Friendly ones that wouldn’t affect the Galactic Cup but that were essential to their preparation. Not to mention teams and fans on several planets counting on them.

      They had a few more weeks and six stops remaining on this tour, before the Cup started on Cobalt. All of them were creatures of habit. Training, practice, watching film. Consistent schedules. She’d struggled to adjust at first, but now, not knowing what the next few days would look like made her more unbalanced than when a hover cell went out on her board.

      From a room-service bot, she requested her usual breakfast—a bowl of whole grains, protein supplement, and fruit, with a side of eggs—and sat on the bed to watch her video footage from the day before on the room’s wall screen. She didn’t know what she was looking for, and didn’t spot anything out of place, until the person ran at her. The camera hadn’t been trained on the attacker, so she couldn’t follow the figure as they escaped into the crowd after the incident.

      Maybe SilverSpark could help. If the hacker didn’t have more important things to worry about. But if the attack had been because Finley was helping them, the hacker needed to know. And they might have other resources to investigate. Using her encrypted comm, she sent the video, her account of the attack, and a message confirming she’d completed her mission.

      Then she dug out her camera and sat in the middle of her bed.

      “Hey, friends, Finley here. You may have seen the news reports from Brixen. I wanted to let you know that I’m safe and my team is fine. I’m thankful for the local officers and medics who helped and who are looking into the incident. Please keep the people here in your thoughts. I’m very sorry that anyone was hurt because of me.”

      She hesitated before plunging on. She wouldn’t let someone else control what she said, and if that got personal, well, people were used to her processing her feelings aloud.

      “I admit, it was scary. But I know it could have been worse. Many of you live in constant fear of attacks like this, on planets that are seeing lots of violence. It’s easy to take safety for granted. But I want you to know that even though what I went through was minor compared to you, you are seen. I might not know exactly what your situations are, but I don’t forget them. And I care.”

      Was that too political? Would it make the Republic mad? Or the Obsidian Force? She shouldn’t worry what terrorists thought. Actually, maybe she should, since it might have led someone to attack her.

      She posted the video then prepped the one from the rest of the day, keeping the shots of them exploring the town and the interviews, but cutting it off before the attack. The empires were controlling communications in the galaxy, and they would decide if they’d let the videos through. But she’d never had a problem posting on her personal public account.

      When she was done, she went to find Shiro, knowing he’d be in the gym despite Coach telling them to take the day off. He was doing ball drills off a wall.

      When she raised her hands, he passed the ball to her, and she hurled it back.

      “You’re sure you’re up for this?”

      “Yes.”

      He nodded. “Good. I’m glad you’re okay.”

      Neither wanted to work too hard the day after a match, so they remained on the ground, without their boards, as they tossed the ball back and forth. Anything to keep busy.

      After a couple hours, she and Shiro retired to their rooms. Finley had left her video account on the screen, and it now had hundreds of comments. Many expressed relief for her safety. Many shared what it felt like to be in a riot, in an occupied place, or to live with fear of attacks on a constant basis.

      She shuddered, thankful she didn’t have to deal with that, but also a little guilty that she was so fortunate and others weren’t.

      People had chimed in to encourage their fellow posters, which sent a warm tingle through her. She loved seeing strangers supporting each other, community that she had fostered.

      Since she had nothing else to do all day, she replied with hearts to the simple comments and responded to the serious ones with words of sympathy and concern.

      Her encrypted comm buzzed from its hidden compartment in her bag. Finley snatched it up and let it scan her finger, her retina, and entered a passcode to open it and read the message from SilverSpark.

      It began, “Glad you’re okay. I’m trying to find out who planned the attack. I would have warned you if I suspected danger. I’m sorry. This might have been an isolated incident. The Obsidian Force is usually more organized and successful. I’ll follow up on those threats you received, track where they came from.”

      What would the hacker find?

      Finley wasn’t sure if she’d rather know that the galaxy’s terrorists were after her, or be left wondering about a separate unknown party who wanted to hurt her. Either way, she wouldn’t let it stop her from any of it—playing her best, making her videos, or doing her part to help people and prevent a war.

      She read on.

      “If you need to take a break, I understand. But if you don’t, I detected chatter on the device you planted and have another lead.”

      Already? Wow.

      Did she need a break? The thought of putting herself in another situation like yesterday’s made the air tighten in her chest. But those comments, the people who lived with fear all the time… If she could help them, shouldn’t she? And if they were brave, she would be, too.

      The message gave her another store to bug, a possible co-conspirator. Although she longed to know how SilverSpark figured these things out, she’d given up asking after the first eight times the hacker told her it was safer for her not to know.

      Finley loaded a map, located the new shop, and chewed on a fingernail. The team wasn’t forbidden from going out. Staying put was merely a recommendation. Her wound was healed, and she’d rather be doing something than sitting around. She’d go tonight, after dark.

      She replied, “I’ll do it. We’re staying here longer than planned so I’ll have time. As soon as I know when we’ll arrive on Loa Seven, I’ll update you. I want to help as much as I can. Thanks for everything.”

      She closed the comm and sat back, exhaling.

      A new, anonymous comment popped up on her screen beneath her video.

      Icy tendrils shivered down her spine.

      “This was your first warning. If you don’t stop, it will only be the beginning.”
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      When Micah Townsend joined the Cobalt Defenses Forces, Ground Battalion, he’d had no idea his occupation would be, well, occupation.

      Two years ago, the galaxy had been at peace. No hint of conflict. He’d assumed he wouldn’t see any more action than patrolling an outpost or guarding colonial delegations.

      The SilverSpark hacker files had changed everything.

      Now, he and Corporal Gonzalez were scouting a town that had been recently wrecked by an aerial battle between the Cobalt Space Corps and a group of violent revolutionaries.

      The sun shone brightly overhead, but the nanofibers in his armor kept his body a constant temperature even if the bright light made camo mode useless. He and Gonzo stalked down the main, packed dirt road, keeping their backs to each other, pulse rifles raised. The self-aiming ballistic rounds in his right gauntlet were armed and ready. Infrared scanners in his helmet’s visor fed data to a display in the upper right corner of his vision. So far, they’d detected no sign of the insurgents supposedly using these ruins as a base. If they did, the SABRs would come in handy.

      This was better than patrolling the inhabited streets of the main city on a larger island. Plenty of colonists thanked him for keeping them safe, but plenty threw him glares that said they’d rather be throwing grenades. He’d enlisted to protect people, not fight fellow citizens.

      Well, and because the army paid well. Enlisting hadn’t been part of his original plan, but sometimes life left you no choice.

      Even if he occasionally wished for something else, his original reasons remained valid—his family needed this, and that settled the matter.

      Multiple buildings lay in wreckage, pre-fab panels charred and laying at odd angles. Two months had passed since the battle here on Sidicum V that had left multiple island towns destroyed. This smaller island had been a center of revolutionary activity and took many hits. Somehow the revolutionaries had obtained surface-to-sky launchers to fire at the Cobalt ships, before Micah’s airborne counterparts used pulse cannons and charge missiles from above to level the resistance—and most of the town.

      Around them, ocean spread in every direction and more islands dotted the surface. The towering pillars of rock surrounded by wild gray waves tried to tug his gaze. He would have loved to visit just to see the place, to get inspired.

      “Main street clear,” Gonzalez said.

      “Copy that,” came the voice of their squad leader, Sergeant Alberti.

      She and Corporal Liu watched from above, jetpacks keeping them stable in the sky.

      Gonzalez motioned with his hand, and he and Micah turned down a side street. Collapsed buildings and stalls had been stripped of anything useful. The small island wouldn’t have been worth their attention, except techs in orbit had detected transmissions from these coordinates the day before. Plenty of colonists had returned to the larger islands, where Micah and his squad were stationed, but many had fled the system altogether, so most smaller towns like this one remained empty.

      Gonzalez held up a fist. Micah stopped. When the other man pointed, Micah shifted his face toward a building. His helmet informed him of three life signs inside.

      They separated, circling the building from opposite sides. Metal clanged within. Whoever it was, they weren’t aiming for stealth. He paused at a door and pressed a button on the side of his helmet to alert Gonzalez he was in position.

      A countdown appeared on his readout. Five, four, three, two, one.

      Micah burst into the building.

      The light on his helmet illuminated parts of the room not lit by the sun through gaps in the roof. Consoles and machines indicated the structure had been a processing plant for the algae that was grown on this planet. He was certain his helmet blocked a smell he’d become too familiar with lately—rotting seaweed.

      A pile of machine parts sat next to the processor.

      Some would have been great for a sculpture, except Micah didn’t do that anymore, and that was definitely not his mission.

      More clanging sounds, from behind a large console.

      “Cobalt Defense Forces,” Gonzalez called. “Come out.”

      Micah kept his weapon ready.

      Three figures emerged, hands raised.

      “Don’t shoot, man,” said one. “We aren’t armed.”

      Three teen boys younger than Micah’s nineteen years. Dirty, skinny. Wide eyes locked on the weapons.

      “Step away, slowly.”

      They did.

      “We’re just looking for scrap,” one said. “Parts to fix the machines on our island, since no one’s using this one.”

      “How’d you get here?”

      One gestured to his feet, encased in an old pair of hoverboots. “Flew to the nearest island in a skimmer and then used these.”

      “Check ’em,” Gonzalez said.

      Micah approached and quickly searched the kids, finding no weapons.

      “They’re clean.” He stepped away.

      “How long have you been here?” his squadmate asked.

      “Couple hours.”

      Which meant they weren’t the source of yesterday’s transmission.

      “Have you seen anyone else?”

      “No, man. It’s been quiet.”

      “All right.” Gonzalez waved his gun toward the processor. “Go on, then.”

      “Really?” The kids glanced at each other.

      “We’re not here for you. And we have no jurisdiction over looters. Help yourself.”

      Micah exhaled, glad they hadn’t resisted. Just people trying to get by. He knew what that was like. Their expressions matched the haunted ones many colonists had on Sidicum these days.

      “Gonzalez, Townsend,” came Alberti’s voice. “Detecting movement on the north end.”

      “Copy that, Sergeant.” Gonzalez turned to the kids. “Take cover and stay here until we tell you it’s safe.”

      They huddled next to the processor.

      On his way out, Micah paused to say, “Those loading machines usually have motherboards in the undercarriage. Most people don’t know, so they might still be there.”

      Their eyes lit up as he strode out.

      He felt so old. He was responsible for protecting these kids when he could easily have been in their position back home, if the revolutionaries had infiltrated his city, incited his family or neighbors to violence. Though his armor was designed to be light, it came with a heavy weight.

      He and Gonzalez crept north, following coordinates the sergeant sent to their readouts. They circled charred wooden booths and chunks of exploded rock as they aimed for a relatively intact building at the edge of town.

      A bullet pinged off his shoulder.

      The armor deflected the shell and absorbed most of the impact so he only experienced a small thump, but his heart rate spiked.

      He scanned the area the shot had come from but detected no heat signatures. They must have been wearing armor that blocked infrared scans, like Micah’s did. That was serious tech, confirming reports that the revolutionaries had connections in at least one empire’s military. It also meant the self-guided rounds were useless.

      Another two bullets struck his breastplate, and a third exploded a rock to his left.

      Gonzalez reported those details to Alberti.

      “Take them alive, if possible,” said the sergeant’s voice. “I want to question them.”

      She would see if they knew where the armor and weapons originated, determine what else the group had planned on this planet, try to learn how they communicated with others.

      Micah made sure his rifle was set to stun pulses. Those weren’t self-aiming, so he’d need a clean line of sight.

      “Percussive grenade,” Gonzalez ordered.

      Micah removed one from his utility belt, pinpointed the coordinates on his display, activated it, and threw. His aim was good enough that the grenade honed in on the coordinates and took over the rest of the flight itself.

      Light flared, filtered by his helmet, which protected him from the sound.

      He and Gonzo followed it immediately, boots pounding, the suspension pads in his soles giving him extra bounce with each step. A mini-burst from the jetpack allowed him to leap a ten-foot pile of rubble, the boots cushioning his landing on the other side.

      A man and woman were shaking their heads, guns limp in their hands. Both wore heat-shielding armor and helmets, but the visors were up and hadn’t protected them from the grenade. A shock blast sent the man crumpling to the ground. Gonzalez handled the woman, and they secured the people with charge cuffs. On the ground lay two projectile sniper rifles, a crate of plasma rifles, a surface-to-sky launcher, and a half-full rack of charge missiles.

      “Insurgents secure,” Gonzalez said.

      The sergeant darted closer in the sky, a dark figure circling the island. “I see a skimmer on a ledge, northwest side. Liu, you’re on that. Townsend, Gonzalez, bring the captives to our vessel.”

      “Copy,” he and Gonzalez said.

      Each heaved one unconscious body over a shoulder. Micah activated his jetpack and circled back to the processing plant. A face peered out a broken window.

      “It’s safe now,” he told the kid. “But I can’t promise more soldiers aren’t coming, so you may want to clear out quickly.”

      The face vanished.

      He hoped they’d get what they needed. Looting truly wasn’t within their jurisdiction, which was why Gonzo hadn’t stopped them, but plenty of soldiers would have interfered anyway. Most likely the ones from Cobalt itself, who hadn’t grown up on a colony planet and didn’t understand the need to scavenge parts and reuse everything to get by.

      The kids looked hungry. Once again, he suppressed the urge to invite people home with him for a good meal. The commander of the Ground Battalion’s temporary base here would be far less happy about feeding everyone Micah invited than his parents always had been.

      Micah joined Gonzalez in the sky, and they soared over the churning waves toward their waiting ship on a nearby island. This one had been reduced to rubble, chunks of rock piled atop each other, waves crashing against the lowest boulders. The ship sat on the most level surface near the top.

      He landed next to it, set the prisoner down, and allowed himself to enjoy the view. The colors—deep blue-gray ocean with darker blue stripes far off and lighter blue where it surged around rocks, turquoise sky, green grass, tan rock. The movement of waves mesmerized him like a wormhole. The scenery would have offered a fun challenge for a sculpture. He’d craft some pieces to remain stationary like the islands and make others flow around them.

      Maybe one day. He added the idea to his ever-growing mental file for the eventual time he got to be an artist again.

      Gonzalez landed beside him and clapped him on the back. “Good work, Pup. Thanks for taking the heavy one.”

      Micah grunted. He was the youngest on the squad, which earned him the nickname, but he was hardly a new recruit anymore. He glanced at the man at his feet, while Gonzo carried the smaller female, and shrugged.

      “The suit does most of the work.”

      “I thought you were trying to stay in shape. Hoping to keep up with me.” Gonzo flexed an arm, which wasn’t visible under the armor.

      “Nah, trying to help an old man by taking the heavy load. How’s your back? Didn’t throw it out, did you?”

      “Are you even old enough to shave, Pup?” Gonzalez reached for Micah’s face, and Micah dodged.

      He should’ve been happy. They’d caught insurgents who had serious firepower and might have used it to attack another town. They’d possibly saved kids from an unfortunate encounter if those revolutionaries had found them first.

      But it felt so… small. He knew it was his job. He was making a difference. But the galaxy’s problems were so vast, he wanted to do more.

      Micah pressed the button on the side of his helmet, and the visor retracted, letting in a whiff of salty sea air, cool and damp. He picked up the captive again and entered the open hatch, leaving the dramatic sea views, fresh air, and crashing waves behind.

      Alberti waited for them inside the ship. “Good work, boys.”

      After they placed the captives on the deck, she closed the hatch behind them. Liu would fly the revolutionaries’ ship to headquarters and inspect it, track comms, dig through the ship’s records.

      Alberti jerked her head toward the door to the rest of the ship. “Townsend, call waiting for you in the command center. Double time.”

      That was odd. A call normally wouldn’t be important enough to interrupt a mission. His heart skipped. Had something happened to his family? He hurried through the halls to the command room, removing his helmet along the way and tucking it under his arm.

      A circular console in the center projected an image—of his CO, Colonel Decker. Micah skidded to a stop and saluted.

      “At ease, Private.”

      Micah relaxed, barely. Hands behind his back, holding his helmet. Shoulders straight. Why was Decker calling him directly, instead of communicating through his squad leader? Was there bad news? For this call to be live, not on a delay as it transmitted through wormholes, Decker had to be on Sidicum V, or in this system.

      “Sergeant Alberti says your mission succeeded today?”

      “Yes, sir. Captured two insurgents with weapons and armor, sir.”

      “Good, good. I take it you haven’t seen the news?”

      “No, sir. Is my family—?”

      His home planet of Hyacinthus hadn’t yet seemed inclined to rebel against the Cobalt Republic, but these days, anything was possible. He hadn’t heard from his sister or parents in a couple days.

      “They’re fine,” Decker said. “No problems on Hyacinthus. But that’s related to what I wanted to talk to you about.”

      Micah’s muscles relaxed a fraction.

      “You grew up in Fallmeadow, correct?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      That information was in his records, though he usually omitted the city when telling people where he was from.

      “You a fan of grav-ball, Townsend?”

      Um. Micah’s heart accelerated, but he kept his face neutral and his spine straight. “I suppose so, sir.”

      “I learned an interesting fact today,” the colonel said. “You know that young star who’s made Cobalt the favorites to win this year’s Cup? What’s her name?”

      Micah swallowed. “Finley McGrath, sir.”

      The name tasted both familiar and foreign on his tongue. Once, he’d said the name more often than those of his own family. Usually with exasperation as he tried to stop his best friend from dragging him into another crazy adventure. But it had been years since he’d spoken it aloud, even if he made sure to see her face every week for her latest game or video.

      “That’s right. They call her the Flash. Did you know she also comes from Fallmeadow?”

      “The galaxy is a small place, sir.”

      “And, she’s exactly one month older than you,” the colonel continued. “Went to the same school, same class, until she joined the grav-ball league and moved to Cobalt three years ago.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Where was this going? Micah hadn’t intentionally hidden his connection, but—okay, fine. He had intentionally hidden it, once leaving home. He didn’t need a repeat of the early days, when Finley first became famous. People trying to use him to get to her or offering him money for inside scoops or childhood photos. It had been safer to pretend those days had never happened. By the time he arrived on Cobalt for basic training, he and Finley weren’t speaking anyway, so it wasn’t hard and wasn’t totally a lie.

      The colonel’s holo-image grew serious. “There was an attack today, on Brixen.”

      Micah blinked at the man’s subject change. Then his stomach clenched. The grav-ball tour. Was Finley…?

      “McGrath is fine,” Colonel Decker said. “So is the rest of the team. There was an incident in the city square, but they escaped mostly uninjured. Safe at a secure hotel now.”

      He exhaled slowly, hoping the colonel couldn’t see how scared he’d been. He watched all Finley’s videos, and they always made him nervous for her, given how many planets were experiencing unrest like this one. She never hesitated to put herself in the middle of trouble or ask probing questions, and he understood how people might not like it.

      Colonel Decker folded his hands. “I’m getting lots of heat from the prime minister. The team’s friendly tour is fostering goodwill with the colonies. All three empires want to ensure nothing happens to prevent the Cup, and Cobalt especially to make sure nothing happens to our top contender. The Cup brings in a lot of money.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      It made sense. Cobalt City would host the upcoming Galactic Cup, with teams from throughout the galaxy competing in the primary planet’s capital. It was a huge event that happened every three years, drawing dignitaries, leaders, and celebrities from every empire. But what did this have to do with him?

      “You and your squad are being reassigned, effective immediately.” Colonel Decker’s voice went business-like. “Protection detail. Keep the team safe on the friendly tour, the secondary planets. Then the tournament. Your squad will travel with them, make sure they remain unharmed and reach Cobalt in one piece. I’ve informed Sergeant Alberti. But I wanted to talk to you as well. I didn’t tell her of your connection to McGrath, but the others will figure it out soon enough.”

      Like, the moment Micah was in the same room as Finley.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Problem, Private?”

      “No, sir.”

      “You knew McGrath, correct?”

      “I did, sir. But I haven’t seen her in years.”

      The colonel nodded. “I suspected. Hopefully a friendly face will ease the transition, make the team more accepting of the protection, more willing to cooperate.”

      Micah had no intention of telling his CO that the possibility existed that seeing his face might not be friendly or help at all.

      “Send Alberti in. Good luck, Private.”

      Micah saluted and marched out.

      He was going to see her again. The best friend he hadn’t spoken to in two years. The best friend he’d fought with. The best friend who had tried so hard to keep him from putting on the armor he currently wore.

      The best friend none of his squad knew about, because she was an intergalactic celebrity, he was a grunt, and how did a person explain their complicated history?

      This wouldn’t be awkward at all.
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      The hotel hallways were quiet when Finley peered out her door. Making sure her hair was securely hidden beneath her hood, she tucked her board under her arm and ran for the end of the hall. She paused to check around the corner. Clear. She continued on, making her way to the stairwell used in case the lifts went out. She would have gone out the window, but the hover cells on her board would only absorb a fall of several feet, not several stories.

      They would, however, work on the stair rails same as the rails for tricks in an arena.

      As she connected her boots, her heart thudded in her ears. She felt the same mix of nerves and excitement that she had when taking the penalty shot in extra time in last year’s playoffs.

      She jumped, skimming down the rails, whipping around each turn. This was no big deal. She was an expert at sneaking out. She and Micah had escaped classes, their rooms, his shifts at his family’s restaurant. Many of those involved using her board.

      Back then, though, there hadn’t been so much at stake. Either the reason for sneaking out, or the consequences if she were caught.

      Rather than go through the lobby, she used a rear door to leave the hotel. If her team spotted her leaving, especially Cartier, they wouldn’t be pleased. She never set out to purposely disobey guidelines. They just so often got in the way of things she wanted—needed—to do.

      As soon as she was outside, she accelerated and zoomed off. It was a risk—she couldn’t do anything fancy and take the chance of being recognized for her flying. But the board would make her trip to town faster and wouldn’t leave a record of her in a car. Her side didn’t even twinge as she crouched low and sped toward town.

      Cool air whipped around her. It felt good to be out of the hotel, even though only a day had passed since they’d been told to stay inside. Knowing she shouldn’t leave had made her itchy to go out. The cooped-up feeling had been intensified by the knowledge that the delay was her fault. If she had avoided the marketplace, stayed put instead of visiting town, heeded those threats, they wouldn’t be in this situation.

      And now she was doing it again. Just, more cautiously. She hoped.

      Ahead, the city sparkled with golden lights, like the mountains had cupped their hands to hold a collection of stars. When she neared downtown, she saw many of the art pieces glowed or lit up, as well.

      She bypassed the town square where she’d been stabbed. The memory was fading as quickly as the scar. Yesterday already felt like a bad dream, dim and blurry. Pro athletes needed short memories, of successes and failures and injuries and anything else that might make them hesitate or lose focus. When she failed, crashed, missed a shot, she kept on going. Apparently, that skill extended to attacks as well.

      Which might or might not be a good thing.

      Several people were out, and she climbed off the board and stowed it in a bag on her back. A regular citizen, carrying food home or a snowboard or whatever, nothing more. She kept her head down, her hood on, and maintained a normal pace.

      Though it was dark, plenty of stores remained open. She’d checked the hours of the shop she wanted to make sure it was one of them, since her meager spy skills did not include breaking and entering.

      Something clanked behind her. She jolted and whirled around. The wind had caught on a statue and starting spinning its metal parts. She huffed a laugh.

      On a quiet side street, she located the store, an outdoor outfitter. The interior was filled with boards not unlike hers but designed for snow, smaller skis, jackets, boots, gloves, and various items for braving the mountains. Hopefully this wasn’t a place Graeme the Guide used, since he might recognize her.

      She pretended to browse a rack of jackets, hand in her pocket clutching the bug. After several missions, she was running low on the devices. Which should probably concern her—she didn’t know SilverSpark and yet she was helping them spy on several possibly innocent citizens.

      Keeping an eye on other customers and the young woman behind the counter, Finley edged slowly around the store. The computer console was behind the counter, so if the owner made calls, they’d have to stand nearby. She needed the bug close enough to pick up voices.

      She would have made small talk with the worker, like she had at the chocolate shop, but she was hoping not to be spotted.

      Her forearm vibrated, and she jumped. Then looked around to see if anyone had noticed her being frightened by a simple call, before pulling up the message on her comm.

      Shades.

      Coach was summoning them to a team meeting in twenty minutes. Her flight here had taken longer than that. She had to hurry. The team couldn’t find out she’d left the hotel, after she’d been the one to cause the delay in the first place.

      Done with stealth, she moved more purposefully toward the register. Spotted a display of boots facing it. Perfect. She hid the bug in one palm as she picked up a shoe from the lowest rack.

      “Can I help you?”

      Finley twitched at the voice behind her.

      “No, thank you. Just looking around.”

      She didn’t turn, hoped the person didn’t think it odd that Finley’s hood hid her face. She waited, motionless, until she sensed the other person move away. She shouldn’t have been so rude. But considering she was spying on these people, worrying about manners was dumb.

      She replaced the shoe on the display, attaching the bug to the underside of the rack. After waiting another tense few seconds, she strolled for the door, pace far slower than she would have preferred.

      As soon as she reached a quiet alley, she yanked the board from her pack and jumped on.

      No time for stealth now. She needed to reach the hotel as fast as possible. There was a reason they called her the Flash.

      She broke personal speed records as she dodged pedestrians, statues, and hovercars, racing for the hotel. Ignoring a few shouts and curses, keeping her head low so her hood stayed up.

      When she reached the hotel, she leaped off the board and crammed it into her bag as she went through the front doors. She thrust the bag and her jacket at a valet-bot and pressed her palm to the scanning pad so it could access her room number, then ran for the meeting room, now sweaty and winded.

      Everyone was waiting. Surely they could read all over her face that she’d been taking more risks. She sucked a deep breath, tried to act calm.

      Eriksen nodded to the beat of her earbuds.

      “See, I wasn’t the last one here,” Wix said.

      Ileana smirked. “I didn’t bet you that you’d be last. Just that I would beat you.”

      “You always beat him to meetings,” Eriksen said.

      “Yeah, because he’s constantly late,” Cartier added.

      Wix shrugged. “Since she can’t beat me at anything else, I like to give her this one thing.”

      Ileana snorted. “You wish. You owe me fifty chromos for that turnstones game yesterday. I want hard silver, not credits.”

      “I told you I’d get it, but I can’t very well while we’re trapped in this hotel, now can I?”

      Finley used the distraction of their arguing to finish calming her breathing. Thankfully it also kept them from asking why she’d been so late.

      “All right, everyone.” Coach stood. “Thanks for coming on short notice. I have an announcement that I’ll pass on to everyone else soon, but I wanted you six to hear it first.”

      “Is it about the schedule?” Wix asked. “The next match? Please say we’re leaving soon.”

      Shiro leaned forward. “Did they find the attacker?”

      Cartier glared at Finley. “Are we going to talk about McGrath wasting time with her little videos and endangering us all?”

      “She scored more than you in the last match.”

      “Hey, calm down, everyone,” Finley said. “Thank you, Eriksen, but I can stick up for myself. And who scores matters less than if we win. Cartier, if Coach tells me to stop, I’ll stop, but it’s not any more of a distraction than Eriksen’s music or Wix and Ileana’s games. We’re people, and people have lives.”

      Even if her complicated life also involved a bit of espionage. Her heart rate was normal again, but her hands shook, so she tucked them under her thighs.

      “Enough, everyone.” Coach slapped the table. “We are leaving soon. But with a few changes.”

      Finley’s heart sank. Would the team prohibit her from leaving the hotels and arenas? She’d been excited to see the rest of the planets on their tour.

      Plus, SilverSpark was counting on her. She didn’t know if she could stand visiting new places and having to stay inside, missing out on whatever the worlds might offer, and knowing she was close to helping but stuck not doing it.

      Coach grunted. “Don’t look like someone shot your pet, McGrath. We’re not locking you up, despite the desire of some to do so.”

      She exhaled.

      “Why does she get to keep endangering us?” Cartier asked.

      “Because people love her, and she brings in sponsors,” Coach said. “Viewership is up forty percent since she became a starter. I’ll never play someone purely to please fans. Each of you earned your spot. But I can’t ignore the money, and her outside activities play a role in that.”

      Cartier glared at her. If only he knew. He’d have a right to be angry. About the going out, anyway. She couldn’t help that she got the most attention.

      “Besides,” Coach went on, “the Republic thinks she’s good for PR. Bridging the gap between the empire and the colonies. They want her to continue.”

      “They do?” Finley asked.

      She had trouble picturing the Cobalt prime minister or council members watching her videos, especially the ones that weren’t flattering to the empire. Plenty of colonists shared about their struggles getting basic goods or complained of unfair laws and taxes. For some, if they requested it, she blurred their faces and voices so they wouldn’t get in trouble. But none of them were radical in any sense, no hint of loyalty to the Obsidian Force, so maybe the Republic thought it made them look benevolent.

      See, we can let people be heard. We tolerate complaints. We don’t silence critics.

      At least, not when they were relatively inoffensive and publicized by a beloved athlete.

      “They do,” Coach said. “I’ve been asked to tell you to keep doing as you see fit. However, we recognize the events of this week may become more common, thanks to growing unrest in the galaxy. We need to make changes.” He tapped the table’s console. “Come on in.”

      The doors opened, and Finley spun to watch.

      What changes did he mean? He wasn’t making her quit filming, so that was good news. And he’d defended her position on the team. Not simply a PR stunt, the youngest in a century to play for Cobalt’s A-League, but because she’d earned it. Still, she hated that any of her teammates couldn’t see her value on the court and didn’t support what she was trying to do off it.

      Not that she could tell them about the most important work she was doing off the court, or explain the deeper reasons she needed to be able to go out.

      Four soldiers in Cobalt Defense Forces uniforms marched in, dark blue trimmed with lighter blue, not the full-body armor the ground troops often wore.

      The first, leading the way, was a woman with olive skin and dark hair, late twenties. The second, a younger man with bronze skin, had a mischievous light in his eyes that reminded her of Wix. The third was an older woman, tan skin, black hair with a hint of gray. And last, another young man.

      Wiry. Pale skin. Brown hair.

      His hazel eyes jumped to hers and just as quickly darted away as he stepped into place beside the others, now staring straight ahead.

      Finley’s breath lodged in her throat. Her heart sounded too loud in her ears. Was the room tilting? What was that roaring sound?

      It couldn’t be him. But it was.

      Micah Townsend.

      Her gaze couldn’t devour him fast enough. Two years had passed since she’d seen him at all, three since they’d been together in person. His hair was too short. It should have been curly on top, but the sides were buzzed now, the top not much longer. Combined with a leaner face, it made him appear older, more serious. Still thin, but she thought that under the uniform he’d added muscle. His posture was too straight. Was he taller, or was it the uniform? A muscle twitched in his jaw.

      He looked good.

      And he was definitely working hard not to look at her.

      Which shouldn’t have hurt but made her chest clench.

      She’d known Micah had joined the military—it was one of the main issues they’d argued about in their final fight. But she’d never been able to picture him in uniform, wielding a weapon instead of a welder. Assessing enemies and threats instead of colors and shapes. Patrolling cities for revolutionaries instead of ruins for scrap metal.

      Seeing him was like a comforting piece of home, but one that had morphed over time, becoming something that didn’t quite match your memory. The clenching sensation tightened.

      Considering she’d done her best to convince him not to enlist, she couldn’t fully blame him for ignoring her. She should have reached out ages ago. She’d considered it often, had recorded dozens of messages she never sent, trying so hard to respect his last comm which had said he was done arguing and didn’t want to talk anymore. She’d kept expecting him to contact her again, but he hadn’t, and every day that passed intensified the raw ache inside her.

      Why wouldn’t he look at her?

      Actually, his refusal to make eye contact might’ve been good. One glance at her face and he’d read that she’d very recently been doing something she shouldn’t have been.

      Coach stood. “Thank you for coming.”

      “Of course.” The first woman moved forward to clasp his arm then fell into line with the others.

      “Team, this is Sergeant Alberti and her squad. They’ll be traveling with us until the Cup is over, along with a ship from the Space Corps. They’ll assess security everywhere we stay, accompany you anytime you leave the compound, make sure nothing happens like it did this week.” He turned to the sergeant. “I know this is outside your usual assignment, but we’re grateful to have you.”

      “Anything to protect citizens of the Cobalt Republic. Some of us are big fans of the team.”

      Micah didn’t blink.

      Surely the woman didn’t mean him. Not after everything that happened between them. Once, he’d been a big fan. He’d introduced her to the sport, taught her every rule. She wouldn’t be where she was today without him. But as much as it hurt, she couldn’t picture him cheering like he used to, yelling her name like he had his favorite players in the past.

      What were the odds of Micah being on the squad assigned to them, out of everyone in the military? Someone, somewhere, had to know of their connection. Time would tell if his presence was meant to help or to punish them.

      “We’re getting armed babysitters now?” Cartier asked. “It would be easier to keep McGrath inside.”

      “I’m happy to let the sergeant guard me, anytime.” Wix winked at the woman.

      Ileana punched his arm. “Don’t be a pig.”

      “This is not a debate, Cartier.” Coach ignored Wix and Ileana. “It’s not just for McGrath. It’s for all of you. I know it will cause some inconvenience, but I trust you’ll cooperate fully with whatever they ask you to do to keep us safe. We don’t want anything to jeopardize the Cup. The Republic doesn’t want that, either. The six of you need to stay focused, train, and trust these men and women to take care of everything else.”

      Cartier shot Finley a glare. She frowned. She trained as hard as the rest of them, and would continue to do so to prove it to him.

      Everyone else murmured their agreement.

      Finley’s gaze returned to Micah, as if she could force him to meet it by sheer determination. Too bad he was equally determined.

      “We’ll leave tonight for Loa Seven,” Coach said. “Go pack, and our friends will secure the route to the airfield and clear the ship. Sergeant, did you want to say anything?”

      Sergeant Alberti looked at the team. “We’re here to help. We’ll keep you safe, and it will make our jobs easier if you report anything suspicious, if you stay alert, and if you give us advance notice of any excursions.”

      At least Finley wasn’t being cooped up. Gathering information or meeting contacts would be more challenging with soldiers watching her, but she’d manage.

      “I understand one of you has been receiving threats?”

      Finley cleared her throat. “That’s me, ma’am. Vague ones, though.”

      “Where is local law enforcement in its investigation into the attack?”

      “Still nothing,” Coach said.

      “Who knew you’d be in the square that day?” The sergeant directed the question to Finley.

      “I don’t even know exactly where or when I’ll be places. But on every planet, I explore, so it wouldn’t be hard for someone to assume I’d visit the city after the match.”

      “Very good. We’ll talk to the local officials and see if they require assistance. Our intelligence operatives haven’t detected major Obsidian Force activity on this planet, and the attack doesn’t appear to be connected to them, but some places you’re scheduled to travel are far less safe. Let us know if you receive further threats.”

      Finley coughed. “I have, actually. Someone said this was just the beginning. The comments are public, but the threats are usually deleted within a day.”

      “What?” Cartier said. “You didn’t think to tell us?”

      “What are you, my private investigator? I’m telling them now.”

      “We’ll look into it,” the sergeant said. “If you receive any more, please alert me immediately.”

      Finley nodded.

      Sergeant Alberti indicated her team. “This is Corporal Gonzalez.” The shorter young man bobbed his head. “Corporal Liu.” The older woman did the same. “And Private Townsend.”

      Micah didn’t blink.

      “We’ll be on rotations to keep an eye on things. Please come to any of us if you need anything. But we’ll try to remain out of your way.”

      Coach stood. “Thank you, Sergeant.”

      She led the others to the door.

      “Micah.” Finley blurted the word before she could stop herself.

      He was the last one filing out, and his steps faltered. He glanced over his shoulder.

      Shades. Now what?

      “Um. Hi.”

      Brilliant. Her first time speaking to him in two years, and she was incapable of forming the words I’m sorry, I missed you, good to see you, please forgive me. She talked to strangers and fans and acted casual and polite with people she was illegally spying on, but she couldn’t manage more than single syllables with the person who had read her childhood diaries, seen her through a deathly bout of food poisoning, and rescued her from the middle school dance where every boy refused to dance with her because she was taller than they were.

      His gaze jumped to hers. Her stomach felt like it had a rogue ball bouncing around inside.

      Those familiar eyes appeared more green in this light, soft at the corners. For a second, he was her old friend. Then he blinked, nodded once, and hurried after his squad.

      As she watched him leave, she was more out of breath than after a session running sprints with Ileana. Emotions warred inside her. Glad to see him. Nerves. Anticipation. Would she be nothing more than a job to him?

      She had him nearby now, with no escape, so she’d find a way to make them talk eventually.

      “You know him?” Shiro asked.

      “What about the leader?” Wix asked. “Do you know her? Can you introduce me?”

      Finley shook her head. She wasn’t sure she could say she knew Micah any longer, and that thought brought heat to her eyes and throat.

      “Dismissed, team,” Coach said. “Try not to think about them, and let’s get ready for our next match. I’ll have updated schedules sent to your comp-pads within the hour, along with film to watch on our next opponent.”

      As if Finley was going to be able to stop thinking about them.

      More specifically, him.

      Not to mention this would make her spy work more challenging.

      The tour just got a whole lot more interesting, as if it hadn’t been wild enough.
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      “Dude,” Gonzalez said when they were in the hall.

      Shades. Micah had hoped the others hadn’t heard that.

      The man hurried to step in front of Micah and stopped. “You know the Flash? What the shades, man? Holding out on us?”

      “You don’t even watch grav-ball, Gonzo.” Micah didn’t meet his gaze.

      “Everyone knows Finley McGrath.”

      “Apparently not as well as Pup does,” Liu said with a smirk.

      Micah scowled at her. “You too?”

      “We’ve been traveling for over a day toward celebrities and you didn’t once think to mention that you knew one of them?” Gonzalez threw his hands up.

      Micah had, in fact, thought about it. Same as he had thought about sending Finley a comm to warn her he was coming. But, brave soldier that he was, he had not acted on either idea. His stunning courage apparently extended to facing terrorists, insurgents, and bullets, but stopped short of being able to speak when in the presence of his one-time best friend.

      “Enough chatter,” said Sergeant Alberti, saving Micah from his second round of awkward silence in the last five minutes. “We have a job to do.”

      “Did you know about this, Sarge?” Gonzalez asked. “We’ve been wondering why we got this assignment, and both of you knew?”

      They resumed walking.

      “I found out about Pup on Sidicum when we received our new orders. And since I don’t answer to you, Corporal, I didn’t tell you. It’s Townsend’s business.”

      “How do you know her? And why didn’t you say anything?” Gonzalez pressed. “I know you don’t like to share personal details, but that’s the kind of thing you tell people.”

      Micah’s lips twitched at one corner. “That’s the kind of thing you tell people. And I don’t know her, not anymore. We were friends as kids.”

      That was unfair. Based on her videos, she was the same Finley as always. Enthusiastic, curious, kind, great at making friends everywhere she went. She played with the same intensity, spontaneity, and joy as when was younger. As she’d had the first time she rode a hoverboard.

      Although she’d definitely added muscle. And he hadn’t seen her in person since she’d started dyeing the bottom several inches of her waist-length hair bright blue. She looked incredible. He’d wanted to stare, to study every inch of her and compare this version of her, grown-up and gorgeous, to his childhood memories. He’d read shock on her face when he entered but hadn’t wanted to risk looking at her long enough to see if anger, resentment, or judgment resided there, too.

      How many times had he considered calling her, from the minute he’d arrived on Cobalt to every day since? But she hadn’t reached out, and he didn’t want to bother her. Wanted to let her live her new life, move on.

      The thought that someone was threatening her made his fists clench. Again. That had been happening often, every time he imagined someone attacking her. Along with the desire to stun everyone who looked at her wrong.

      Which probably meant his statement to Gonzo about them not being close was a big, fat lie.

      “Dude,” Gonzalez said again. “I know I complained about this mission, but I take back everything I said about wishing we were guarding movie stars instead. This is going to be much more interesting.”

      The glint in his eyes meant bad news for Micah.

      Alberti clapped once. “Focus, Grounders. We have a job to do. Liu, Gonzalez, check and clear the lobby and secure transport. Townsend and I will handle the route.”

      Small blessings. The sergeant would ask fewer questions than the others. Micah could delay the interrogation a little longer.

      When he and Alberti were on the lift, she asked, “Will this be a problem, Private?”

      “No, Sergeant.”

      She studied him, and he met her gaze.

      “Don’t let it be. The coach was right. It’s important to the Republic that this tour and the Cup stay on track.”

      “They will.”

      “Good. And if you wanted to get me a signed jersey, I wouldn’t object.” She smirked and strode out of the lift.

      He cracked a smile.

      They used another conference room to don their armor. He tugged on tight underclothes then the form-fitting nanofiber suit, topped it with gauntlets, breastplate, boots, utility belt, helmet, and a jetpack on his back. For a sleek, high-tech instrument of death, the getup was surprisingly comfortable.

      Though it was nighttime here, it felt like afternoon thanks to time differences and lengths of days here versus Sidicum, so he was alert as he and Alberti left the hotel.

      She traveled on the ground, while he flew above, his helmet scanning for explosives or weapons along the route from the hotel to the space port. The team’s delay offered one benefit—it ensured no one knew when they were leaving so there wouldn’t be crowds outside the hotel or the port, fans wanting one last glimpse of the players.

      He’d seen Finley’s video from town, when everyone else was sleeping, like he had with the others. This time, he would have had a legitimate reason to watch for the mission, but old habits and all.

      Seeing the planet himself was different. The towering mountains silhouetted against a starry sky. The crisp air he allowed himself to breathe by briefly opening his visor. He would have liked to have seen the town, but the landing port was the opposite direction and because it sounds interesting was not sufficient motivation for Alberti to allow him a detour.

      “What’s being done to find the attacker, Sergeant?” he asked as he swooped closer to a row of buildings to scan them.

      “That’s not your job, soldier.”

      “Yes, Sergeant.”

      He stuffed any annoyance bubbling inside him, any longing to press her. It was not his job, and he did what he was told, like any good Grounder of the lowest rank. But he wished he could do more to help Finley.

      He assumed Liu would use her computer skills to trace the threatening comments. Intelligence officers might investigate, though he didn’t know if his CO considered this important enough to devote those resources.

      Alberti cleared her throat. “But I will remind you that this matters to the Republic, so you can rest assured people are working on it.”

      “Yes, Sergeant,” he said again, grateful she’d given him that much.

      They detected no hint of danger, so they returned to the hotel to find the team loading into cars that Liu and Gonzalez would have checked.

      Another car was approaching from town.

      “Stop them until we’re gone, Private.”

      Micah flew over and landed in front of the car with a hand raised.

      A man stuck his head out the window. “What’s happening?”

      “I’m going to have to ask you to wait over there until these vehicles have left.” He motioned to a side road, noting details—standard hired hovercar, fancy Cobalt suit, slick haircut. Likely a Cobalt resident here for business or pleasure.

      “Is there a problem?”

      “No, sir. Security purposes.”

      “You Defense Forces?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “What are you doing here? I have business to attend to, and I don’t appreciate the delay.”

      It was a fair question, though asked in an annoyed tone. The attack on Finley was the most violence these people had seen. They weren’t used to having military around, hadn’t needed them, so soldiers getting in their way was unfamiliar. But Micah had orders, and Alberti had reminded him often not to apologize excessively, just to be businesslike.

      “I’m sorry for the inconvenience, sir, but I need you to move.”

      As someone who had been in this man’s position not long ago, whose family was still at the mercy of Cobalt leaders’ whims, he sympathized. But he refused to let anything happen to Finley, and this planet had proved incapable of keeping her safe.

      And the rest of the team. He was keeping them safe, too, of course.

      Shades, this was going to be an uncomfortable few weeks.

      “Please, sir, move now.”

      The guy cursed at him—occupational hazard these days—and the car moved away.

      He wasn’t sure if this job or the Sidicum assignment was better. The other was more critical to the Republic’s effort to keep peace in the galaxy, but knowing Finley was in danger, he was glad he didn’t have to trust her safety to anyone else. One lowly private wouldn’t stop a war, but he could help his friend.

      Once the way was clear, he and Alberti flew above the cars as the team traveled to the port, making sure no roadblocks occurred or anything looked out of place. Micah watched the angry driver, just in case, until they were out of sight.

      When they reached the small spaceport, which was an area of flat landing pads along a mountainside, in addition to fancy bays with retractable roofs for the rich inhabitants’ space yachts, Micah landed ahead of the vehicles.

      “Evening, mud-rat,” said the young Space Corps marine guarding the road.

      Micah nodded. “Vac-head.”

      The team’s ship waited next to the Cobalt cruiser Micah’s squad had arrived on. The Space Corps marines on board would have ensured the team’s ship remained safe in the port while keeping the area closed to the public. The cruiser would continue on with them to provide an armed escort, while Micah’s squad traveled on the team’s vessel.

      After the team unloaded and boarded, one of the managers gave the soldiers a tour of the ship.

      The vessel was huge and incredibly nice, with wide silver and light blue hallways. Its top observation deck had a clear roof that would offer a great view of wormholes. A large open space in the lowest level offered ample room for practice and training. The medical bay was state-of-the-art, and there were enough quarters that he got his own room. First time in two years.

      Gonzalez craned his head to inspect the halls. “Man, I should have joined the vac-heads”

      “I doubt the Space Corps has rides this nice,” Micah said. “You want a ship like this, you better start practicing your grav-ball skills real fast.”

      They had no official assignment until they arrived at the next planet, so his team went to the equipment room, where an area had been cleared for them to store their armor. Micah stripped his off and went through the daily process of checking every joint, control, weapon, and setting to ensure it remained in perfect condition. Once that was done, he made a circuit of the ship to meet the crew and as many of the team staff as he could—backup players, assistant coaches, managers, trainers, the doctor. It would help him do his job, and he wanted them to feel comfortable with his squad’s presence.

      Then he went to his quarters and lay on his back on a soft bunk that contoured to his body. Wow. Best bed he’d ever had to sleep on. And it was so quiet. Even his room growing up was never this silent, given the small apartment, a thin wall between him and Hanna, and the restaurant below them, the noises of the city.

      His family. He still hadn’t told them about the new assignment. He’d have to soon. Should have already, rather than waiting for his standard weekly message home. As soon as he figured out what to say, especially to his sister. Hanna had idolized Finley growing up, and she’d been far less forgiving about Finley’s lack of contact than Micah had been.

      Although it wasn’t technically his job, he reviewed everything he could find about their next destination so he’d know what to expect. Then he climbed to the observation deck in time for the first wormhole passage and settled into a padded seat that reclined.

      “I thought I’d find you here.”

      He jerked to sitting. Finley lingered at the edge of the room, strange uncertainty on her face.

      He should say something. But words left him. Again.

      Instead, he left his head tilted enough to study her. The hair. The same sparkling eyes. Grown up and famous, and yet the same girl he’d always known. It was hard to believe she was finally standing in front of him again.

      She hadn’t moved from the door when an Explorer-class gunship passed out the window. The Republic didn’t patrol every wormhole, but Brixen was central enough for the wormholes to be easily guarded to keep the planet firmly in the Republic’s control, unlike many outer worlds that weren’t so easily protected. Since the Obsidian Force had grown more active, the Republic was fortifying the most strategic and central wormholes and planets, and if you weren’t one of those? Good luck on your own.

      They passed the other ship, and the wormhole opened in shades of light blue, dark turquoise, and pale yellow. The Space Corps escort had gone first, and now it was their turn.

      Micah sat back in his seat, no longer fully reclined. He couldn’t relax in the presence of the one person who used to make him the most comfortable.

      “Do you mind if I …?” Finley held up a small cube.

      Oh. Camera.

      “Go ahead.”

      “It’s for the wormhole. Your sergeant asked me not to film all of you.”

      Smart. To protect them, and to prevent Gonzalez from using Finley’s wide reach as a personal dating service.

      Once the camera had flown up to the window, she moved closer and sat nearby, leaving two seats between them, which felt like miles and years. He tried to concentrate. It was amazing to see the colors on more than a view screen, 180 degrees around him.

      He now saw the exact shades more clearly. A background of peaceful cornflower blue and an equally calming rich ocean blue, with threads of confident greenish turquoise and thicker bands of happy light yellow that were in constant motion. Carbon ribbon from a hovercar would be perfect for that, though several coats of yellow paint would be needed. The overall mood was serene, so a smooth texture for the blues, maybe interior pre-fab panels. The turquoise would be trickier, the type of object he’d have to scavenge for until something felt right.

      He let his eyes trace the movement though he’d trained his hands to remain still. Once he’d catalogued the colors in his mind, the patterns, he recalled his brain from the place it always went when he imagined making art.

      “Welcome back,” Finley said.

      “What?”

      “You were lost in it. Like always.”

      Oh. Right. He couldn’t tell if she spoke with fondness or disappointment. He should say something in return. Something safe.

      “Why do you film the wormholes?”

      She was silent so long he wondered if he’d only imagined asking and hadn’t actually said the words.

      “For you,” she said.

      He twisted to look at her.

      Her gaze remained on the window. “I kept filming them because I thought you’d like to see them. Even after, you know…”

      After they stopped talking.

      When she’d first moved off-world, they communicated every day. She’d sent videos to him, when she moved to Cobalt, letting him see the two wormholes between their home planet and the primary. She hadn’t traveled much at first, and then they stopped talking before her first big galactic tour, but knowing that she’d kept filming, after their fight, made him feel like less of an idiot for continuing to watch all her games and video logs.

      “It’s stupid,” she said. “You’ve probably seen as many as I have by now.”

      “Not really. I was stationed on Cobalt until two months ago, when we were sent to Sidicum. Now here.”

      They fell silent. And the silence was a tangible force, foreign, like ill-fitting armor.

      He’d had years to consider what he might say if he saw her again. Wonder what she might say. And now that the opportunity was here, every word had vanished. Every message he’d thought about sending, every apology he wanted to give. Did she feel the same? She must, to remain so oddly quiet.

      “Are you happy?” she blurted.

      He blinked. Glanced at her just in time for her to turn away. “Like, right now?”

      “No. Yes. I mean, in general?”

      She still reclined, staring at the colors.

      What should he say? In the past, he would have given her the whole truth. But now, with their last argument hanging between them, he wasn’t sure if he could be honest. Not without renewing their old argument and making the next few weeks even more awkward.

      “I mean,” she went on, when he didn’t reply, “are you… okay with how things turned out?”

      Things had turned out how they had turned out. He couldn’t change anything. “I’m good.”

      She finally looked at him. Based on the way she chewed her bottom lip, she wanted to ask more. But she didn’t. The wormhole opened, and they sailed into black space as the colors winked out, passing another warship and rejoining the escort vessel that had gone through first to make sure the next system was safe.

      They stood at the same time.

      “I should—,” he said.

      “I need to—,” she started.

      Both fell silent. Glanced at each other and away. He motioned. “I need to report.”

      She nodded. “You’re… okay? Your family? Hanna?”

      His gut tightened. “They’re fine.”

      They edged away, the weight of the last two years between them. It had only taken someone trying to kill her to bring them together again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      This was going to be complicated.

      Finley stared out the window, where the next planet was growing larger. This one was less central than Brixen, with fewer amenities. If she hadn’t known what to expect, her first glimpse of the main continent’s dark greenish gray color would have made her guess forest or grassland awaited. But as they descended through atmosphere and approached the surface, details became clear.

      Near-desert, a rocky area with low cliffs. Rock formations of arches and weird, knobby pillars, most a dark grayish green stone, with layers of slightly lighter green and dark gray. Broad, shallow rivers in a pale, washed-out mint shade.

      A comm from SilverSpark had included her new mission—the hacker suspected a large cache of weapons was hidden in or near the city, and they wanted to see if Finley could confirm.

      The Obsidian Force used hand-drawn chalk symbols in code to indicate locations or items. SilverSpark’s team had decoded them in the past, and the hacker sent the ones Finley was supposed to watch for.

      Which meant exploring the entire city and possibly leaving it. While being watched by Cobalt soldiers—including one who knew her well enough to suspect when she was up to something.

      She’d gone to the viewing bay for the last two wormhole passages, but Micah seemed to be avoiding her after their awkward first talk. There was so much she wanted to say to him. To ask him. And she had to get it right this time.

      Micah in a uniform looked so wrong. But she’d stated her opinion on that, and offered to help, and look how much good it had done.

      Now, she needed to put him out of her mind and figure out how to prevent this city from seeing an armed uprising. And they hadn’t learned anything about the threats or attacker, which meant Finley might be searching for people who wanted to kill her.

      She stashed the secret comm device and paced her room.

      Stopping violence wasn’t her only motive. Some planets had seen lives lost in skirmishes, but on others, the uprisings had been subdued, except now the planet was blockaded, leading to people going hungry. That was something the Obsidian Force hadn’t planned for—or didn’t care about—in their supposed quest to “help” the colonies.

      Better for everyone here if Finley were able to prevent trouble in the first place.

      It would be easier if she could simply tell the team’s new soldier babysitters about the weapons, but she’d have to reveal how she knew about them, and she had no idea what trouble that would get her into.

      She could sneak out, evade the guards, but that might get the soldiers in trouble. And if the Obsidian Force was feeling stabby, backup would help. Which meant she’d have to lie.

      First, though, the match. Because of their schedule change, her trip into town wouldn’t happen until after the game, so for two days, she would focus on training and practice.

      The city was positioned alongside a river, with a landing platform on a plateau above it. The ship set down, and Sergeant Alberti made the team wait while the soldiers exited and ensured the area was safe.

      When the team was cleared to leave, Finley grabbed her personal bag. The equipment staff would bring their boards and gear, and with the short stay, she didn’t need much.

      The dry scent of dust and sun-scorched rock laced the warm air. Vehicles waited for them, somewhere between a raft and a hovercar, large and open on top. Finley climbed into one with her teammates and Sergeant Alberti, and they sat on benches facing each other, while Corporal Gonzalez rode in the other vehicle with team staff.

      Micah and Corporal Liu activated their jetpacks and zipped above, and Finley tried to keep herself from watching. Micah was the same and yet totally different, and she couldn’t figure out how she felt about that.

      “Ahh, this is the life.” Wix stretched out his legs. “Just need a pretty woman and a tropical drink. Though, I already have the woman.” He winked at the sergeant, who didn’t blink as she scanned the horizon.

      “She likes me,” he whispered loudly.

      “I think she’d like to shove you off the side and let gravity carry you the rest of the way to town,” Ileana said.

      “She’s too good at her job to let me get hurt.”

      “If she’s the one doing the hurting, she might not mind.”

      “Leave the poor woman alone,” Finley said.

      The sergeant’s lips twitched.

      The vehicles carried them over the edge of the cliff, then straight down. They rumbled over rocky ground and above a shallow river, kicking up spray. Sagging wooden docks dotted the shore, along with floating water ships that had seen better days. Then they entered town, through broad streets paved in dark sea green stones. The buildings were a mix of pre-fab, pale gray wood, and gray-green rock.

      Though it was mid-morning local time, based on the team’s schedule, her body thought it was nearly bedtime. Keeping a regular schedule was challenging when every planet had different lengths of days, different times. They tried to stay consistent in when they ate, slept, and trained. Sometimes it was easier than others. They wouldn’t be here long enough to adjust to the local time, and they only had one day to prepare.

      A boarding house had been reserved solely for the team. Micah was waiting outside when they pulled up, and she assumed he’d checked the interior. The team didn’t waste time, dropping their bags, retrieving their gear, and leaving again for the nearby arena as soon as the soldiers reported it was all secure.

      This arena was decent, not fancy but clean and well-maintained. The team had a tiring day of practice, and the match occurred the following day.

      The game went fine, with she and Cartier trading goals. Ileana added two from her midcourt position, and Eriksen defended the goal like a madwoman, only giving up three to their opponents the whole game. They had a scare when Ileana rebounded off an obstacle and clutched her recently injured knee, but she stayed on the court and seemed uninjured. This local squad put up less of a fight than the last but were equally cheerful about the loss. One opposing player even asked Finley to pose for a picture and sign her jersey.

      Once Finley had showered and done her post-game routines, she was exhausted and sore—the other team had a defender who wasn’t shy about contact, and the team doctor had been a welcome visit for a general painkiller to ease the bumps and bruises. She nodded at the doc’s suggestion of a sonic soak but had no intention of taking it yet.

      If weapons were hiding on this planet, she needed to find them. And she needed to start now, in case it took a while.

      “Who’s up for—?”

      “If you finish that sentence…”

      “What, Cartier? You’re going to lock me up? Tie me to an obstacle?” Finley waved a hand toward a window. “Did you see this place? It looks fascinating. Plus, we have guards now.”

      “You know I’m in,” said Wix. “Especially because of the guards. And I’ll protect you, too.”

      Shiro frowned. “Are you sure it’s safe? And you’re up for it after last time?”

      “I’m sure. The soldiers wouldn’t let us if they didn’t think they could protect us. And I’m fine.”

      He nodded. “Then I’ll come as well.”

      “Ugh, you young people go,” said Ileana. “I need a nap.”

      “I’m a year older than you are,” Wix said.

      “Physically. Mentally, you’re younger than McGrath.”

      “Hey,” Finley and Wix said in unison.

      Ileana smirked. “Go on.”

      Finley grabbed her camera—not only did she need it for cover, but she hadn’t lied, this place was interesting—and they headed out. Two soldiers waited in full armor, apparently having assumed she would explore, as always.

      Great. The sergeant and Micah. The person least likely to approve of Finley’s unsanctioned mission and the one most likely to notice it. Their armor shifted to a green shade to match their surroundings. They wore jetpacks and helmets, though the visors were up.

      Their group took a car to the city center. It was more run-down than the last, with scratched pre-fab panels, faded and sagging wood, and many banged-up hovercars that didn’t look like they’d be hovering much longer.

      She chatted with a retired miner, a shop owner, a few other locals, who revealed there was a silver mine outside town that provided raw material for chromos, the galaxy-wide currency. It was an older mine and not the Cobalt Republic’s largest, so it didn’t produce as much as it used to. That explained the lack of military presence.

      A maintenance worker detailed how the planet had had trouble getting shipments of basic goods the last couple months. He told her of occasional pirate raids to steal what silver they produced. How planetary leaders had requested soldiers to protect them, but none came. And how quotas remained the same despite the thefts the Republic did nothing to stop.

      The man shifted from her to stare directly at the camera. “If the Republic cares about its colonies, it better do something soon to prove it.”

      Finley swallowed hard as she tried to keep a neutral face and hide the squirming in her stomach. These people needed protection more than she did, yet she’d shown up with her own personal squad.

      The guy turned to Micah and Sergeant Alberti. “We’re citizens too, or so they say. Why do athletes get a private guard and we get pirates?”

      “I don’t make those decisions,” the sergeant said. “But I can pass your concerns along.”

      “Great, so we won’t expect help anytime soon. Good to know.” His voice was flat, and he marched away.

      This video was going to make Finley super popular with those Cobalt officials who apparently watched her show.

      No wonder the Obsidian Force had a strong presence in this place.

      The sergeant didn’t appear bothered, but Micah had a crease between his eyes as he watched the man vanish around a corner. Knowing him, he’d offer to stay and singlehandedly protect the town.

      Wix cleared his throat. “On that positive note… What is there to do for fun around here?”

      Finley shook her head, while Shiro leveled him with a blank expression.

      “What?” Wix asked.

      Shooting a final glance at Micah, Finley kept walking toward the single sight to see in town, a courtyard built around a rock formation that had been turned into art.

      Wix walked beside Sergeant Alberti, peppering the woman with personal questions she ignored. Micah was silent, watching. Finley wanted to talk but figured he wouldn’t open up in this setting, so she tried to pretend he wasn’t there.

      Along the way, she searched for chalk markings, spotting two small symbols above the door of a food market and another on a wall leading to an alleyway. They weren’t the ones she was specifically searching for, but she could come back and look into them if she didn’t find anything else.

      Movement flashed, and Finley spun. Someone raced toward her. Her side clenched in memory of the recent attack, and her hand went to her ribs.

      Micah stepped in front of her, drawing a stun wand.

      “Easy,” said Sergeant Alberti.

      The person skidded to a stop several yards away, and Finley saw a teen girl with wide eyes.

      Micah stepped aside. “Sorry.”

      Her heart raced, but she shot him a smile. “Calm down, there, soldier boy.”

      “Apologies,” he said to the girl as he hung the wand on his belt.

      Finley took in the tense line of Micah’s shoulders and the way he ducked his head. He’d been scared and was now embarrassed. For rushing to defend her so quickly he didn’t study the supposed attacker? Finley’s face heated up.

      “What’s up with you?” Finley murmured.

      “Excuse me?”

      “You’re tense.”

      “I’m alert. It’s my job.”

      “I can tell the difference between alert and on edge. You are definitely the second.”

      “Sorry for being worried about you, considering you were stabbed a few days ago.” His voice was sharp but low.

      “You’re worried about me?”

      “Always.” The word was hard, an accusation rather than a promise.

      “I can take care of myself,” she said. “And have been.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You know exactly what it means.”

      She ignored the squirming inside her and marched over to greet the girl.

      “I’m sorry we scared you. My friends are cautious. I’m Finley. Are you a fan?”

      After they chatted, Finley hugged her, and they posed for a picture, she asked, “Do you want to say anything?”

      The girl’s eyes darted to the camera, and she went silent, shaking her head.

      “Okay, no problem.” Finley summoned the camera and pocketed it. “Want to show us around? We were thinking the courtyard. What else should we see?”

      “Definitely the food.” The girl was more relaxed now that Finley had put the camera away and Micah wasn’t threatening to stun her.

      “Wix loves food,” Finley said. “And so do I. Lead on.”

      The girl took them to the courtyard, smaller than the square on Brixen and less crowded. A curving row of stone pillars stood in the center, twelve feet high, with knobs on top like rock mushrooms. They were dark green with horizontal streaks a lighter shade. Loose rocks had been brought in to form patterns around them, carefully balanced stacks in curving geometric shapes, arranged from light green to dark green to gray and back to light green.

      “Does anyone try to knock them over?” Wix asked.

      “Don’t even think about it,” Finley said.

      She would have moved on, but Micah had stepped back to study the rocks, head tilted, that intense expression on his face that he got when he was imagining a project, same as when he’d watched that wormhole.

      Her insides warmed at the thought that he wasn’t totally different. She pretended to examine the arrangement too, so no one would rush him.

      “I was promised food.” Wix interrupted the contemplation.

      “Try that one,” the girl said.

      She pointed to a street vendor with a sign that said “Fried Hayuc.” It was a local delicacy Finley had read about, a desert plant with thick, meaty leaves seasoned to be sweet and spicy. She smelled the browned sugar and sautéed spice in the air.

      “Thank you. You’ve been a wonderful tour guide.”

      The girl looked down, smiling, and Finley hugged her again before they separated.

      Wix had gotten silver somewhere, and he bought snacks for everyone.

      “I hope you aren’t spending the money you owe Ileana,” Finley said.

      “I’ll win it back next time we play turnstones.”

      She smirked. “Will you, though?”

      “Harsh, McGrath. Harsh. Do not doubt my abilities.” Wix accepted a paper bowl of steaming slices and waved it beneath the sergeant’s nose. “Can I tempt you, fair lady?”

      “I doubt you have anything to tempt her,” said Shiro, and Finley snorted.

      “I’ll pass.” The woman jerked her head sideways. “Give it to Pup instead.”

      “Pup?” Finley asked.

      Micah’s face went red.

      “Oh, I can’t wait to hear that story.” She teased him without thinking, the earlier sharpness gone.

      Wix held out the paper tray, and Micah reached for it, but Finley yelped and grabbed it.

      “No, don’t.”

      “You don’t want the soldiers to eat?” Wix asked.

      Finley avoided looking at Micah. “I read about this dish. It’s seasoned with cayenne.”

      The others stared at her, and Micah lowered the food. His face was pink beneath his helmet.

      “Allergies,” Finley mumbled.

      Her face was now on fire, too. And that awkwardness was back.

      She sensed Micah’s attention on her as he handed it to Wix.

      “Thanks, though,” he said. Then, to her, more quietly, “Thank you.”

      He didn’t need to sound surprised. Like she would have let him go into shock on a public street rather than reveal just how well she knew him. Many spices had been hard to get on Hyacinthus. The first and only time Micah had eaten cayenne, they were thirteen. His dad had been experimenting with a rare shipment, and she and Micah had stolen samples of his stew. One bite left Micah with hives all over and a face so swollen, he looked like someone had beaten him.

      Was he remembering that day, too? His parents hadn’t been able to leave the restaurant, so Finley took him to the clinic and spent the day monitoring his symptoms, feeding him fried potato slices and toffees she’d smuggled in, and pestering the medic about when he’d be well.

      She nodded once.

      Wix cleared his throat. “That wasn’t weird at all.”

      “No, it was definitely weird,” said Alberti, making Wix do a double-take as a smug expression formed on his face.

      “She’s talking to me,” he whispered to Shiro. “I’m making progress.”

      “Keep telling yourself that.” Shiro’s reply was to Wix, but his contemplative gaze remained on Finley.

      Seriously, why was it so hot here? And why had she done that? Well, to save Micah. But she should have been less dramatic about it.

      Right. No more Finley-and-Micah History Hour. It was time to find those weapons before the Obsidian Force used them and these people became the terrorists’ latest victims.

      She sampled the food, which burned her throat with spice and physical heat in a way that wasn’t entirely unpleasant. While the others ate, she debated.

      Would the weapons be hidden in town or outside of town? If outside, how was she going to find them? The rocky desert was vast, which meant she’d need a skimmer and a scanner and detailed directions. And would probably fail this mission. Assuming she got that far. More likely, the soldiers would catch on first, lock her up, and ship her to Cobalt—not for the Cup but for interrogation.

      The first step was finding the right chalk markings. Since they indicated smuggler activity, she’d learned she usually needed to visit the shadier parts of the city. As they continued to roam, she deliberately moved toward shabbier buildings, narrower roads, darker streets.

      Her teammates must’ve thought she had the inside scoop on a local hangout. Micah and Alberti were probably thinking it was no wonder she needed protecting, and debating if they could stop her poor decision-making.

      As they wandered, she spotted a few chalk symbols. Based on the hacker’s best guess of what they meant, the drawings indicated the buildings had comp-pads, medicines, and soil enrichers. Keep looking.

      There. On a wall. The symbol that meant weapons, along with directions. Right turn, then half a mile, if she remembered correctly. Clearly pointing to a part of town tourists didn’t go, even worse than the current area. Dilapidated wooden buildings with holes in the walls sagged and creaked in the wind. No cars and few people could be seen.

      Shades. If they all explored, it might raise suspicions. How to lose Wix and Shiro?

      Maybe she should tell the sergeant. Surely the Republic knew about the codes. Had they been part of the files SilverSpark released? She couldn’t remember. Alberti gave no indication she noticed, or if she did, that she planned to act. And if Alberti wasn’t going to, Finley had to.

      “I want to see if I can find a fan who writes to me. Old woman who lives on the edge of town so she has room to care for her pet snakes. You guys don’t have to come.”

      “Yeah, that’s going to be a no for me,” Wix said, as she’d known he would.

      Shiro studied her longer. The man was too insightful. “Don’t get lost. If you miss the departure time, Cartier might convince Coach to leave you here. And don’t do anything reckless.”

      “When am I ever reckless?”

      “Every day in practice,” Shiro replied.

      Micah snorted from behind her.

      “That is not fair. Or nice,” she said. “I’ll be careful.”

      “Townsend, stay with her,” the sergeant said. “I’ll escort the others.”

      The woman left with Finley’s teammates, leaving Finley alone with Micah.

      She spun away from him before he could read anything on her face and strode down the alley.

      “What are you up to, Finley McGrath?”

      The teasing in his tone transported her to childhood, except the armor was a stark reminder of how far they’d come since then. He jogged to walk beside her, and they barely fit in the narrow alley. She kicked trash out of her way.

      “Exploring. Haven’t you seen my videos?” she asked in a light voice.

      “Of course. All of them.”

      She stumbled over nothing. Swallowed hard. “Really?”

      “Really.”

      Warmth spread through her chest. “I thought you might…”

      She didn’t know how to finish that sentence. He might be too angry to want to look at her face? He might have decided to pretend she didn’t exist? He might not have approved?

      “They… made me feel connected to you.” His cheeks were red.

      Hoping to hide the blossoming heat inside her, she sped up. Symbols counted down the distance on faded wooden walls and directed her at each intersection, and she watched them without turning her head. The path led them deeper into an abandoned area, neglected buildings, a musty scent, and no people.

      A bird whistled.

      Micah cocked his head.

      “What?”

      “I don’t think that was a bird.”

      She shivered.

      “There’s no snake woman, is there?” he asked, and she didn’t answer so she didn’t have to lie.

      They were approaching a low, rocky cliff next to the river. A large wood and pre-fab warehouse was using the rock for protection on one side. The other backed up to the river, where two decaying barges barely remained afloat. Likely, any fancier vehicles were the ones still being used for what mining remained.

      The “weapons” symbol was on the warehouse’s wall—and two guards stood out front. Not ones wearing official Cobalt uniforms. Ones in black merc gear. Holding very large plasma rifles.

      They spotted Finley and Micah at the same time she saw them and skidded to a stop.

      They raised their weapons and fired.
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      Micah thrust his arm up in time for the gauntlet to deploy its shock shield and absorb a barrage of energy blasts. Then he dragged Finley around the corner of the nearest building, out of the line of fire. He tapped the button that sealed his helmet visor and activated the armor’s full camo mode.

      “You sure do find trouble,” he said. His voice would project to Finley from a small speaker on the helmet.

      “I don’t think these people are trying to hurt me, specifically. It looked like they were guarding that building.”

      “And yet, you found their base.” She was hiding something, but he had more immediate concerns. “We’ll talk about that later.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      Another blast sizzled on the building next to them, leaving a charred, melted spot in the pre-fab panel.

      He prepped his self-aiming rounds then activated his comm. “Sergeant, shots fired at my location. Not at McGrath. Two hostiles outside an abandoned warehouse on the river.” He used his helmet to scan. “Three more inside the building and two out back. I’m detecting traces of thermal plasma. Might indicate weapons.”

      “Can you retreat safely?”

      He checked the nearby buildings. “I’m reading multiple life signs in the structures around us. No way to tell if they’re hostile.”

      “Find a defensible position. Your primary objective is to guard McGrath. I’m on my way.”

      “Copy.”

      Another shot hit nearby, this one exploding a chunk of wooden wall, leaving a hole that daylight shone through. Good thing that building was empty of people.

      He nudged Finley toward a side street where he’d read fewer life signs and selected a corner next to an abandoned building.

      “Too bad I don’t have my board,” she said. “We could fly out of here.”

      He twisted to show her his back. “Jetpack. But it’s not safe. We’re targets in the sky.”

      “Got any other fancy toys?”

      She wouldn’t be able to see his smirk with the helmet sealed, but he commanded his SABRs to lock onto the life signs outside the building. Two tiny missiles launched from his gauntlet and zoomed off.

      A minute later, a small explosion echoed. His visor indicated he’d taken out one, but the other had retreated inside the building.

      “Okay,” she said. “That’s impressive.”

      A grenade tumbled toward them. He pressed Finley to the wall, shielding her with his body. Light flared, and a shock wave pressed him into her, though the armor absorbed most of the blast. He remained a moment longer, legs wide, arms around her and head next to hers.

      When he released her, she rubbed her temples. He’d protected her from the brunt of it, but since she didn’t have a helmet, her ears would be ringing.

      He wanted to charge out there and let the armor protect him while he took these people down. But he couldn’t leave Finley unguarded.

      “Aren’t you going to fight back?” Her voice was too loud.

      He grunted and launched another SABR barrage. “My orders are to protect you.”

      “What?” she yelled.

      He just shook his head.

      “You can’t take them alone? How many could you fight?”

      Depended on how well-armed they were.

      Beyond them, light flared and a rumble shook the ground as a building exploded, leaving a plume of smoke. Half the structure had collapsed. His readout indicated several life signs inside, but they left the building with none remaining behind. That made it easier to stay with Finley, as ordered, rather than rushing to help.

      She tapped her wrist control, and her camera darted into the sky.

      He drew his shock rifle and peered through a new hole in the building. None of the life signs had left the warehouse to advance on their position. The inhabitants had fled.

      “They’re loading boxes onto a boat,” Finley said. “Where the building backs up to the river.”

      “Shades.” He relayed the info and coordinates to Sergeant Alberti, who confirmed she was approaching and would veer that direction.

      A figure was dodging missiles in the sky, and his readout told him it was Liu.

      She landed next to them. “Alberti wants you. I’ll stay here.”

      “Copy that.” With a glance at Finley, he honed in on the sergeant’s beacon and headed for her and the warehouse on foot.

      Several local officers were arriving in hovercars and exchanging fire with the mercenaries, who had much better weapons. A missile aiming for the vehicles missed and exploded a portion of the cliff nearby. Rock collapsed on a building, sending clouds of pale green dust into the air. The insurgents obviously didn’t have a target guidance system, or didn’t know how to use it. A scan told him there were half a dozen people in the wreckage.

      “Townsend, river,” came Alberti’s voice, muffled by the sound of live fire inside the warehouse.

      That explained why the sergeant wanted him instead of Liu.

      “Copy. We need rescue crews out here.”

      “Already on their way,” she said.

      Keeping out of the way of the parties firing at each other, Micah ran toward the water.

      Upriver, a boat was pulling away from a newly restored dock that stood in contrast to another, sinking and full of holes. He activated the jetpack and soared toward them.

      Someone on the deck fired a pulse rifle at him. He banked left. Went into a roll to dodge a missile that his armor would definitely not absorb or deflect.

      The boat was picking up speed.

      His armor wasn’t a spacesuit, not designed for a vacuum, but the helmet was airtight and held oxygen for several minutes. He accelerated and plunged into the water.

      The boat had churned up silt, and light reflected off pale green sediment that impeded his view. He used the readout on his visor to direct him to the vessel, cruising until he was directly beneath it and spotted the motor.

      He used his two remaining self-aiming rounds to disable the engine, and the boat immediately slowed.

      Micah burst up from the water next to it, slinging his rifle from its magnetic base on his back. He fired as bullets pinged off his armor. Two people stood on a deck stacked with crates, while another tried to steer. Micah’s first shot took out the hostile loading a missile into a shoulder-mounted cannon. That missile would take out not only Micah, but half a city block.

      Another took cover behind a crate that gave off proto-ionic charge readings. Probably full of missiles, so Micah couldn’t risk firing on it. He aimed instead for the man at the controls, a stun blast taking him down.

      Then he swooped high into the sky, rolled, banked, and dove, coming up behind the final hostile.

      He scooped the woman into his arms, causing her rifle to clatter to the deck. Then, as she thrashed, he rose above the river.

      “Keep fighting if you want to fall,” he said.

      Apparently she did want to fall, because she continued to struggle. He aimed for a solid rock arch on the opposite bank and fired his grappling gun. It secured the line into the rock. He zoomed toward it, clipped the other end to the woman’s belt, and left her dangling thirty feet above the ground.

      As he flew away, she shouted curses.

      When he came in for a landing, he saw Finley and Liu watching. The firing had stopped, and they were emerging from an alleyway. He flew past them and landed on the boat, scanned to make sure the revolutionaries hadn’t rigged anything to explode. When he found nothing, he rose again. He couldn’t let a boat loaded with weapons float away and crash. He used his helmet to scan the riverbed for depth until he located a sandbar. Since he’d destroyed the engine but not the control panel, it was a simple task to steer the ship into the shallow area and run it aground. Local officials could retrieve the weapons later.

      He zipped to shore and landed in front of Liu and Finley.

      “Remind me never to make you mad,” Finley said, inspecting him like he was slightly alien and she wasn’t sure what to do with him.

      “Nice catch, Townsend,” said Liu.

      He shook himself to finish removing the remaining water that his armor mostly wicked off.

      “You okay?” he asked Finley.

      “You don’t have to keep checking on me.”

      “I know you can take care of yourself. But it’s my job to watch out for you.”

      Always had been, even before the uniform and the current assignment.

      “Right.” Her voice was unusually flat. “That was… Wow.”

      He shrugged. He was the team’s water expert, because apparently he excelled at “spatial awareness and reasoning.” He credited his ability to see in three dimensions to his art. Usually people with those skills opted for the Space Corps, but he’d gone the ground route because it offered an easier path to promotions and pay raises—like when he’d earned his underwater certification.

      “Are you leaving me to clean up your mess?” Liu asked.

      Micah retracted the visor on his helmet. “Hey, you just pay me for the water stuff. Watch out, she’s a fighter. ”

      Liu grinned and jetted off to retrieve his captive.

      Rescue vehicles were approaching one of the ruined buildings. This fight had led to them confiscating a lot of weapons, but the damage was a shame. More proof the Obsidian Force didn’t care about real people. Not that his side had done better.

      All the hostiles had been subdued, so Micah joined Sergeant Alberti and the local officers in the now-quiet warehouse. Finley trotted beside him, shooting him glances then quickly looking away, like she was trying to figure him out.

      Dozens of crates full of rifles, surface-to-sky launchers, grenades, armor, and more, filled the warehouse, illuminated by dusty beams shining through holes in the walls. Some weapons were Cobalt tech, but others he couldn’t place. A hovercar near the rear door held several more crates like on the boat he’d stopped.

      Sergeant Alberti stood near seven revolutionaries. Four were unconscious. The woman Micah had strung up glared at him, Liu beside her.

      The sergeant would make sure the captives were secure, with local guards loyal to the Republic, before calling someone to question them. That wasn’t his job, no matter how badly he wanted to interrogate them after they’d endangered Finley.

      Alberti jerked her head, and Micah joined her and Liu. “Townsend, escort McGrath to the hotel. Liu, stop at the government building. I left the others there. I’ll finish up here.”

      “Copy,” they said.

      Micah waved Finley with him as they left the warehouse. Her camera sailed toward them, and she grabbed it from the air and pocketed it.

      “I’m pretty sure the sergeant won’t like it if you post that.”

      “Don’t worry, I won’t.” She studied him. “You’re not going to fly us?”

      “We’ll take a vehicle.”

      They approached a local official hovercraft, with a closed top. She reached for the door.

      “Wait.”

      He scanned it with his helmet, ran a hand under the rim, searched in the engine compartment. Then opened the door and inspected the interior, the control panel, the seats. He saw nothing out of place, and the scan didn’t detect anything.

      “Okay, we’re good.”

      “You sure you don’t want to lick it, too, to make sure it tastes okay?”

      “That was one time. And I thought it was powdered sugar.”

      “Uh-huh.” She smirked at him.

      He started to return the smile, but she blinked, eyes flicking to his armor, and her face went blank again.

      He motioned for her to climb in. When he joined her, he sensed her attention.

      “What?”

      She shook her head. “Nothing. It’s just weird.”

      He snorted. “I want to ask what’s weird, but I suppose there are a lot of answers to that question, aren’t there?”

      “So, so many.”

      Then they were laughing, and he knew it was mostly stress relief, but light filled a dark place inside he hadn’t known existed.

      He programmed the car to take them to the hotel, avoiding the major streets and more populated areas, then removed his helmet and connected its scanner to the console so the car would alert them to anything out of place.

      They rode in silence. The soft hum of the engine felt tangible. He swallowed hard. His armor smelled faintly like algae and river water, but he detected the hint of jasmine that always clung to Finley.

      When the car veered around a corner, she stared at the control panel. Once, she had tried to carry her board in a car that was way too small for it. They’d hit a turn and the board had smacked the panel and knocked out the guidance system. She decided to drive it herself and had crashed them into Mrs. Morelli’s flower shop.

      The slight lift to the corner of her mouth said she was thinking of that incident, too.

      The car leveled out. Now that the excitement was over, his suspicions from earlier returned.

      They had recovered a huge cache of weapons from violent revolutionaries, and somehow his best friend had led them straight to it.

      He surged forward and adjusted their course.

      “Where are we going?” she asked, her voice a shock after the silence.

      “Somewhere private.”

      “Is that a military rank joke?”

      Despite his questions for her, he snorted.

      The car left town, stopped several feet shy of the edge of a bluff facing away from the city, toward the open desert.

      “If you wanted a place to hide my body, you could have used the river, Fish-Man.”

      He gazed at her and raised his eyebrows. “Moving water is the worst. Bodies will float.”

      Before she could reply, he got out of the car.

      “I’m concerned that you know that,” she called as she followed him, walking right to the edge to look out over the landscape.

      He joined her, slower, despite the fact that he was the one wearing a jetpack in case he fell.

      A green and dark gray rocky valley spread before them, with knobby spires jutting up, a few small arches, more creative than anything he could have made. A pale, winding river flowed beneath a huge pale pink moon, faint in the sky.

      He watched the wind blow Finley’s blue-tipped hair. The late afternoon light illuminated her dark skin. A sudden desire surged through him to capture the image, in gleaming stone and glowing light strips, and his fingertips itched to trace her face.

      “What are we doing out here?” she asked. “Is this safe?”

      He cleared his throat and looked away before she read something weird on his face. “I set a proximity alarm. It will tell me if anyone or anything gets too close. We need to talk.”

      “About the past?”

      “About today. And how you, purely coincidentally, led us to one of the largest Obsidian Force weapons stores we’ve found yet. Along a path marked with chalk drawings. I know you, Finley McGrath. That face?” He waved a hand in a circle toward her. “The one you’ve been wearing all day? It’s the one you had every time you decided to sneak out of school or into the grav-ball arena in the middle of the night or that time we snuck in to see the horror film that gave me nightmares for weeks. It screams that you’re up to something.”

      “Not as loud as you screamed during that movie.”

      He leveled a look at her.

      She opened her mouth, and he knew she planned to argue, but she wisely stopped. Studied him intensely.

      He waited. Wind whistled in the rocks below. The air was hot and silent.

      Would she tell him? Or try to lie? The fact that he even considered the possibility that she might be untruthful sent pain through him. In the past, they never lied to each other. He wouldn’t have believed it possible. He hated to think so much had changed.

      Knowing her, the truth couldn’t be too bad. She liked adventure and to stick her nose into things when she shouldn’t, and she had no problem bending rules if she thought it important. But she was honest and upstanding, and no matter how long it had been, he didn’t believe her capable of anything truly bad now any more than when she was a kid.

      She swallowed. The silence was overpowering, laced with the weight of the last few years.

      “We can’t be overheard?”

      He double-checked his comm, and he’d left the helmet in the car. “No, everything’s off. Why?”

      She stared at the view. Then spun on him quickly. “Why did you join the army?”

      “Really? That’s what we’re talking about?”

      “No, I just need to know first.”

      “My answer hasn’t changed since the last time you asked. I needed the money. My family needed it.” He tensed, ready for her argument or accusation or a renewed offer to help that he would once again refuse.

      “So love of the empire or whatever wasn’t your driving factor?”

      Cold seeped into him. He wasn’t sure he would like where this was going. “I am loyal. That’s what it means to wear the uniform. I took an oath to protect the Republic.”

      “I know. I meant… I mean, we’re still from a secondary, right? We understand what it’s like to live out here, away from Cobalt? You haven’t forgotten either.”

      “Are you involved in something dangerous? I want to help you, Fin. I know things are weird between us, but you’re still my friend. And it’s my job to protect you. I need to know.”

      She angled her head. “Are you going to tell the sergeant?”

      His stomach twisted.

      “I mean,” she said, “do you have to tell her everything?”

      “If it’s related to my job.”

      “Which is to protect me.”

      “Right…”

      “So if I told you something that might get me in trouble, you couldn’t tell her because then I might not be safe.”

      “Your arguments are as illogical as ever.”

      She studied him as if his face held answers to deep mysteries. She was nervous, which meant he should be, too. What in the shades was she so hesitant to say?

      But he saw the moment she blinked and confidence returned. She sat, legs dangling over the edge.

      “Okay. I’ll tell you. I might regret it. But I will.”
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      She couldn’t believe she was doing this. It was a huge risk.

      What if Micah ran straight to his sergeant and told her everything? What if this morning’s grav-ball match, which now felt like days ago, was the last Finley would ever play? Soon, she might be inside a holding cell beside the revolutionaries they’d captured today.

      Or what if she got SilverSpark and the rest of the hacker’s network in trouble? Her encrypted comm kept their talks secure, but if Finley was arrested, could it be used to trace the anonymous hacker? By doing this, she might be risking far more than herself.

      And based on what? A friend she hadn’t talked to in years, who seemed the same but also totally alien. Who had resembled a holo-film hero earlier, protecting her, fighting bad guys, stringing them up without hesitation. Watching him in action had stolen her breath, frozen her in place, brought into sharp focus that Micah might not be the same boy she remembered.

      She thunked her heels against the cliff and stared at the rocky terrain. The colors were wrong, the rocks unnatural, and though it was intriguing, the strangeness was a fitting representation of her relationship with Micah now.

      “Will you sit?” she asked. “You’re hovering, and it’s making me nervous.”

      “Sure, I make you nervous, but the cliff’s structural integrity doesn’t worry you.”

      He carefully sat next to her.

      “You have a jetpack. You’d save me.”

      If she planned to continue her missions, Micah would only grow more suspicious. He was incredibly observant, and he knew her. But if she had him on her side, he might help. Ensure he was the one with her when she ventured into town. Make excuses to the others. And if she found more things like today’s weapons store, he could believably report them to authorities.

      This was Micah. No matter what uniform he wore, she could trust him.

      She hoped. As long as she didn’t look at that Cobalt Republic insignia on his shoulder and picture it on the inside of her future jail cell.

      He remained quiet, never pushing, but his silence always spoke loud enough for her to hear. Somewhere nearby, dry brush rustled, and a bird shrieked in the distance.

      She stared at a nearby rock arch. “I’m not sure where to start.”

      “The beginning is usually a good place.”

      “I’m trying to figure out where that is. I guess it began with the videos. You said you’ve watched them.”

      “All of them.”

      She tried to ignore the warmth inside her at that admission. Even after their fight, when they weren’t speaking, he’d been thinking of her. Same as she had of him, recording wormholes to share with him, noting color combinations he’d like for sculptures. That hand-written plan he’d made her years ago that she kept attached to the mirror in her flat on Cobalt, with its boyish writing, reminding her of helpful daily habits to reach her goals—healthy breakfast, visualize her dreams, work hard, practice every day, get plenty of sleep.

      But he didn’t need to know about that.

      “You know they started as soon as I left home. Stuff about my travels and my journey. They kind of became popular.”

      He snorted. “Only you would call millions of followers in three empires ‘kind of popular.’”

      She shrugged. She didn’t care about the fame as much as how she could use it. Having fans was nice, but more for what it represented. People to make happy. People to help.

      “A couple months ago, I saw the news about the SilverSpark files. You know, the hacker who told the galaxy about the Obsidian Force?”

      “Hard to forget when my job went from boring patrols to fighting revolutionaries.” His voice was dry.

      Her insides twisted. “Oh. Right.”

      She’d always hated the idea of him giving up his passion for the military, but him being in danger was worse. She wanted to grab his hand, like she used to. But she sensed the gesture would mean something different now, and since she didn’t know what, the risk was too great.

      She cleared her throat. “Well. I went and re-watched a whole lot of my videos. Weird, by the way. Don’t do that. But I wanted to see the colony worlds I’d visited. Look for hints that people were unhappy or close to revolt or upset with the empires. Even back then, people were telling their stories.”

      He waited, silent.

      “Six months ago, before all these problems, we played a tournament on a colony world that has huge electrical storms. There was one while we were there. Amazing, terrifying lightning. Apparently the storms fry computers, but it’s so hard to get comp-pads, they’ve basically given up trying. They live without simple items we take for granted. The team sent a shipment after we left. On another planet, they grow the most famous coffee we drink on Cobalt. But most of the people who live there have never tasted it because they have to ship it to the primary and can’t afford to buy it back. Wix and Cartier, especially, were astounded. They grew up on Cobalt. But Shiro had similar stories from his home world. Stories no one could really tell before, but people were willing to talk to me. And, I don’t know, I thought the galaxy needed to know these things and I could use this somehow.”

      She stopped. This was where the truth got risky.

      “So… I reached out to the hacker.”

      He blinked. “You what?”

      “After SilverSpark released those files, they set up an anonymous portal for people to post tips or leads about the revolutionaries. SilverSpark is part of a small group that hates the Obsidian Force but is trying to help the colonies. And I wanted to do that, too. Help people. So, at first, I… shifted a bit. Asked people more probing questions about their planets. What they thought. What they needed. Reported on the state of the worlds I visited.”

      “I did notice the change.”

      His face was neutral, cautious. She hated that she could no longer read him so easily.

      “Now, sometimes, I… check on leads. Collect information. SilverSpark got me a private comm, and they give me missions or tasks. Since I was already known for visiting towns and talking to people, I can go places without raising suspicion.”

      “So today. You specifically went looking for Obsidian Force here?”

      She sneaked a glance at him. “Yeah.”

      “You knew about the weapons?”

      “Just a suspicion. I was supposed to see if I could confirm.”

      He tipped his head back, closed his eyes, and sighed. The return of a familiar gesture she’d seen many times eased the worry inside her, even if it meant he was exasperated with her.

      “Shades, Fin, do you know how dangerous that is?”

      “If you’re upset with me now, maybe we shouldn’t continue this conversation.”

      His hazel eyes opened and met hers, intense. “I’m not upset. Of course I’m not. You’re trying to help people, like you always do. But that doesn’t mean I can’t be worried about you.”

      “Oh. Okay then.” She shifted, a fluttering sensation darting through her stomach.

      “How do you know you can trust this hacker?”

      “They’re helping people. After I told them about the blockade around Soja, and how people were getting sick because they didn’t have clean water, the hacker’s people sent a shipment of water purifiers. I don’t know how. They have connections. And when Quarus didn’t have the parts to repair their solar greenhouses, the next day, a video was posted showing how to fix them with panels from hoverbikes, which the planet did have, and it let the people grow food again. Not to mention, SilverSpark exposed a galactic conspiracy that few even suspected. Doesn’t that prove they can be trusted?”

      His lips pressed together. “They’re breaking laws.”

      “To help people,” she said. Then, “What?”

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Your face said enough. You’re not the only one who can read the other.”

      He chewed his lip. A breeze swirled around them, chillier than before. Another moon inched above the horizon, rocks making twisted silhouettes in front of the pink crescent.

      What was he thinking? And what did he plan to do with this information?

      “So, how does it work?” he asked. “You get a mission before each planet and then do what you’re asked? Do you confirm any of them or just trust this SilverSpark? Do they give you backup or help?”

      “I did have backup. I had you.”

      He gave her a withering look. “And the other times? I don’t like them using you. Putting you in danger.”

      “Today was definitely the most dangerous. And I volunteered.”

      “What would you have done today if we hadn’t been assigned to you?”

      She hesitated. “Followed the markings. That’s how I knew where to go. And then once they fired at me, run away like crazy, I guess.”

      He huffed. “Great plan.”

      In the past, he would have spoken with amusement. Was that displeasure in his voice?

      “At least I’m not the one who makes plans and then backs out of them.”

      He shifted. “Not this again.”

      “Sorry. Sorry.”

      She really hadn’t meant to bring it up. The resentment must have been lurking closer to the surface than she’d realized. They were going to have to talk eventually, but for now, she needed to focus on the task.

      She twisted toward him, drew one leg up and tucked it under her. “I had to help, Micah. SilverSpark suspects the Obsidian Force is planning something new. More than starting riots and taking over remote wormholes. Something major, like their first plan to destroy the wormholes altogether. They have those pirate ships now, and the empires don’t know where most of them are. You can bet they’ll use them eventually. If I can help stop a bigger attack, a war… Don’t I have to do something? If there is a war, you won’t keep guarding me. You’ll have to fight. Let me also try to help you like you protected me today.”

      His jaw was clenched, but he took a deep breath and some of the tension eased from his face. “It does feel like the galaxy is, I don’t know, holding its breath. Waiting for more. So why tell me about all this?”

      She looked at him sideways. “Other than you demanding to know what I was doing today?”

      “I didn’t demand. I asked. You could have lied.”

      She sniffed. “If I refused, you would have demanded.” Her shoulders heaved in a sigh. “And I wouldn’t lie to you. I never have, and I won’t now. Besides, you would have figured it out soon enough.”

      “Does this mean you still trust me?”

      They studied each other. The air was heavy with the past and understood accusations and unspoken apologies. Her insides were raw as she studied that familiar face. She wanted to say, of course she trusted him, that he was the one person in the galaxy she would forever trust, no matter what. But she’d just reminded him and herself of the time he’d let her down, and she wasn’t sure he’d believe her words, even if she thought she would mean them.

      She tried to keep her voice light. “Obviously, or I wouldn’t have given you information that could get me arrested. Wait. I’ve been wondering that. Would it get me arrested?”

      He hummed. “Hard to say. Questioned, at the very least. But your status might help you out.”

      Great. It was comforting to know that the only thing keeping her out of prison was the fact she was a celebrity.

      “Are you going to tell your sergeant?” she asked.

      He chewed his lip and stared at the horizon. “Not yet.”

      She exhaled.

      He shifted toward her. “What do we do next?”

      “We?”

      “It’s my job to keep you safe.”

      Once more, she was uncertain what to say to him, this time because her throat was tight.

      “Do you think the Obsidian Force found out about what you’re doing, and that’s who attacked you on Brixen?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. So far, SilverSpark hasn’t found any proof of that. But it could be. Have you learned anything?”

      “Not that I know of. But Alberti confirmed minimal Obsidian activity there, so I tend to agree it wasn’t them.”

      He huffed and ran a hand over his scalp.

      She grunted and shook her head.

      “What?” he asked.

      “Your hair.”

      He rubbed his head again. “What about it?”

      “Looks weird, is all.”

      He flicked the end of hers. “Least it’s not blue.”

      “Hey.”

      “Kidding. I like it.” His eyes, shadowed and sincere, roamed her face. “It suits you.”

      The attention made her stomach squirm. She studied him openly now. “I’m still deciding if yours does. You look… different.”

      “I’m taller than you now.” He sat straighter. “Grew two more inches. No more teasing me about being the short one.”

      She grinned, and he returned it before their smiles faded, the weight of the past and the present taking over.

      Her gaze shifted toward the horizon again. “Next, I keep helping, I guess. See if I can figure out what’s coming. And you make sure I don’t get shot. I’ll tell SilverSpark about today and see what they want me to do at our next stop.”

      “Us.”

      “Really? That’s not against your orders or whatever?”

      He raised his eyebrows. “If I ask you to stop, will you?”

      “No.”

      “Did you consider the consequences before you started, or did you charge in like you always do?”

      The fondness in his voice kept the question from stinging.

      “Well, you weren’t around to stop me or force me to make a pros and cons list, so…”

      “You loved those lists. And I never stopped you. You just ignored me and dragged me along anyway.”

      “And you loved being dragged.” She let a slight smile form before growing serious again. “I did think about it, mostly after the first mission when I was supposed to pick up supplies like an encrypted comm and bugs, and I almost got myself and my contact caught when we were mobbed by fans right before the handoff.”

      “Exactly what I suspected. Which means you haven’t left me a choice. My orders are to protect you. The best way to keep you safe is to help. We’ll do this. Together.”

      He offered his hand, palm perpendicular to the ground.

      She studied it, larger and with calluses on his fingers instead of his palms, no sign of the paint that always used to linger under his nails. Then she placed the back of her hand against the back of his. They slapped the backs of their hands twice then shifted to slap palms twice, their childhood secret handshake.

      She bit her lip, and she wasn’t sure if she was containing a smile or the desire to cry.

      “Together,” she said.
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      Micah was checking over his squad’s armor when the summons came from Sergeant Alberti. He’d left Finley in her room with instructions to keep him posted on any information she received from the hacker. Despite their detour to the cliff, they’d beaten the sergeant to the hotel as she finished in town.

      But now Micah, along with Liu and Gonzalez, sat with the sergeant in a meeting room. Surely the secrets he’d promised to keep for Finley were written on his face. His gut churned at the idea of lying to his squad.

      Alberti turned to him first. “Report, Private. I want more details on what happened.”

      He’d decided to stick to the basics and hope his reputation for using few words would finally pay off, along with Alberti’s preference for efficiency.

      “We were wandering around town when we got shot at.”

      “Why were you in that area? It’s hardly a place for tourists. Did McGrath find that friend she mentioned?”

      Micah was certain the crazy snake lady had been a lie to get her teammates to leave.

      “No, we never made it.”

      He hoped Alberti didn’t suspect he was leaving lots out. She had no reason not to trust him; he’d never lied to her. But he’d also never “accidentally” stumbled across revolutionaries before.

      “And before I arrived?”

      “We took cover in a defensible position, as ordered. I read multiple life signs in the area, so I didn’t want to risk evacuating in case they were hostiles. The mercs at the warehouse fired at us but didn’t pursue, so we were safe until you arrived.”

      His bare-bones report seemed to satisfy her, because she nodded. “McGrath either has very good luck or very bad. We secured a lot of illegal weapons thanks to her.”

      Micah had lots of questions, but he would wait. It wasn’t his place to interrogate the sergeant, and he didn’t want to do anything to make her more suspicious.

      “I went through their comms,” said Liu. “Chatter with each other, in code, and others in the city about procuring and storing the weapons. I gave the intel to the local chief after vetting him to make sure he’s loyal.”

      “Very good. Anything about our actual mission to protect McGrath and the others?”

      Liu shook her head. “No sign they had any interest in her.”

      “That’s what I suspected. The captives didn’t know anything about the attack on Brixen and didn’t care. They didn’t shoot at McGrath today because of who she is, only because she found their hideout.”

      “Doesn’t necessarily mean the Obsidian Force doesn’t want her dead,” Liu said. “Different cells might have different missions.”

      “True. The hostiles confessed the weapons were for an upcoming attempt to take over the city. Since they don’t believe the leaders are protecting them, they decided to take matters into their own hands. The uprising was intended for the tenth of next month, and they implied this wasn’t the only planet with an event planned for that day, but they didn’t know details on the others.”

      Getting leads on what the revolutionaries were planning was good. But his team was no closer to learning who wanted to hurt Finley, which was their main job right now. Stopping the Obsidian Force on a galaxy-wide scale was important, but to him, Finley’s safety was equally important.

      Surely the Republic would look into it—not his squad, but the intelligence division. But Finley’s spying might be able to help, too.

      She had spoken of possible consequences for her if anyone learned of her unsanctioned missions. If he were caught helping a group that was circumventing Cobalt Republic laws, it would be worse for him. Court martial and dishonorable discharge, maybe. Definitely no more money to help his family. Possible treason charges?

      Were those worth loyalty to Finley and her life?

      He hadn’t even needed to debate it.

      Yes. Yes, they were.

      He wasn’t just protecting Finley, he was helping the galaxy. Imagine what information they might miss if she stopped. They wouldn’t have confiscated the weapons today. He’d accessed the hacker’s file—they were officially classified as “wanted for questioning in relation to violations of galactic law,” which meant the Republic was unlikely to act on information they provided.

      Besides, without his help, Finley was definitely going to get caught.

      He was justifying again. The Republic didn’t pay him to make those decisions.

      But they did pay him to protect his friend.

      Sergeant Alberti stood. “All right, Grounders. The team leaves in the morning, so Gonzalez and Townsend, you’ll secure the route while Liu and I escort the team. Dismissed.”

      Micah stood, half-expecting Alberti to keep him and interrogate him further. But she didn’t, and he moved toward his room to try for a couple hours of sleep.

      Gonzalez fell into step beside him. “Was McGrath always this much trouble?”

      “Yep.”

      “Going to tell me about it?”

      “Nope.” Micah grinned, saluted, and ducked into his room to hide from Gonzo’s friendly curse.
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        * * *

      

      The early departure hadn’t left Micah time to meet with Finley again, then the team spent the first three hours of the trip in the gym and practice. Once they finished, he went to her quarters to tell her what he’d learned, since Alberti hadn’t told him not to. That was classic Finley logic.

      He hesitated outside her door. Would she welcome him? Agreeing to work together didn’t mean the last two years had disappeared.

      Ignoring the unfamiliar insecurity, he pushed the button and said, “It’s me.”

      “Come on in.”

      The door slid open, and he found her on the ground, legs straight out, stretching.

      “Have a seat.” She waved to the bed.

      He sat. He would hide his uncertainty by acting normal—normal from years ago. “You smell.”

      She threw a sweaty towel at him, remaining folded over her legs. “Did you come by just to insult me?”

      “I came with information, but it can wait until you take a shower.”

      She straightened. “No, it can’t. Did you learn anything?”

      “I can’t remember. It’s hard to think with the smell.” A smile quirked his lips then faded. “They were planning a coup on the tenth of next month. Apparently other planets are, too.”

      “Huh.”

      “What?”

      “Oh, that date. It’s the Cup finals. Hopefully I’ll be on Cobalt then, playing for a championship.”

      “You will be.”

      The smile she gave him lit him up inside.

      “Can I tell SilverSpark?”

      He sighed. “Yeah.”

      “It might mean nothing, but on Brixen, before the attack… I planted bugs on two suspected Obsidian sympathizers. SilverSpark has been listening to the recordings and suspects they’re planning something there, also. It could be one of the other planets involved. But we don’t know what the ultimate goal is.”

      “It can’t be coincidence. Definitely something to investigate.”

      “You can’t tell your boss.”

      He rolled his eyes. “I know. I didn’t say anything.”

      He didn’t know what he’d do if Alberti got suspicious and gave him a direct order that would mean revealing what he knew about Finley. He supposed he’d worry about that if and when the moment came.

      “Thank you, Micah.”

      “Of course.” He stood and tossed the towel at her. “Now go take a shower.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Micah had watched one wormhole passage alone while Finley was in practice, and the second had occurred while they slept, but they ended up in the observation bay for the approach to the next planet, Arlaxia.

      Again, he’d studied the place to try to prepare, and he was excited to see it—especially with her.

      “Have you heard from SilverSpark?” he asked quietly.

      “Yeah, someone from their network is supposed to meet me here. But I don’t think they know anything else about what the Obsidian Force is planning.”

      “Be careful. This place is listed as medium-high risk due to Obsidian Force presence. They collect hydroxene gas, but the Republic doesn’t see that as important enough to merit troops, so they’re mostly on their own. Plus, this system is hard to defend.”

      “It’s supposed to be amazing to see, though.”

      In the past, he would have cared more about that than security. And as they approached, he completely forgot about threat levels.

      Towering charcoal and purple clouds wrapped the planet. The gray mist parted long enough to give them a glimpse of the city that was their destination, floating in the clouds.

      It consisted of multiple connected round platforms of varying sizes, sprawling and spread out. The platforms around the edges were packed tightly with low buildings, while one side contained machinery. An area in the center of the city held taller, gleaming towers. Next to it, the round arena formed a giant O. A few green areas were visible. And on one end, a sparkling building glittered, capturing what little sun made it through the clouds.

      The ship passed through an invisible shield that protected the city from storms and ensured the oxygen and temperature at this altitude were sufficient.

      The swirling clouds formed patterns similar to the wormholes. What would he use to represent them? Mesh or opaque panels, in small pieces, layered? He usually stuck to metal, but that might call for something softer.

      Not like he’d get a chance to implement the ideas anytime soon. He blinked and shook his head.

      He wanted to say something but didn’t know what, especially now that they were getting along. Fairly well, anyway. More like cautious partners than best friends, but it was better than fighting. He and Finley were finally getting to see the galaxy together, just not the way they’d planned as kids. And he didn’t want to be the one to risk ruining that.
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        * * *

      

      Seeing that familiar expression on Micah’s face, the one where his eyes glazed over, his head tilted, and she saw gears working in his brain… It used to amuse her but today simply made her sad. That would have been a perfect opportunity to bring up all the things she wanted to talk to him about. To apologize. But when she realized he might not get to act on those ideas churning inside, she knew she might say something she’d regret.

      Instead, they sat in silence as the ship landed on a platform at the edge of the city, then went their separate ways.

      After unloading their gear, the team toured the arena and spent an hour on their boards getting accustomed to it. As she soared around rails and half-pipes, pillars and ramps, thoughts of spying and the revolution and her mission and even Micah faded. There was only the court and the ball and the board and the goal.

      Once they felt comfortable with the layout and ran through several plays, they returned to the hotel a few blocks away, in the central part of the city.

      She took more time to study the lobby, open-air with trees and a stream trickling through the center. It was probably the nicest place here, like the team usually stayed in. Clean, but showing its age with slightly faded furniture and rugs worn at the edges.

      A young man moved toward them, stopping at a safe distance and waiting for Sergeant Alberti to approach him. They spoke quietly, and the guy showed the sergeant a comp-pad.

      Sergeant Alberti nodded.

      The man pocketed the comp-pad and came toward her, making eye contact.

      “Miss McGrath? I’m with AllPro Shoes. We’d like to discuss a possible sponsorship deal. Is there somewhere we can talk? The deal sparkles like silver, and you won’t want to miss it.”

      Finley had been about to politely decline—she already represented three companies who made sportswear, hoverboards, and health drinks, and she had far too much going on right now to add any more.

      But that phrase was the one SilverSpark had given her when the hacker said they were sending someone to meet her, which meant this young man must be her contact.

      The guy looked about her age, with dark hair and sharp cheekbones and a jaw line. He wore a nice suit, the kind popular on Cobalt, making him appear perfectly respectable. She never would have guessed he worked with an underground movement. But that was the point.

      “Of course. I’d be happy to talk. This way.” She scanned for Micah, caught his eye. Angled her head.

      He held her gaze briefly before talking to the sergeant. Then he jogged toward her.

      As they walked, another guy peeled away from a crowd and fell into step. Tall, muscled, with long, bleached dreadlocks and lots of tattoos peeking out from a coat that swirled around his legs. He didn’t fit with the polite, suited guy, but since the first man didn’t argue, Finley didn’t ask.

      She led them to a conference room and checked to see if it was empty, and they entered.

      She opened her mouth, but Fancy Suit lifted a hand. He pulled a scanner from his pocket and circled the room before nodding.

      “We can talk. Who’s the soldier?”

      “Micah,” she said. He had positioned himself at the door, arms crossed. “He’s a friend. I trust him.”

      The guy studied Micah. “Nice jetpack. You’re Finley McGrath.”

      “Last I checked.”

      The guy ducked his head and smiled, which made him seem less official. “Sorry. I’m a big fan. My best friend and I used to love watching you play.”

      She smiled, too, before his words sank in. “Used to?”

      “He’s… gone.”

      “Oh, no. I’m so sorry.”

      “Oh. Not dead. Sorry. Trapped beyond a closed wormhole. Thanks to the Obsidian Force. It’s a long story.”

      “I’m still sorry. That’s awful. Was that from the Obsidian Force’s first plan? With the scientists?”

      The guy nodded. “I’m Tai, by the way.”

      Finley looked at his friend. “And who’s this?”

      “Digger du Bois, at your service.” The big guy pressed a hand to his chest and bowed a fraction. “My introduction is sadly lacking as of late, due to a tragic lack of titles, but let’s simply say that I’m his partner in various endeavors. I hope you will not be offended if I confess I am less of a fan than my partner, not of you specifically, but of the sport in general.”

      Tai snorted. “Hardly a partner.”

      A slight smirk crossed Digger’s face. “You objected when I called you my sidekick, so forgive me for thinking you might prefer another term.”

      A muscle twitched in Tai’s jaw. “Can we focus on the job?”

      “Whatever you say, partner. I’m simply here to provide backup since your girlfriend is busy.”

      “I’m still surprised you were willing to leave yours.”

      The big guy faced Finley. “She sends her thanks, by the way.”

      Finley blinked. “Who?”

      “You know her as the brave and clever SilverSpark. That’s all I’m allowed to say.” He mimed zipping his lips closed and winked.

      Interesting. A girl, probably around Finley’s age, based on Digger’s appearance. It made Finley desperately want to meet her and hear the story of how she became the galaxy’s most infamous hacker.

      “She said she was sending someone but not why.” Finley turned to Tai. “Another mission, I assume?”

      “Yes, we have lots to talk about. We represent the Opal Resistance.”

      Finley plopped into a chair. “Why does everyone have a name?”

      Tai’s lips quirked, and he sat, too. “That was Perrin’s idea. My girlfriend. I guess you’d say she’s our founder. Thought it made us sound more official when we offered to help people. We’re thankful for the assistance you’ve provided so far. Well done, with that weapons cache.”

      “Micah helped.”

      Tai eyed him warily but nodded.

      “Do you have another job for me?” Finley asked.

      “We do. Before I get to that, SilverSpark asked me to confirm something you two have been discussing. We now have proof that Obsidian Force sympathizers on at least seven planets are planning something for the same date. Three Cobalt worlds, two Amber, and two Confed.”

      “Isn’t this something the governments should know about?” Micah finally spoke without moving from his position.

      “He does speak,” said Digger. “I was starting to think Cobalt liked their soldiers quiet and docile.”

      Finley shot him a glare.

      “We’ve alerted the Ruby Confed,” Tai said before either Micah or Finley could reply, “but we’re still determining who to trust in the others. SilverSpark has been monitoring possibilities.”

      “Here’s a Cobalt soldier you can trust,” Finley said.

      “No offense, Private, but we need someone with more authority to call in troops.”

      “None taken.”

      Finley studied Micah’s uniform. “How’d you know his rank?”

      “The insignia on his chest,” Tai said. “Now. The job. This one will require some… specialized skills. And equipment.”

      Tai heaved his duffel bag onto the table and opened it.

      “Small explosives, lock pick device, contacts to fool a retinal scanner, tiny undetectable plasma knife, untraceable downloadable drive, DNA mimicker.”

      “I must confess to being impressed,” said Digger. “I didn’t know you had it in you, SARC.”

      Tai raised an eyebrow. “You do know what that acronym stands for, pirate?”

      “Former pirate.”

      “Former SARC.”

      “Not from the looks of all this.” Digger waved a hand at the tech.

      “And how did we get here?” Tai asked. “Oh, that’s right, you stole a ship, since the last one you stole was too noticeable.”

      “Didn’t see you stopping me.”

      The two men were glaring at each other.

      Finley cleared her throat. “I hate to interrupt this fun moment we’re having, and I don’t think I want to know about stolen ships, so… what’s this for?”

      Tai broke eye contact with Digger and smiled at her.

      “You, Finley ‘The Flash’ McGrath, are going to become a master hacker.”
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      This was the first time Micah had watched Finley play in person in three years. At the last match, he’d been assigned to patrol outside the arena, and he’d pretended like he didn’t care, like it wasn’t driving him crazy to know he was so close but couldn’t see her.

      But today, he was supposed to monitor the fans, which meant he could sneak glances at the court as he patrolled the concourse, an interior walkway between the arena’s upper and lower levels that afforded views of most of the arena and the floor.

      Finley was a natural, zooming around with her black and blue hair streaming behind her, dodging defenders and obstacles, bouncing the board over blocks and rails, doing flips at the tops of ramps. Sharp cuts and stolen passes and laser shots on goal.

      “She’s pretty good, man,” Gonzalez said on the comm after her third goal. “If you like this grav-ball thing.”

      “She’s amazing,” he said before he could stop himself, immediately picturing Gonzo’s smirk.

      He remembered the first time she’d ridden a hoverboard. He’d found an old one while scavenging in the rich part of the city, been so excited to find it since he loved watching the game. But his first attempt to ride it had resulted in a resounding impact with a wall and a gash on his head. Finley had grabbed the board and rushed off in search of help like she’d been doing it her entire life, despite it being the first time she’d seen a board. He’d been so impressed—and jealous—that he’d nearly forgotten about the blood pouring into his eyes.

      Now, she cruised the half-pipe and wove around obstacles like water flowing around boulders. He admired her focus. Despite the outside activities and the looming mission, she played with her usual drive and intensity. No one would suspect she was also plotting a totally different and more deadly game.

      The upcoming mission Tai had given Finley sounded entirely too dangerous, but he knew nothing he said would convince her not to try. The best he could hope to do was protect her and make sure she succeeded without getting caught. Or getting himself caught, aiding one private citizen in illegally surveilling another.

      She used a ramp for a sideways swing that launched her body horizontal to the ground. He’d been there the first time she landed that move, helped her figure out the correct launch angle, and helped her up the many times she’d fallen.

      He needed to focus on his job before the sergeant caught him watching like a fan with a crush.

      Where had that thought come from? She was an old friend. One he was barely back on speaking terms with. Nothing more.

      He continued to stroll the concourse. His helmet half-muted the roar of the crowd, and when he passed a concession stand, he smelled no hint of the fried meat or sugary desserts being advertised by small holo-logos. This wasn’t the way he’d imagined watching Finley play for the first time in years.

      This arena held twenty thousand, not the biggest or the smallest in the colonies. It could seat most of the city, if everyone assembled at once, and was half full now. This game was probably the most excitement they’d seen in ages. The obstacles appeared to be removable, indicating the building was used for other purposes.

      A majority of the fans wore bright blue shirts or jerseys, in support of Finley’s team, rather than the colony’s squad. Multiple holo-banners showed her face or said Go Flash! It was weird, the way half the Republic loved her. Like he had discovered something amazing long ago and other people had caught on, and while he didn’t mind sharing, part of him was pleased with the knowledge that he’d known her first. And, despite everything, still knew her better and had stories no one else was aware of.

      A readout on his arm flashed, and he tapped to project the information on the inside of his visor. Text appeared in the corner of his vision. A scanning drone at the top of the arena had detected a trace inverse magnetic radiation signal. Micah passed the information on to the sergeant, adding, “Low levels, but I’m going to search for the source.”

      “Copy that. Under thirty mag-rad?”

      “So far.”

      “If it gets above twenty, let me know.”

      “Copy that.”

      Those levels could indicate a pulse device. That low, it would be small. If they reached a higher level, it might mean grenades, which would lead to the sergeant evacuating everyone. Hopefully it wouldn’t come to that. There were harmless reasons for a low-level reading, such as an old pistol carried by local guards or tools the equipment managers might have to fix hoverboards, so he wouldn’t let himself worry until he knew more.

      Micah accessed the drone and commanded it to do a 360-degree scan specifically for the radiation signal. His gaze scanned the arena, flitting over the playing floor. Finley was crouched, approaching the half-pipe, her position indicating she planned a double flip.

      She soared up above the structure, board whipping over her head. At the height of her flip, the hover cell on the bottom of the board, a glowing white-blue node, blinked out.

      Micah stepped forward, heart stopping. The crowd gasped.

      Finley’s momentum carried the board through the remainder of her flip and partially into the next.

      Micah loaded the control for his jetpack before recognizing he’d never reach her in time.

      She managed to nearly complete the second flip. Her board connected with the half-pipe at a crooked angle. Bounced. And again.

      Micah’s hand gripped his gun as if this were an enemy he could protect her from.

      The board skidded down the slope. Finley’s knees were bent, arms outstretched for balance. She wavered, almost stuck the physical landing. But the board skidded off the bottom of the half-pipe onto the padded floor, and she lost control and went tumbling. She and the board cartwheeled several feet before she disengaged her boots, freeing the board.

      She and the board lay motionless on the court.

      Micah’s chest clenched. Hushed silence filled the arena.

      And then the alert on Micah’s screen flashed red. The drone had pinpointed the source of a radiation pulse. He checked the information, attention darting between the readout and the floor, where Finley’s teammates now surrounded her.

      There. The stands on the north end of the arena.

      “Someone aimed a magnetic disruption device at her,” Micah said as he ran through the concourse, boots thudding on the concrete ground and speeding his steps. Too many people blocked his path, so he used the jetpack to rise above the crowds. “I’m heading for the source.”

      “I’m locking down the arena,” the sergeant said.

      Micah glanced at the overhead screen in the center of the arena and almost veered off course in relief when it showed Finley stand and pick up the useless board.

      Liu had flown down on her jetpack and stood guard next to the team.

      When Micah reached the correct section, he set his visor to scan the fans in the area the transmission had originated.

      He located an empty seat, on the end, and descended the stairs to the row he needed. A small device was tucked under the chair.

      “Who was sitting here?” he asked the people nearby. “Where did they go?”

      Answers narrowed it down to a man in a Cobalt jersey and cap. Which described a third of the people present. No one recalled seeing anything out of the ordinary—all had been eagerly awaiting the Flash’s next move.

      He retrieved the device and put it in a protective bag to preserve prints or DNA then met the others in the main entry, minus Liu, who stayed with the team.

      Finley was walking to the sideline, limping but without aid. Micah sighed in relief.

      “All exits secure,” the sergeant said. “No one can come in or out.”

      “We going to question every person here?” Gonzalez asked.

      “We’ll review camera footage, see if we can get a suspect.”

      Micah produced the device. “I found this. It emits a targeted inverse magnetic beam that interferes with hover cells. That was no accident or equipment malfunction. Someone aimed it right at her. Knew when to time it, too, at the height of her flip.”

      “Talk to local law enforcement. See if they can trace where the device came from or get prints. Liu will stay with the team. Gonzalez, you’re on the camera feeds. You have the location the device was found. See if you can find the person who used it. I’ll talk to the coaches and the announcer and tell everyone to stay put.”

      “Copy that,” Micah and Gonzalez said together.

      Too bad he couldn’t check on Finley right away. But he’d do his best to find the person who’d done this to her. Every muscle was taut, and his jaw was tight. He would not let her attacker escape again.

      Could this be tied to her mission here? Someone had found out and wanted to stop her? Or was it unrelated to the Obsidian Force?

      Orange lights flashed. A siren rang, blaring in time with the light strobes.

      “Fire suppression systems have been activated,” said an automated voice overhead. “Fire is possible in this structure. Please follow the lights to the nearest exit.”

      Orange arrows lit the walls. The fans in the concourse looked around, at each other, at the soldiers, before rushing in the direction the arrows indicated.

      “Shades,” swore Sergeant Alberti. “That will automatically override the lockdown and open every outer door.”

      People flooded the concourse from the stands.

      “Moving the team to the locker room,” said Liu over the comm.

      “Good. Stay put until I send a secure vehicle for you. Gonzalez will meet you.”

      “Copy.”

      The sergeant turned to Micah. “Townsend, see if you can find the fire. I’ll talk to the local chief.”

      He activated his jetpack and rose above the crowds, now pushing toward the exits. Thankfully the concourse’s ceiling was high enough for him to fly above them. He circled the concourse and saw nothing. Then zipped out above the court, to the top of the arena. Still nothing. And his suit didn’t detect smoke or unnatural heat signatures.

      After checking the entry to both locker rooms—wishing he could go inside and see Finley—the announcer’s box, the businesses in the concourse, he had no success.

      “Sarge, I think it was a false alarm. I’m not detecting fire in the sector of the alarm, or anywhere else.”

      “The local chief agrees. It was a way for someone to get the doors to open. Likely whoever aimed that device at McGrath or an accomplice. Regroup with the others at the hotel. I’ll join you soon.”

      “Copy, Sergeant.”

      He flew to the main doors and soared above the exiting people. The arena was one platform away from the hotel, but from the air, he had views of several others. A shock of green with a small lake filled a dome. A central area to the other side bustled with people. Tiny, personal-sized hovercars zipped from platform to platform, as well as a larger public hoverbus. He loved these moments of freedom spent in the sky, even if concern for Finley tainted this one.

      The evacuation chaos had cleared his mind briefly, but now the memory of her crash intruded. When time had stopped with her suspended in the air, and he’d waited for gravity to take over. He’d seen her fall many times, patched up scrapes and helped her back on the board, but the better she got, the more risky her moves became, which meant the greater possibility for severe injuries.

      Surely Liu or Gonzalez would have mentioned if she was too badly hurt.

      Once everyone was at the hotel, Micah watched for Finley, but the team had retreated to their rooms for showers and whatever post-game stuff they did.

      Would the coach or team, at some point, decide the tour wasn’t worth it and return to Cobalt? Not want to risk any more harm to her or anyone else? Finley would argue in favor of continuing, no matter what. Or maybe they would sideline her, pinpointing her as the main source of danger.

      For her sake, he would do his best to make sure they could keep playing.

      The sergeant gathered the squad. “All right, Grounders. The team is safe. Today could have gone worse. But we should have done better and made sure this attack never happened. We need to step up our efforts. I’m going to call Colonel Decker and report. The rest of you, get back to figuring out who did this so we can make sure it doesn’t happen again.”

      “Copy,” they said.

      Micah loaded a map on his visor display, and it directed him to the local police station, on the central platform. Flying was faster than waiting for a car, plus he liked the jetpack, so he headed inward, toward the busy area he’d seen from the sky. Two platforms next to it held shiny white high-rise apartments. Hoverbuses cruised the air, and he soared well above them.

      It was strange not to see sky. Clouds surrounded the city on every side, and overhead, they looked so close he imagined he could reach up and touch the swirls of purple and gray. The entire place was a work of art combined with technology to make it utterly unique. Just because he had a mission—which he intended to accomplish—didn’t mean he couldn’t appreciate where he was.

      His readout directed him to a square building with the Cobalt logo above the door. When he entered, he didn’t need to introduce himself. The armor kind of gave it away.

      But he still said, “Private Micah Townsend, Cobalt Defense Forces, here to see whoever’s in charge.”

      A guard took him to the chief, in an interior room in the small pre-fab building, and Micah stood at attention before remembering he didn’t have to salute.

      “What can I do for you? Anything to help the Republic. I’ve heard about that armor. It sure is impressive. Are you fighting the Obsidian Force? We have plenty of sympathizers here. I’d love to help you bring them down. We’re constantly on the lookout, you know, we just don’t have the resources to find them all. But I’ve arrested four myself.”

      “That’s great,” Micah said when the guy finally stopped talking. “But I’m here about the incident at the grav-ball match,”

      “Oh. Right. Equipment malfunction, was it?”

      “Not exactly.” Micah produced the device that had been used to attack Finley and set in on the desk. “This is what we believe was used in the attack on Finley McGrath, sir. Inverse magnetic disruption transmitter, as far as we can tell. Any analysis you can provide on the device and its possible origin would be appreciated.”

      The man frowned at it. “Attack, you say?”

      He put the device inside a clear chamber on a console at the side of the room. When he entered a command, green beams moved through the chamber to scan the object. Data appeared on the chief’s screen.

      “Inverse magnetic radiation emitter, as you suspected. That’s concerning.”

      Micah agreed. “Why do you say that?”

      “This city relies on technology similar to that in hoverboards to keep the platforms afloat. On a grander scale, and not exactly the same, but they work on similar principles. Any device, no matter how small, that interferes with hover tech is a serious issue. This is outlawed here.”

      “Did someone bring it in, then?”

      “Hm. Possibly, but it wouldn’t surprise me if there’s a place to buy it. The scanner didn’t pick up fingerprints, but I’m reading traces of biomatter. The system is scanning for a match. Everyone at the arena is safe? We had a report of a fire alarm.”

      “Safe enough, sir. We believe the alarm was a distraction to allow the perpetrator to escape. There was no actual fire.”

      “Good, good. We had one of those in the Market Sector last week. Shaded Obsidian Force. Fires are also dangerous here, since we rely on the domes to keep in oxygen.”

      Micah hadn’t even thought of that.

      The chief checked his screen. “It found a match. Hmm, Nikos Iona. Big surprise.” His tone indicated the opposite.

      “You know him? Could he be our attacker?”

      The chief shook his head. “Doubtful. But I imagine he’s the one who supplied the device. Underground tech dealer. We generally let him be, to keep someone worse from taking over. Pay him occasional visits, let him know we’re watching, and make sure he only deals minor items. So far, I haven’t been able to catch him working with the Obsidian Force, but I’d love to nail him. This is beyond his usual scope. At this strength, the device wouldn’t have the slightest effect on the city, but we don’t want anyone getting ideas that we’ll allow anything remotely similar. You think it was the Obsidian Force behind this so-called attack?”

      So-called? Micah gritted his teeth. “We’re exploring all possibilities.”

      “Right, right.”

      An alert told Micah he had a call. “Excuse me.” He stepped into the hall. “Townsend here.”

      “I have a possible suspect from the cameras,” came Gonzalez’s voice. “You get to do that job next time, man. It’s dead boring. Transmitting the image to you now. No known criminal background, no suspected Obsidian Force ties. See if the locals know him.”

      “Copy that.”

      “You know, Pup, if we’d been sent to guard movie stars, life would be far quieter.”

      “You don’t like quiet, Gonzo. Quiet bores you.”

      “Good point. Happy hunting. Gonzo out.”

      Micah returned to the office and transferred the file from Gonzalez to the chief’s console. “We have a possible suspect. Do you know him?”

      The image showed a heavyset middle-aged man with bushy sideburns and whiskers. The name Sal Halvar flashed beneath.

      Micah studied each detail of the man’s face, branding it into his memory. If this was the man who’d tried to hurt Finley, he would search every corner of the city to find him.

      “Hmm. I don’t know everyone in the city.” The chief was no longer meeting Micah’s eye and had inched away from the console.

      “Can you look him up?”

      “Right. Of course.” The man edged forward and typed so slowly Micah wanted to shove him aside and take over. “Sal Halvar. Works as a supervisor at a gas collection station. Not so much as a littering ticket. Lives in Residential Sector Beta. Hardly resembles a candidate for the Obsidian Force.”

      “Do you track travel?” Micah asked. This guy sure was determined to blame the revolutionaries for everything. And was oddly reluctant to help all of a sudden. “Could he have been off-world recently?”

      “We don’t require manifests of every ship, but records say he hasn’t missed a shift in two weeks.”

      That meant Halvar wasn’t the person who stabbed Finley on Brixen. Which meant more than one person wanted to harm her.

      “Thank you for your help. Give me a minute.”

      He moved to the hall to contact the sergeant. “We have a possible suspect. How do you want me to proceed? Have local law enforcement bring him in or go get him myself? I suspect the local chief might know him.”

      “You have an address?”

      “Yes.”

      “Go get him. Don’t mention it to the chief. And hurry, in case the chief tries to warn him.”

      “Copy that.”

      Micah was going hunting.
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      Finley left the medical room feeling better. As soon as they reached the hotel, the team doctor had dragged her away for a checkup. The woman regenerated the scrapes on Finley’s hands and legs, and scans confirmed no interior damage to muscles or ligaments. She’d been lucky. Again.

      The team was waiting in the hotel meeting room, and they swarmed her when she entered. They hadn’t had time to talk immediately after it happened. They’d barely reached the locker room when the fire system went off, and Corporal Liu had hustled them out a rear entrance and escorted them straight to the hotel in an armored hovercar, with Gonzalez clearing the way.

      “You okay, kid?” Ileana asked.

      “That landing was epic,” Wix said. “I mean, I know you fell afterwards, but at first? I was like, wicked balance.”

      “All right.” Coach’s voice rose above the others. “Give McGrath some space.”

      She took a seat. “Thanks, everyone. I’m okay. No serious injuries. It could have been worse.”

      “What happened to your board?” Eriksen asked.

      “It’s with Kora.”

      The equipment manager would check it out, repair or replace the hover cell.

      “It was another attack, wasn’t it?”

      Ileana directed her question to Corporal Liu, standing guard at the door.

      The soldier looked at them as if debating whether she was allowed to answer.

      “We believe it was a device designed to disrupt hover tech. The others are tracking down leads now.”

      Grav-ball was supposed to be Finley’s safe place, her board an extension of herself, and someone had messed with it, without her even seeing them. How could she trust the board again, knowing that was possible? The memory of that sensation, the board dying and the brief freefall, knowing she would hit the ground, wouldn’t leave soon.

      She’d fallen plenty of times and always got up again. Pro athletes had to be able to do that. And the board she’d first learned on hadn’t been the newest, so she was used to glitching equipment. What gave her pause now was the knowledge this had been done to her. The knowledge that whoever wanted to hurt her could reach her during a game, where she should have been safe. But that was a worry for later.

      “How is that possible?” Ileana asked.

      “It’s why there’s shielding at the court at home,” Wix said. “Between the court and the stands. But, of course, secondary planets…”

      Cartier crossed his arms. “We should refuse to play in places with sub-par arenas, if they can’t keep us safe.”

      “This is the first time we’ve ever had a problem,” Finley said. “I trust the soldiers. It will be safe.”

      Cartier grunted. “Of course you’d defend them after they failed.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You seem pretty friendly with the—”

      “All right, everyone.” Coach again, loud. “Take the rest of the day off. Get some rest.”

      As they left the room, Finley fell into step beside Liu. “Sorry about them. I know you’re all doing your best.”

      Liu shrugged.

      “So… Are we confined to the hotel again?”

      The older woman smirked. “Why? You and Pup got a hot date?”

      “Pup? Oh. Micah. No, we’re not… Whatever.” A strange flutter curled through her, and she cleared her throat. “I was just curious. I got special permission to tour the Founder’s Villa.”

      Tai had sent her the digital invitation after their meeting. The Villa was a fancy residence-slash-museum, owned by the rich guy whose family had discovered the valuable gases in the atmosphere and had helped establish this colony. However, the Villa was now closed to the public.

      According to Tai, SilverSpark suspected it was being used as a communication hub for Obsidian Force messages. The hacker had faked a request from Finley’s publicist and gotten her a special pass to take a tour. She was supposed to go that evening, armed with the tech Tai had brought, to help them access the comm system and find out more.

      “You’re not worried about going out?” Liu asked. “You were just attacked.”

      “I’m fine.”

      Okay, a little shaken, but she wouldn’t let that stop her mission. They needed her. Imagine the information they’d get on the revolutionaries. Cobalt would never agree to hack the guy without hard proof, so it was up to her.

      “Technically, we can’t order you to do anything,” Liu said. “If you want to leave, we can’t stop you.”

      “I know. But I appreciate what you guys are doing for us, and I respect your opinions.”

      Liu’s face softened. “I’ll ask.”

      People were counting on her. She wouldn’t let them down.

      Liu cocked her head. “I am, Pup. Why?”

      Finley paused. The woman must have been talking to Micah.

      The woman rolled her eyes then turned to Finley. “He wants to know if he can call you.”

      Finley blinked. “Of course he can.”

      “She says yes. And next time, don’t use me as your dating service.” Liu shot Finley a smirk and moved away as Finley’s comm rang.

      “Sorry,” she called before lifting her comm. “Hello?”

      “It’s me. Micah.”

      “I figured that, considering I was standing two feet from Liu. You can always call me.”

      “I wasn’t sure.”

      Her chest tightened. How had they gotten to the point where she’d made her best friend worry he couldn’t call her whenever he wanted? It felt familiar and yet also odd to hear his voice on the other end after so long.

      “What’s up?” she asked.

      “Are you okay? I was scared.”

      “Fine.” The answer came automatically, but this was Micah. Lying to him was impossible. “Mostly fine. Will be fine. Something like that.”

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t stop it.” His voice sounded deeper than usual. It sent a shiver through her.

      She headed toward her room, Liu trailing far enough away not to eavesdrop. “It’s not your fault.”

      “It’s my job. Even if it wasn’t, you know I would do anything to help you.”

      The promise sent a flare of warmth though her.

      “I know you would. But there wasn’t anything you could have done.” She paused at the end of the hall and leaned against a pillar. “Is that why you called? Where are you?”

      “We have leads on the person who attacked you. I’m out checking on them.”

      “Shades, that means you can’t come to the Villa tonight, doesn’t it?”

      “Yes. Sorry. One of the others will have to join you.”

      Which meant she’d have to be much more careful to hide why she was really there. “Maybe Digger will help.” Tai had said the other man would join her somehow.

      Micah huffed. “Be careful with that one.”

      “Because he’s a former pirate who’s apparently dating an infamous hacker?”

      He sighed. “What have you gotten yourself into?”

      “You’re into it, too, now.”

      “Yeah.” He cleared his throat. “I should go. Be careful. Especially after today.”

      “I have complete faith you’ll catch the person who did it.”

      He hesitated, and when he spoke again, his voice was low and soft. “Stay with Liu. She’s had my back plenty of times. She’ll take care of you.”

      The woman was waiting at the end of the hall, her sharp eyes alert. “If she doesn’t catch me, you know, attempting to illegally spy on private citizens.”

      “Yeah, that’s why I said be careful.”

      She laughed and shook her head. “You be careful, too.”

      “I’m not the one we always had to worry about finding trouble.”

      “Harsh, Townsend. But fair. See you later.”

      After the line went silent, she lingered, clutching the comm, with a slight smile stuck on her face. She shook herself and hurried to her room.

      She donned loose pants and a sparkly sleeveless shirt, then grabbed her camera for a quick video.

      “Hey, friends, Finley here. I’m posting lots of videos lately letting you all know that I’m okay. But I am. It’s definitely not the first time I’ve fallen, and I’m sure it won’t be the last. In fact, I’m so good that I have a fun surprise coming up for you. Stay tuned for more!”

      She posted it and a few immediate comments appeared, from viewers in this system who didn’t have to wait for the video to transmit through wormholes. Most expressed concern for her. No repeats of the threats. Yet. Probably wise, since a quick reply would indicate the person was nearby, and by now everyone knew the team had a military guard.

      A message from SilverSpark also waited, saying the hacker was looking into the attack and that if Finley wasn’t okay with the mission, to tell her friends.

      As if she’d be stopped so easily.

      She loaded her pockets with her camera and the drive from Tai, disguised as a tube of lip stain so if they were searched, no one would suspect she was preparing to install spyware. The drive would upload a program SilverSpark wrote, download files, and then leave something behind to let hacker listen in the future.

      When she and Liu reached the lobby, Digger was waiting. Plus the rest of her team, all looking excited except Cartier.

      “What’s this?” she asked.

      “You didn’t think you were visiting the swankiest place here without us?” Wix asked.

      “We invited ourselves, too, and they figured they couldn’t refuse,” Ileana added.

      Eriksen slung an arm over Finley’s shoulders. “Plus, we can help watch out for you.”

      “Not that we don’t trust the beautiful and talented Sergeant Alberti to do it.” Wix winked at the sergeant. “She can watch me anytime.”

      “Can I stun him yet, Sarge?” Gonzalez asked. “You say the word and I will.”

      “All three of you are coming?” Finley asked Alberti.

      “Gonzalez is going to scout and stay outside. Liu and I will join your tour.”

      Which gave Finley seven people to evade and one former pirate as her only backup. SilverSpark and Tai sure were putting a lot of faith in her.

      She forced a smile. “Great.”

      Digger sauntered up and draped an arm around her shoulders where Eriksen’s had been. “I’m trying not to be hurt that you haven’t yet introduced me to your illustrious friends, Finley dear.”

      Sergeant Alberti glared at him. “Who’s this?”

      “Forrest Spade,” he said. “Finley’s cousin. I was here on business, and we agreed to meet. Catch up on family news and all that.”

      “Sorry I forgot to mention it,” Finley said to the sergeant, going along with the lie. “It’s been an eventful day.”

      “You trust him?” the woman asked.

      “He’s from the disreputable side of the family, but he won’t hurt me, if that’s what you mean.”

      Digger gasped and put a hand on his chest. “You wound me, dear cousin. Your mother would be appalled at your shameful lack of manners.”

      “You’re welcome to tell her the next time you see her.” Finley smirked.

      “Can we go already?” Cartier asked.

      Finley sensed he didn’t care to be here, but the others had probably coerced him.

      Normally, she would love touring a fascinating place with her teammates. But her insides were tumbling more violently than she had today on the court, and the mission weighed on her. People were counting on her, and somehow escaping or tricking all these people sounded impossible.

      “Do you have a plan?” she asked Digger quietly as they headed outside.

      “Plans are my middle name.”

      “That’s good, because my middle name is make-things-up-as-I-go.”

      “I memorized blueprints and every entry and exit point and researched the people working there. Best I could do without getting inside. SilverSpark couldn’t find full specs of the place, so we don’t know exactly where the main data nodes are. You and I know what to look for, so we’ll have to keep an eye out. But I’m excellent at this. Don’t worry, cousin. We’ll make it work.”

      He winked again and swept out an arm to gesture her into the car.

      Sure, this was going to go great.

      No fans waited outside, likely cleared by the soldiers. That was a shame, if people had been excited to meet the team or see them up close.

      The team loaded into a stretch hovercar. Tai had thought of everything. The vehicle definitely screamed “famous athletes spending a night out.”

      Seeing her teammates relaxed, in street clothes, chatting, felt so normal, so removed from earlier. Eriksen nodded to the beat of her earbuds. Shiro studied the scenery out the window. Wix flirted with the sergeant, who ignored him, while Ileana tried not to laugh. Gonzalez and Liu were outside, scouting ahead, but nothing stopped their progress.

      Finley tried to hide her nerves and not constantly pat the small drive in her pocket every ten seconds to make sure it was still there. She could do this.

      The car ascended a series of small platforms, like giant steps, leading to a final one that contained a sprawling structure looking down on the city.

      An invisible dome surrounded the entire platform to prevent anyone from flying in without permission. Private guards stopped them before they were allowed through. More waited on the other side. Not surprising. If this was an Obsidian Force lair, they wanted their own security.

      After today’s attack, she sure was taking chances immediately throwing herself into another dangerous situation, although she was hopeful the Obsidian Force weren’t the ones trying to kill her.

      Hopeful, but not certain.

      The tower was made of panels of colored glass. Though the setting sun was diffuse through the clouds, enough light shone through to reflect a rainbow mosaic over the grounds. The sun illuminated the clouds in gold, and the effect was magical.

      She wished Micah were here.

      At the building’s entrance, they passed through ident scanners. Digger’s scan announced his name as Forrest Spade. He winked at her.

      “The perks of having a hacker girlfriend,” he murmured in her ear.

      The cavernous entry hall was white, covered in more flecks of rainbow light, shining through the transparent front wall.

      Wix whistled. “What does a place like this cost? I need to talk to the team president about a raise.”

      They were well compensated, but Finley doubted even combined they could afford a place this fancy.

      A woman greeted them, introduced herself as the estate manager, and said she would be giving them a tour.

      Was she Obsidian Force? Anyone with access to the building’s private comm network could have been the one sending and receiving messages. Finley had assumed it was the owner’s family, but staff could be in on it, too. She’d have to keep an eye on everyone she saw.

      The tour began in an inner courtyard full of gardens with trees that stood no taller than four feet high, twisted and twining. Colorful bird sculptures perched on the branches. Next came an art gallery, where the owners favored paintings over sculptures. The room contained a maze of walls, and every surface was covered in colorful abstracts that made her dizzy and made Wix mutter about money not buying taste.

      The manager led them straight past a hallway blocked by a guard. Shades. That probably meant it was a place Finley could accomplish her mission, but asking would look far too suspicious.

      They visited a library with real books, which Micah would have loved, but that didn’t help her since she needed a computer port, not paper and leather. She never could seem to stop thinking about him. It was worse now that he was back, like he was never more than half a thought away.

      Then came a garage full of atmo-cruisers and racing yachts, with a clear retractable wall to allow the ships to come and go.

      Every time Finley lingered, pretending to study something more closely or trying to let the others get ahead, or when she veered off to inspect something random, Liu waited nearby. Finley suspected the woman might have orders to remain at Finley’s side all evening. This would have been so much easier with Micah.

      Her teammates were having fun. Cartier liked the ships, Eriksen lingered in the library. In a room full of gaming tables, Ileana and Wix challenged each other at spinwheel, immediately issuing bets.

      Finley had her camera record everyone—except Digger, who she would edit out before posting anything. Viewers would love this, watching their favorite players acting like excited kids at a park, glimpses into their normal life. If it counted as normal to get a private tour of a closed mansion. But still, she liked making their lives accessible, showing them as regular people. This video was more like the ones she’d made in her early days. Surely it wouldn’t make anyone mad.

      But the video wasn’t why she was here. Tai might have gotten them access, but the rest was up to her. Which meant she had to find that data port then buy enough time alone to plug in the drive. Or cause a distraction so Digger could do it.

      Digger wandered away, came back. He had more freedom to move, though Alberti kept watching him, wise enough to suspect she shouldn’t trust him, no matter what Finley said. He moved to her side as they wandered down a hallway.

      “I found a data port,” he murmured. “Holo-film room ahead.”

      Her heart stuttered. “Do you want to take the drive? I was just the access, right? To get us in? Either of us can do the job.”

      “I would be happy to. Except that soldier lady won’t stop watching me. I admit I have an attractive body and amazing hair, but you have a better chance of not being spotted.”

      Well, that wasn’t ideal.

      “Okay. I need a way to get there, then. Alberti might be watching you, but Liu won’t leave my side.”

      “Don’t worry, I have a plan. You’ll know when it’s your moment.”

      Finley clenched her jaw. “Let’s do this.”

      The group slowly moved in the direction Digger had pointed. On the way to the holo-film room was a giant indoor pool. The entire space was covered in cobalt tiles, and the pool itself looked to be made of pure silver. Everything sparkled like a magical grotto.

      Digger jerked his head slightly, and Finley moved to the door while the others remained by the water.

      Laughter echoed off the walls as her teammates joked. Finley’s heart pounded. She clutched the drive in her pocket. Was she supposed to wait for a sign to slip away?

      Shades. Liu stepped away, too.

      Digger nodded at her, like he was saying to go ahead.

      Here went nothing. She looked at Liu then the door, trying to indicate she didn’t mind if the woman joined her.

      Next door, she found the holo-film room. Tiny projectors aimed at every gray wall. Wow. What would this be like when activated?

      Not the point, Finley.

      A square console near the door contained several data ports. Finley slid the drive out of her pocket and concealed it in her hand.

      “I bet this is amazing,” she said. “You ever been in one of these?”

      Liu shook her head.

      And then a shout echoed from the hall. Liu whirled and poked her head out the door.

      That was her chance.

      Finley edged next to the console, slid her hand into place and inserted the drive, then twisted away so her back was to the console.

      She turned in time to see a handsome young guy enter and smile.

      “Hello, Flash.”
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      As Micah left the local station after talking to Finley, someone stepped into his path.

      His hand reached for his stunner. Then he recognized Tai.

      When Micah’s heart rate dipped from explosion imminent to just sprinted a quarter-mile, he asked, “What are you doing here?”

      “I followed you. Thought you might like help.”

      “What about Finley?”

      “Digger is with her. They know me as a company rep. It would look weird if I went. He’s pretending to be her cousin.”

      Lies came easier to this guy than flying did to Finley. “Where were you earlier? Did you see the attack?”

      “We were in the stands. We saw her fall, but your squad got involved, so I mingled to see what I could learn among the fans.”

      “And?”

      “Most were concerned for her. Some were disappointed the match ended early. But no one seemed happy or sympathetic. Where are you headed? Want company?”

      “I didn’t realize our investigation was of interest to your group.”

      “We tend to involve ourselves in anything that might endanger the galaxy. An unknown group who wants to hurt a galactic celebrity? A celebrity who’s one of us? Definitely of interest.”

      One of them. Micah hadn’t understood how deep Finley was in with this group. She hadn’t met these people in person before this week, but that didn’t matter. It was nice that they wanted to protect her. But even if they were peaceful, they were still rebels. Hopefully they saw her as more than an asset or a source. Tai seemed to genuinely care, at least.

      They walked along the street toward a hoverbus stop.

      “Destination?” Tai asked.

      “Residential Sector Beta.”

      They waited for the right bus and boarded. Micah could have flown, but this let him get a sense of the city. His armor earned him many glances but no obvious emotion. Interesting.

      The bus left them on a platform near the edge, not far from one of the gas capture facilities. The buildings here were tightly packed and reminded him of home—the working class part of the city.

      Micah loaded his map and pointed to the apartment building they wanted, a couple blocks away, and they continued on foot.

      “So you know the Flash?” Tai asked. “She said she trusts you.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Care to expand on that?”

      “We grew up together.”

      Micah didn’t think Tai was digging for stories the way those reporters had, but that didn’t mean he planned to share personal details. Instead, he turned the questions onto Tai.

      “Digger called you a SARC. That’s Ruby Confed, right?”

      Tai glanced around them before answering. “Special agent, yeah. But I’m not anymore.”

      “How does a person go from spying for the Confed to working for a group of… what do you call yourselves?”

      “Resistance, I guess. People who want to see change in the galaxy but believe it can be done peacefully. And is often more effective when it’s citizen helping citizen, as opposed to galactic politics. We have an outpost where we offer haven to those who have been displaced by the conflict, although most of those people are just living their lives. A few of us, though, we use special skills to help.”

      “Like the hacker. And you.”

      “Exactly.”

      Tai didn’t offer more details, and Micah didn’t ask, unsure if the guy would share with him anyway. Finley might have vouched for him, but Micah wasn’t sure he was committed to some cause, and Tai probably sensed that.

      After they crossed a busy street with hovercars, hoverbikes, and pedestrians, and they had more space, Micah asked, “What made you… I don’t know, change sides?”

      Tai hummed. “I don’t know if I do consider it changing sides, since I joined the Confed agency to help people, and left on good terms. Good enough, anyway. But visiting the colonies opened my eyes to things the Confed was doing that I didn’t agree with. My old partner, the friend I mentioned, he was one of the first to learn about the Obsidian Force and take steps to stop them. He sacrificed a lot to protect the galaxy. I guess I’m carrying on his mission.”

      Huh. Hadn’t Micah thought something similar, plenty of times? That he didn’t agree with many things the Cobalt Republic did, either? The tariffs that had endangered his family’s restaurant and led to the abrupt career change. The bombings on Sidicum V, which had only half been the Obsidian Force’s fault.

      But the Republic paid him, and his family relied on that, so he followed orders.

      They paused at the base of a huge pre-fab apartment building.

      Micah stared up at it rather than look at Tai. “Was it hard to leave? Didn’t you feel guilty about going back on your oath?”

      “Not as guilty as I would have felt if I’d continued supporting a system I believed to be unjust. Is this the place? Let’s go in.”

      Micah wanted to do the right thing to help people. But what was the right thing? He hadn’t questioned it until reuniting with Finley. Not like he offered much in the way of special skills like pirates and spies and hackers, anyway. He was just another soldier.

      A small entry contained little but a lift, the walls of nondescript gray panels that were peeling around the edges. Someone exiting the lift stared at them and edged out of the way, Micah’s full armor clearly out of place. Another woman came up behind them but rather than board with them, backed away.

      They rose to the sixth floor, located Halvar’s apartment, and pressed the panel by the door.

      No one answered. Micah lowered his visor and scanned the wall. “No heat signatures inside.”

      “We’re not official cops, right?” Tai asked.

      “Right…”

      “That means laws don’t technically apply to us.” He stopped and huffed a laugh. “Man, Perrin really has corrupted me.”

      Micah had a bad feeling about where this was heading, but his orders were to find this guy. Alberti hadn’t technically told him to respect local laws. That didn’t mean he liked going rogue, doing whatever he wanted, though.

      Tai took out a device and attached it to the panel. The door slid open.

      Micah checked the hall before following Tai inside.

      They inspected fairly standard quarters. A small living area attached to a kitchen with two chairs at a bar and dirty dishes spilling out of the sink. One bedroom with an unmade bed and a pile of clothes on the floor. A bathroom that smelled too strongly of cologne. Simple, cheap furniture. Few decorations. Definitely no signs of a spouse or kids.

      No homemade bombs on the counter, no holo-images of Finley with red slashes through them. No schematics for the device that had been used today.

      Tai plugged a second device into a wall port. “I’m not as good at hacking as SilverSpark, but I know the basics. Give me a minute.”

      While Tai worked, Micah examined the space. A line of holo-pics on a shelf by the couch showed a boy getting older with each picture, starting at about six up until a young man in a Cobalt uniform around Micah’s age. They were taken in a park, with the buildings of Cobalt City in the background. The pictures were the only items in the flat that were lined up neatly. Poor guy. Had he seen the boy in person in all those years?

      A knock interrupted his thoughts.

      Micah froze. Looked at Tai. Tai shrugged. Technically this was Micah’s mission. He had permission to be here, if not from local officials, from the Cobalt Republic. But that didn’t mean he had to explain himself. He scanned the hall. One heat signature. No discernible weapons.

      Micah motioned to Tai to keep hacking, and he remained still until the person’s heat shadow moved away.

      “No calls on the home system,” Tai said. “He could have used a personal comp-pad for any transactions. He likes action films, and he has watched some of the Flash’s videos, but I’d bet half the galaxy has. Seems law abiding and boring.”

      Micah glanced at the pictures again. Had Gonzalez IDed the right person? Maybe they’d broken into the home of an innocent man who missed his son, nothing more.

      Halvar clearly wasn’t here. Which meant Micah needed to find him elsewhere.

      He knocked on the doors of several neighbors, who confirmed the man was nice enough, followed the rules, took out his trash, didn’t play loud music, rarely had guests.

      But based on his vid-watching habits, his schedule showed he should have been home by now for his nightly action show. So either he was getting a drink with friends or he had a good reason not to return—he’d attacked Finley and was worried someone might come looking for him.

      The neighbors mentioned several local hangouts, but no one knew if Halvar had a favorite, so Micah might be at a dead end.

      “I have lots of bugs, if you want me to plant one,” Tai said.

      “Why not?”

      His orders hadn’t explicitly said not to use questionable surveillance tactics.

      When they stood on the street once more, Tai said, “No conclusive proof he’s our guy. Any other leads?”

      “The person who likely supplied the device. Black market dealer on the lower levels.”

      “Let’s check it out, then.”

      It didn’t hurt to have backup. Tai’s skills were handy.

      “So, black market dealer?” the other guy asked.

      “Yeah. Cops said they knew him and let him continue, within reason.”

      Tai nodded. “Makes sense. Watch one guy instead of dealing with multiple dealers popping up every time you shut one down.”

      They took another hoverbus to the central platform and rode a lift to the lower levels below the main streets. Micah had hoped for large windows offering views of the planet below, but the few windows that existed were small and showed nothing but clouds. Down here, the sound of wind howled outside. The air was cooler, like the walls weren’t thick enough.

      Micah followed the directions from the chief to Nikos Iona’s shop.

      Tai watched everything with sharp eyes, hunching his shoulders and ducking his head until his posture matched that of the people they passed. If he weren’t with Micah and his obvious armor, Tai would have blended in perfectly.

      “You’re not bad at this stuff.”

      Tai scoffed. “It’s what I was trained for since birth. It’s all about giving people what they want to see. Doesn’t mean I like it.”

      “Really?”

      “I’d rather an open, honest fight or talk than a lot of sneaking around. It worked, briefly. Now I’m back to the spying, just working for myself instead of the Confed.”

      Their path took them into an interior area with no windows in the walls but clear panels in the floors showing dark clouds swirling below. Wall screens showed scenes of beaches, mountains, and forests. The walls offered dim lighting to supplement the floor windows, and the halls were a warren of twisting, narrow corridors. The area would be terrible for a fight and offered plenty of opportunities for ambush. Micah kept his visor down to scan ahead, even if it made him look faceless and intimidating. Better to scare off anyone who might try something.

      “What made you enlist?”

      The question held less hostility coming from Tai than it had the last time Finley asked.

      “The pay and benefits.”

      He wasn’t ashamed to admit it. And especially if Tai had worked for his empire then left, after Finley vouched for Micah, he wanted the guy to know he wasn’t a militant in favor of expanding Cobalt’s rule to every corner of the galaxy.

      “That’s fair. Family?”

      “Parents and a younger sister on Hyacinthus. Where Fin and I grew up.”

      “Fallmeadow, right?”

      Micah recalled Tai’s enthusiasm when he’d met Finley earlier. “You one of those Flash stalker fans?”

      “No, I looked you both up. Her when she started helping SilverSpark, and you after Flash introduced you. I like to know who I’m working with.”

      That wasn’t at all creepy. “So you dug up my parents’ birthdates and my sister’s latest test scores?”

      “She’s been struggling lately. New boyfriend?”

      “That is not your business.”

      “Right. Sorry.”

      Micah had, in fact, noticed changes in Hanna lately. He’d finally sent a message to his family about the new assignment. His parents had been thrilled to know Finley was well and Micah had reconnected with her, though Micah left out that things were still awkward. Hanna’s video had been short, which was the norm the last few months, as opposed to the long, rambling messages she’d recorded when he first left home. And she hadn’t responded to his news about Finley. He didn’t know if something was wrong or if this was normal for a fifteen-year-old.

      He checked the readout in his visor. “I think that’s it.”

      A series of green triangles had been painted above a gap where a hanging rug was being used for a door.

      Micah pushed it aside and stepped into a small, dark shop. Another ugly plaid green rug covered the window in the floor, faint light around the edges joining bare green bulbs hanging from the ceiling.

      A guy was using a laser welder when they entered, a fancy one Micah would have loved as a kid. Half his head was shaved and covered in tattoos while long brown hair dangled in his face from the other half.

      “Nikos Iona?”

      Micah’s scan confirmed the guy’s identity, but it was polite to ask. He retracted his visor so the man could see his face.

      “Who’s asking?” Iona flipped hair out of his face and shut off the welder.

      “Someone who wants to know who purchased this.” Micah pressed a control on his gauntlet, and a holo-image of the device projected from his arm.

      “Customer information is confidential.” Iona looked closer and blinked. His eyes darted sideways. “Couldn’t help you, anyway. I’ve never seen that before.”

      “Your friends at the police station suspected otherwise. They let me come down to ask you about it instead of coming themselves, see, because I don’t care what else you sell or what you do here. This is all I care about, and then I’ll leave. But if I don’t get answers, I can’t promise you won’t get another visit from someone a lot less friendly.”

      “Sorry, man. Wish I could help.”

      “What about this man? Have you seen him before?”

      Micah tapped and switched the image to the face of Sal Halvar.

      Iona shrugged.

      “Sorry to take up your time. By the way, you may want to hide that water tapper before my friends from the police show up. Said they tolerate you, but they didn’t love the completely banned anti-hover tech we found today, which will make them less forgiving about you stealing water, too.”

      Iona waited until they were at the door before he blurted out, “Look for the blue hand. That’s all I know, man. Try the Stormcloud on Level Twelve. I mind my own business, sell to anyone who pays, and stay out of the rest.”

      When he and Tai were outside, Micah asked, “What the shades is the blue hand?”

      Tai shook his head. “No idea. Doesn’t sound like Obsidian Force.”

      They climbed a ladder to Level Twelve and got directions to the bar. Scantily clad holo dancers twirled above the entrance. Inside, the drum-heavy music was so loud it was a miracle the patrons hadn’t suffered hearing damage. The center held a spinwheel table that was certainly rigged. It gave the impression of being the kind of place where the booze was likely to burn off all your taste buds or blow up your liver.

      A scan of the room revealed three people in a booth with images of small blue hands tattooed on their necks.

      “I have a suspicion,” Tai said, yelling to be heard.

      “Only one? I spotted a dozen potential felonies the moment we walked in.”

      Tai snorted. “About the hand. I think direct is best.”

      Micah studied the group. He wasn’t a spy like Tai, and Tai said he preferred straightforward. Worth a shot. He could always arrest them and threaten them later if he needed to.

      He strolled to the table, grabbed a chair from nearby, and parked himself next to them.

      “Hello,” he said, trying to keep his tone as friendly as possible when he had to shout. “I’m Private Micah Townsend, Cobalt Defense Forces. I’m on a mission of vital importance to the Cobalt Republic and looking for Sal Halvar. I see you might be people able to help me.”

      They took in his armor, his gear, his weapons.

      Who were they, and what did the blue hands mean? It seemed safer to let them believe he already knew. If he asked, they might not help, and those answers were less important now than finding the person who attacked his friend.

      “You military?”

      “Of course he is, idiot. Look at that armor.”

      They glanced at each other.

      “Try the Aqua Leaf Lounge. Two halls over,” said one.

      That sounded like the best lead he’d gotten and also supremely dreadful. But Micah needed answers, so that’s where he’d go.

      “Thanks.”

      He and Tai wandered a bit before spotting a twirling holo-image of a seven-pointed aqua leaf. He pushed through a curtain of turquoise beads into a lounge full of low couches. The air was thick with pale aqua blue smoke and a sweet yet bitter scent Micah had smelled in more than one military camp party.

      People reclined with long pipes, and he approached the nearest man and woman, who stared at up him. The armor did not make him look like someone ready to relax in a place like this.

      “Don’t suppose you’ve seen Sal Halvar? I was supposed to meet him, but he didn’t show.”

      “Who’s asking?”

      “I’d think the armor made it obvious.”

      The people exchanged looks. The woman’s eyes darted to a dark back corner.

      Where a third man lurked, who, despite the dim light and cloud of smoke, greatly resembled their suspect. Micah’s helmet readout confirmed his identity. He was slipping out a door. Micah circled the couch, coughing on a cloud of smoke, and followed.

      The door led to a short hall, and Halvar had disappeared. Micah raced to the end in time to see someone vanish around the next corner. He gave chase, wishing the halls weren’t too narrow and winding for the jetpack. Tai’s footsteps kept pace behind him.

      When the halls opened to a large space, they were at the primary gas capture facility. Halvar raced through a door guarded by biometric scanners. The doors slid closed before Micah reached them.

      Through the glass, he saw the man grab a flight suit and enter an airlock.

      He skidded to a stop.

      “Want me to hack it?” Tai asked.

      “Too slow.” Micah raised his arm and activated the mini pulse cannon on his gauntlet.

      The shock waves shattered the glass doors, and he charged through, boots crunching on broken shards. He pressed himself against the airlock door in time to see the guy slam on a helmet, slap the panel, and dive out into the clouds.

      No time to take off his armor and figure out how to put on one of those suits.

      Micah closed his visor.

      Beside him, Tai yanked a mask and a jetpack from his backpack. “I never go anywhere without a jetpack anymore. They come in handy more often than you’d think.”

      Micah pressed the panel to open the doors, grateful this wasn’t a ship so they didn’t have to wait for the outer doors to seal against a vacuum, and they jumped after the guy.

      Clouds instantly surrounded him, swirling in huge puffy towers of charcoal, plum, and white. A dark figure jetted away from the station, which loomed above them, aiming for a huge network of screens that extended beneath the platform and to the sides. Micah zoomed after him.

      As he neared the gas capture mechanisms, he saw the screens were of fine mesh, and each had a network of pipes connecting them to giant floating tanks, away from the city.

      He should have read more about this gas. Was it toxic or flammable? Would it corrode his armor? He hadn’t exactly expected to go flying through it. Good thing his armor had temperature regulators, because the readout told him it was ten degrees outside.

      It also told him his oxygen would last eight minutes, since the armor wasn’t designed for this.

      He and Tai split up, each veering around a different side of a large screen. His visor tracked the target.

      He activated his voice projector. “Sal Halvar. This is Cobalt Defense Forces. Turn yourself in for questioning.”

      The man didn’t stop, and Micah chased him around two more screens, dodging the pipes. Halvar wasn’t bad with his jetpack, but Micah was faster. He saw the target ahead and activated his weapons. But he had to make sure not to hit something that might explode. And he didn’t want to kill the man, because then they couldn’t question him.

      His readout flashed a warning: three minutes of oxygen left.

      The guy peered over his shoulder, dove into the maze of tanks. Micah followed, cautious. There was no sign of Tai.

      He rounded the side of a huge tank. Halvar glanced at him. And accelerated, but veered sideways and crashed into a pipe.

      A second later, an explosion lit the sky and sent Micah careening backward until the jetpack stabilized him.

      A body was freefalling to the planet below. Micah dove after him. But his readout flashed an urgent orange message—less than a minute of oxygen.

      Shades.

      Micah stopped as Halvar’s body sank into the clouds and reluctantly accelerated upward toward the airlock at full speed. To his right, a tank burned, but a suppression system must be quarantining it, because the flames didn’t spread.

      As he approached the station, lightheaded as his oxygen ran out, he spotted Tai inside, gasping for air.

      A heaviness settled on his chest. He wouldn’t be getting answers now about why the man had attacked Finley or whether anyone else was involved.

      He had failed his job—and her.
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      Finley’s heart pounded.

      The guy in the doorway was smiling faintly. He was a little older than she was, early twenties like Shiro and Cartier. He had tan skin, blue eyes, and light brown hair, and the expensive cut of his hair and his clothes would have revealed his identity if she didn’t recognize him from the information she’d read about this city and the Villa.

      Benniton Brax. Son of the current owner.

      And possibly a leader in the galaxy’s terror group.

      She couldn’t just call for Liu and demand the woman arrest him. She needed to let the drive behind her finish. And she needed Benniton not to know there was a drive. So she smiled.

      “Hello. Are you the owner?”

      “My dad, technically. But he’s often away, so I run things. Call me Ben.”

      That meant he was likely aware of any and all questionable transmissions, and therefore officially the target of her spying. She kept her smile in place.

      “Thank you for letting us take a tour. It really is impressive. I’m Finley. It’s good to meet you.”

      He continued to gaze at her steadily. “I know who you are. It’s an honor to have the Flash in my home. I’m surprised you followed through with the tour. I saw the match today.”

      “Oh, I’m fine. It’s definitely not the first time I’ve fallen.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.”

      Surely the drive was broadcasting a beacon behind her or a blaring alarm or something.

      “McGrath?” Liu’s voice.

      “Still in here. I’m perfectly fine. Our host hasn’t attempted to stab me in the three minutes you were gone. But I appreciate your concern.”

      Liu inspected her and Benniton, then nodded as if she had needed to confirm the lack of stabbing with her own eyes.

      The silence now felt loaded. Finley should act how she normally did, not give him or Liu any reason to suspect this tour was different than the others she took.

      “Do you want to say anything?” she asked. “For the camera? Some people like to talk about their planet or their home or whatever.”

      “I’ve seen some of your videos. I find them fascinating. But no, I’m not a person who cares to share my opinion broadly.”

      Of course not, since terrorists generally tried to hide their terrorist inclinations from the general public.

      She laughed. “Well, then, you and I are very different, Ben.”

      He hooked his hands in his pockets. “I am a fan of what you do. I admire anyone who uses their platform for good.”

      If the Obsidian Force approved of her work, that probably meant she should stop, immediately.

      “I’ve been blessed,” she said. “And I believe people are blessed to be a blessing. If you have a lot, but don’t use it to help others, what’s the point?”

      “Wise words. I couldn’t agree more.”

      She suspected his idea of helping was much bloodier than hers. And far more illegal.

      What had led him to get involved with the revolution? Based on what she’d read of this place, she knew his family had established the gas collection industry here, then Cobalt had swooped in to take over and tax and control it. The Brax family, while still benefitting, had lost significant profits to the Republic. Was that enough to make someone want revolution?

      His eyes remained locked on hers, then he looked away to the rest of the room.

      “Have you been in one of these before?” He spread an arm. “Would you like to see it?”

      Yes, in fact. Desperately. But would he need the console for that? She couldn’t let him near it with the drive plugged in.

      “Actually, I heard something about animals?”

      “Ah, yes. The menagerie. Come.” He crooked an elbow and offered her an arm.

      Refusal was out of the question, as was reaching for the drive, so she let him lead her away and forced herself not to glance back.

      Would Liu see the drive? How would Finley retrieve it?

      In the hall, the team was emerging from the pool room.

      Digger met her gaze. She darted her eyes toward the holo room and shook her head once, hoping he understood her meaning.

      Then she did a double-take. Cartier was soaking wet.

      “What happened?”

      Wix snickered. “He tripped.”

      Finley bit her lip to contain a laugh. She would bet her hoverboard that had been Digger’s distraction, the shout that had drawn Liu away.

      “I’m terribly sorry my teammates have such awful manners,” she said.

      “Hey,” Wix said. “It showed the height of good manners that I didn’t jump in with him.”

      “You were probably the one who tripped him,” Ileana said.

      “We’re going to see the menagerie,” Finley said before they started arguing. “This is Ben. The owner.”

      “Ooh, can I fly one of those racing yachts?” Wix asked.

      Finley lightly squeezed Benniton’s arm. “I promise we’re not always this rude.”

      He smiled. “It’s fine. This way.”

      They took two turns and ended in a large room with screen panels on the floor to mimic grass and on the ceiling to mimic a partly cloudy sky. Around the edges were small landscapes obviously guarded by invisible force fields, because each contained a different setting and animal: a prairie with gray, six-legged rodents making soft chirping sounds; a purple jungle with a vivid blue snake; a forest with three tiny uniprongs; a pond with giant lizards sleeping on the shore. And many more.

      She lingered by the nearest, the little uniprongs with black and tan fur and long, single horns jutting from their heads.

      When Digger arrived last and gave her a nod, she breathed easier that evidence of her spying hadn’t been left around for the Obsidian Force to find.

      Benniton led her to various displays. The miniature zoo should have been fascinating, with creatures from all over the galaxy. But seeing them trapped made the walls close in. She, too, was stuck in enemy territory. But she had a way out. Sergeant Alberti would never let this guy hurt her.

      Of course, Alberti might be the one caging her if she found out what Finley was doing.

      “Sad, isn’t it?” Benniton said. “I don’t like keeping them trapped. Animals, like people, deserve freedom.”

      Something in his musing tone felt loaded.

      “Unfortunately, my father bred these here, and they wouldn’t know how to survive on their own. Some beings need a little help.”

      Did his sentiment apply to people, as well? He didn’t think colonists could survive without his assistance?

      “I’m sorry for them, too,” she said, “but I’m sure you take good care of them.” Forcing an extra cheerful voice, she went on, “This has been amazing, and it was great to meet you, but we’ve intruded long enough. We should be leaving. Thank you again for your hospitality.”

      “Of course.”

      He escorted the team to the entry hall, and as the others filed toward the door, kept hold of her arm.

      “If you ever want to use those videos for greater purposes, I might be able to help.” His voice was low, intimate.

      Yeah, help her commit treason.

      “I’ll keep that in mind. Thanks again, Ben.”

      She forced herself to hug him and felt his gaze during her entire walk to the car.
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        * * *

      

      Since no one had shown up to arrest her—either private mercenary guards or Cobalt police—Finley assumed her first and hopefully only foray into hacking hadn’t been detected.

      Digger was in the lobby when she met the team for their departure the next day, and she veered toward him. He’d confirmed last night that he had successfully retrieved the drive and would return it to SilverSpark.

      “Thanks for having my back,” she said.

      “It was my supreme honor to assist the greatest player in the galaxy.” He bowed, and she rolled her eyes.

      “You said you don’t care about grav-ball.”

      “Just like my girlfriend, constantly pointing out trivial and irrelevant details. It was still an honor, Flash.”

      She shook her head and grinned. “I hope I get to meet her one day.”

      His face softened into the first expression she’d seen on him that wasn’t cocky, mocking, or mischievous. “She’s special.”

      “Sounds like it, with everything she’s done to help the galaxy. How’d you guys meet?”

      “Wrong place, right time. Believe it or not, neither of us set out to help the galaxy.”

      “Oh, I believe it of you.”

      He laughed. “You are clever. She’d definitely like you. I’m still struggling to understand you signing up for this cause, risking all this.” He waved a hand. “My involvement is recent, and it took… extenuating circumstances. You’re a good person, Finley McGrath. I’m honored to be your cousin.”

      She laughed, too. “I’m glad SilverSpark has someone like you to help. Tell her hello and thanks for everything.”

      Digger melted away, and Tai and Micah approached from opposite directions.

      They clasped arms.

      “Thanks again for the help,” Micah said.

      Tai grinned. “Any excuse to use the jetpack.”

      Finley hadn’t seen Micah last night. He’d left her a message saying he was back and hadn’t had any luck, and she’d confirmed she hadn’t been arrested. She couldn’t wait to hear the story behind the jetpack adventure.

      Tai turned to her. “Flash, it was great to meet you.”

      “You too. Sure I can’t get you a signed jersey?”

      “Save it for after we stop a revolution. Then Perrin and I plan to find my best friend somehow, and I’d love to have one ready for him.”

      “It’s a deal.”

      She hugged him, and Tai left, likely to rejoin Digger and return to their secret base, leaving her alone with Micah.

      “I hope we see them again soon.”

      Micah watched them exit. “I suspect we will.”
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      “I thought I might find you here.”

      Micah repeated Finley’s recent words as he entered the ship’s practice arena. She’d had a few hours of weights and strategy sessions after they left Arlaxia, and he was ready for time alone with her to catch up on everything.

      “You know you don’t have to stalk the ship,” she said. “I told you it was okay to call me. Or you can come to my room.”

      “Can I?”

      Hurt flashed across her face. “How many times did you climb in my window?”

      “Yeah, but that was before.”

      She bit her lip and angled her head toward where he lingered in the doorway. “I think it’s time we talk about… everything.”

      She stood at the edge of the arena, clutching her board, so he edged closer, though the possibility of arguing with her made him want to run.

      “We don’t need to.”

      “Yes, we do.” She spun toward him. “Micah, I’m sorry. For the things I said. For not respecting your wishes. For blaming you. For not calling you over and over or showing up at your door to say that years ago. Mostly that. I’m sorry I lost you.”

      An ache spiraled through him. He was sorry about that, too. “You were right to be upset. I let you down. I should be the one apologizing.”

      Her face was intense. “The first year I was on Cobalt, your messages were what got me through. I was alone, and lonely, living by myself. My teammates saw me as a kid, and everyone else saw me as some untouchable celebrity, but you were the one person who saw me.”

      Picturing her alone, in a new city and a new life without him, hurt as much now as it had three years ago.

      “I was disappointed when you changed your plans,” she said. “I’d been so excited to have you with me. But you didn’t betray me, and you had good reasons. I shouldn’t have blamed you. What hurt the most was when you said to leave you alone. It took everything in me to respect that, but I thought you’d reach out when you were ready. But you didn’t.”

      He swallowed hard, avoided her gaze. “I’m sorry I left you alone. I figured you were better off, didn’t need your past holding you back.”

      “I would never think that, Micah Townsend.” Her voice rang out.

      The ache in his chest rose higher, clutching his throat.

      “Stop being so selfless,” she said. “We both messed up. I know I hurt you, too. Let me have it.”

      He didn’t want to put words to the last two years of emotions, to add to her burdens. But she would keep pushing.

      “I felt like you thought I didn’t care about changing my plans,” he said softly. “That’s what hurt me. It killed me to know you were off on our adventure but I wasn’t. I wanted that future we’d planned as badly as you did. But I had no choice.”

      She sighed. “I know. I got lost in missing what I wanted, and it was easy to forget you had to give up what you wanted, too.”

      “I’m sorry for how things ended,” he said. “I shouldn’t have gotten mad at you for offering to help. I don’t think I meant it when I said to give me space, and when you actually did, I was shocked. But then I figured that’s what you must have wanted, too, and I also failed to reach out.”

      “I should have stopped offering to help after the first time you said no. You weren’t wrong to tell me to back off.”

      What would have happened if he hadn’t refused the money she’d tried to force on his family? They might not have lost so much time. Or it might have made things even more awkward between them. He didn’t regret declining.

      “We were both wrong to stay quiet for so long. That’s something we can agree on, right?”

      “Absolutely.” She ducked her head, hugged her board. “Can we… I don’t know. Admit we made mistakes and… be us again? Somehow?”

      “We’ll always be us, Fin.”

      He had to force the words out through the tightness in his throat.

      He extended an arm, and she stepped to his side. He pressed her against him and leaned his head against hers. She was slightly damp with sweat, but he was used to it, and having her familiar warmth and solidness made him feel whole again.

      They stood in silence, and now it was friendly, comfortable, like the old days.

      “It’s so weird,” she said.

      “What?”

      “You’re not supposed to be taller than me.”

      He laughed.

      “I guess it’s good someone’s trying to kill me,” she said. “It brought us together again.”

      He pulled away to look her in the eyes but left a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t joke about that. For a second, when my colonel first called and said there was an attack, I was terrified. What we said, the years apart, they didn’t matter. I forgot everything and only cared if you were okay. I’m going to protect you. We will solve this.”

      She nodded. “What happened yesterday? Have we properly apologized? Can we get back to work?”

      “I feel properly apologized to.”

      “Good. Me too.”

      “Good.”

      They smiled at each other, holding onto the moment. Then he gave her an overview of the suspect, his visits, and the jetpack chase with an unfortunate ending.

      “I keep thinking about the pictures in his flat,” he said. “His kid in the military. Should I find him? Who will call and tell him his dad died as a suspect in an attack?”

      Finley squeezed his arm. “You’re a good person, Micah Townsend.”

      “Doesn’t feel particularly good. A man died, and we’re no closer to knowing who’s behind everything. I’ll keep looking into the ‘blue hand,’ whatever it is. But that’s all I have for now. I assume everything went okay for you?”

      “Since I’m not arrested or a captive of the terrorists?”

      He poked her. “Now you’re just joking about it because you know it worries me.”

      “Yep.” She grinned. “It went okay. Digger helped. And I didn’t get caught. It was a bit dicey when the owner came in right after I plugged in the drive. I think he wanted to recruit me to use my videos to help the Obsidian Force.”

      “Be careful. Them wanting you to join is just as dangerous as them wanting to hurt you.”

      “Yeah. But I heard from SilverSpark, and she got the access she wanted. She was able to find his past communications logs. The bad news is, Obsidian Force cells on two dozen planets, from all three empires, are in contact with each other through that hub. So more planets than we thought might be involved in planning something for the day of the Cup finals.”

      “She still doesn’t know what?”

      Finley shook her head. “Just lots of mentions of that date.”

      Micah stared out at the arena. “Should we tell someone?”

      “That’s what I asked, if we should warn the empires. SilverSpark says the comms are too vague. Without details on a plan, the empires can’t do much. They already have troops on every planet they can. And if we expose the plot too soon, the Obsidian Force might move up their plans and act sooner. If they haven’t already, after we captured those people on Loa Seven.”

      “What now?”

      “Keep doing our missions, keep investigating, and hope we get a new lead, I guess.”

      He nodded. “Shouldn’t you also be practicing? So I can say I’m friends with a Galactic Cup champion?”

      He grabbed the board from her, stepped onto it, and activated the hover cell. He didn’t plan to go anywhere since he wasn’t wearing boots that would clamp on. Just stood there, making him extra tall, careful to keep his balance.

      She laughed, and he’d missed that sound, of sunlight and every color of the rainbow. “You look ridiculous. You never did know how to stand on one of those.”

      “You weren’t using it, so I figured someone should. Plus, I like being taller. I plan to rub it in frequently.”

      She shoved his leg, and he yelped as he was forced to leap off.

      “Do you still have that…?” She stepped closer. “Yep.”

      Her fingertips traced the scar over his right eye. It could have been healed completely if they’d had a regenerator that day, except no one did in their part of the city.

      Her touch was doing things to his insides that were squirmy and not entirely unpleasant. He swallowed hard and cleared his throat.

      “That’s why I hate boards.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “But your jetpack is fine?”

      “Jetpacks are different. Plus, totally faster.”

      She scoffed. “Only the way you ride hoverboards, like a grandma does.”

      He crossed his arms. “Please. Do we need to race?”

      “That never ended well for you.”

      “My jetpack says it will now.”

      She was grinning, and it felt so good, so normal. He smiled back, and they remained frozen once more. Then she moved away and climbed on the board, her boots locking into place. But she didn’t fly off.

      “Remember that first summer at the lake, learning to swim?” he asked. “We’re doing it exactly like that.”

      “I don’t have any idea what you mean.”

      “Of course you do. When I got here, I stood outside for eight minutes. You didn’t move, just stared at the court with those pouty lips, same as on the dock that summer.”

      “I am not pouty!”

      “You are sometimes. It’s okay. I know the real Finley isn’t all sunshine, no matter what you show the galaxy. But we’re going to fix this.”

      “Fix what?”

      “You’re nervous after what happened at the match. I would be, too. I had jetpack failures when I was learning to use it. Okay, fine. They were user errors. But they resulted in major crashes. Worse than when I got this.” He touched the scar. “I won’t teach you the military way, though, because honestly, it was the worst.”

      “What happened?”

      “They don’t want you to hesitate, so as long as you’re conscious, they send you up again immediately. The first time, I couldn’t see because a cut on my head was bleeding into my eyes. The second time, I broke my ankle, so when it was time to land again, I purposely crashed into a bush to avoid putting weight on it. Unless you’re extra motivated, no flips yet. Just cruise around slowly.”

      “What are you, my trainer?”

      “It worked before. Look where you are now. I should sell my services. Train with me, and I’ll make a star of you.”

      “I’m sure my hard work and skill had nothing to do with it.”

      “A bit. But it was mostly me and my brilliant help.”

      She rolled her eyes, but then her face grew serious. “Did I ever thank you?”

      “Not nearly often enough.”

      “I mean it.”

      His smile faded. She moved close enough to rest her hands on his shoulders from two feet above him. His hands lifted to hook around her legs.

      “I wouldn’t be here without your training plans, your lists, your schedules, your nutrition research. You taught me how to take it as seriously as I needed to. To not just be fast but to be disciplined enough to succeed.”

      The intense expression on her face as she stared down at him set his heart pounding. They were frozen, gazing at each other. His hands moved to rest on her waist, and she swallowed hard but didn’t move away.

      What was this? This meant more than their usual casual touch, based on the way his insides felt like a bomb had gone off.

      He ducked his head, released her, and stepped away. “Stop flattering me and start flying, McGrath.”

      She moved, slowly, making a circle around him and looping back.

      “You know, at first, it was weird. No one ever called me Finley. Definitely not Fin. One of the things I missed most about you was that. It was always McGrath, and I just wanted to be me. And not having you there, it felt like part of me was missing.”

      He leaned against the padded edge of the arena. “It wasn’t the same without you at home, either. I’d find a perfect piece and want to show you, or go somewhere like the park or arcade, except it wasn’t the same alone. Or eat pancakes and you weren’t there to steal all the syrup. It’s hard being left behind.”

      “Being the one who leaves is hard, too. I was constantly imagining life going on without me at home. Wondering if anyone noticed I was gone, or if the space I left filled in around me, people forgetting I was ever there.”

      His heart twisted for her. Like that was possible. But the moment was too serious, he felt too uncertain, so he opted for teasing again.

      “People noticed. That giant hole you made in the science classroom wall. Or the paint you spilled all over the street outside your apartment. Not to mention, I had to fight off reporters who wanted the inside scoop on your life. Lucky for you, the embarrassing childhood photos were equally embarrassing for me, so I decided not to sell them for ridiculous amounts of money.”

      She laughed.

      “Really, though. Do you care about the others, the town? Is it enough to know you left a hole in my life and I knew you were gone?”

      The question came out more fervent than he’d intended, and she stopped several yards away.

      “It’s enough.” Her eyes shone, and her voice was quiet and thick.

      They stared at each other again, and he wished she were closer so he could touch her face.

      Where had that come from? No way he’d risk messing up their newly recovered friendship.

      He cleared his throat. “Okay, enough cruising. Do they call you the Flash for nothing? I’m not seeing anything that convinces me that nickname is deserved.”

      She stuck her tongue out at him and sped up.

      “Better,” he said. “But more like Turtle than Flash.”

      She whipped around and raced toward him, twirling into a slip spin at the last second to avoid hitting him, zooming past so quickly he sensed the air move.

      He grinned. “Now the columns.”

      She wove in and out of the columns, slalom style, adding spins.

      “What next, boss?” she called.

      “The rail, then the ramp.”

      She aimed for the rail, bouncing up and skimming along it. Then went up the ramp and over the top, though her speed dropped and she didn’t add any tricks.

      The board was fine. It was in her head, though, the fear that perhaps the one thing she always relied on could now let her down.

      And if there wasn’t a lesson in that for him about their past, and their future, he was an idiot. He wanted her to trust again. The board, and him. Enthusiastically and wholeheartedly, like she always had.

      “Bring it in,” he called.

      She flew over to him. “Really? We’re done?”

      He smothered a smile. Denying her something she loved was the perfect way to guarantee she’d do anything to get it.

      “Why?” he asked. “Did you want to practice your flips?”

      “I thought… Oh, you’re the worst.”

      He laughed. “I’m not your boss or your coach. I’m just your friend.”

      “There’s no ‘just’ about that, Micah Townsend.” Her expression was fierce, serious, as she stared at him, leaving his insides a flaming wreck once more.

      Then she darted off toward the half-pipe. He held his breath as she climbed the side. And did a double flip, double twist, coming down perfectly, the board level.

      His chest threatened to burst with pride. He cheered, not just for her flying, but for having her back, his Finley.
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      After the first minute of the match on their next planet, Finley was back, confident, the previous game’s incident gone from her mind. They won easily, and she had Micah to thank. Again.

      That day in the training room refused to leave her head as easily. Something had passed between her and Micah, beyond the apologies, and she didn’t know what. It reminded her of when she thought of a new trick to try, huge and terrifying but with the potential to be thrilling.

      SilverSpark hadn’t had a job for her. This planet wasn’t involved in the mysterious plot, and so far it remained peaceful. After her teammates strangely declined to join, she and Micah walked around. People had told her about the planet’s orchards and vineyards, and they enjoyed the red-tiled roofs and colorful mosaic-covered plazas.

      Micah wanted to try to learn about the blue hand without Sergeant Alberti finding out, so he asked a few questions, but he didn’t find what was he looking for, and they returned early.

      On the next planet, the team played another uneventful match then toured a pretty pink sand beach with purple waves. Micah distracted Gonzalez long enough for Finley to meet a contact to hand over gear Tai had left with her, that was surely illegal for everyday citizens.

      As they were leaving the beach, Wix, Ileana, and Eriksen sandwiched her.

      “You’ve been spending lots of time with Soldier Boy,” Wix said.

      “It’s good to spend time with a friend.”

      “Right, that’s what it is,” he replied.

      “What else would it be?”

      Eriksen smirked.

      Ileana patted her head. “She’s so cute.”

      “She really is,” Eriksen said.

      Finley wasn’t sure she wanted to examine their implications.

      Between her practice sessions and his duties, the days of travel gave her and Micah plenty of time to catch up. She told him about the last two years, how her parents and older sisters were doing on Cobalt. He filled her in on people from home, stories from his parents and younger sister. Every night, she was tempted to break her strict schedule and stay up late, except Micah always sent her to her room at exactly the right time.

      She hadn’t recognized the hole in her life until having him here helped fill it.

      But despite her new awareness of him, the way a slight shock zinged through her when they touched, or how she had to constantly fight the urge to touch his hair, awareness lingered that she shouldn’t do anything to risk their friendship.

      Whatever was going on between them, she was flying better than ever, was extra energized for weights and practice sessions, earning praise from Coach.

      The quiet days had been good for morale. Her team was playing well. The attacks were a distant memory.

      But she knew she lived in a sheltered bubble, and millions throughout the galaxy couldn’t forget the violence so easily. Her goal for a decade had been to win a Galactic Cup, but her new mission to make a difference pressed on her, as well. Like her mind was split, her heart divided.

      As the ship approached the next stop, she received a message from SilverSpark. It sent a surge of energy through her. The break had been nice, but she’d been hoping for the chance to do more. The Obsidian Force wouldn’t be resting, and she wanted to act.

      “This is outside the usual, but here’s a job for Neridia, if you’re willing. There’s been an accident in the mines causing what the locals call Prism Flu. It’s not technically a flu—it’s caused by breathing gas that’s emitted when the drill hits the prisms wrong. It’s not contagious, so you’re safe. But I have a friend who has medicines who’s trying to convince the warships to let her past the blockade. She runs a legitimate shipping company, but her credentials haven’t been enough. Anything you can say to get them to let her bring the medicines would be great.”

      Attached was a dossier on Perrin Hightower and her shipping business. Eighteen, and she owned and ran the whole operation. Impressive.

      Wait. Perrin. Tai had mentioned that name—his girlfriend. Each piece of the puzzle made Finley more curious to meet the rest of SilverSpark’s team.

      The message ended with, “Someone there has been in contact with the Villa on Arlaxia, so be careful.”

      The job was definitely different. She didn’t usually advocate for anything specific. What could she say to convince Cobalt leaders to let a ship through without revealing she knew about the ship? Would anyone get mad if she tried?

      She ran a search to learn about the illness. This planet was the leading source of prism cores in the Republic, hence the military presence guarding the wormholes. But despite advanced technology, prism core mining was tricky work and accidents were common. Apparently, the gas caused lung damage and possible eye and skin problems when miners came into contact with it while not wearing gear. Basic medical supplies treated symptoms, but people could be cured quickly and completely with more expensive meds.

      Finley would have thought that such an important colony would have had those medicines.

      She accessed the planet’s news feeds and found a story about the accident on the local network, which gave her an excuse for how she could have learned about it. Apparently, gas had leaked into a supposedly secure area, so the miners hadn’t been wearing full protective equipment. Several had died and dozens were sick, and the mines had been shut down for days.

      If there was medicine these people needed, and she could help it reach them, what kind of person would she be if she didn’t try?

      Better to ask forgiveness than permission.

      She activated her camera.

      “Hey, galactic friends. Finley here, approaching Neridia for our next match. I’ve heard from so many of you that the crystal caves are gorgeous, and I can’t wait to see them. I hope I get to hear them sing.

      “But I have sad news. I was trying to learn more about this place, and I discovered they’ve had a recent mining accident leading to an outbreak of Prism Flu. Ships can only travel through wormholes because of brave people like these who mine our prism cores. They’re literally the ones who make galactic travel possible. Please be thinking of them, and if anyone who sees this is in a position to send help, medicine and first aid supplies are much needed. I know the Cobalt Republic and the other empires will do everything they can.

      “I’ll report again soon. Finley out.”

      She might’ve gone overboard, but she needed them to act. To have to act.

      She hit post, sincerely hoping that whoever in the Republic was in charge of deciding which communications were allowed through was so used to her videos, they wouldn’t watch this one first.

      Her comm rang. Shades. Was she in trouble already?

      No, it was Micah.

      “Hey.”

      “Please tell me you know what you’re doing,” he said.

      “Of course I do. Always.”

      He snorted.

      “I do not appreciate your mocking. What could you possibly be talking about?”

      “Don’t play dumb with me, Fin.”

      She huffed. “Fine. What, do you have an alert on your comm or something, so you know the instant I post a new video?”

      He remained quiet.

      He did. Warmth stole through her, sent a tingle down her spine. Since he couldn’t see her, she grinned.

      She softened her tone. “Tai’s girlfriend has medicine to help these people, but the Republic won’t let her ship through the wormhole. I’m… what did you call it in your sculptures? Greasing the wheel?”

      “More like being the squeaky wheel.” His voice was softer now, too. “No one minded?”

      “I didn’t exactly ask.”

      “Of course you didn’t. Well, thanks for not checking with me first so I can honestly say I didn’t know about this. If the sergeant has any concerns, I’ll try to make her happy, convince her this is a good idea.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Of course. Be careful, Fin. I love that you want to help people. But we don’t know who’s after you or what might make them mad.”

      “I know.”

      Finley hit the gym for her regular weights session. If her teammates had seen the video, they gave no indication. When they were done, she showered and packed a bag, then went to the observation deck to prepare for landing.

      Once the team was gathered, Coach said, “Team meeting as soon as we reach the hotel.”

      Hopefully a standard one that had nothing to do with her video…

      The landing area was a flat patch of tan dirt in an area with rocky hills, stunted gray-green trees, and the planet’s famous crystals—hexagonal blue and pink pillars jutting aboveground. A small city awaited in the hills, though Finley had read that many people lived in caves carved into the hillsides, using pre-fab tech to supplement the rock. The surface was scorching hot, and the crystals absorbed heat, making the crystal-lined caves easier to keep cool.

      After a short work through hot, dry air, where no fans waited to greet them, their hovercars took them past crystals as large as the vehicle. They were duller than she’d expected, but with hints of the glowing pink and blue shining through a coating of dust.

      Their route led through dusty, deserted streets. Either the city wanted to hide its problems, or people legitimately never went outside. Soldiers patrolled in short-sleeved uniforms rather than armor, with hats that shielded their faces. They turned to watch the cars pass.

      For such an important colony, it felt desolate and forgotten. Was that normal or a result of the outbreak? Finley wasn’t sure, but she shuddered.

      The hotel was small but nice, likely because Cobalt officials visited often enough to check on the prism core mines and expected comfortable facilities.

      The team assembled in a meeting room that hummed with the sound of an air conditioner working overtime, and Coach stood.

      “I’ve sent the schedule for the next few days to each of you.”

      Finley accessed it on her comp-pad while the others did the same. First session in the arena to check it out. Final group film session to discuss the scouting reports and clips they’d received—she had watched them while they traveled, as always. More intense practice, since they had a couple days until the match. Gym sessions. Check-up for injuries. The usual.

      When they finished reading, Coach said, “Now, onto another matter. I don’t know what you’ve heard, but this planet is currently seeing an outbreak of Prism Flu.”

      The others shifted nervously.

      Wix tugged his shirt over his mouth, and his words were muffled when he said, “Maybe we should stay on the ship.”

      Finley yanked his shirt down and rolled her eyes. “It’s not contagious.”

      “She’s right,” Coach said. “You’re in no danger. I just wanted you to be aware, in case you heard anyone talking. We’ve been asked to make an official appearance on behalf of the Republic. A shipment of medicine will arrive soon, and leaders think it would be good PR if we helped distribute it.”

      Finley sat straighter. Meds wouldn’t be here so quickly unless they’d let Perrin through.

      “As long as it’s safe, I’ll do it,” Wix said. “I’m too good-looking to die young.”

      “You’re an idiot,” Ileana said, “which probably means you will.”

      The others laughed.

      “All right, all right.” Coach smiled. “Arena tour in an hour. Get your boards. McGrath, a word.”

      While the others left, Finley lingered.

      “I received a message from Yunia Jabara, one of the prime minister’s top aides, about your latest video.”

      Finley froze.

      “She was told to pass along the message that some in the Republic were… less than pleased. Mainly about the entire galaxy finding out about the illness.”

      “They should be less than pleased that their own citizens are dying and they aren’t doing anything to help.” Her words rang out.

      Finley hadn’t considered the Republic getting upset about her revealing what had happened here. Did they think they could keep it a secret? Had they planned to block communication from this planet until the problem was over?

      Coach held up his hands. “I won’t argue that. And I suspect it’s partly why they asked the team to help.”

      She had made a difference. She tried to contain a smile.

      “Now, I personally don’t mind. We’re always happy to make visits and help out where we can. It’s good for us, for the Republic, and good for the people. Some in the government are less forgiving. They know they can’t ask you to stop the videos. Viewers would wonder why and get mad at the Republic for making you. But I have been asked to request that you stay out of politics.” His tone was kind.

      “It’s politics when people are dying?” Finley asked. “They don’t mind me talking about tourism when we’re close to war and no one can travel, but saying anything about their people who need help isn’t allowed?”

      “I’m just relaying the message. You’re an adult, and I have no control over what you post. Just keep the team in mind, and don’t do anything to jeopardize our tour or our support. You’re an athlete, McGrath, not an undercover reporter.”

      If only he knew.

      “You’re paid to win games, not make videos,” he continued. “Don’t let this be a distraction. Got it?”

      Finley nodded. She would never hurt the team. And she couldn’t blame Coach for acting as the messenger.

      She trudged out. She was an athlete. Since the first time she climbed on Micah’s board, she hadn’t wanted anything else. She was living her dream, and she loved it.

      But these people, the galaxy, the terrorists, SilverSpark and Tai and Digger and the others trying to help… Some days that felt bigger and more important. She knew sports and her videos brought people joy. Made them smile. Gave them a distraction.

      Was there a time when that was no longer enough? When she’d have to choose between that and something more?

      Since she didn’t know, she changed and grabbed her board. For now, she’d focus on the main reason for being here—winning another match.
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      After two days of practice and game prep, Finley’s teammates and Micah’s squad all knew of her video. She’d received a thank-you from SilverSpark. Perrin was expected to land the day of the game with her cargo hold full of meds. Her ship would likely receive a thorough inspection, but after the game, the team would join her.

      Shiro and Eriksen thought it was nice and were happy to help. Wix made jokes about getting sick, which Ileana kept reminding him to keep to himself in public. Cartier said it was nothing more than a distraction but couldn’t argue with an official request from the prime minister’s office. The soldiers were professional as always and didn’t comment, and if Micah knew their opinions, he hadn’t told her.

      When they flew onto the court, the cheers sounded louder, wilder than usual. Energy pulsed through the arena.

      Usually that fed her, motivated her, fueled her to play well, but something about the mood was tense and left her unsettled. Like she was waiting for something from the stands to invade or erupt.

      She glanced at her teammates. Wix and Cartier were jittery, too, though Shiro and Eriksen looked as calm as always.

      Ileana gave them with a fierce scowl. “Concentrate, everyone.”

      They soared around the whole court once, in their usual diamond formation, before breaking off to take their positions as the announcer called each of their names. Finley “The Flash” McGrath earned a huge cheer, and she waved. Despite the familiarity of the ritual and the joy of the spotlight, her skin prickled.

      The home team was announced, and the ref-bot launched the ball to start the game. Cartier snagged it and passed to Finley, but his throw was off and the other team’s striker intercepted. Wix lunged for a steal and missed. Thankfully, Eriksen saved the other team’s shot, but when she hurled the ball to Ileana, Ileana’s spin went wide. The entire first half continued the same—dropped passes, wild throws, tricks not landing. Finley’s timing was off, adding flips but missing the ball. At halftime, the score was tied, and in the locker room, Coach glared at them.

      “I don’t care if the stands are full of naked people throwing food at you or supermodels blowing you kisses. You’re distracted and sloppy. This is not who we are. Ignore the crowds. Ignore the news. Go out there and play like I know you can. Or I’ll bench you all and the backups will get their shot.”

      Finley mumbled her agreement. Why was this affecting her? Usually she didn’t pay attention to the chants, other than to let the crowd’s volume pump her up. But every time they’d yelled her name, she’d heard it. And she remembered the power outage on Brixen, the stabbing, her board shutting off, those online threats.

      Her last few videos had been more like the old ones, travel logs rather than interviews, and hadn’t received any hostile comments. But the soldiers hadn’t caught anyone involved in the first two attacks.

      The team improved enough in the second half to win by two, but with the Cup rapidly approaching, putting in their poorest performance in ages was not a good sign. They were dejected in the locker room. And they still heard chants from the stands, fans not ready to leave.

      Sergeant Alberti entered. “I suggest you stay here for now. I don’t think the team is in danger, but it’s rowdy out there, and we want to clear everyone out before you go.”

      If this was the atmosphere in the arena, what was the rest of the colony like? With their public appearance to distribute meds coming up, she was about to find out.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The crowds didn’t want to leave, hoping for another glance at Finley. Micah didn’t love how they shouted her name. It felt different than usual. Not simply fans of the game, but like they thought she was some kind of savior. He didn’t think they were connected to the people who wanted to hurt her—the opposite. But that didn’t mean she wouldn’t get hurt.

      Over a voice amplifier, the announcer continued to repeat his request for fans to leave. Micah and Liu joined local guards overseeing the exit, forcing the people on when many tried to linger outside the stadium.

      Micah found himself working alongside a guy a few years older than he was, in a basic Ground Battalion uniform. The man’s top buttons were undone, his sleeves rolled up. Scuffed boots and too-long hair would have gotten him extra duty shifts on Cobalt. He seemed to know some of the fans, stopping to chat with several people.

      Other soldiers wore equally sloppy uniforms, and when Liu gave a group of privates an order, Micah was the only one who acknowledged her.

      Their behavior added to the unease inside him.

      Borrowing a move from Finley’s playbook, he asked the guy, “How long have you been stationed here?”

      “Three years. Since I finished basic training.”

      Longer than usual, for a first assignment. And to still be a private. Micah should be up for advancement soon, and it had only been a year for him.

      “Do you like it here?”

      “Sure. It’s a good planet, if too hot. Nice people. Feels like home by now.”

      Interesting. Most soldiers rarely stayed anywhere long enough to get that feeling. “Where are you from originally?”

      “Another secondary world.”

      “Me too,” he said.

      “Seen any action?”

      “Some.”

      “Better you than me. How’s the armor? I hear it has cooling tech.”

      “Yeah.” Micah was especially glad for that today.

      “I took this assignment rather than bother with the extra training to use it. I was ready to get off Cobalt, you know?”

      Micah did not know. Training had been a lot of work—months of basic, plus several more for armor, jetpack, and underwater certifications—but Cobalt had been interesting, even if the military wasn’t how he’d planned to see it and even if he’d missed his family.

      “Not a fan of the big cities?” Micah asked.

      The guy shrugged and moved on to chat with someone else. Micah frowned after him, neck prickling, but he couldn’t say why.

      It took two hours to clear the fans from the arena and the surrounding streets, then check the route to the hotel before escorting the team.

      He met Finley’s gaze through his visor, and she climbed into the hovercar as he rose above it on his jetpack. She looked too serious, especially for her.

      There was no rest for him, not for hours. While the team prepared for their official outing, Alberti briefed Micah’s squad on the terrain and they once again scouted the way, over rocky ground to a nearby cliff where a large cave had been turned into a makeshift hospital. The city’s official clinic was too small for all the patients.

      They wore full armor, a surefire way to intimidate sick people, but they needed to be able to protect the team. Micah also suspected Alberti had been commanded to make the squad visible and obvious, a show of the Cobalt Defense Forces helping the locals.

      As they escorted the team through town, a maintenance crew outside a pre-fab building jeered at the soldiers, and Finley glared at them.

      The cave’s entrance was guarded by soldiers who stood straighter when Alberti approached. After they passed through the gaping cavern entrance, the cave opened before them.

      The first sight of it temporarily made Micah’s training, his mission, everything, flee from his mind. Huge, glowing crystals lit the cavern with an unearthly light, pinks and blues. Throughout the fairly level space, huge columns of crystal jutted at diagonal angles, connecting ceiling to floor in a massive web. Other, freestanding ones had pointed tops or clustered in formations that reached well over his head. They were slightly translucent, with brighter strands of color throughout, glowing. Veins in the dark blue stone walls matched.

      Though the crystals and rocks remained motionless, he was reminded of wormholes. The patterns, the design, the colors, the sheer beauty, clenched something inside his chest. He wouldn’t make a sculpture of this, because they were already perfect.

      “Hello, Townsend,” came the sergeant’s voice. “Come in.”

      “Yes, Sergeant. Sorry.” He tore his gaze away.

      Finley was smirking at him, but no one else had noticed his distraction. The team was heading deeper into the cave. Patches of ground not taken up by crystals were covered with low cots, small white tents, tables covered in crates, and people. People everywhere.

      Voices hummed, and loud coughing echoed. The stench of sweat and too many bodies hung thick in the air.

      Even though the coach and the team manager were there, and Finley was the youngest, everyone let her take the lead.

      A woman moved to greet them, about his mom’s age, with faded blonde and gray hair and kind blue eyes.

      Finley stepped forward, so the woman went straight for her and hugged her. “We can’t thank you enough.”

      “Don’t thank me,” Finley said, shaking her head. “I did what anyone would do. Are you the mayor?”

      She snorted. “Oh, no. I’m just overseeing the medical care.”

      “Like the head doctor?”

      Her smile was wry. “You overestimate our resources and my training. The accident was a week ago, and we ran out of meds within the first day. Now we’re managing symptoms as best we can.”

      “How can we help?”

      “Perrin has been cleared at the port, so we need help transporting goods from her ship, and then passing them out here.”

      “We’ll need the team to stay together and in a central location,” Sergeant Alberti said. “For safety.”

      “And so a news crew can see us?” Cartier muttered.

      “That’s fine,” the woman said. “We have plenty to do here as well. It’s time for meals, so everyone can hand those out, if you don’t mind. Perrin asked to meet you,” she said to Finley.

      The others grabbed boxes and circled the room, distributing food packets and water pouches under the direction of a local man. Micah stayed with Finley, and a few minutes later, a girl entered and hugged the woman.

      Then she hugged Finley, too. “You’re Finley! I’m Perrin. It’s so great to meet you.”

      The girl was short, with long, dark hair, and a friendly smile. Two people were with her, each pushing grav-carts loaded with crates. They couldn’t have been more mismatched, a tall young woman with skin as dark as Finley’s and long braids and a short, older man with a cloud of white hair dancing above his head.

      “Finley McGrath,” Finley said. “This is Micah. Oh, sorry, should I say Private Townsend?”

      “Micah’s fine.” He had lifted the visor so she smirked when she saw his wry smile.

      “Tai said you guys had fun on Arlaxia.” Perrin grinned at Micah.

      “He has an odd definition of fun.”

      “He says the same thing about me.” Perrin’s smile widened.

      “You’re the girlfriend?”

      “That’s right. I’m in shipping. Sort of.”

      The tall woman who had entered with Perrin snorted. “I’m in shipping. You’re in whatever trouble happens to find you.”

      “Cruel,” Perrin said. “But accurate. Technically, it’s my company, but Mak runs most of the day-to-day operation so I can help with outside pursuits. This is my crew, Makara and Dodge. Thanks for getting us in.”

      “Outside pursuits like smuggling medicine?” Finley asked. “I’m not judging. I think it’s awesome.”

      Of course she did. Micah hid a smile.

      “You do this for SilverSpark?” Finley asked.

      “It started before that,” Perrin said. “I worked with a network among the colonies and the primaries, distributing needed supplies that were hard to obtain through official methods.”

      “I’m honored to be a part of it.”

      Finley’s eyes shone, and Micah’s gaze lingered on her, his breath catching in his throat.

      “What is all this?” Finley waved to the hovercarts.

      “This one’s the meds for the cough. That one’s for the skin rashes. We have more, plus basic first aid supplies, on the ship.”

      “We’ll unload these while you get the rest,” Finley said.

      Micah joined her in moving boxes from the carts. The woman who’d greeted them opened the first one to reveal vials of pale blue liquid, and tears formed in her eyes.

      Finley stopped to grasp her arm, and the woman beamed. “We can actually heal lungs with these, instead of just making people as comfortable as possible. Thank you.”

      She dug into the next box, filled with small spray dispensers.

      “For the affected skin,” the woman said. “We’ll get this organized right away.”

      Finley was grinning, and the ability to help, plus her obvious joy in it, filled Micah’s chest with warmth.

      They unloaded those boxes, and two more loads Perrin brought, before the shipping captain sighed and wiped sweat off her face.

      Then she straightened and waved closer a young man, tall, with reddish blond hair and an easy smile.

      “Perrin.”

      She gave the guy a side hug. “Hey, Alexei. Guys, this is Alexei Mata. His mom’s the doctor. And he’s kind of a town leader.”

      “Did you bring a crew with you?” The guy looked around hopefully.

      Perrin snorted. “Not the one you’re hoping for.”

      “Aw. Maybe next time.” His cheeks were pink.

      Perrin leaned toward Finley. “He likes to flirt with one of my engineers. If he stops moping, he can introduce you to people.”

      “I’d be happy to,” Alexei said. “This way.”

      Finley and Micah let the guy lead them around, stopping every five feet. He knew everyone by name, asked about their families, touched their shoulders, knelt next to cots. Micah carried a crate of water packs so Finley could hand them out. She didn’t hesitate to grasp hands despite people’s hideous rashes and wild coughs.

      Micah watched for anything out place and mentally shook his head. Going anywhere in public with these two would take three times as long. Finley had found a kindred spirit.

      Many of the people thanked Finley for getting them help.

      “Don’t thank me,” she said. “All I did was post a video. Perrin did the hard part.”

      “A video that risked a lot,” Micah reminded her. “Stop selling yourself short.”

      She twisted to smile at him over her shoulder.

      “How’d you meet Perrin?” Finley asked Alexei as they moved to a new area of the cave, circling a pink crystal taller than Micah.

      “My mom and I are part of her network. It started when Perrin was here a couple years ago on an official contract to pick up a prism core shipment. Her pilot got hurt and came to see my mom, and they realized we didn’t have much in the way of medical supplies.”

      Micah and Finley nodded, and her gaze darted toward his scar.

      “So she went exploring around town to see what it was like—you’d get along, I bet.”

      “Probably find trouble together,” Micah murmured, and Finley grinned.

      “She offered to provide assistance if we didn’t ask too many questions,” Alexei said. “Eventually, we were able to pay her back with crystals. Not prism cores. We wouldn’t steal those. But there are other valuable ones here that the Republic doesn’t care about but that other colonies can use for powering certain engines and machines.”

      Micah was surprised the guy would admit to that in front of a Cobalt soldier, but maybe he figured Micah was safe since he was with Finley.

      They passed Liu with Wix and Shiro, loading syringes, then Eriksen, Ileana, and Cartier who were handing spray bottles to assistants outside white tents. Finley lingered to check on her teammates before continuing on, asking colonists about their lives, their families, their jobs.

      “Are we going to be on your show?” one man asked.

      “Oh. I don’t know,” she said. “I haven’t been filming. It didn’t seem appropriate.”

      “We want to get our story out. This might be the only way.”

      Several people around them chimed their assent.

      She eyed Micah, and he shrugged.

      “I’m supposed to keep you safe, not tell you what to do.”

      “Yeah, as Private Townsend. What about as Micah?”

      His chest expanded, and his mouth softened. He studied her. “Isn’t this why you do it? To show what the galaxy is like?”

      She kept her voice low, for him alone. “Yeah, but that was before Cobalt leaders were mad at me for exposing the truth and I got lectured by Coach and half my team is mad at me and I forced the Republic’s hand in letting a smuggler through.”

      “You’ve had a busy week.”

      “Shut up.” But she smiled. “It was also not on planets where people were directly suffering.”

      “Do what you always do—ask first.”

      “Okay, then.”

      She took out her camera and let it hover close by, then turned to the man who’d asked. “Did you want to say something?”

      “Oh, not me. You should talk to Alexei.”

      “Yes, definitely Alexei,” several people again agreed.

      No one was around to stop her, and the only other camera Micah had seen was with a small crew that had stayed by the door, filming the team handing food to people but avoiding the sick. He and Finley were now deep into the cave, where lights strung between the crystals provided illumination, but several dark areas lurked beyond the rows of cots.

      Finley looked at Alexei.

      “Sure,” he said.

      Micah stepped out of the camera’s range, curious what the guy would say, as Finley started the video.

      “Hey, friends, it’s Finley.” She kept her voice more subdued than usual, always knowing how to make people comfortable. “I’m in one of the beautiful crystal caves on Neridia, and it is stunning. But the main reason I’m here is to help those affected by the Prism Flu. Hundreds of workers are sick, but thanks to your support and some brave people, they now have medicine, and the leaders here are doing all they can. We’re lucky we get to help today.”

      Micah raised his eyebrows. No one had seen the town’s official leaders. More like the community ones, the people everyone respected and looked to when official people were doing nothing. But Finley was sucking up to anyone who might get mad, already in enough trouble without implying the Cobalt leaders didn’t care enough to visit.

      “I’ll be honest,” she went on. “I debated if I should film today. I hope my videos entertain you, transport you to new worlds, and let you share in my adventures. And I love to hear people’s stories. But I never want to take advantage or use anyone’s circumstances for personal gain. But I made a new friend who wanted to be on camera, so we’re going to hear from Alexei Mata. He’s a miner here, a third-generation descendant of the original colonists who first moved to Neridia and started mining for prism cores. Alexei, go ahead.”

      When had she had time to get his whole life story? Micah’s lips curved up.

      The camera rotated toward Alexei.

      “Hello, Finley’s viewers. I’m Alexei. Thanks for letting me talk about my home. As Finley said, my family is as native to Neridia as you can get. I know we’re famous for the beautiful crystals and the prism cores we mine, but my favorite thing about living here is the people. Even though I’ve never been anywhere else, I would challenge anyone to name a planet that has citizens more hardworking or kind. We help our neighbors. We take care of each other. And we make sure no one is ever alone.”

      His gaze went to a family nearby, and his face softened, before he focused on the camera again.

      “I was six when my father died in a mining accident. I lost count of the number of families who helped us. Not just bringing meals, but watching me while my mother worked. Teaching me skills my father would have. Donating spare clothes or tech or furniture, and this from people who didn’t have a lot to begin with but cared as much about us as they did about themselves.”

      The guy was passionate, well spoken, charismatic. Impressive.

      “Not many people know what it’s like to work in the mines. They’re dark and dangerous, yes. Accidents like the one that killed my dad, or like the one we had this week, aren’t uncommon. But they’re also so beautiful. You see this cave, the crystals here, but imagine vast underground canyons completely full of them, pillars larger than buildings.”

      He paused, and Finley shifted the camera to a nearby crystal formation, blue and glowing, before returning it to Alexei.

      “Sometimes you find an area where you don’t need light because the crystals glow brighter than the moons. And when it’s quiet, with the drills turned off, you can hear them singing. It’s where my dad died, but I couldn’t imagine doing anything else. This is important work, and I love these people and the community found among them.”

      Like Finley, Alexei knew how to capture an audience. People around stopped to watch, a hush falling over the cave as more and more paused, and Alexei spoke on, despite the fact that they knew him and his story. Micah found himself holding his breath.

      “We’re just one planet out of many, but I know others love their homes the way I love mine. We don’t want war here. We want peace, and to live our lives. But we do want respect. We want up-to-date protective equipment, more time for regular maintenance so we aren’t punished with trade restrictions for failing to meet impossible quotas set by people who have never even visited a mine. We don’t want to have to beg for medicine when we’re sick. We just want the galaxy to see us. And for those on planets like ours to know that we see you. We are all one family, and this is a time for unity. We may be three empires and many worlds, many wormholes, but we’re one people. Can we not unite in the name of peace? And will those in the primaries not pause for a moment to see us, your brothers and sisters?”

      He fell silent, and a hush hung, suspended, through the cave.

      Finley tapped her arm control, and the camera flew to her side. “Does anyone else want to talk?” Her voice was quiet, reverential.

      One woman nearby was the only person to speak. “He said it all, but we want them to see us, like he said. Use your camera.”

      Everyone was nodding—those with angry rashes on exposed skin. Those with horrible coughs. Dirty, exhausted volunteers. Many lying on cheap cots.

      Finley entered another command, and the camera rose and moved slowly throughout the crowd. They didn’t wave or cheer or show off, like many people she met. They just stared steadily at the camera, solemn, as it captured their dirt-stained, sick, bandaged, but brave, faces.

      Micah shifted to watch Finley. Her eyes shone with tears, and she swallowed hard.

      He knew the feeling. His eyes and throat burned, too, enough that the view blurred. He returned his gaze to the crowd but reached out his hand and grasped hers, and together, they did as the colonists asked—they saw.
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      After Finley summoned her camera and shut it off, reluctantly releasing Micah’s hand, she said, “Wow, Alexei, that was…”

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “Sorry if I went overboard. You don’t have to show it all.”

      She blinked away the remaining tears and swallowed. “No, it was perfect. I’ll post it as is, with the rest of the video. If that’s okay with you. The galaxy needs to hear your story.”

      “Fin…” said Micah, his voice hoarse.

      “I know. It won’t make me super popular among the Cobalt officials. And it might anger whoever wants to hurt me. But people need to see it. It’s worth the risk. And I trust you to protect me.”

      They gazed at each other, and in his face, she saw only concern for her. He nodded.

      “All right, then,” Alexei said. “Thank you.”

      As people slowly resumed eating, resting, or distributing supplies, the three of them shuffled away.

      Finley was replaying Alexei’s words in her mind.

      “So you knew Perrin before,” she said, “and based on your comments, you’re not a fan of the Obsidian Force.”

      “I don’t disagree with their goals, but I have a problem with their methods. We have lots of sympathizers here, though. Despite the fact that I didn’t see them doing anything to help this week, either. They cause more problems than they solve.”

      “You’re right about that.”

      “Some used to be part of Perrin’s old network, like my mom and I. Getting basic supplies. Now, they’re so focused on attacking the Republic, they don’t care that people are sick and starving. That because of them, the Republic is blockading planets that don’t have the crops to feed themselves. Their attacks are leading to the occupation of entire colonies, to more sanctions and embargoes than we had before, and yet they do nothing to help feed the citizens. They have a funny way of helping.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      He huffed a laugh. “No, I am. Didn’t mean to unload on you. Again.”

      She saved a hand. “You’re frustrated. It’s understandable. I’d be passionate too, if it were my planet. I’m glad Perrin was able to help this week.”

      “You did too, so thanks.”

      “I don’t feel like I’ve done much, but I will get your video out.”

      If the Republic wouldn’t let her, she’d ask SilverSpark to do it. Everyone needed to see this.

      She sensed a presence beside her and found a girl of about ten, skinny, dirt-smudged, and clutching a beat-up hoverboard.

      “Hi, Flash.”

      Finley smiled. “Hello.”

      “I’m a big fan. A huge fan. You’re so good, the way you fly. I want to be as good as you one day.”

      “Thank you.” She made sure she faced the girl fully, with all her attention. “What’s your name?”

      “Risa.”

      “Well, Risa. When I said I wanted to do this, most people thought I was crazy. So I want you to look at me.”

      The girl did, her eyes wide.

      “If I can do it, so can you. I grew up in a colony no bigger than this one. Learning at first on a board older than yours. Work hard. Practice a lot. Don’t listen to the people who don’t believe in you. And it helps if you have a best friend who supports you.”

      She looked at Micah, who wore a warm expression. Her insides did back flips.

      The girl nodded, eyes shining.

      “Now, let’s see your form.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. Up you go.”

      The girl activated the board and Finley took her hand while she climbed on, putting her face inches above Finley’s. She backed up to study the girl.

      “I’ve watched you,” the girl said as she positioned her feet and put her arms out for balance. “Every game.”

      “It shows. Here, adjust your back foot. And straighten here, like this. Perfect.”

      The girl beamed.

      Finley did, too. This reminded her of when she’d first met her favorite player, at age nine, when a Cobalt A-League team had come to Hyacinthus. That was the day she’d decided making the A-League was her life goal. And this was why she loved these tours, giving kids on many planets a chance to meet their favorite players. She still had trouble believing that meant her. If she could encourage and inspire young people the way she had been, she’d consider herself lucky.

      She slid a sly glance at Micah. “Now, Risa, if you really want to get good, you need to talk to my friend Micah.”

      Her hand darted out and latched onto his armored arm, dragged him closer.

      His eyebrows lifted into his classic “I’m certain I’m going to hate this, but I’ll let you drag me into it anyway” expression.

      “Micah is the one who taught me how to use math to calculate the best angles for takeoffs, and how to make a schedule so you have time to practice every day, and about making sure you take care of your body with food and rest and stretching.”

      Risa shifted her awed stare to him, which made his cheeks go pink. Finley grinned.

      Until she spotted Alexei.

      He had drifted away, his gaze directed over her shoulder, and he was frowning.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      “Now they show up,” he muttered.

      “Who?” Finley turned away from Risa to see three people lingering at the cave entrance.

      They wore the loose suits of Cobalt officials, too clean and shiny for them to have been in the cave.

      “The mayor and his council leaders. They probably heard your team was here and thought it would look bad if they didn’t come, too. Not that any of them bothered the last few days.”

      Finley’s eyes narrowed. Leaders like those were why so many people supported the Obsidian Force.

      People around them obviously recognized the man, too, as they pointed and muttered. Finley’s neck prickled. She physically felt the mood darken.

      “Some nerve he has,” a woman muttered nearby.

      “Shaded traitor,” said someone else.

      A fist-sized chunk of crystal sailed toward the mayor from somewhere behind her, clunking on the rock several feet away. Finley tensed.

      Guards immediately moved to the mayor’s side from the group near the entrance. Others in uniform nearby glanced at each other but remained in the crowd.

      A hollow pit formed in Finley’s stomach.

      “We should do it now.” The hushed words carried from somewhere to her left.

      “It’s not time,” came a reply.

      “We’re ready,” the first voice said.

      She shuddered. Something was coming. She twisted to find the source of the voices, but Micah moved to her side, his armored shoulder brushing hers.

      Then a voice rose on an amplifier.

      “Friends, citizens, people of Neridia. And friends from the Cobalt Republic, thank you to the grav-ball team for kindly visiting our people in our time of need. I’m grateful to see our city come together and help each other.”

      His comments sounded formal and insincere after listening to Alexei passionately describe why he loved this town and share his personal experience.

      Close to Finley, a small scuffle broke out. Someone fell to the ground, tried to launch themselves at another but people restrained him. Three guards nearby watched, doing nothing.

      “I’m happy we were able to secure the help and supplies we need,” the mayor continued, his voice booming through the cave. “To ensure everyone here gets the best care possible.”

      Finley snorted. Like he’d done anything.

      A loud crack split the air, and a crystal exploded near the entrance.

      “Percussive pistol,” Micah said.

      Finley’s heart pounded. She clenched a shaking fist. This place was a bomb waiting to go off.

      Now shouting voices echoed. People huddled together, ducked behind crates or crystals or tables.

      Many, though, stood straighter. Shoulders square, chests out. They exchanged glances. Tense. Ready.

      Micah put a hand on Finley’s back and nudged her toward the rear of the cave, near the wall. She grabbed Risa’s hand and tugged her with them, the girl on the board but crouching.

      Alexei’s head swiveled from group to group. A wrinkle resided between his eyes.

      This part of the cave was slightly higher than the entrance, offering a view as the mayor continued to speak, oblivious.

      “We are citizens of the Cobalt Republic, and we care for our own.” The mayor was still talking, but no one was listening.

      Another fight broke out in the middle of the cave, then another.

      She felt like she did before a match, ready to burst with energy, every muscle taut.

      “This is our chance,” a voice rang out.

      “Yeah, no one else is going to help us. I say we help ourselves. Now. On our schedule.”

      “Let’s do it.”

      Finley grabbed Micah’s hand, wishing he wasn’t wearing gloves so she could feel his skin.

      “Everyone, please stay calm.” The mayor’s voice was higher-pitched now. “There’s no need for anger.”

      Shouts erupted around the cave.

      A sharp whistle pierced the air.

      More shots exploded, now from multiple locations. And then the bright flash of an energy weapon.

      And the mayor went down.
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      Chaos erupted. People were screaming and hiding and shouting. The echo of gunfire had become deafening, interspersed with flashes of pulse guns. Some soldiers moved to engage, but others remained motionless, including the guy Micah had talked to at the stadium.

      A ring of soldiers had formed around the mayor, and Micah couldn’t tell what had happened to the man. Based on that weapon, he doubted it was anything good.

      “Townsend, you there?” came Alberti’s voice on the comm.

      “I’m here. I’m with McGrath. I see you.”

      His squad stood with the rest of Finley’s team, near the entrance.

      “Where are you?” Alberti asked.

      “Back wall, southeast corner. There’s no way I can get to your location.”

      Hundreds of people stood between them, and many of those were armed and fighting. He could pick Finley up and fly over on his jetpack, but they’d be targets for everyone, and while he might have armor, Finley did not.

      “We’re evacuating the rest of the team,” said the sergeant. “Do you need assistance with McGrath?”

      Micah scanned the area. “One second.” He turned to Alexei. “Is there another exit?”

      Alexei nodded.

      “I have a local who can help,” Micah said.

      “Good. Get McGrath out. I’ll take care of the others.”

      “What about the fighting?”

      “Not our mission, Private.”

      “Copy that.”

      Even if Micah wasn’t technically responsible for keeping the colonists safe, he hated leaving a mess when he had tools to protect people. They’d have to trust the other soldiers stationed here. Though, based on what he’d seen on this planet, and after being stationed on Sidicum, he wouldn’t be surprised if many had joined—or would do nothing to stop—the Obsidian Force.

      Micah moved closer to Finley, who was talking to Alexei.

      “Did you know about this?” she asked Alexei. “It sounded like they had something planned for later. Several planets do.”

      Alexei shook his head. “People approached me a few weeks ago, but like I said. I don’t want revolution. I don’t know their plans now.”

      “If you find out anything, let Perrin know. Oh… Where did she go? I hope she’s safe.”

      “She’ll be fine. She’s good at this sort of thing.”

      “We need to go,” Micah said to Finley, who was pressing her arm band to send her camera up again.

      “What? We can’t leave them.”

      “I have orders to keep you safe. I’m sorry, Fin. Please don’t fight me.”

      They stared at each other.

      “I don’t want to pick you up and carry you, but I will.”

      She huffed. Then recalled the camera and pocketed it.

      Good. He really hadn’t wanted to fight her.

      “Hey, find the Flash,” someone shouted. “Make her film this.”

      Micah’s breath hitched.

      Finley’s eyes went wide.

      “Yeah, where is she? She needs to tell our story, too.”

      Micah clenched his jaw and located the source of that comment, a large man with a very illegal pulse rifle. He tugged Finley behind him and crouched.

      “She’s on our side, isn’t she?” one more yelled.

      “I can show you the exit,” Alexei said quietly. “It’s not far.”

      “Here. Take my board.” Risa climbed off.

      “I can’t do that,” Finley said. “You need it to practice.”

      “You need it. To be safe. Then I can tell everyone I saved Flash and she rode my board.”

      “Risa…”

      “Sato.”

      “Risa Sato. I promise I’ll get it back to you, okay? And I want you to promise me you’ll stay out of the way. There’s no shame in hiding to be safe.”

      The girl nodded.

      Alexei put a hand on the girl’s shoulder. “I’ll take care of her.”

      People were shoving now, with more calls for the Flash.

      “I saw her over there,” someone said.

      Finley climbed on the hovering board. She didn’t have mag-boots that would lock, but she connected the straps over her feet, bent her knees to test the suspension. And remained in a crouching position so her head didn’t rise above the others, where she’d be clearly visible.

      Micah stayed in front of her.

      “This is a solid board. Thank you. I’ll find you again somehow.” She leaned down to hug the girl.

      Alexei pointed. “Aim for those pillars that form an X, the pink ones.”

      Micah followed his gaze to the crystal formation nearby, two spears larger around than he was, leaning across each other diagonally. About twenty people were between them and the pillars, mostly cowering, not brandishing weapons.

      “The cavern gets narrow for about a hundred yards but opens again,” Alexei said. “No branches. Keep going and you’ll reach an exit to the hills outside town.”

      Micah clasped his arm.

      “Good luck to you,” Finley said. “I hope we meet again.”

      Alexei nodded. “Thank you. For letting us be heard.”

      “I’ll make sure you are.”

      They hugged briefly. Micah gave him a nod. Then Finley leaned forward and zoomed away.

      “Hey, there she is,” someone shouted.

      Micah activated the jetpack and rose into the air above the crowd.

      Finley wove around the people, jumped up a diagonal crystal beam and skimmed along it like she would an obstacle in the arena, dodged another jutting formation, heading for the X.

      “Stop her!” someone yelled.

      “We need the Flash!”

      Micah flew after her. A light on his readout warned him of incoming fire a second before a shot pinged off his shoulder. He whirled to fly backwards, deploying the shield from his gauntlet in time to absorb a shock pulse. There were too many innocent people for him to risk firing the self-aiming rounds, so he drew his stunner.

      When a woman aimed a gun at him, Micah returned fire.

      Finley was well ahead of him now, but that was fine. He would protect her retreat. Better that these people target him.

      She crouched low and zoomed under the crossed pillars.

      Several colonists were advancing on him now, with weapons raised. His shield absorbed two more shots. When a rock tumbled from above, he shifted the shield to block his head, allowing more bullets to bounce off his armor.

      He needed to stop them, ensure they couldn’t go after Finley. But without hurting innocent people nearby, who were getting shoved aside by the Obsidian Force sympathizers in their quest to reach Finley.

      He grabbed a non-lethal gas grenade from his belt and hurled it. Then immediately jetted after Finley. He pulled up in front of the crystal X. The gas had slowed most of his attackers, but two were pushing their way through the smoke, coughing and wielding weapons.

      He hated to do this. Not only was he destroying an escape path for others but also a beautiful natural work of art. Finley came first, though.

      Once he landed, he raced under the diagonal columns and several yards beyond, spun, and fired a row of pulse blasts at the ceiling, sending huge rocks crashing down on the X, sealing the passage and blocking the way. Dust and debris billowed, and he quickly closed his visor.

      Muffled shouts followed him as he raced down the narrow stretch of cave. He barely saw Finley ahead, twisting sideways and parallel, whatever it took to make her board fit through tight spaces. Shades, she was good. He wasn’t sure his control of the jetpack was precise enough to prevent him from impaling himself on a crystal spear.

      When the cave opened into a larger chamber, he used a burst from the pack to catch up to Finley. Her board was dipping and wavering.

      She slowed as the power cell died and skidded to a stop on the ground.

      “That was an impressive ride, Flash.” He landed beside her.

      “Thanks for watching my back.”

      She disconnected her feet and put the board against her spine, using the foot bands as backpack straps. Micah knew she’d do everything in her power to fulfill her promise to return it.

      She shot him a smile. “I told you your jetpack couldn’t keep up with my board.”

      He opened his visor. “Yes, keeping you from being shot or kidnapped rather slowed me down.”

      Her face sobered. “Thank you for that.”

      He waved a hand.

      They climbed on, scrambling over crystals, around giant pillars. He tried to access his comm, but the crystals must have interfered with the signal, because he couldn’t get through. His helmet readouts also refused to come online. They were on their own.

      The sounds had faded, and it felt like they had traveled miles from the cave, the crowd, the chaos. But… he definitely heard something.

      A low hum filled the space.

      They stopped.

      A soft sound enveloped them, vibrating deep in his bones, like a melody hummed under a breath.

      Micah placed a hand on a pillar. “It’s vibrating.”

      “I’ve heard that the crystals sometimes sing.”

      They stared at each other, eyes wide and shining, gentle half smiles forming. The tuneless music reverberated through him, temporarily erasing his worries.

      When the sound faded, Finley’s smile did, too. She peered over Micah’s shoulder. “What will happen to those people?”

      He sighed and moved on. “I don’t know. But I feel bad for this planet. Half the guards don’t seem to be on the Republic’s side, and the other half, if they didn’t know about their fellow soldiers’ loyalty, just figured it out. The prism core mine is too important for Cobalt to let this go. They’ll respond somehow, and it will be the regular citizens who suffer. Even more than they already are.”

      Their path slowly sloped upward, the crystals becoming less frequent as mostly gray rock surrounded them. A faint glimmer of light appeared ahead.

      A hole between two boulders revealed the night sky. Micah scrambled up the hill with Finley right behind him. There was nothing around them but rock and desert and faintly glowing crystals scattered across the landscape. But above, millions of stars and three moons lit the sky. The air was dry and cooler. All was silent.

      He lowered his visor to find his readouts online.

      “Sergeant? Can you read me?”

      “Townsend,” Alberti’s voice said. “Where are you? I’ve been trying to reach you for an hour.”

      “One of the colonists helped us out a back entrance, but the crystals interfered with my signal. We’re outside of town, on foot.”

      “I see your transmitter now. Do you need backup or a ride?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Your readings are online?”

      “Yes, I have a map and a route. Three miles southeast of town.”

      “Copy. Keep me posted.”

      Micah disconnected, reopened the visor, and looked at Finley. “You want to walk or use the jetpack?”

      “Walking is fine. You can prove you’re in good shape,” she said.

      “I could prove that by carrying you.” He grinned. “We might train differently, but I’m in as good of shape as you.”

      She returned the smile. “Tough words, tough guy.”

      “You don’t weigh much more than the packs they make us carry in training. I could totally—”

      He stopped and grabbed her arm.

      A group of people was moving toward them, coming from town.

      He lowered his visor and did an infrared scan. “Ten people approaching. I’m reading body heat signatures but no serious weapons. They’re armed but not with anything fancy.”

      “Obsidian Force?” she asked.

      “Not sure. They usually have fancy.”

      “What are they doing all the way out here?”

      “Either coming for us or for that back entrance. We can jet out of here before they arrive.”

      “Don’t you want to know who they are?”

      He did, but not at the expense of her safety.

      “All right, but be ready for me to grab you if it gets dangerous.”

      “Copy that, Private.”

      He rolled his eyes.

      They remained in place. Micah scanned the terrain. Nowhere to hide or take cover. He’d have to rely on the jetpack and his armor’s defensive capabilities, if necessary. He shifted so he stood half in front of Finley and drew his stunner but kept it pointed at the ground.

      When the people were within shouting distance, Micah called, “Cobalt Defense Forces. Halt and identify yourselves.”

      The people did pause. That was something.

      “Is that the best idea?” Finley muttered.

      “You and my armor are pretty recognizable. We’ll never pass for townspeople. I don’t think they’re Obsidian. If they are, we’re in trouble anyway.”

      Two people broke off from the group and approached more slowly.

      Micah stepped forward. “Stay behind me.”

      She did.

      There was enough light for him to see two men as they neared.

      “That’s far enough,” Micah called, gripping the weapon, still not aiming at them since they hadn’t aimed at him. No need to antagonize them if they didn’t plan to start something.

      “Hey, man,” one said. “We don’t want any trouble.”

      “Odd place to be out for a walk, then, in the middle of the night. Armed.”

      They stopped moving, several yards away.

      “We heard about problems in the cave, and we wanted to help,” said one.

      Micah’s grip tightened briefly. “The military can handle it.”

      “It’s our planet,” the guy said.

      The other took a step forward. “Yeah, we won’t let the revolutionaries get away with this.”

      “We hate the Obsidian Force, too.” The first man used his pulse pistol to gesture, and Micah lifted his stunner a few inches.

      His scan zoomed in on their collars, where each had a small patch of a blue hand.

      His heart skipped a beat. Last time he’d seen that, he’d been tracking the people who wanted Finley dead. On a different planet. Who were these people?

      “I appreciate your loyalty to the Republic,” Micah said. “But the situation is under control.”

      “Is it? Last we heard, the traitors were shooting at the mayor.”

      “And as I said, the military will take care of it.”

      “You mean the ones that have joined the traitors?”

      Shades, this was not something covered in Micah’s training.

      “Hey, is that the Flash?” one of the people called from the rest of the men’s group.

      The two guys near Micah eyed each other.

      Micah stepped forward, gun lifting more. “That is a Cobalt Republic citizen I am tasked with protecting. Is that going to be a problem?”

      He tensed. He didn’t want to shoot them, or get into a firefight with all their friends.

      “You say you’re loyal, want to help your empire,” he said, keeping his voice calm. “I strongly encourage you not to get in the way of an official Cobalt military mission. My sergeant is waiting for us and knows exactly where we are. Turn around now. Go home. Let the military handle this.”

      He had to hope they really did want to help the Republic.

      The men stared at Finley again.

      Micah raised his weapon slightly more, making their heads whip toward him.

      One man lifted his empty hands.

      The other shoved his weapon into his belt. “All right, yeah. Fine.”

      When the people marched away, Micah exhaled but remained tense. He didn’t holster his weapon. He and Finley waited while the group moved toward town, making sure to let them get far ahead, and he watched on his helmet display until they were out of range.

      “Who were they?” she asked.

      “Local militia who thought they’d help the Republic fight the Obsidian Force. Wearing the blue hand.”

      “At least they didn’t try to kill me this time.”

      He gave her a look. “Still want to walk?”

      “Yeah, it’s nice out here. I like the stars.”

      He did, too. In Fallmeadow, the shipyard in the sky obscured the stars. And Cobalt had too much light, in addition to the weather dome. He’d enjoyed Sidicum, the first place he’d been with night skies worth staring at.

      They kept walking until the town lights appeared in front of them, Micah constantly scanning to make sure the militia hadn’t hidden to ambush them. They passed through quiet streets. Apparently everyone was either asleep or fighting in the caves.

      Then his visor picked up a heat signature. Someone was following them. He captured the briefest glimpse of a face, enough to confirm it was one of the men he’d sent packing. But the man faded away when they neared the hotel without attempting anything.

      He took a tracker drone from his utility belt, tiny and almost undetectable, and programmed it to follow the guy. Then they stumbled into the hotel, exhausted, dirty.

      Sergeant Alberti waited, but no one else was around.

      “You look awful,” she said.

      “Thank you, Sergeant.” Micah’s voice was dry.

      “Report. Briefly.”

      “You saw the mayor?”

      “Yes, he’s dead.”

      Micah sighed. “I figured. The Obsidian sympathizers were calling for Finley to film them, so someone pointed us to an exit to avoid the fighting. The exit just happened to involve a very long hike. Then I had to talk down helpful citizens who wanted to join the fight with homemade weapons.”

      Her face was grim. “Good work, Private. Go take a shower. You okay, McGrath?”

      Finley nodded. “Micah was great. He kept me safe.”

      Even exhausted, sticking up for him.

      “Give me sec, Fin?”

      She moved away.

      “Private?”

      “Sergeant, I know this isn’t my job, but I have a possible lead on the people who want to hurt Finley. Can I go look into something?”

      “Tonight?”

      “Yes. I won’t engage. Just confirm a suspicion and then I’ll tell you everything.”

      She studied him. “All right. Do you need backup?”

      “I think it’s better if I go quietly.”

      “Make sure your transponder is on so we can track you if there’s trouble.”

      “I will. Thank you. I’ll give you a full report tomorrow.”

      Micah rejoined Finley and walked her to her room. They paused in the hall.

      “Thank you for watching out for me,” she said.

      “I will always watch out for you.”

      She surged forward, and her arms were around him before he knew what was happening. He returned the hug, wishing he weren’t wearing armor and could hold her tighter. They pressed against each other and, for the first time in years, Micah felt like he was home.
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      Once Finley was safe inside her room, it was time for Micah to track assassins.

      He accessed the display for his drone and displayed a map of the city. The tracker had followed the guy to a building in town.

      He set his armor’s camo to night mode, turning the suit black so he’d blend in with the shadows, and left the hotel.

      The map led him to a large pre-fab that looked like a school. A scan revealed two dozen people inside. Doubtful it was students this late at night. A gathering of the militia he’d stopped in the desert? He wanted to march in and arrest them all, but meeting wasn’t illegal, and technically even the guys in the desert hadn’t done anything wrong.

      He needed to be smart. Which meant being patient. He selected another drone from his belt, this one a surveillance bot. It attached itself to the wall and transmitted sound from within to his helmet. But there were too many voices, too many conversations, for it to focus on one.

      So he waited until someone left. A scan confirmed it was one of the people from the desert. Micah followed.

      He thought of what Tai had said, giving people what they wanted to see. It would be annoying, but it might work.

      The guy headed to a densely packed area of pre-fab buildings with small apartments attached to businesses that reminded Micah of home, then entered a first-floor door.

      Micah stopped outside and knocked. Time to get answers about the blue hand and why they wanted to hurt Finley.

      The door cracked, and a face peered out.

      Micah tapped his helmet to retract his visor.

      “I’d like to talk,” he said, though he wanted to say let me in or else.

      The man disappeared, and the door opened wider.

      Micah stepped into a small living area. A window unit was humming to keep the room cool. The place was dark.

      “Anyone else here?” he asked.

      “My wife and kids. Sleeping. What do you want?” The guy looked wary—understandable, when someone showed up at your door in the middle of the night in full armor—but Micah was trying to keep him calm, so he kept his voice down.

      “I want to know more about the blue hand.”

      The guy’s eyes darted sideways.

      Micah spread his hands. “I’m just here for information. You want to fight the Obsidian Force. I do too. Let’s start there.”

      “I don’t know why you’re hassling me. We’re loyal to the Republic. We want to help.”

      “If I wanted to hassle you, we’d be having this conversation in a much less comfortable environment.” He gritted his teeth and forced himself to say, “I’m on your side. How are you helping?”

      The guy shrugged. “Anything we can to stop the revolution. Prevent war.”

      “You don’t trust the Republic to do that?” Keeping his voice reasonable and sympathetic was a challenge.

      “They’re spread thin. These revolutionaries are everywhere, so we do what we can. Like today. Those traitors killed the mayor, and you didn’t do anything.”

      Micah suppressed the urge to squirm. “That was a terrible tragedy. Is that why you were in the desert? To join the fight?”

      “Who are you, anyway? I haven’t seen you around. You aren’t one of those soldiers who sympathizes with the traitors, are you?”

      “I am not.” Was he going to have to play along fully, pretend to agree with this guy, to get answers? Gross. But if it helped Finley, he would. “I want to stop the Obsidian Force, too. I met some of your friends on Arlaxia.”

      The guy waved a hand. “Not friends. We don’t talk to anyone. We do our own thing, protect our own people.”

      “And yet both you and they had strong opinions about a certain grav-ball star?” Micah hoped he sounded merely curious and was hiding the fire blazing inside him.

      “She’s making the Republic look bad. She sympathizes with the Obsidian Force and gets their propaganda out to everyone.”

      Micah ground his teeth together again. “I’ve never heard her say anything about agreeing with revolutionaries.”

      “Maybe she hasn’t said it, but she gives people a voice, and they speak against the empire.”

      “You’re a colonist. Shouldn’t you want a voice? To be heard? She’s the one who got you medicine, not the Republic.” Shades, he had to be careful or he’d lose this guy. “They would have, of course. But it seems she wants to help people, like she did today.”

      The guy’s brow furrowed as if he hadn’t considered that, and Micah tried not to roll his eyes.

      “She needs to stick to sports,” he finally said.

      “So the blue hand people thought they’d help out by keeping her quiet?”

      “Nah, that’s not my mission. I just wanted to fight revolutionaries today.”

      “Well, I’m on this planet because my official assignment, from the Republic, is to protect her, which means the empire wants her safe. I would suggest your friends keep that in mind.”

      The guy frowned.

      Micah had heard enough.

      “If you truly want to serve your empire,” he said, “do your jobs here, keep providing prism cores, help your neighbors, take care of your family. Avoid fights. We have enough of those. Let the military do its job and not have to worry about protecting you, too. The Obsidian Force is well armed and better organized. You’re going to get more people hurt.”

      He moved to the door. “And try not killing the Republic’s star athlete.”

      “We don’t talk, man. I can’t control what they do anywhere else.”

      Micah suspected they communicated somehow. Maybe Finley’s hacker friend could figure out how.

      No. The military could. They had hackers. He needed to trust his superiors, not go more rogue than he already had in helping Finley with her side missions. He was a soldier of the Cobalt Republic.

      But then, he would also do whatever it took to keep Finley safe. No matter what.
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      As soon as Finley woke from a deep sleep, she checked her site. Before falling into bed, exhausted as she’d been, she’d forced herself to stay awake to prepare the video showing the sickness, the cave, Alexei’s speech, and the townspeople.

      She’d had no idea if the Cobalt Republic would censor it. If they had, she would send it to SilverSpark.

      But it was up, and had thousands and thousands of comments. Wow. She did not have the energy for that before breakfast. She skimmed some, and many of them centered on Alexei. He was inspiring, he was brave, he was hot. She snorted.

      Others talked about how they approved of overthrowing leaders and wished their planets would do the same. She was surprised Cobalt was allowing these to continue, unless they were using the comments to locate insurgents.

      Some called for all revolutionaries to be squashed by the mighty empire.

      A handful told Finley to stick to sports or else.

      And some lamented the people who had died.

      Good to know a few compassionate people remained in the galaxy.

      She forwarded the threatening comments to Corporal Liu, though she suspected the woman was monitoring already, then switched to the local news feed. It was reporting what had happened in the cavern, the fight, how the mayor and other leaders were dead. The story opened with clips of her and the team, talking about how their visit had turned deadly.

      The Obsidian Force had issued a statement claiming they saved the colonists when the Republic wouldn’t help. Would people attempt to connect her to the revolutionaries? That might get tricky.

      What had she done?

      Finley might have helped people, but had she also made things worse? Would this lead more to join the Obsidian Force’s cause? To sympathize and want revolution? To make people think she wasn’t loyal to the Republic?

      She’d just wanted to get sick people the medicine they needed, not cause an intergalactic incident or get anyone killed.

      The mayor might not have visited the cave if the team hadn’t gone to help, which made him a terrible leader but also meant he might still have been alive if not for her.

      Another top news story was the growing segment of the galaxy calling for the Galactic Cup to be canceled.

      Her stomach tightened. That wouldn’t happen, would it? The leaders wouldn’t give in? Was she also ruining everything she and her team had worked for?

      Best to focus on what she could control. Perrin had given Finley her encrypted comm info, so Finley sent a message asking if the other girl was safe. An immediate reply came through—Perrin was fine, and she and her crew were on their ship, although they weren’t allowed to leave the planet.

      She was glad Perrin had made it out but hoped this wouldn’t hurt her group’s other work. Better if Finley didn’t try to help this time.

      Instead, she grabbed Risa’s board and took it to the team’s equipment manager.

      She placed it on a table. “Can you repair this before we leave?”

      Kora picked it up, flipped it over to inspect the power cell. “This has seen better days. It’s a miracle it still hovers.”

      “It doesn’t. Can you give it an upgrade? Fancy power cell? Make it as nice as you can. I’ll pay whatever it takes.”

      “I guess so. But why? It might be easier to buy a new one.”

      “I owe the girl it belongs to.”

      The manager sighed. “I’ll get to work.”

      “Thank you.”

      Finley’s next stop was breakfast in the conference room set aside for the team. When she entered, most of her teammates were there, eating in silence. They looked up, and her steps faltered.

      “Is everyone okay? I’m glad you got out. I’m so sorry I put you in that position.”

      Shiro’s face was serious. “We agreed to go. I, too, grew up on a secondary world. We don’t all have your gifts with a camera, but that doesn’t mean we don’t want to help. Some of us support you.”

      Finley exhaled, relaxing, and opened her mouth to thank him.

      Cartier’s snort cut her off. “Yeah, we fully support risking our lives for a PR stunt. Did we even help, anyway? Or just draw more attention?”

      Shiro frowned at him.

      “Way to have compassion, dude,” said Eriksen.

      Coach entered with Ileana and scanned the room. “Good, you’re all here. Keep eating, but we need to talk.”

      “About whether McGrath is planning to cause a war on every planet we visit?” Cartier sniped.

      “Those people needed our help,” Eriksen said. “We can’t swoop in and play a game and leave without doing something.”

      “That game is what they pay us for,” Cartier said. “You want to be a relief worker, quit the team and join an aid group.”

      “Does anyone remember that the Cup is approaching?” Ileana’s voice rose.

      “Of course we do,” Finley said at the same time Eriksen asked, “Do you care that people are dying?”

      “Enough, everyone,” said Coach. “Quiet.”

      Great. At the time it was most important for the team to play its best, Finley had divided them, too. They needed unity to win. Teamwork. Not to fight each other behind closed doors.

      Coach waited until they were looking at him. “Sergeant Alberti thinks it best if we leave soon. The colony is in upheaval, the leaders are dead, people are fighting in the streets. We’re moving up our departure. As soon as you finish eating, pack your things.”

      The others grabbed final bites and stood. Shiro shot her an encouraging smile. Wix nudged her shoulder, and Eriksen patted her back on their way out. Ileana ignored her, and Cartier glared.

      Had it been worth it? She’d helped the sick people who needed it. But she’d also made things worse. For the planet and for her team.

      She grabbed her protein smoothie and left with the others. Micah jogged up to her as she approached her room. His face was pale, his eyes tired.

      “Did you sleep last night?” she asked.

      “Not really. I’ll let you about it later.”

      She opened her door, and he lingered in the doorway as she tossed clothes and gear into her bag.

      “So, my plans backfired,” she said, “and now we’re running away from the civil war I caused.”

      “Hey.” His voice was sharp. “That’s not on you. They were already planning something. Conflict was coming. Don’t give yourself credit for other people’s sins.”

      “Yeah, I have enough of my own.”

      “Trying to help people is not one of them, Finley McGrath.”

      His sharp tone made her pause and look at him. Then she sagged and nodded.

      He nodded, too. “Good. I have to go, but I’ll fill you in later.”

      She finished packing and before they left, she checked with the equipment manager. Kora hadn’t had time to do anything more than replace the hover cell, so Finley used a delivery service to send Risa’s board to town, along with a fancy new board from the team’s stash and a jersey. She’d make sure to thank the girl in her next video, as well.

      When the ship rose from the planet, smoke drifted below, obscuring her view of the crystals, the town, and the gigantic mess she’d made.
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      Micah was not generally prone to arguing with his superior officers. The military frowned on that. But this situation was sorely tempting his self-control.

      He’d reported to Sergeant Alberti the night before about what he’d learned of the blue hand group. Now that the ship was on its way, she’d summoned him, Liu, and Gonzalez to let them know what the higher-ups had said.

      She faced them. “All of you have read Townsend’s report on what he learned last night?”

      The others nodded.

      “I sent the details to Colonel Decker and others,” Alberti said. “And I have an update for you. While the Cobalt Republic can’t officially condone the actions of this group calling themselves the blue hands, we do need help fighting the Obsidian Force. It’s good to know that many ordinary citizens remain loyal, even in the colonies.”

      Did it count as remaining loyal, citizens taking the law into their own hands?

      But then, that was what he was doing helping Finley, so…

      Alberti folded her hands. “If this group can protect any colonial governors, prevent the revolutionaries from rising on a single colony and save us the resources, the Republic says we should let them.”

      Micah’s muscles tensed. “What about the fact that some of them are trying to kill Finley?”

      The sergeant shifted a stern gaze on him. “Our orders are not to interfere with them as long as they don’t interfere with us. Now we know who might want to hurt her. So we’ll just have to do our jobs, won’t we, Private?”

      Micah ground his teeth together. “Yes, Sergeant.”

      “Sarge?” Gonzalez asked. “To clarify, these people are breaking laws, but because they’re sort of on our side, we’re ignoring that? Are we that desperate?”

      Micah wanted to hug him.

      “Desperate has nothing to do with it. We’re following orders. Understood?”

      “Understood,” they chimed.

      “Townsend? Good work finding these people. But from now on, focus on protecting our targets.”

      “Yes, Sergeant.”

      It was the constant message of the military, especially to someone in his position—do exactly what you’re told and no more. He’d been fine with it until Finley’s life was in his hands.

      “Dismissed.”

      His nostrils flared as he drew a deep breath to calm his pounding heart. They were going to let the people who wanted to hurt Finley keep doing whatever they wanted? Wasn’t that essentially telling them the Republic didn’t care that they were trying to murder an innocent athlete? As long as they supported the empire, they were allowed to do whatever they wanted?

      Whose idiotic decision had that been?

      If the people who wanted Finley dead or silenced believed they were helping the Republic, after the Republic had expressly told them to leave her alone, then every step closer to the primary increased the risk to her. Surely no one on Cobalt itself would try to hurt her? Not with the soldiers, the security for the Cup, her popularity?

      In the hall, Liu slapped his back. “Pup has become a regular detective. Who would have thought?”

      “It’s weird, though, right?” Gonzalez asked. “That we’re not doing anything about these people? They’re basically terrorists, too, just ones on our side.”

      “Orders are orders,” Liu said.

      “I know, I know.” Now it was Gonzo’s turn to elbow Micah. “Cheer up, bro. We’ll keep your girlfriend safe. How’d you find these guys, anyway?”

      “By paying attention. You should try sometime, and maybe you could have done it.”

      Liu hummed. “I don’t think he could have.” She studied him, a contemplative expression on her face, before it shifted to a smirk. She winked at Gonzalez. “It also helps that Pup was more motivated than you.”

      They left, laughing.

      Micah sighed and went to the observation room to join Finley for the wormhole passage, where he summarized what happened with the blue hand.

      “So, where are we going now, since we had to leave early?” she asked.

      “We’re stopping at a Waystation for a couple days. It’s a heavily fortified space port, a stopping place for military ships on the way to assignments, for parts or repairs, to get armor upgraded or pick up supplies. More than half the station is soldiers who know their orders are to protect you. Still, with the blue hand people everywhere, they might be active there, too.”

      They watched the wormhole, a calming sage green, a cheerful orange, and a vibrant plum.

      “I should tell SilverSpark about this stop, see if she has anything for me to do,” Finley said.

      He grunted.

      “What? We suspect there are some in the military who are working with the Obsidian Force. This place might have leads.”

      “You know I’m not trying to stop you from helping. And I won’t tell you what to do. But it might be better if you sit this one out. Not because what happened on Neridia was your fault—it wasn’t, and I’ll keep reminding you of that until I know you believe me. But it’s a secure station with lots of cameras and lots of Republic soldiers and officials. Ones who are loyal and wouldn’t like unauthorized spying.”

      She smirked. “And you’re saying I’m not the most subtle spy?”

      “I’m saying it would be safer for you not to get caught sneaking around a place like this.”

      She patted his hand. “Just for you, I’ll play it safe here.”

      “Thank you.”

      Her hand remained on top of his. He turned his over so they were palm to palm. Neither looked at each other, but she let her fingers slide between his and he gripped them, squeezing gently.

      The rest of his worries faded away.
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      Micah’s squad got Finley’s team settled in guest quarters, and then Alberti sent him and Gonzalez to the Quartermaster’s Office for parts for their armor while the others guarded the team during practice in one of the station’s bays. The assignment didn’t take long, and when they finished, Micah let Gonzalez drag him to a crowded bar, well lit with white walls and blue accents, clean, and free of annoying music.

      Micah wanted to dig into the blue hands, see if any were on this station, but he knew he should wait more than half a day before disobeying Alberti’s orders.

      They placed their drink orders at a service kiosk and went to the bar to wait.

      Another soldier eyed them as they approached. “You two just arrived, right? With the grav-ball team?”

      “Yep,” said Gonzalez.

      “Must be nice, touring with celebs while the rest of us prepare to fight a war.”

      Gonzalez leaned on the counter. “Someone’s gotta do it.”

      “War is coming, and we’re worrying about sports?” another asked.

      “Hey, man, we follow orders, same as all of you,” Gonzalez said.

      Micah took the first drink and slid it toward Gonzo.

      “They should cancel the Cup,” the first guy said. “We have bigger things to worry about.”

      Gonzo shrugged. “People need the distraction, something to cheer for. And we don’t make those decisions.”

      The second guy nodded at Micah. “He agrees with me. I can tell.”

      Gonzalez snorted. “No, he doesn’t. He’s just quiet and doesn’t waste words on idiots.”

      “It’s why I rarely talk to Gonzalez,” Micah said as he took the other drink.

      His friend laughed. “Come on, Townsend. Let’s go.”

      They retreated to a table at the edge of the room, and Micah studied the others present, mainly off-duty soldiers.

      Gonzalez reclined in his chair. “Okay, man, I need the details now. All of them. My patience has been truly heroic, and it’s time for you to reward that.”

      “Details about what?”

      “You and the Flash, obviously.”

      “Shh.” Micah glanced around at the crowded restaurant.

      “The fact that you’re telling me to be quiet means you’ve been holding out. I want it all, man.”

      Micah sighed. He did consider Gonzalez a friend. Friends talked to each other. And Micah did have a history of dodging Gonzo’s questions.

      “What do you want to know?”

      “Everything.”

      “That would take too long. We grew up together. Been friends for as long as I can remember. Our moms had us play together before we could walk.”

      “How come you never mentioned her before this mission? If I was friends with a galactic celebrity, you’d better believe everyone would know it.”

      Micah spun his glass in circles. “Because it’s not about me. She deserves to know the people in her life have her back. And we hadn’t talked in a while, before this.”

      “Ah. She got too famous and left you behind?”

      “Not at all. She’s not like that.”

      “Awful quick to defend her there, man.” Gonzalez smirked.

      Micah scowled. “We had a disagreement. I let her down.”

      “You could never let me down.” Finley’s voice.

      Micah whirled, nearly spilling his drink.

      Gonzalez snorted.

      “How long have you—?”

      “Sorry, man, couldn’t help it.” Gonzalez was grinning. “Lucky for you you’re so shaded nice you didn’t say anything bad.” He nudged a chair toward Finley. “Sit.”

      Finley did.

      Micah squinted at her. “You’re not supposed to be out without an escort.”

      “Relax, Townsend.” She jerked her head toward the door, where Liu stood guard. Her smirk rivaled Gonzo’s. “You were about to tell your friend about our disagreement.”

      “No, I really wasn’t.”

      “Then I will.” She turned to Gonzo. “I didn’t want him joining the army. He did anyway. You’d think being a star would earn you some obedience.”

      “Right on,” Gonzalez said. “It definitely should.”

      Micah sighed loudly, earning a smile from Finley.

      “You can tell him or I can,” she said. “You’re not ashamed?”

      “Of course not. It just… never came up.”

      “What never came up? Besides you knowing the Flash.” Gonzalez leaned forward and propped his chin on a fist. “Something to be ashamed of? Please tell.”

      Why was he reluctant to talk about this? He was fairly private, but he trusted Gonzalez. And he wasn’t ashamed. It had just been simpler to start over. One more grunt from a colony world, trying to support his family, no one special.

      “We were supposed to move to Cobalt together,” he said. “I had a scholarship to the Cobalt Art Institute.”

      “The fancy school?”

      Micah nodded.

      Gonzalez whistled. “That’s big time. What for? You a painter?”

      Micah shook his head. “Sculpture, I guess you’d call it.”

      “Moving sculptures,” Finley said. “Made from scrap metal. Art and engineering combined. They’re amazing.”

      “Dude. That’s impressive. That school is impossible to get into. Why didn’t you go?”

      “Scholarship paid for the school itself, but not the cost of moving, a place to live, food. My family needed money, and they definitely don’t pay extra for that. The army made more sense.”

      “What about the art stuff?”

      “I’ll go back to it. One day.”

      “Can I see something you made?”

      Finley whipped out her comp-pad.

      Micah’s head jerked toward her.

      “What?” she asked.

      “You… Nothing.”

      “I won’t if you don’t want me to.”

      “No, it’s fine.”

      She loaded holo-images and gave the comp-pad to Gonzalez, who scrolled through pictures. Did she have a recording of all his work? Something wriggled in his stomach as a light feeling bubbled in his chest.

      The images showed multiple pieces, some rotating or twisting, some initiated by a mechanism, some wind-activated, a couple solar when he’d been able to find old panels. In many different colors.

      “They’re wormholes,” Gonzalez said. “Wait. They are, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      He craned his head to look at different angles. “Trippy. How’d you do that?”

      “Like she said, scrap metal and parts. A welder, paint.”

      “Yeah, but they, like, capture the feelings. This one’s, I don’t know, angry. And this one’s, like, graceful or something.”

      “The wormholes have moods, I guess. Partly the colors, but also how they move.”

      Micah could have gone on for hours. And had, in the past. But only to Finley, and occasionally Hanna. Gonzalez seemed impressed. Micah wanted to keep it that way, not come off like a fanatic. Seeing the images, remembering the feeling of crafting them, brought a flood of memories. Not just of making them, but of acquiring the parts—scouring junk yards with Finley, hiding them from teachers, fighting off scrappers.

      “Well,” said Gonzalez. “Who knew? Impressive, dude.”

      He slid the comp-pad back to Finley, who wore a proud smile.

      Gonzalez got a slight smirk. “So if you’ve known each other a long time, I want dirt.”

      “I told you, man. I don’t share stuff about her. To protect her. Which is, you know, also our job now.”

      Gonzalez waved a hand. “Not about her.” He faced Finley. “Townsend’s harder to crack than a Confed safe. I want information.”

      Finley laughed. “Wow. It was always people asking him for info about me. Is this what it’s like? I feel so powerful.”

      “Don’t misuse that power,” Micah said wryly.

      “What do you want to know? You know his parents run a restaurant, right?”

      “That I do know. It was easy to figure out, since he’s constantly scowling at the slop they serve on bases and making sure we’re all properly fed.”

      “You and the strays,” Finley said. “He was a favorite of every dog and cat in half the city. He used to take leftovers around. And then one time, his mom experimented with a new recipe for chicken cutlets, and Micah didn’t know that’s what it was, and he fed her fancy cheesy, crispy meat to the cats.”

      They laughed, and Micah shook his head. There were many far more embarrassing stories she could have chosen.

      Two young women approached, glancing at Finley. Conversation stopped while she spoke to them and posed for pictures. That unleashed a flood, and soon half the customers were crowding their table. Finley greeted them, answered questions, signed comp-pads, with her usual cheerful grin.

      Seeing her like this made his heart swell. She loved the sport, but she also loved making people happy, and he knew she would never mind being interrupted. Her selflessness was one of the things he’d always loved most about her.

      Gonzalez sat back, sipping his drink, looking smug to be sitting casually at the table with a celebrity.

      One person asked, “Are you filming? Can I be on a video?”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t bring my camera.”

      Micah’s gaze leaped to her. She always had the camera.

      When the crowd trickled away, Gonzalez said to her, “I owe you an apology.”

      “How come?” she asked.

      “For wishing we’d been sent to guard movie stars instead of you. You’re okay, McGrath.”

      She laughed.

      “Does it ever get old?” he asked.

      “What? Talking to people?”

      “Yeah, like every time you go out.”

      “I like it. People are always excited to meet me, and it makes them happy.”

      “All the interruptions? What if we’d been having a serious conversation?”

      “I save those for in private.”

      “And you, man?” Gonzalez looked at him.

      “Me what?”

      “It’s not cool to be out with someone so famous?”

      Finley’s eyebrows lifted, eyes dancing as she waited for his answer.

      “She wasn’t this famous last time I saw her. People on our home world liked her, she played for the local team, and there were the few weeks when we knew she was moving to Cobalt. But this assignment is the first time I’ve been with her since she achieved galactic superstar status.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “I like you, McGrath. You make this guy more relaxed. I’ve heard him say more words today than in the last two months combined.”

      What would it have been like, if Micah had gone with her as planned? Hanging out on Cobalt once she was famous, everyone knowing he was her friend? Would their friendship have lasted through such a major shift?

      Her thoughts must have gone a similar direction, because she said, softly, “Thank you. I don’t know if I ever said that.”

      “For what?”

      “Being… you… about it.”

      “Yeah, you’re welcome. If I’d been Gonzalez about it, I could have made that money I needed by selling embarrassing holo-pics and telling every reporter who called about your love for sneaking out of school or about how I always ended up doing your chores for you.”

      They smiled at each other, the bar fading.

      “Right.” Gonzalez cleared his throat and stood. “I am now going to take that glass, which has your DNA, and go make a fortune off it. You kids have fun.”

      He slapped the table, gathered the empty cups, and left them alone.

      “I know you got calls,” she said, not even looking away at Gonzalez’s departure. “My family did all the time, before they left. Fewer once they moved to Cobalt. It was like as soon as they did, everyone forgot I came from a colony.”

      He shrugged. “We were contacted often at first, and then again once you joined the A-League. Hanna would say you were the best and hang up. Dad promoted the restaurant, Mom asked their favorite meals.”

      “And you? Let me guess, you politely said ‘no comment’?”

      “I may have also paid a visit to Elland Lee and Kendry Haswell. They wanted to get famous, too, and pretended they knew you, making up stories when people came around. I told them I’d tell Mrs. Morelli they were the ones stealing her mallow flowers to smoke if they didn’t stop.”

      She grinned, but then it faded into an earnest expression. “I meant it. Thank you.”

      “It’s what friends do.”

      They gazed at each other until a loud laugh nearby startled them into looking away.

      “Why aren’t you filming? You always have your camera.”

      “It only made things worse.”

      “For who?”

      “Everyone. Although, I guess not for Alexei. Apparently he’s the new leader on Neridia. Everyone in town loved him already, and that video helped. Cobalt approved, since the people respect him and he doesn’t want revolution.”

      “See, there you go. One good thing.”

      “Except someone had to die first. Filming seemed less important here on the station.”

      “It might help get soldiers behind you. Appease Cobalt to tell their side. You show colonists’ stories, so why not soldiers, too, if you want to be neutral?”

      “You might be right. Want to go first?”

      “Not a chance. Gonzo would volunteer, if Alberti would let him.”

      “Shades, yeah, your viewers would love the Gonzo.” The other man dropped into his seat again, balancing three new drinks, which he deposited on the table.

      “I guess I could do that.”

      Micah waved Liu over, and Finley sent her to retrieve her camera. Then she made the rounds, asking anyone if they wanted to share. Many did, soldiers telling stories about joining the military for money or adventure or the desire to protect their home or just plain not having any other options or needing a way off their home planet. They talked about their worlds or their cities on Cobalt, told stories of what they’d seen, their hopes, their families.

      Just more real people. Maybe it would help convince colonists on occupied planets to see beneath the helmet, to see someone who could be their son or daughter or neighbor.

      Finley was beaming, and Micah had never been prouder of her.

      A thump drew his attention to the bar.

      “Are you all falling for this?” said a loud voice. “Be careful, or she might get you shot, like she did on the last planet.”

      A hush fell.

      A muscled guy in a tight Space Corps shirt and hat stood and faced the room. “These videos are pointless. A pet project by a dumb athlete who thinks she’s helping and is profiting off you suckers.”

      Micah’s gaze leaped to Finley.

      Her frozen smile probably appeared friendly and unconcerned to everyone else, but Micah saw the strain.

      “I’m sorry you feel that way,” she said. “If anyone doesn’t want me to show them, of course I won’t.”

      “A little late for that.”

      “Hey, man, relax,” someone called. “She’s harmless.”

      “And nice. I like her videos,” another added.

      “Me too,” said a third.

      “That makes you an idiot, too.”

      Murmurs came from around the room, and chairs scraped.

      “Maybe we should take that camera.”

      Someone moved toward her, and Micah stepped in front, blocking the guy’s path.

      “We have orders to keep her safe, and that includes from you,” he said. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

      The guy sneered at him.

      Micah continued to stare him down. “Last I checked, Cobalt believes in free speech. We’re not the Amber Alliance. She has a right to film if people agree.”

      Gonzalez moved beside him. Liu was edging closer.

      “Are you her pet soldiers? What a waste of resources.”

      “Want to repeat that to my sergeant? Or to the colonel who gave us this assignment? I’m sure it was an oversight that he didn’t ask your opinion in the first place, since you’re obviously so knowledgeable.”

      It was a rare display for Micah, but Finley had been so happy. He wouldn’t let some idiot ruin it.

      A hand on his arm drew his attention to Finley. “Hey, Micah, enough. It’s okay.”

      The guy leaned in toward Micah’s face. “Better listen to your celebrity girlfriend.”

      Micah glanced at Finley. Fine. He had his orders, he’d follow them. He didn’t need to bother with ignorant fools. He stepped back.

      “How’d you get the job, anyway?” the guy asked. “Does she take applications? I bet I can provide better service than he does.” His eyebrows wagged.

      Micah breathed deeply and turned away, Finley’s hand still gripping his arm.

      “No wonder he likes the job,” said the guy. “Comes with sweet perks. Can I sign up for that, Flash?”

      Micah’s fist connected with the guy’s face before he realized he’d decided to swing.

      The blow spun the guy around, and Micah wanted to hit him again but stopped. Finley was behind him. Protect her.

      The guy whirled and charged. Micah braced himself, but Gonzalez leaped at the man. The two tumbled to the ground.

      Micah pressed Finley backwards toward the wall. A hand grabbed his ankle, and he stumbled. Then someone plowed into him, and they crashed to the floor.

      Within a minute, the bar was chaos. He glimpsed Liu escorting Finley out but was sideswiped trying to follow. He stumbled into a table. Took a fist to the face and responded with his own punch. He didn’t know who was fighting whom; he just swung at the people who tried to hit him.

      A whistle pierced his ears, shrill and loud.

      Everyone stopped and turned toward the source.

      Micah was panting and tasted blood. His left eye throbbed.

      The man in the doorway wore a colonel’s insignia on his breast.

      Micah, and the others around him, snapped to attention.

      “Clear out. Now.” His voice rang out. “Orderly like.”

      Head ducked, Micah fell into line with the other soldiers. Gonzalez was several paces ahead. They hadn’t even reached the end of the first corridor when a message from Sergeant Alberti appeared on Micah’s comm that said, “Room 207. Now.”

      Based on Gonzo’s straightened shoulders, he’d received the same summons.

      Micah sped up to walk beside him, his neck hot.

      “Sorry, man.”

      “Not your fault,” Gonzalez said. “I would have punched him, too, if he’d been talking to my best friend. Besides, the rest of that fight wasn’t about you or Flash. It was soldiers close to war, needing to let off steam.”

      “You want to tell Sarge that?”

      “Shades, no. I’m throwing you hard under the bus.”

      Their smiles faded as they entered the room. Liu already waited, standing at attention.

      No sign of Finley. Hopefully Liu had gotten her out safely. Micah would never forgive himself if she’d been hurt because he lost his temper.

      He and Gonzalez lined up beside Liu, facing Sergeant Alberti.

      “Townsend, explain why I received a call that two of my soldiers were brawling in a bar like hoodlums.”

      “I’m sorry, Sergeant. It was my fault.”

      “I’m well aware of that. Care to tell me what the shades you were thinking?”

      “I wasn’t, Sergeant.”

      “I am also aware of that. Normally I respect your minimal use of words. Today, you have five seconds to give me a longer answer.”

      “They were threatening Finley, Sergeant.”

      “I see. So, rather than protect her like you’ve been ordered to do…”

      “Sometimes the best defense is a good offense?”

      Alberti’s nostrils flared. “I realize tensions are high. I realize many here are not fans of the people we are ordered to protect. But I will not have my squad fighting fellow soldiers. We all have one goal—to protect the citizens of the Cobalt Republic and fight against any enemies who would do it harm.”

      What about their own citizens who would harm Finley? Micah wanted to ask but didn’t. He was in enough trouble.

      “Yes, Sergeant.”

      “Is this mission too personal for you, Townsend? I will reassign you to boot cleaning duty in the stables of Ketanza if I have to.”

      “It won’t happen again.”

      “See that it doesn’t, soldier. We leave tomorrow. Stay out of the promenade until then. All of you. And for shades’ sake, visit a med bay. The two of you look like scrap yard strays.”

      “Yes, Sergeant.”

      Micah filed out behind Liu and Gonzalez, fighting the desire to hide his face. He couldn’t believe he’d lost his temper. In such a disgraceful way. He was usually so calm, but he hadn’t been able to let them talk about her like that.

      How was she going to respond? He’d defended her in the past, against dumb classmates who didn’t believe she’d make the A-League and mocked her goal. She always told him she could defend herself but thanked him anyway.

      Causing a massive brawl in a bar full of fellow soldiers was a long way from standing up to bullies.

      He’d probably made things between them super awkward again.
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      Finley paced her quarters. Where was Micah? Had everyone in the bar been arrested? Was he in trouble for sticking up for her? She’d been trying to call his comm, with no reply, for an hour. Finally, he answered.

      “Hey.”

      At the sound of his voice, she slumped on the bed. “You’re okay. I was worried. Thank you. You’re an idiot, but thank you. Also, I’m sorry.”

      “What do you have to be sorry for? You didn’t do anything wrong.” His voice was deep.

      “Did you get in trouble?”

      “Got a nice lecture from Alberti, but it’s fine. It was all on me.”

      “You were defending my honor. Are you okay?”

      “Fine. A medic patched me up.”

      “Micah! You needed a medic?”

      “It wasn’t bad. But Alberti wanted me to prevent my eye from turning black so I wasn’t a constant reminder to everyone of poor discipline.” Dry humor laced his voice.

      “I’m so sorry.

      “Stop apologizing.”

      “Right. Oh, wait. I’m being summoned now. It’s Coach. My turn for a lecture.”

      “Why would he lecture you?”

      “There are too many possible answers to that. I’ll let you know. Later.”

      She hurried to Coach’s room, joining her teammates. Liu stood guard, and Finley wanted to apologize to her, too, though she’d already thanked the woman for getting her out. Hopefully this didn’t cause problems for Micah with his team.

      Coach greeted them and said, “We’ve had a slight change of plans. Our next match on Prentis has been canceled because of unrest.”

      Finley’s insides sank. This was a bad sign. Some of her teammates grumbled.

      “But,” Coach continued before anyone could speak, “we have time for one more game before the Cup, so we’re adding a new stop. It’s not too far out of the way, and everyone thinks it will be great publicity.” He looked at Finley. “We’re going to Hyacinthus.”

      Finley’s stomach lurched. A thrill went through her but fizzled out. Seeing her home would be nice, but she’d be bringing her particular brand of trouble with her.

      “Hey, that’s where McGrath is from,” Wix said. “Sweet. This will be fun.”

      “Decent place,” Eriksen said.

      “Did McGrath mess up our plans again?” Cartier asked.

      “War messed up our plans, Cartier.” Coach tapped his comp-pad. “I’m sending you scouting reports and film now. We’ll have a shorter than usual prep time, but we can manage. McGrath might be able to tell us something, too.”

      Finley cleared her throat, ready to be helpful. “Sure. I played with most of the current team for a year, before moving to Cobalt. They’re good.”

      “Weren’t they only good because of you?” Wix asked.

      “They placed second in the Colony League this year, and just missed a first-round bye at the Cup,” Finley said.

      “They won the Colonial the final year McGrath was with them,” Ileana said. “Let’s hope she’s a good luck charm for us, too.”

      “They should be a good test heading into the Cup.” Coach stood. “Gym session in fifteen. Change and get your boards. We leave tomorrow.”
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      They had a day and a half of travel, which for Finley, had mostly been filled with practice, weights, and training. She found Micah in their usual spot as the ship approached the planet and dropped into the seat next to him.

      Resuming her routine, focusing on the game, had been nice. But Hyacinthus’s familiar tan and blue outline growing larger on the screen reminded of her of everything else that awaited. The giant structures of the orbital shipyards were visible above the planet, cruisers half built, with tiny craft jetting around them and to and from the surface.

      “When were you last here?” she asked.

      “About a year ago. I had leave, enough time to spend a few days. You haven’t been back?”

      She shook her head. “Not since my family left, shortly after you did.”

      When her parents and sisters had joined her on Cobalt, and she was no longer talking to Micah, there had been less incentive to return. Staying away had been easier so she didn’t have to face Micah or his family, though she had donated to several charities and schools.

      “Nervous?” he asked.

      “Maybe a little. Seeing what’s changed. Who’s changed. I mean, I have, so…”

      “Have you?” he asked. “You’re more famous. And, sure, you have more enemies. Plus you’re a super spy. But otherwise you’re the same Finley.”

      She snorted. “Thanks, I think?”

      He grinned. “My parents and Hanna will kill me if I don’t bring you by for dinner. If you can get away.”

      “Of course I’ll come. To see them, and for your dad’s macaroni.”

      “I see where your priorities lie.”

      “With that cheesy macaroni, always.”

      “Have you heard from SilverSpark?” he asked. “Any missions here?”

      “You mean, am I supposed to investigate any of my former neighbors, friends, or classmates for suspected terrorist activity?”

      “Yeah, that.”

      She sniffed. Then sighed. “This isn’t a planet that was plotting with the others, but I’m supposed to watch for markings, talk to people casually, let her know if I suspect anything.”

      “I can help as I’m out in town, set my visor to detect those markings.”

      “You think the Obsidian Force is here?”

      He shrugged. “Neither of us has been back in a while. Look at the rest of the galaxy, how quickly the situation escalated.”

      “You haven’t heard anything from your parents?” she asked.

      “What, like that they’re now dealing weapons with their cinnamon waffles? It hasn’t come up in our weekly conversations, no.”

      She nudged him with her elbow. “You know what I mean.”

      He smiled. “They haven’t said anything. I asked about the blue hand, too.”

      “And?”

      “They don’t remember seeing it anywhere but said they’d keep an eye out. Did SilverSpark learn anything?”

      “Nothing big. Message boards where people complain about the revolutionaries. Lots of talk but no real plans. She didn’t find anything indicating a galaxy-wide plot to do me in.”

      “It’s not a joke, Fin.”

      “I know. I’m sorry. She thinks it’s people who got the idea on their own, or one person tried it and others thought they’d copy when the first one failed. Not a coordinated effort.”

      “That’s good, at least. Though it might be easier to find them if it were. We can’t guarantee other random supporters won’t get the same idea.”

      “Then it’s a good thing I have you.”

      “Always.” He took her hand.

      Her heart fluttered as she gripped it, his hand both familiar in hers and strange, larger than she remembered though still calloused. Did he have the same questions about whether their relationship might shift into something more? Part of her wanted to explore the idea, but she didn’t want to scare him off and ruin what they’d just recovered. And their lives were so separate now. This mission wouldn’t last forever.

      But that didn’t mean she couldn’t enjoy holding his hand right now.
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      A huge crowd waited to greet them when Finley exited the ship, cheering and signs and banners and cameras sprucing up the basic landing zone south of town, which was barely more than a flattened field. To the west was the blackened forest, the bare fingers of the old, dead trees visible on the horizon.

      The Republic probably didn’t want her to show that, since it had been the early days of their shipyard operation that had killed off the local plant life, before safety regulations were put in place. That forest had never recovered. Were the bright red poppies still growing in the shadow of the ruined trees? Micah had always loved the melancholy feel and the contrast of colors.

      As she descended the ramp, she located him, in his armor, helping keep a perimeter. It felt wrong. Both of them were from this city. His family lived here. He was more of a hero than she was, protecting people, serving the Republic. And yet no one recognized him while she got crowds and local news coverage, just because she was good at a game.

      She couldn’t change it. He wouldn’t want her to, anyway. So she might as well take the chance to show as much gratitude as she could. Let the people know she was proud of her home and grateful for everyone who had supported her and helped her get where she was.

      She smiled and waved and, when the soldiers gave her permission, approached the line of people to take pictures and give hugs. Many faces were familiar, old neighbors or shop owners, former teachers.

      When they finished, they loaded into a nice car and rode into town. Several businesses were dark, their windows covered.

      “What’s up with that? Aw, I loved that place.” She stared as they passed a salon where she and her sisters used to get holographic nail paint.

      “The drought,” Micah said. For once, Alberti had let him be the one to join them in the car.

      “Drought?”

      He looked at her steadily. “The whole continent had a bad couple of years. Why do you think the restaurant was struggling?”

      As a kid, she’d vaguely been aware that their planet relied on mostly growing its own food. The menu at Micah’s family’s restaurant constantly changed, his dad adjusting recipes and getting creative. She’d never realized the cause might have been fluctuating availability of ingredients. She’d known there were foods they could afford to eat and ones they often couldn’t, but never really understood why.

      The timing was right for the drought, with the problems his family had experienced. Why he’d joined the military instead of joining her.

      How had she been so wrapped up in her own life not to notice? She’d been a horrible friend. She bit her lip and met Micah’s gaze. He smiled slightly as if reading her mind and shook his head, telling her not to worry.

      No wonder so many colonists were upset, not just here, but every planet like it.

      They reached a fancy hotel, which her family never could have afforded as a kid, in the nice part of the city, where she’d rarely gone. Being told not to go out alone felt strange in the city she’d once roamed freely. She could have snuck out without a single person spotting her, the way she and Micah used to. Could hide so well he’d be the only one able to find her. But she’d continue to respect the rules and Sergeant Alberti.

      Her comm pinged with a message. It was the team manager, letting her know they’d scheduled visits in town tomorrow after practice. The local charity she supported providing scholarships in a variety of academic and artistic fields. The primary school she and Micah attended. A ceremony at city hall.

      Wow, they’d put that together fast, considering this visit hadn’t been planned. Had the manager had everything in mind, waiting for the first time she came home? She should have done this sooner.

      She didn’t mind. Public appearances were part of the job. It would bring attention to the planet, and it might give her a chance to gauge Obsidian Force presence.

      When did life get so complicated? She should be reliving her childhood, not determining if her childhood acquaintances were terrorists.

      They spent the first day and the second morning preparing for the match, then left for official events that afternoon.

      “We should be working, not touring yet another boring planet,” Cartier said.

      “It’s no different than when we went to Shiro’s home last year,” Ileana said. “And he took us fishing on that river.”

      “Or Eriksen’s the year before that,” Wix said. “I liked that place. The hot springs were amazing. Does this planet have those?”

      “We have a slightly muddy lake,” Finley replied.

      “Hmm. Not quite the same. Still, can I come?”

      “Me too. I want to see the place that birthed the Flash.” Eriksen winked.

      Finley shrugged. “I don’t see why not.”

      The entire team ended up going, along with the team media manager and a local news person, but Finley brought her camera, too.

      “Hey, galactic friends. Welcome home! Home for me. This is the city of Fallmeadow on Hyacinthus, and it’s where I grew up. My grandparents came here when they were young to work in the shipyards, and my parents worked there, too. I haven’t had the chance to come back since I moved to Cobalt three years ago, and I’m excited to visit my old spots and show you all how great the people are here.”

      For the official part of the tour, they wanted her to stick to the nice areas of the city. But she wasn’t ashamed of her background and didn’t need to hide it. If anything, it would let people in other colonies know how much she had in common with them.

      With an hour until her first scheduled appearance, she headed for the park where she used to practice with Micah after school.

      He walked nearby but apart, and she wished she could do this with just the two of them. She should have thought of that yesterday, tried to get out with him before the official trip. Maybe she’d save a few of their old spots for later.

      As they trooped down a street, her teammates pointed to every place they passed.

      “Oh, look, that might have been where she got her hair cut!” Wix said.

      “Or bought her first pair of mag-boots,” said Eriksen.

      “Ooh, or had her first date. Wait, did you date, McGrath? Or were you too young when you came to us?” Ileana slung an arm around Finley’s neck, and she shoved the woman away, laughing.

      When they reached the park, her gaze went straight to the ramp where she’d broken her first bone while attempting a back flip.

      She met Micah’s eyes, and his face crinkled. She knew he was remembering, too. If only they could talk. But she found they didn’t need to—all she had to do was look at something and then at him, and she knew exactly what he was thinking.

      She watched for Obsidian Force markings or blue hands, but also trusted her camera and Micah’s scanner to capture anything. They could go through the footage later and search.

      The first official visit was to their old school, which looked nicer than it had when she attended, no doubt thanks to her donations. She’d wanted kids on the less wealthy side of town to have the same technology and amenities that kids did in the richer sector.

      First, she met this year’s five students who would be moving to Cobalt thanks to her scholarship, talking to them about their plans and asking about their families. Then the principal brought her before an assembly.

      She made sure the camera was off before she said, “I’m not the only former student here today.”

      She sensed Micah glaring daggers at her and grinned. “Say hello, Micah.”

      His posture was military perfect, his gaze blank, which meant he was debating how much trouble he’d get in if he stunned her in front of all these kids.

      When the cameras started recording, she gave a speech, nothing she’d written down, just speaking from her heart. The comments were similar to those she’d used before about not giving up on your dream and following your passion. But for the first time, with Micah watching from the side of the assembly hall, the words sounded hollow.

      He hadn’t been able to follow his dream. What made her more qualified to give advice than him, when she knew how incredibly fortunate she was, how rare her chance, and that it was far more likely that most of these kids would not have the same opportunity? He should be the one talking, letting them know life could still be good if you had to take a different path, that galactic fame was not the only or even the best road to the future.

      What was he thinking? Knowing him, simply how happy he was for her. How proud he was. She really didn’t deserve him.

      When the principal took over, she moved to Micah’s side.

      “Great job,” he said. “Very inspiring.”

      “Shut up. I felt like a fraud.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I mean, I believe all that. But I’m a realist.”

      He snorted.

      “Okay, fine, I’m an optimist who had a momentary lapse into realism today. Am I giving them false hope?”

      “Hope is essential, Fin. Kids growing up here have enough realism. Everyone in the colonies does. They need to see there’s a chance for change.”

      She sighed. “Maybe.”

      “Don’t argue with me when you know I’m right. Now, are you ready to be immortalized? I heard rumors of a fifty-foot statue.”

      She punched his arm, and he laughed. “Only if you’re the one making it.”

      “I only work with found pieces. A hoverbike engine would be perfect for your head.”

      He dodged her second punch, and they moved on to the city ceremony, where a crowd had gathered outside the city government building. Far more cameras waited there, along with local news crews.

      Apparently, they wanted to parade her through the nice parts of the city—the fancy government buildings next to a wealthy commercial area, the part of the river that was pure and blue, not muddied. Not the sector where she’d lived, closer to the scrap heaps, where the buildings were packed together and made of dented pre-fab panels. More like the Republic wanted to say, look at the pretty colony, not look where Finley McGrath really came from. But she could handle that part herself.

      Everyone in the crowd acted happy and cheerful, like the qualification for attending had been “citizens who will make a good impression on the galaxy.” The Cobalt Republic was using her for good press after Neridia, keeping away anyone who might cause a scene.

      After the official tour, she stopped at her favorite coffee place for a drink.

      “We didn’t get anything this grand on my planet,” Eriksen said.

      “I heard no talk in my city about a statue,” Shiro added.

      Finley rolled her eyes. “Will you all stop it about the imaginary statue?”

      “Yeah, but when we went to Eriksen’s home town, the galaxy wasn’t about to go to war and Cobalt didn’t need her to be a poster child for peace,” Ileana said. “No offense, McGrath.”

      “None taken. I know what today was about.” She took a long, slow sip of her sweetened coffee.

      “Hey,” said Eriksen. “Don’t mind her. The Republic can use you, and your people can still love you. The two aren’t mutually exclusive.”

      “Thanks, Eriksen.”

      Wix sighed. “It’s tragic being from the primary. No one cares.”

      Eriksen snorted. “Yes, you had such a rough life, Wix. Private tutors and personal coaches and seaside holidays. Being rich must be awful.”

      Finley took them to more personal places to film for her viewers, the hole-in-the-wall waffle shop, the gaming arcade.

      As they returned to the hotel, Micah fell into step beside her.

      “If you’re done being famous for the day, dinner tonight? With my family?”

      Why did she think, for a second, that he’d meant just them? And why was she disappointed he hadn’t?

      “Yeah, I have to put in a couple hours at the arena, then I’m all yours.”

      “The demands of the rich and famous. I’m handing you over to Liu when we get back, going off duty. I got cleared to see them tonight and take a few hours off. Come get me when you’re done? Gonzo will join us to keep watch, but sadly for him, he has to stay outside.”

      “Sounds good.”

      Her stomach gave a twist. She and Micah had avoided the subject of how she’d tried to send them money. Did his family know? Had Micah told them, and it was a joint refusal? Or had he decided not to insult them and not mention it? Given how much time she’d spent in the restaurant and Micah’s apartment as a kid, this would be almost like going home.

      She hoped.
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      Micah had enjoyed watching Finley be a star. The day might have been about publicity, and the city officials might have been careful who and what they showed, but it was obvious that people loved her and she loved them.

      They approached his family’s restaurant, strolling down the sidewalk lined with shops and apartments. A stray cat darted past, and Gonzo chuckled.

      Finley slowed and faced away from Micah’s home to look at the apartments across the street.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Alanov live there now,” Micah said. “They’re much better neighbors. They don’t sing too loud in the mornings, and they always take out their own trash, and they bring us cuttings from their houseplants.”

      Finley punched his arm.

      “Ow. Hey. You’re only allowed to do that when I’m wearing armor.” He rubbed his shoulder and grinned.

      She smirked at him and turned to Gonzalez. “I used to live up there.” She pointed. “With my parents and two older sisters. You want more Micah stories? He had the biggest crush on my oldest sister when he was eleven, and one day he—”

      “We better not keep my parents waiting,” Micah said loudly, putting his arm around her shoulders and steering her away.

      Gonzalez laughed and whispered loudly, “I’ll call you later for the rest of that story.”

      Finley winked and pointed at him.

      They went inside the restaurant. A sign on the door said it was closed for the evening. Hopefully, business was good enough that his family could afford that. He didn’t want them to lose profits for him. But the inside looked good. A fresh coat of paint, new tiles floors, new kitchen appliances since he’d last visited. Tension eased from his shoulders, aided by the familiar, comfortable scents of lemon cleaner, frying oil, and baked bread.

      The last two years had been worth it.

      The military provided housing, so he sent most of his pay home. His parents had objected at first, but he’d insisted, and he didn’t miss the irony that he was doing the exact thing he’d gotten mad at Finley for offering.

      Finley inhaled deeply through her nose.

      “I guess this is where you leave me.” Gonzo sighed, taking a position by the door where he could see the street. “Alone with the tantalizing smells of food I won’t be eating.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll bring you a plate.”

      Gonzalez rubbed his hands together. “I won’t say no to that.”

      Like many in this area of town, his family lived and worked in the same building. He and Finley headed for the stairs to the apartment above the restaurant, and Micah paused on the landing.

      “We do need to talk about your other missions,” he said quietly. “I saw those symbols.”

      Her head whipped toward him. “I didn’t see any.”

      “They’ve apparently learned to be more subtle. No large chalk markings. Smaller symbols in window corners, harder to spot.”

      “Where?”

      “A bar on Second. The produce shop on Starfall. And Kadon Wain’s shop.”

      “What? No way.”

      “Afraid so.”

      Kadon had been in their class, a popular guy who played sports and had never mocked Finley’s A-League dreams. His family owned a butcher shop he’d always helped run that provided chickens from the nearby farms, and Micah’s parents bought a lot of their meat there.

      “Is he still working there?”

      “Last I heard.”

      “Could we go visit?” she asked. “Pretending to see an old friend?”

      “Maybe. I’ll have to think about what to tell Gonzalez.”

      “I’m glad you have him.”

      Micah glanced down the stairs. “He’s a good guy. The whole squad is. You get to know each other. The military involved lots of waiting around, long hours doing nothing.”

      “I bet you enjoyed the peace and quiet without me around to get you into trouble.”

      “Trouble with you is better than anything else.”

      They smiled at each other. A sudden urge to kiss her, right there in the stairwell, seized him. He cleared his throat and backed away.

      They continued inside to find his family waiting. His parents hugged him and then Finley equally hard. Hanna looked older than in her video messages, but his parents were the same.

      They’d fixed the broken computer console and added a holo-screen to one wall. But his sculpture remained, spinning in the corner, a blue and gold contraption that had won him first prize in the city’s art contest.

      He exhaled slowly. It was one thing to hear from them every week and have them say they were good, and another to confirm it with his own eyes.

      Hanna hugged Finley, complimented her hair, and said she loved the videos. For two years, she had refused to speak Finley’s name. Why was she being so nice? Micah narrowed his eyes.

      They sat down to eat, several scents mingling, and Micah saw why.

      “Did you make everything on the menu?”

      “We wanted you to have choices,” his dad said.

      “Me, or Finley? Last time I was home, you didn’t make this all this.”

      His mom shrugged, and Finley laughed as she helped herself to a portion of everything.

      “You’re allowed to eat all that?” he asked.

      She paused with a heaping spoon of cheese macaroni halfway to her mouth. “Oh, shades, no. I’m totally breaking my diet.”

      “Whatever. I see you eat everything on every planet you visit.”

      “Tastes. Samples. I can’t do that here. It’s required that I have seconds. And probably thirds.”

      “That’s right,” said his mom.

      Finley grinned. “I’ll make up for it tomorrow. Or pay for it tomorrow, one of the two. But it’s totally worth it.”

      While she stuffed her face, he told his family about the planets he’d been to, leaving out the details. They suspected enough without him needing to describe the people he’d fought, the towns he’d occupied, the mayor’s murder.

      “Things around here look good,” he said.

      “They are. Business is strong, crops are recovering from the drought. You don’t need to send so much money.”

      “I know.”

      But he would keep doing it, and they knew nothing they said would stop him.

      “So, Hanna, one more year of school,” Finley said. “What are you planning next?”

      “Don’t know yet.”

      “It will depend on what happens with the war,” his dad said, causing them to pause in somber silence.

      His mom forced a smile. “She’s been seeing someone special.”

      “Mom. Don’t say it like that.” Hanna rolled her eyes. “I have a boyfriend. I’m fifteen. It happens.”

      “Jace Wain. Nice boy,” his mom said.

      Micah’s stomach dropped out. Where he’d seen the Obsidian Force marking. He eyed Finley, who had frozen.

      “How long has that been going on?” Micah tried to keep his voice casual.

      “Whatever,” Hanna said. “I want to hear about Finley’s life now.”

      They exchanged another brief glance, and Finley took over, speaking of her travels, her family on Cobalt.

      “How are things looking for the Cup?” Dad asked.

      “I told Sarai you’d score the most goals, and she bet me a month of free coffee, so I need you to win,” Hanna said.

      Finley laughed as Micah’s mom squawked.

      When they finished eating, Micah’s mom prepared a heaping plate and Micah went downstairs to Gonzalez.

      “Here you go, man. Watch the fried vegetables, they’re spicy.”

      Gonzalez lifted the plate and breathed deeply. “Dude, it’s a miracle you don’t weigh five hundred pounds. This smells amazing.”

      “Believe it or not, we need to sell most of the food we cook and not eat it all ourselves.”

      “Details, details.”

      “Everything good?”

      “Yeah, fine. Quiet. Go enjoy your family. I’ll call if there are problems.”

      “When’d you last see your family?” Micah asked.

      “Leave last year, same as you. Was hoping to get out for my mom’s fiftieth birthday next month, but now…”

      Possible war put a damper on plans.

      Micah gave him a sympathetic look and went upstairs. Hanna had retreated to her room. He and Finley talked to his parents longer then went into his room and climbed out the window, using the escape ladder to swing themselves atop the metal awning above the door.

      The building blocked half the sky, but the lights of the shipyard were visible above them. They leaned against the wall, legs stretched out, ankles knocking.

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      “For what?”

      “The money thing.”

      “You were trying to help.”

      “You send money home.”

      “I’m family. Shades, I mean, you are too, but…”

      “I get it. It’s okay.” She slid to lie back and look at the sky. “I did want to help, but it was selfish, too. I didn’t think of how they would take it. I just wanted you with me, and if I helped your family, you could leave and not worry about that. But I was wrong.”

      “You were generous. I shouldn’t have been so mean about it. And I definitely shouldn’t have let it keep us apart for so long.”

      “That part we agree on.” She took his hand, and he slid beside her, the metal pressing against his spine.

      She sighed. “If it were me, I wouldn’t want charity. The people here are proud. Independent. I’d prop up the whole town if I could. But they wouldn’t like it.”

      “I know you would, and you’ve helped a lot with the scholarships and everything. Some people would appreciate it.”

      “Yeah. But others would resent me. What’s the good in having this giant grav-ball contract, this money, this influence, if I can’t help?”

      “You are helping. You’re amazing.”

      He half-sat and looked down at her, still holding her hand. Nerves tumbled inside him. Something felt different, but was it just him? He studied her in the light of the streetlamps, traced her face with his fingertips. She put a hand over his and pressed his palm to her cheek, then sat too. Lifted her free hand and trailed along his jaw, sending goosebumps across his arms.

      His heart pounded. His gaze went to her lips. Did she want this, too? Was he really willing to risk changing everything?

      Her face moved toward his, stopping with their mouths an inch apart. Her breath tickled his lips.

      “Are you sure?” he murmured.

      She responded by pressing her lips to his, briefly, for less than a heartbeat, before pulling away.

      His eyes closed. And he kissed her for real. One hand slid to the back of her head to bring her closer. She immediately scooted toward him until their sides were against each other and kissed him back.

      His head filled with all the brilliant shades, spinning and whirling in a magical display of joy and pleasure and a sense of rightness.

      They broke apart and stared at each other, breathing hard. His lip tingled. He wanted to do it again immediately. Her eyes were wide, and he hoped any shock on her part was the good kind, same as him.

      Below them, the scraping of a window opening echoed. He jumped as Finley flinched. They tore their eyes apart, and he leaned over the edge of the awning.

      Hanna emerged from the window, jumping to a narrow ledge and then down to the street, avoiding Gonzalez’s line of sight as she sneaked into the darkness.

      Finley leaned next to him, her shoulder against his. “Is that Hanna? Where’s she going? Should we follow?”

      Micah watched his sister disappear around the corner. Then met Finley’s gaze as a smile took over his face.

      “Oh, we should definitely follow.”
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      Finley grinned, and Micah was transported to childhood. They knew what to do without talking. They leaped from Micah’s roof to the one next door, then the one next to that. Hanna was hurrying around the corner ahead.

      They shimmied down a drain pipe to a lower roof, then jumped, grabbing Mrs. Allan’s clothesline to slow their descent and lower themselves to the street, out of sight of Micah’s house—and Gonzalez.

      Only after they were creeping down an alley did it occur to Micah that he should have told his friend they were leaving. If anything happened to Finley, Gonzo would be in as much trouble as Micah, and that wasn’t fair.

      “Go,” he whispered. “I’ll catch up.”

      Finley went on, and Micah activated a direct comm.

      “Hey, man, don’t be mad, but…”

      “You and your girl are spending the night?”

      “What? No.” His neck got hot at the memory of Finley’s kiss. “My sister snuck out. We’re following her.”

      The line was silent. Then Gonzalez chuckled.

      “Need backup?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Got a weapon?”

      “My basic belt with my stunner. I may have turned off the transponder…”

      “’Course you did. You want me to stay here or follow you?”

      “Stay there for now, in case anyone thinks Finley is inside and tries anything. But I’ll keep you posted.”

      “You owe me, dude.”

      “I know. Add it to my tab.”

      Micah hurried after Finley. She waited at a corner, pointing. And he had a bad feeling he knew where Hanna was headed.

      “She’s going to the Wains’ place, isn’t she?” he asked when he caught up.

      “Looks like it,” Finley said. “Might not be so bad. She could be meeting her boyfriend to make out.”

      As soon as the words slipped, out, she paused. Glanced at him. Grinned. And the night suddenly felt charged with electric possibility.

      He smiled back.

      Was it wrong that he was having fun? He felt like a kid again, trailing Finley into an adventure that would get them scolded or threatened with detention, but then she’d take full responsibility and sweet talk their way completely out of trouble.

      Except as kids they hadn’t just kissed on the rooftop.

      Voices made them press against a wall.

      Two guys left the storefront, one taking Hanna’s hand.

      “You’re late,” the other said, and Micah recognized Kadon Wain from school.

      “See? I told you she was coming,” said the younger one as he leaned over to kiss Hanna.

      Micah nearly burst out of hiding right then.

      “I had dinner with my brother,” Hanna said.

      “The Cobalt soldier? You didn’t tell him about this, did you?”

      “Of course not.”

      Micah shifted. What was Hanna up to that she didn’t want him knowing about?

      “Finley was there, too,” said Hanna.

      “She’s cool. Those videos and all. Would she be willing to help?”

      “Not if she knew everything.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right.”

      Micah and Finley exchanged a look. That sounded like more than a party.

      “Let’s move,” Kadon said. “The others are waiting.”

      A pit formed inside him. What was Hanna doing?

      “Where are we meeting this time?” his sister asked.

      “Scrap yard. Get in.” Kadon motioned to a nearby hovercar, and they drove away.

      “We’ll never keep up,” Finley said when they were gone. “We could get boards at the school. Assuming you want to follow?”

      He did. He needed to know what was going on, even if he wasn’t sure he wanted to.

      They took a shortcut through alleys and aimed for the second floor window to the school science lab, which had always been left open for ventilation. Sure enough, when they scrambled up the tree and along the branch, it was simple to climb inside the same way they used to get out. Then a short run through dark, silent halls took them to the gymnasium and a wall covered in top-of-the-line hoverboards.

      Finley handed him one. “This isn’t technically stealing since I donated these, right?”

      He climbed on and fastened the straps. “Works for me.”

      “Can you keep up?” she asked.

      “I wish I had my jetpack.”

      “Don’t crash again. I’m not getting you medical help while tailing possible terrorists. I mean. I’m sure they’re not terrorists. They’re probably going to a party. No big deal.”

      Awkward silence followed, and he assumed she was contemplating the same question he was—whether his baby sister was involved with something terrible.

      Dread seeped through his mind, slow and persistent and black, like spilled paint.

      They let themselves out, and Finley kept her speed to average so he could keep up. Boards were so much clumsier than jetpacks, since you couldn’t simply rise above the buildings, cars, and obstacles. They headed for the edge of town.

      How had Hanna ended up with these people? The restaurant was doing better. Her own brother wore a Cobalt uniform. What had made her get involved with terrorists? Were they, or was this more innocent? The scrap yard wasn’t a common location for young people to party, but he was holding onto hope that’s all this was.

      He shook his head as he tried to keep up with Finley. Time for that later, after making sure he didn’t fly into a wall.

      Outside town, they soared through fields, the boards whipping tall grass out of the way as it slapped at his face. He tried to stay low, level with the top of the grass in case anyone was watching.

      Ahead, lights indicated they were approaching the scrap yard where parts and decommissioned ships were deposited from the shipyards in orbit. Grass and vines had taken over the edges, and overhead, strings of lights provided sporadic illumination.

      It was like coming home. Though he hadn’t often visited at night, he’d spent hours here scavenging parts, usually with Finley. He could tell which ships would be stable and which would collapse if you climbed on them—learned that the hard way. In the past, he’d always known which ones were picked clean, which ones were new and offered potential. And thanks to that spatial awareness the military had noticed, when he had a specific part or shape in mind for a sculpture, he always recalled exactly where he’d seen one that would fit.

      They climbed off their boards and crept to the edge of a dark area. The hovercar was stopping in a central clearing, where several people waited.

      Please, let this be a party.

      Micah pointed to a nearby ship, and he and Finley crept behind it. Then he took a surveillance bug from his belt and sent it to fly closer to the group.

      Finley snorted softly.

      He put in one earbud and gave Finley the other. They leaned toward each other, his head resting against hers. All he had to do was turn. Her lips were right there. But did she want to kiss again? Not now. Focus.

      Finley shifted, putting their faces even closer.

      They crouched, shoulders touching, as voices came on the line.

      “Let’s get to business.” Kadon’s voice. “Are the packages in place?”

      “Yes, and Zed is delivering the power cells tomorrow. That gives us almost two weeks for assembly and distribution.”

      Two weeks. This couldn’t possibly be…

      “How are recruiting efforts?”

      “They were strong, but we’ve paused until the grav-ball team moves on. Thanks to Hanna’s warning, we knew they’d be bringing soldiers, so we agreed it was safer to wait until they’re gone.”

      Cold flooded him.

      Micah shifted. He would burst in there and find out.

      Finley gripped his hand, held him in place, shook her head. “Wait,” she mouthed.

      “Your brother won’t be a problem?” An unfamiliar voice.

      “He doesn’t know anything.”

      Hanna’s reply cut deep.

      “We were up to a hundred before they got here. We’re on track for the numbers we need.”

      That many? Apparently SilverSpark was behind in her list of planets involved in a coordinated uprising, because this sure sounded like the Obsidian Force

      Micah had to do something.

      “See that you are. This won’t work without enough people. Have you tried the farms and the factory?”

      “Yes. Shades, Kadon, let us do our part. We can handle it.”

      “Fine. Now there’s the matter of—”

      Something nearby shifted, letting out a loud metallic groan.

      Micah froze.

      “What was that?” asked a voice.

      “Just an old ship. This place is a wreck.”

      “Was anyone followed?”

      General consensus was that no one knew for sure.

      “Who has the goggles?”

      “Hang on.” A moment of silence. “Two heat readings. That way.”

      Shades. They had infrared goggles.

      “Go get them.”

      “Go,” Micah said.

      He scrambled to his feet, pulling Finley with him.

      A shock blast sent a blur of white light several yards away.

      They skirted a ship, aiming for a darker area of the scrap yard, with hulking pieces on every side.

      If these guys had tech that could track him and Finley, it wasn’t safe to take the boards to town. They’d have to find somewhere to hide. Somewhere that blocked readings.

      They approached a downed scout ship, crawled in the missing view screen and through cockpit. Bullets pinged off the hull. The insides had been gutted. Micah directed Finley out the rear, toward another ship nearby, where they climbed into a round exhaust port. The reactor was long gone, letting them scramble through the lower level.

      Metal clanged and voices shouted outside.

      They climbed to the top, out a hatch, and slid down the hull of the old freighter, landing on the opposite side. Three more pulse flashes roared past.

      Micah activated his comm as they ran for another area thick with scrap parts and ducked behind a pile of old engines.

      “Gonzo, about that backup.”

      “Why do we keep ending up on the run?” Finley called.

      “Did you find trouble again, Pup?” came Gonzo’s voice.

      “More like it found us. At the old scrap yard west of town. Don’t suppose you can come alone, fire some impressive weapons, and scare off the bad guys?”

      “On my way. Hold tight.”

      Micah didn’t want everyone here arrested, because that included his sister. He’d handle that later. For now, they needed to avoid getting caught by her terrorist friends.

      Many of the old ship hulls gave off readings that interfered with tech. One should offer a place to hide that would block the infrared scanners. He studied them as they ran.

      There.

      “That one.” He pointed to an old destroyer-class ship that had had its wings removed. “Go in.”

      Finley scrambled into an open hatch, and he waited, using his goggles to scan. All he saw was a haze of orange. Something was blocking the signal. Perfect.

      He climbed in after her. “They won’t be able to pick us up in here. It will give Gonzo time to find us.”

      “Are we going to let them get away?”

      “We’ll go after them later. I have to protect Hanna.”

      Finley nodded.

      They crawled through the sideways ship, finding a maintenance hall with a door jammed halfway closed, that let them squeeze through. Inside was a tight space big enough for two. Micah grabbed a loose panel and propped it against the opening in case anyone did a visual search.

      A hole near the ceiling offered enough light for Finley’s face to glow as they took seats against opposite walls, knees knocking.

      “This brings back memories,” she said softly. “Except when we were younger, you would have been making me carry fifty pounds of scrap metal for you. And we wouldn’t have been hiding from terrorists.”

      Terrorists who included his sister. He swallowed hard and tried to keep worry out of his voice.

      “I was helping you build endurance. Really, you have me to thank for getting you into shape.”

      “Ah yes, every great athlete makes it big by hauling broken ship parts and running from revolutionaries. What would I do without you?”

      “You were finding plenty of trouble without me.”

      “Not having nearly as much fun, though.” Her face sobered. “I missed you. Have I said that?”

      “You have, but it’s worth saying again.”

      They gazed at each other, and the fear faded, replaced by that electric feeling. They leaned forward at the same time. His attention went to her mouth.

      And then clanging just outside made them jump, and their situation rushed back.

      He leaned back and sighed. They remained silent for several minutes.

      When no more noises came, he murmured, “How did Hanna get involved in this? And I never suspected?”

      She grabbed his hand. “Hey, it’s not on you. You’re a great brother, but you can’t control her life.”

      “I just wish I knew why and if I could have helped more.”

      “You already call home regularly and send money. Hanna is lucky to have you. And so am I.”

      A small amount of tension eased from his shoulders as he squeezed her hand.

      “Are we going to talk about what happened on the roof?” she asked.

      “Or we could just do it again.”

      She smiled. “You don’t have to ask twice.”

      She leaned forward again, and Micah’s comm buzzed with a crackling sound, startling them.

      Whatever was blocking the readings must have blocked comms, too. He heard Gonzo’s voice, but laced with static.

      “Better check on this.”

      With a final glance at her, his face hot, he crawled through the ship and paused to check outside. His goggles showed no heat readings in the area.

      “I’m here, Gonzo.”

      “I chased them off. You’re clear.”

      “Thanks, man. I owe you. And I’ll tell you everything soon.”

      He crawled back for Finley.

      “They’re gone.”

      He extended a hand to help her out, and they walked through the now-empty scrap yard, dodging parts and ships, heading for the edge of the field where they’d left the hoverboards.

      “Now what?” she asked. “Are you going to call your sergeant? We know some of the people who were here, and they can tell us who else is involved.”

      One of those was Hanna.

      He didn’t want Alberti to know that his sister was meeting with revolutionaries and land Hanna in an interrogation cell, while his squadmates learned what his family had been doing while he was serving the Republic. There was a slight risk to him if his family was caught helping terrorists, but the consequences for Hanna would be far worse.

      “First,” he said, “we talk to my sister.”
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      When they reached the restaurant, after dropping off the boards at the school, Gonzalez was back on duty. He eyed them as they let themselves in, and Micah stopped to exchange quiet words with him that Finley couldn’t catch. Then they climbed the stairs to the apartment.

      She watched him, ahead of her. Light still twinkled inside her from the kiss and the almost kiss. It had felt so natural, so right. And also so thrilling. Like riding a board—something she was meant to do. But she had to postpone thinking about it to be there for Micah right now.

      His parents sat in the living room watching a holo-film. Finley’s heart clenched, knowing how hurt they’d be by what was coming. Not to mention the consequences for them if Hanna was caught conspiring with the Obsidian Force. The restaurant, everything they’d worked for, everything Micah had worked for, was in jeopardy.

      The attack was still to come. Maybe Hanna hadn’t done anything terrible. But plotting uprising was treason, and the Republic was not forgiving of anyone associating with the revolutionaries. Would it endanger Micah’s job, too? Guilt by association?

      Every part of her was tense and cold.

      “Micah?” His mom frowned. “I thought you were…” She motioned to the hall.

      “Where’s Hanna?” His voice was dark.

      “In her room. Why?”

      Micah marched down the hall and pounded on the first door on the left. “Hanna? You have to the count of five to open this and then I’m coming in.”

      Finley had rarely seen him so angry. She suspected it was because he was scared.

      “One. Two. Three. Four.”

      The door slid open, and Hanna scowled at him, arms crossed. “What do you want?”

      “I want to talk, and we can do it here,” he gestured toward the living room, “or we can do it at the hotel with my sergeant.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but I’m tired and—”

      “You know exactly what I’m talking about. Let’s go.”

      He took her arm, marched her to the living room and sat her on the couch.

      “What’s going on?” his mom asked.

      “Hanna was about to tell us why she snuck out tonight to meet with members of the Obsidian Force who are hoarding weapons and planning an attack in the city.”

      “What?” His mom’s head swiveled between her children.

      His dad tilted his head the exact way Micah did when he was confused. “What are you talking about, son?”

      Micah stationed himself above Hanna, arms crossed, looking every bit an official Cobalt soldier. Finley was almost intimidated. Hanna swallowed hard.

      Finley sat beside the girl and took her hand. “We know you were there. But if you tell us about it, we can figure something out together.”

      “There’s nothing to tell.” Hanna yanked her hand away and folded her arms over her chest.

      “All right.” Micah uncrossed his arms and took a step toward her. “Let’s see if you have the same story for Sergeant Alberti once I tell her what I saw and heard tonight.”

      “You followed me?”

      “Followed you?” his mom asked “Where did you go? What’s happening?”

      Micah faced his parents. “Fin and I were on the roof when—imagine my surprise to find Hanna sneaking out. There are reports of Obsidian Force activity here, and I wanted to make sure she was safe. Turns out I didn’t have to worry about that—because she met with them. In the scrap yard, talking about weapons and recruiting and a timeline until an attack.”

      Micah’s mom paled. “Hanna? Is this true?”

      “It’s just Jace and some of his friends, messing around.”

      “I wouldn’t call conspiring with terrorists ‘messing around,’” Micah said.

      “They aren’t terrorists!”

      “The Cobalt Republic disagrees.”

      Micah’s parents reached for each other, clasped hands. Their eyes were wide, fear etched on every feature.

      “Look,” Finley said. “Hanna. Why don’t you start from the beginning. I’ve heard it’s a good place to start.” She glanced at Micah, whose face softened the slightest fraction. “Tell us your story.”

      “You’re not part of this family. Not anymore. And this isn’t one of your videos. Stop trying to help.”

      Her words stabbed, but Finley was determined.

      “I know more about the Obsidian Force than you think. And I know what the Republic will do to anyone working with them. Your brother is trying to help you, and you know it could be much worse than this. For you, but also for your family. Do you want them getting caught up in this?”

      Finley gestured to her parents.

      Hanna grunted and glanced at them. Her face twitched. She swallowed hard.

      Then sagged into the couch.

      “Fine. It wasn’t supposed to be this big. It started last month, when the ag shipments were delayed.”

      Micah’s parents nodded.

      “What happened?” Finley asked.

      “I don’t know, two ships with supplies and stuff. The Wains needed the feed supplements for the birds. And we had to cut our menu in half for a week until the ships finally arrived. Kadon was mad. He wanted to do something. Next thing I knew, they were talking about a demonstration. Bringing in people who were affected. It wasn’t supposed to be violent. Then we heard you were coming.” She looked at Finley. “We were going to protest when you arrived. Signs and all that. Make the news. What better time to get publicity.”

      “I’ve seen that on multiple planets,” Finley said. “Usually even if the local leaders block news from getting out, I show it so people around the galaxy know what’s concerning those on other worlds. But there weren’t any protesters when we landed. Did the authorities stop you?”

      “No. They changed their minds at the last minute. Jace wanted to make bigger plans. Protests were dumb, ineffective. He’d been in contact with someone off-world about doing more.”

      “Let me guess,” Micah said. “A contact on Arlaxia.”

      Hanna frowned.

      “There’s a communication hub there for Obsidian Force activity,” Finley said.

      Micah’s mom let out a strangled moan.

      “Well, I didn’t know that. I didn’t want anyone to get hurt. But when I said I wanted out, Jace said it was too late, that I was part of them. That I’d get in trouble if I told anyone. That I’d be betraying my people.”

      Micah’s face darkened. Finley suspected he wanted to march over to the Wains’ shop and show off his fancy weapons.

      “Like you’re betraying me and your family?” he said.

      Finley seemed to be making more progress than angry older brother, so she shot Micah a warning glare and remained focused on Hanna. “What about tonight’s meeting? We heard talk about weapons? And an event in two weeks?”

      Hanna shook her head.

      “We’re going to find out,” Micah said. “You can help us and get yourself out of trouble, or you can go down with them. You said you don’t want anyone getting hurt. If you don’t help us, anyone who does get hurt? Innocent bystanders, like I’ve seen on other planets? Their lives would be on you.”

      Finley glared at him again. “Hanna, I’ve been to multiple planets with Obsidian Force activity. I know it sounds like they have noble goals. That they want to help people. But it never ends well. For anyone. Not them, not the people of the colony. What’s being planned here?”

      Micah’s dad now wore an expression as scary as Micah’s. His mom looked ready to throw up. Their faces must have swayed her, because Hanna sighed.

      “All I know is, they’ve been making weapons and stashing them around town to get ready.”

      Micah’s nostrils flared and his fists clenched.

      “Hanna,” said his mom.

      Their dad pressed his lips together, his disappointment always worse than anger.

      Hanna hung her head. “A bunch of planets are supposed to do stuff on the same day. Make a statement across the galaxy.”

      “The day of the Cup finals,” Finley said.

      “Yeah. I don’t know why they picked that day. To distract from the games? A lot of people are mad the Cup is still happening.”

      Finley bit her lip. She’d heard the sentiment before.

      “Okay,” Micah said. “Here’s what we’re going to do. You’re going to give me a list of every person you know who’s involved. Everyone who was there tonight, and all the recruits. And you’re not to leave this building until I say so. Gonzalez will stay to keep you safe—and he’ll be monitoring that window, so don’t try to sneak out again. Once my sergeant has talked to everyone you give us, we’ll go from there.”

      “Are you going to tell your boss about me?” Hanna looked small and fragile now. Like releasing the information had freed her but also shrunk her.

      “I’ll tell her you helped me uncover a plot. I can’t promise your friends won’t sell you out, though. And if you do anything—anything—to warn them or keep helping them, that could change. Understand?”

      She dipped her head and nodded.

      “Do you understand the situation this puts me in? What would happen to my job if they thought I knew all along? Or what it would mean for Mom and Dad?”

      “I get it, okay?”

      Micah’s mom stood and rested a hand on Micah’s arm. “We’ll make sure she stays here and doesn’t talk to anyone. We’ll say she got caught sneaking out and is grounded, no comms allowed if anyone asks for her, and leave it at that.”

      She moved to sit on Hanna’s other side and put an arm around the girl.

      Micah’s shoulders relaxed, his face softening. “Thank you.” Some of the hardness returned when he looked at his sister. “The list?”

      Hanna rattled off several names, half of them familiar from Finley’s school days.

      Would that have been her, if she hadn’t had grav-ball and a way off the planet? If she’d been stuck here working at the shipyard or teaching or helping at Micah’s restaurant through the drought and seeing the uprisings elsewhere?

      Or maybe she would have followed Micah to the army.

      Ha. She wasn’t good at taking orders.

      “Okay,” Micah said. “Thank you. I need to talk to my sergeant. Stay here. I’ll keep you all posted.”

      They nodded, faces grim. The friendly, relaxed mood from earlier had vanished.

      Finley stood, accepted hugs from Micah’s parents, and shot a final glance at Hanna, who refused to meet her gaze, before she followed Micah out.

      He stopped to talk to Gonzalez. “We’re going back, but I need you to stay here. Make sure no one comes in or out until you hear from me. And set a perimeter watch on all sides so no one sneaks out.”

      “Like you did?” Gonzalez smirked.

      “Exactly.”

      “What’s this about?”

      “I’ll explain after I talk to Alberti. Thanks, man.”

      “No problem, bro. Adding it to that tab.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      They knocked forearms, and Gonzalez called them a hovercar and checked it before letting Micah and Finley climb inside.

      Once they were seated, their hands found each other, clasping together.

      It felt so natural. They should probably talk about today’s more personal events, but Micah had enough to deal with. For now, she’d enjoy his hand, strong and calloused and warm, and hope her grip offered him the strength and encouragement he needed.

      “What are you going to tell Alberti?” she asked softly.

      He grunted and ran his free hand over his head. “Most of the truth. That my sister knows people who are plotting with the Obsidian Force. I won’t be able to contain her role in it, but if I make sure Alberti knows Hanna’s the one who offered the information, it will help look like she wants out.”

      “Does she?”

      “I don’t know. I believe she doesn’t want to hurt anyone. But I don’t know if she really wanted out or just had no choice since we caught her.”

      “Don’t be too hard on her. Obviously I don’t support the Obsidian Force, but the sentiments that lead colonists to them are more common than you’d think.”

      He sighed. “I know. I haven’t met as many people as you, but I have been a few places, and seen your videos. And obviously heard stories from my family about what happened here. I just never thought…”

      “It would hit so close to home?”

      “Yeah.”

      She squeezed his hand. “How will the sergeant react?”

      “She’ll tell me to stop getting distracted, to focus on our mission, which is keeping your team safe. To keep my nose out matters that aren’t my job. And then she’ll have local officials round up every single name on that list, no matter where they’re hiding, and probably question them herself. She’s tough, but she’s thorough.”

      After a moment of silence, she said, “I’m sorry about Hanna.”

      “Thanks. I just… I should have suspected.”

      “You weren’t here. How could you know?”

      “We talk every week. Well, recorded messages. And we’d gotten close after you and I… after you left. How did I miss this?”

      She put a hand on his cheek and turned his head, forcing him to look at her. “It’s not your fault. And you found out in time, before she helped with something terrible that she couldn’t undo. Before anyone got hurt.”

      “I hope so. I hope it’s enough.”

      The bleakness in his voice made her heart clench.

      “Thank you, though. For reminding me of the truth. And for your help back there.”

      “That’s what best friends are for. To see the other’s blind spots, be honest, and offer the perspective you need when you can’t see it yourself.”

      His lips twitched into a small smile, and they continued on to the hotel, pausing in the lobby.

      “I should—” he started.

      “I’ll let you—” she said.

      They stopped. He remained quiet, so she continued. “I’ll let you talk to your sergeant. I want to tell SilverSpark what we learned. It sounds like the group here is a recent addition, so I’ll see if she knows anything else. I suspect there’s more to it than random attacks planned on each planet. Maybe Alberti can find out the bigger plan.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said with a smirk and a sloppy salute.

      She punched him lightly.

      He grinned. Then went serious. Studied every inch of her face. Her skin felt electric, and her heart fluttered. They swayed toward each other, but the bright hotel lights and open hallway made it weird.

      “Night, Fin,” he finally said. “Stay out of trouble.”

      “I’ll wait till morning for it. Trouble’s more fun with you around. I had a good night.”

      He snorted. “Is it completely crazy that I did, too? Mostly.”

      Giving him one final glance, she smiled and ducked into her room.

      And found she wasn’t alone.
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      Finley’s heart tried to leap through her throat. She let out a yelp, but exhaled hard when she recognized her visitor.

      Ileana lounged on the bed.

      “What are you doing in here?” Finley asked as she shed her jacket and tossed it on a chair. “You scared me.”

      “You’re out late.”

      “Yeah, I’m exhausted. It’s way past my usual time to turn in. Is something wrong? Do you need help?”

      “Have a nice dinner with loverboy?”

      “He’s not… whatever.” Finley’s face flamed at the memory of kissing Micah on the roof. “It was nice to see his family. They’re like my family, and it had been years.”

      Ileana sat up straighter. “That’s important. But I’m here to remind you of what’s at stake. You’re young. You have lots of years to play. But some of us, this might be our last shot at the Cup.”

      “What are you talking about? You’re not old.” Finley splashed water on her face at the sink.

      All six starters were under thirty, and plenty of players stayed in the league until closer to forty.

      “You need to get your head in the game.”

      “Have you been talking to Cartier?” Finley dropped the towel by the sink and faced the woman, leaning against the wall.

      “He isn’t wrong. Everything else is a distraction right now. Your boyfriend, family, videos, seeing planets. You need to have one goal, one focus.”

      “Of course this is my goal. It’s all I’ve wanted since I was nine years old.”

      “And the rest of it? If I asked you, as your team captain, to give up everything else until the Cup is over, would you?”

      “That’s not a fair question.”

      People were depending on her. She was helping a greater cause. But then, didn’t that prove Ileana’s point? Was her primary goal grav-ball? Or had it shifted without Finley realizing it?

      Finley moved to the bed and sat beside the other woman. “I’m committed. I am focused. I’m keeping my practice and training schedules. Staying on my diet.” Other than those four helpings of macaroni. “Once we leave here, it’s on to Cobalt. No one to see, no exploring. Just the Cup.”

      Ileana stood. “Make sure it stays that way. You’re popular. A valued member of the team. But I will not let us get off course when we’re so close to everything I’ve been working for. This isn’t a game—it’s our career. Don’t forget that.”

      She strode out, leaving Finley staring at the door. Her stomach clenched at the idea that the team captain, her mentor who had taken Finley in, might be disappointed in her.

      Ileana was right. But she was also wrong. It was a career. One Finley loved, that had been good to her, given her so many chances. She loved how grav-ball brought people together, offered them a distraction, let them feel part of something, entertained them.

      But it was a game. The Townsends had gotten caught up in revolution. Alexei’s people were dying. SilverSpark and Perrin and the others were rescuing refugees and providing necessities people on Cobalt took for granted. Was a game so important that she should forget all that, even for a short time? Pretend it wasn’t happening?

      She didn’t know. But she did know that she was an athlete. And it was her job. She wasn’t a hacker or a hero.

      Maybe it was time to focus on grav-ball.
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        * * *

      

      Micah stood outside Alberti’s door. His team took turns on night patrol, and it was not the sergeant’s shift, which meant she was probably sleeping. But he’d delayed reporting to talk to Hanna. The rest of the group at the scrap yard was likely already in hiding.

      He sighed and called her comm.

      “Townsend? You better have a good reason for calling at this shades-forsaken hour.”

      “Do you consider a dozen names of local Obsidian Force members a good reason?”

      The line was silent. Exactly one minute later, her door opened.

      “Explain.”

      “My sister knows people who have been plotting. She gave me names. I thought you might want to look into it. Or have the locals do it.”

      The sergeant studied him, and he tried not to break eye contact. Surely she suspected he was leaving out a lot of details.

      “Fine. Send me the list. I’ll get the local officials to round them up for questioning.”

      That was what he wanted, but he worried they would implicate Hanna. “Can you not tell them it was my sister who turned them in? I left Gonzalez with my family for now, just in case.”

      Her gaze was too sharp. “I’ll make sure loyal locals keep an eye on them. But the officials may ask questions about how she knew.”

      “I understand. She’s fifteen. She got caught up with the wrong people. But she was willing to help us.”

      “All right.”

      Micah couldn’t tell what that reply meant.

      “I’ll take it from here. And Townsend? I appreciate your work to find the blue hand and to bring me this information. It’s valuable intel the Republic can use.” She leveled him with a direct stare. “But you seem to be involved in a great many things that lie outside your job description. Not that we aren’t grateful, but I need you to focus on our primary mission. Understood?”

      “Understood, Sergeant.”

      “Go to bed. I’ll update everyone in the morning.”

      The door closed in his face.

      Could have gone worse. Now he got to stay up all night worrying if Hanna’s friends were going to rat her out. He’d better call his family.
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        * * *

      

      Micah sat beside Gonzalez, staring across the table at Liu, waiting for Alberti to arrive. The team was scheduled to leave Hyacinthus later in the day, but the sergeant wanted to update them first. Micah had used every ounce of his self control not to call the sergeant once an hour since he’d woken her the night before. His parents hadn’t called to say Hanna had been arrested, so that was something.

      When Alberti entered the room, he straightened. Dark smudges under her eyes said she’d been out since he’d woken her.

      “I have news. I’ve been helping local authorities question several Obsidian Force sympathizers who have been gathering weapons and planning an attack. They’ve arrested over three dozen.”

      That was more than he and Finley had seen at the meeting. Kadon and Jace Wain and the others must have named more friends.

      “Whoa,” said Gonzalez.

      “How’d you catch them?” Liu asked.

      Alberti shifted toward Micah. “Townsend did, actually.”

      Liu hummed. “Our little investigator is at it again.”

      Micah shook his head, not intending to mention his sister if Alberti didn’t. “Right place, right time, that’s all.”

      Gonzalez’s stare said the man suspected more to the story, given the way Micah had needed his help last night.

      “You happen to be in lots of right places at lots of right times,” Liu said. “Might be more than luck involved, is all I’m saying. Don’t sell yourself short.”

      Alberti cleared her throat. “Our suspects gave us intel on the rest of the Obsidian Force. But what I tell you stays in this room.”

      She looked at Micah as she spoke. He nodded. Whatever it was, he knew it would be a challenge to keep it from Finley. But this was an actual order, and so far he’d done well not to disobey one of those.

      “Like we found on Loa Seven with the weapons, people here were planning an uprising for the tenth of next month. Many planets are intending attacks for the same day. These conspirators didn’t know who else was involved, but they did say there was a purpose—for the colonies to serve as a distraction while others carried out an attack at the Galactic Cup finals.”

      The air left Micah’s lungs.

      Liu and Gonzalez shifted.

      “The people here don’t know details of that attack,” Alberti continued. “And the intelligence division is working to verify these claims and see if they can discover more. Until then, Republic leaders have decided the Cup will proceed. Security will be increased, but we won’t let terrorists dictate our plans.”

      The others nodded. Micah agreed, in principle. But if Finley’s team made the Cup finals as expected, she’d be in greater danger. He would never ask her not to play, though. It was too important to her.

      “For now,” Alberti said, “our mission remains the same. We’ll stay with the team. But the Republic doesn’t want a panic or anything to hinder the Cup, so we say nothing. Just be extra alert, especially once we reach Cobalt.”

      Micah set his jaw. He would protect her against the entire Obsidian Force, if necessary. And the blue hand group, who might have supporters on Cobalt.

      Whatever it took.
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      “What’s the holdup?” Wix asked.

      Finley stood next to him on a landing platform at the Cobalt City space port. They were clutching their bags, waiting to board a lift to take them to ground level, but Gonzalez blocked the way.

      “Problems on the ground,” he said to Wix. “The sergeant is securing a ride.”

      “We’re on Cobalt. Please tell me those Obsidian Force jerks aren’t here, too.”

      “Technically, they’re everywhere,” Finley said.

      Wix shot her an eye roll.

      The views from the port were beautiful. Light glinted off the city’s Silver Sector, where elegant skyscrapers shone in the sun. Mayfield Park carved a brilliant green swath through the surrounding buildings. The deep blue water of Sapphire Bay sparkled, and she spotted the sphere of the grav-ball arena on a peninsula to the south. The city had started to feel like a second home, and she would never stop being grateful to live somewhere so beautiful.

      Gonzalez cocked his head then nodded before turning to them. “Okay, everyone. We’re moving out. A vehicle is waiting. Please get directly inside. No mingling today.”

      He looked at her, which was rather rude. But she nodded.

      The team and two soldiers filled the lift, which carried them down. The space port was a huge collection of connected cubes of various sizes, forming a geometric blob that offered dozens of various-sized platforms for ships. They had landed on a mid-level platform, and Finley watched the other cubes flash by out the window.

      They crossed through the lobby, where more soldiers patrolled checkpoints and kept passengers away from the team. Then exited onto a broad walkway. The air was a familiar pleasant temperature thanks to the weather dome around the city.

      Except…

      Shouts filled the air.

      And the vehicle that waited looked ready to roll over a town, with reinforced windows, angled bumpers, a thick roof. She tried to squint at the crowds as they shuffled into the car. A row of soldiers formed a line to keep the people at bay.

      On her right, the crowd waved holo-signs that said “Cancel the Cup!!!” and “No sports while people suffer” and “Stop playing games with our lives!” They were chanting loud enough that voices carried into the vehicle, but Finley couldn’t make out their words.

      She tried to lean around Eriksen to see the other side of the road.

      “Yeah, you might not want to look,” the woman said.

      “Huh?” That only made Finley more curious.

      Eriksen sighed and leaned back to give Finley a view.

      The opposing crowd on the other side also held banners. These had phrases like “Keep athletes in sports!” and “Sports are not political” and “Stick to the game, Flash.” They, too, were shouting. Someone threw an object at the vehicle, but one of the soldiers intercepted it.

      Her muscles tensed, and she swallowed hard.

      Well. It was nothing she hadn’t seen in the comments on her videos, though this made the sentiments more in-her-face. She’d assumed once they got to Cobalt, life would be peaceful. No distractions. She hadn’t expected galactic politics to follow her here.

      “Hey.” Eriksen nudged Finley with her elbow. “Don’t worry about it. We’re here to win, yeah? Winning shuts people up faster than anything.”

      “Exactly,” Ileana said. “Ignore them.”

      Finley sank into her seat. “Are the Cups always so… rowdy?”

      “Usually it’s more drunk fans than political statements,” said Shiro, “but yes. Outside, anyway. Once we get to the compound and the arena, stay inside and you’ll be fine.”

      The Cup would be held at a large complex in the city connected to the arena where they trained and played. It contained not only the huge stadium, but also training facilities, rooms for lodging, dining, and more. They would sleep, eat, train, and play inside, and no doubt Cobalt would make sure it was secure.

      Dizziness swept over her. The enormity of the situation pressed in, from the tournament itself, to the state of the galaxy.

      When they’d left for the tour several weeks ago, the galaxy in general had been calmer, and the planets they’d visited had far smaller populations. It had been easy to forget the massive tournament awaited. Thousands of fans from other primaries and the colonies would be here. Opposing teams, their staffs, media, the whole circus that went along with a galaxy-wide competition that only happened every three years.

      “Don’t worry, kid.” Ileana patted her arm. “These are games, same as any others. You’ll be fine. Just maybe don’t watch the news feeds.”

      “Or look out any windows,” Wix added.

      Finley snorted.

      She could do this. She was the Flash, and they were home to win.

      But she couldn’t stop thinking about the signs. Not the ones telling her to keep her mouth shut. She was familiar with those arguments and could ignore them. The others ones, suggesting the Cup shouldn’t continue given the looming war.

      Was it out-of-touch to continue with games while people suffered? Or did it offer distraction and a sense of normalcy? Something to make people happy, to bring them together rather than divide them, like everything else did lately?

      She didn’t know. But that wasn’t her decision to make. As long as the games went on, she needed to focus. Do what her teammates said and ignore the spectacle, focus on playing well and doing what she’d been training for.

      Before the opening ceremony, they had two days to acclimate to the time zone, get back on schedule, settle in the hotel rooms. She and her teammates lived here in the capital, but they would stay at the same place as the other athletes for fairness and to make them easier to protect.

      Their route took them through the city and out onto the peninsula. The arena itself was half a sphere at the tip of the land, silvery blue and streaked with rainbows so it resembled a giant soap bubble floating on the water. A curving pedestrian bridge stretched from it to the other side of the bay. The connected buildings were also silver and blue, forming a series of gentle arcs. Those reflected perfectly on calm, shallow ponds that covered most of the peninsula.

      When the vehicle turned onto the lone road leading to the complex, more crowds waited outside the gate, lending an unfamiliar air to the place they trained and played regularly. New elements had been added—soldiers guarding the main gate and patrolling the sidewalks, the shimmer of a forcefield around the perimeter.

      The roar of voices echoed in the car. Finley pressed her spine against the seat. Don’t look. Focus on the game. Everything would be fine.
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        * * *

      

      As if Micah had needed another reminder of how far his world and Finley’s had diverged since arriving on Cobalt. He stood in the hall waiting for her to emerge so he could escort her to the opening ceremony. Okay, that sounded too much like a date. Not escort. “Walk with to guard from threats” while she moved in her glamorous circle of fame and he did his job, behind the scenes, unnoticed. He didn’t mind. She was a star. He was a protector.

      The last two days had made him think. He’d stood guard at doors, ensured no one bothered the team while they practiced or ate. He’d patrolled shiny, broad halls of the fancy arena, among Cobalt officials and famous athletes from around the galaxy. His squad was no longer the only soldiers around. Cobalt had brought in multiple squads to protect the Cup.

      What would life have been like if he’d come here for art school? Would he be with her for the Cup, as a friend and guest? And where did they go after this? Who knew what his next assignment would be. Their families lived in different places. They both had jobs that offered them little control over their schedules.

      He should enjoy the moment, the fact they were together again, for now.

      They hadn’t had much time alone since they’d arrived, between her schedule and him wanting to respect her routines, so he was glad for the chance to escort her now.

      But when those doors opened, every thought fled.

      Her white gown glowed against her dark skin. Swirls of blue in various shades twined around her like a wormhole. Her black and cobalt hair was pinned up so the blue ends curled against her high white collar. The sleeveless garment showed off toned arms, and a slit in the bottom revealed one leg.

      “You. I. Wow.”

      “I know you’re a man of few words,” she said, “but surely you can do better than that.”

      “You look amazing. Stunning.”

      “I thought you might like the dress.”

      “It’s you, Fin. Just you.”

      She smiled, more shy than he was used to, eyes sparkling.

      Then she sighed.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I wish I could ask you to save me a dance. But I assume you aren’t allowed?”

      “I would risk getting court-martialed to dance with you.”

      She grinned. “I have a better idea.”

      She glanced around the hall, then grabbed his hand and dragged him inside. Her room was significantly larger than his, with huge windows overlooking a reflecting pond, a small kitchen, and a bed larger than the entire room he’d had during basic training—shared with three others.

      As soon as the door closed, she removed his helmet, tossed it on the bed, and looped her arms around his neck. “You get the first dance. How’s that?”

      “Aren’t you going to be late?” His lips curved up and his hands settled on her waist.

      “I’m the star. They’ll get over it. Now stop talking and dance with me.”

      He brought his head down so their foreheads almost touched. She shifted closer, and they twirled to imaginary music, her skirt flowing around his legs. With his gear, he couldn’t get her close enough. He yanked off the bulky utility belt and his gloves and added them to the bed with the helmet. Then used his bare hand to trail fingers down her cheek, her strong arm, her back.

      She took the other in her hand and twined their fingers.

      “We still never talked about what happened on the roof,” she said.

      “What do you want to talk about?” His eyes jumped to her mouth.

      “Is that going to be a permanent development?”

      “Do you want it to be?” He twirled her and drew her close again.

      He really hoped she said yes. If she wanted to stick to friendship, he’d obviously respect her choice. But he desperately wanted to kiss her again. Not just once, but possibly forever.

      “I might. Would it be too weird?”

      “Why would it be weird?”

      She bit her lip, and he swayed toward her.

      “We’re friends,” she said. “I saw you dive in dumpsters and lose your front teeth, and you watched me play make-believe and suffer through that terrible fifth-grade haircut.”

      “So? It means we already know each other. I’ve loved you through all of it. And I only love you more now. In fact, I’m pretty sure I’ll never love anyone else.”

      The words came easily. He didn’t have to think about them, and as soon as he’d spoken them, he knew he meant them.

      Her entire face glowed. She traced his cheek, his jaw, with her fingertips.

      “You know, even though the years we lost made me sad, I don’t regret anything that happened, because we’re here now, together, and that’s what matters. I love you too, Micah Townsend.”

      He gave into the desire to kiss her, pressing her as close as he could. He cupped her face in his hands and tried to tell her he would never leave her again, even if they were parted physically. Nothing would keep him from her.

      His wrist beeped with an incoming call. He didn’t remove his lips from hers until it squawked several times. He groaned and tapped the button.

      “Where’s McGrath?” Alberti’s voice asked. “Everyone’s waiting.”

      “On our way,” he said to the sergeant, glad the woman couldn’t see that he was answering her while his arms were wrapped around the subject of her inquiry.

      He kissed Finley once more and reluctantly pulled away. “Time to go, superstar. Your fans are waiting.”

      “You’re the only fan I care about.”

      Shades, it was a good thing his job was to watch her, because he wasn’t going to be able to look at anything else tonight.

      He grabbed the gear he’d shed and quickly put it on. She exited, waited to wave him out until the hall was clear, and he escorted her—at a respectable distance—to where the rest of the team waited.

      Then watched her prepare to be the star he’d always known she would be.
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        * * *

      

      Finley heard the ceremony when she joined her team in the walkway leading to the arena’s main entrance. Music from within vibrated her bones. A huge screen filling the entire wall showed them what was happening inside—a holographic fireworks display, while dancers on hoverboards clad in cobalt, ruby, amber, and every color of the spectrum twirled in intricate patterns.

      Fans filled every seat in the massive stands, and she was glad for the invisible barrier that would prevent anyone from aiming a weapon at the court or using a device to interfere with the boards.

      She had to force herself not to reach for Micah’s hand as they walked toward her team. Surely the others would be able to read on their faces what they’d been doing. Which she wouldn’t mind doing again. She could dance with him all night, feel his steady hands, hear his low voice, rest in the presence of her favorite person. Fireworks of her own were still going off in her chest.

      Her team was lined up for the parade of athletes. Each wore outfits in their team colors of white and vivid blue, dresses or tunics, Ileana in a flowing jumpsuit. Walking into the arena rather than flying was odd. After the show ended and the Cobalt prime minister made a speech she barely heard, the teams were introduced, beginning with the ones from the colonies. As the hosts, they were the last ones left outside.

      The staffer near the door motioned them, and they filed into the arena. She shot one final look at Micah. The visor hid his face, but he nodded.

      She grinned. A roar exploded from the crowd. A thrill rose inside her, the voices surging through her blood. Her family was there somewhere, but too many lights aimed at her kept her from seeing into the stands. She joined her teammates in waving.

      The familiar arena was the largest in the Republic. Multiple levels of seats stretched into the dome high above them. Lights flashed, cameras flew, and the whole place felt alive and magical.

      They circled the walkway, past eleven other teams in varying colors, heading for their designated spot on the end. As the cheers quieted, one voice rose above the others.

      “Cancel the Cup! Cancel the Cup!” the chant rang out.

      Finley clenched her fists. Was an attack coming? Here, on the biggest stage? Logically, she knew no one could get to her, with the barrier between court and stands. But her recent buzz of excitement took a sharp dive off a cliff.

      Shiro shifted closer to her on one side, Eriksen on the other, and their presence calmed her.

      The hum of other voices grew louder, boos echoing. Then the chant was silenced. Likely guards had closed in on the shouter.

      They finished their circle of the arena, taking their spot next to the second-place Cobalt A-League team. But the earlier thrill was gone.

      She barely heard the announcer’s remarks, welcoming teams from throughout the galaxy, talking about the origin of the Cup and how it was meant to build goodwill and foster friendly competition, et cetera, et cetera. To symbolize the opening of tournament, a glowing ball was launched and left to hover at the top of the arena, well above the court, casting rainbow lights around the stands.

      The crowd cheered again, and the teams prepared to file out. The fans would leave through the public entrance, while the teams moved to a private reception in another part of the compound. Finley was eager to see her family again, after weeks away, but that would have to wait a couple days.

      She and the others entered the banquet hall, a huge room with high ceilings of deep shiny blue, quieter music, a dance floor, and tables around the edges. Soldiers guarded the doors, but inside, players and dignitaries mingled freely.

      Finley separated from her teammates to makes the rounds. She greeted players she’d met from the other Cobalt team that played in their planetary league. One woman asked about her home world, the planet with the pink beach that Finley had visited on the tour. Finley was able to reassure her it had been a peaceful stop.

      She said hello to players from colony teams they’d played, who told her they liked her videos.

      A Ruby Confed player she’d met while doing a commercial for the sportswear they both repped approached with one of his teammates. Their brilliant red tunics glowed.

      After they chatted, he moved away, but his teammate lingered.

      “Lots of people aren’t a fan of what you’re doing, Flash,” the woman murmured in her ear. “Some might use this opportunity to make their opinions known. You’d better be careful.”

      Finley’s heart pounded, but she maintained a smile. “Is that a warning or a threat?”

      The woman shrugged. “Take it how you want to.”

      She sauntered away, leaving Finley’s shoulders tense.

      She’d ask SilverSpark to look into the woman, in case more than sports rivalry motivated her comments. Alberti wouldn’t care about a fellow athlete trash talking before a tournament, but she’d tell Micah, just in case.

      If Finley had been hoping the Cup would offer an escape from scheming and intrigue, she’d been sadly mistaken.

      Finley lost track of how many people she talked to. Other players, but also Cobalt officials who wished her luck, reporters who wanted statements on everything from the Cup, to her life story, to the attacks and her controversial videos and the protesters who apparently hadn’t stopped. She answered every question, spending longer with the players and giving the reporters harmless sound bites. She danced with her teammates, other players, even Coach.

      But between the protester at the ceremony and the Ruby player’s possible threat, a ribbon of tension remained in her shoulders throughout the evening.

      Through it all, her gaze kept finding Micah. Multiple soldiers ringed the room, and Micah’s small squad kept one person close to her at all times as she circulated, but somehow despite the matching armor and the helmets covering their faces, she always knew which one was him.

      Many people had cleared out, leaving the room half empty, when a woman linked arms with Finley. She looked vaguely familiar, her dark hair covered in a blue scarf.

      “I wanted to meet you, Miss McGrath. My name is Yunia Jabara, and I’m a huge fan. My daughter started it. She’s eleven, and she loves you. We watch you play together, and we watch all your videos.”

      “Oh. Well, thank you. I’d love to send your daughter something, if you’ll get me her information.”

      “That would mean a lot to her.”

      “Does she play, too?”

      “No, she just loves to watch.”

      “I hope you were able to get tickets? If not, I’d be happy to arrange it.”

      The woman’s lips lifted. “Thank you, but we’ll be at the games. I have connections.”

      That was where she’d heard the woman’s name—she was one of the prime minister’s top aides. Crazy to think this woman helped run the planet—no, the empire—and she was also a caring mother who watched grav-ball with her daughter and had seen Finley’s videos.

      Finley smiled. “I’m glad. And I apologize. I do know who you are. I’ve just met so many people tonight, it took me a minute.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” The woman looked around and used her grasp on Finley’s elbow to gently pull her aside. “I wanted to talk to you about something.”

      Her voice was lower now.

      Finley’s heart jumped. The woman couldn’t know about her spying, could she? “Of course.”

      “It’s not about grav-ball, but your videos.”

      Finley’s gaze leaped to Micah before she returned her attention to the woman. She’d said she was a fan. Surely Finley wasn’t in trouble.

      “While there are some in the government who aren’t pleased with how much you reveal, I am not one of them.”

      Finley released her breath.

      “How can we as leaders do better if we don’t know about the people we’re supposed to serve? I appreciate your efforts to portray the truth. And it shows a great deal of courage.”

      “Thank you, ma’am. I didn’t intend to be political. I like exploring and meeting new people. But it kind of… evolved as the situation in the galaxy did.”

      “If you ever want to change that, let me know.”

      “Change…?”

      “I think you would make a wonderful goodwill ambassador. An official one.”

      Finley blinked. “Oh. I don’t—I mean, I’m not really qualified for that. I’m honored, but I’m just an athlete. And I’m nineteen.”

      “Look at how much you’ve already accomplished. How people respect you.”

      “Not all of them.”

      Yunia smiled. “The price of fame and power. I believe you could do a lot of good for the galaxy.”

      “I’m surprised to hear you say that. I’d have thought most people in the Republic’s government would prefer I stayed quiet.”

      “Oh, some would. Many of my colleagues have discussed polite ways of making you stop.” Yunia shook her head. “But only those who fear the people they’re called to lead need to silence voices. Especially ones that aren’t dissenting, just portraying truth.”

      Finley didn’t know what to say.

      “You don’t need to answer now. Consider my offer. We can talk again after the Cup, if you’d like.”

      Finley nodded absently. She didn’t know exactly what that job would entail, but it sounded too… official. Too constraining. She wanted to meet people while she played the game she loved. With her missions for Silver Spark, she’d had enough politics and espionage. Especially if the first step would be convincing half the government she was worth being heard in the first place. That sounded way above her.

      Yunia transferred her information to Finley’s comp-pad, and Finley renewed her promise to send something to the woman’s daughter, and they drifted apart.

      It was a flattering offer, but she was no one special, had no power to do big things in the face of threats and protestors and insurrection. She was an athlete, and it was time to win some games.
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      Since her team had earned a first-round bye after winning the A-League championship, Finley had a few days to practice, sneak time with Micah, and get her family a special pass so they could join her for a meal. As she had with Micah’s family, he joined hers.

      Although she had no intention of letting them know about the spying, her sisters were outraged on her behalf that people were mad at her, and her parents were worried.

      They asked Micah for updates on his family and their home planet, which he gave, omitting details about the Obsidian Force cell and Hanna’s involvement.

      Finley’s oldest sister kept glancing between Finley and Micah and smirking, though they had been careful not to give any hint that their relationship had evolved.

      The bulk of Finley’s time was spent preparing for the Cup. Her team had designated slots on the court, acclimating to it after time away. The obstacles had been replaced after the opening ceremony and were in their usual layout. It was nice to be in a familiar arena, though they had to split time with the other teams.

      Finley had been excited about the community dining hall for meals, the chance to talk to other players. But the team had voted—and she and Wix had been overruled—and they opted to eat in a private suite instead. She had to settle for chatting with others while they worked out or saying hello in the halls. She was glad to avoid the Ruby Confed player who had possibly threatened her at the opening ceremony.

      After their first-round bye, they easily beat an Amber Alliance squad in the first match. Next came the press conference. Each team had scheduled media times, but theirs was longer, as the host team and the favorites.

      They filed into the media room. Wix waved at the many cameras hovering above the platform. Seats on the stage faced an audience of reporters, while mic-bots hovered in front of them to amplify their answers for the room to hear.

      With too many people and cameras for her to know where to focus, Finley locked her gaze on Micah, standing at the back. He’d raised his visor so she could see his face.

      The first questions were generic. The team had a standard breakdown of who answered which topics and standard answers to the usual questions—we had a great tour, it was good practice for the Cup, we played good teams, each one presented a different challenge, we learned a lot about ourselves, we’re playing better than ever, yes Cartier and Finley were thrilled to use that move for the first time, they hadn’t known she was the first ever, we’re just glad the team is winning, that’s most important.

      One reporter stood with a question for her that she wasn’t totally shocked to hear. The team manager had told her to be ready.

      “Flash, can you tell us about the attacks made on you in two colonies? How did it feel? How have you handled them?”

      She stuck to the script she’d discussed with the manager, which didn’t include anything she hadn’t already said in her videos.

      “They were scary, but physically I’m fine—I’m grateful nothing worse happened. And like any missed goal or game mishap, I’ve put them behind me so I can focus on the next match.”

      “Have the people behind these attacks been caught?”

      “I couldn’t say. It’s not my job, and I trust the people looking after me to find those responsible and to keep me safe. The Cobalt Republic has been kind enough to ensure all our safety.” She met Micah’s gaze again.

      “Who might want to hurt you?” another reporter asked.

      “Other than Wix, when I eat all the ice cream?”

      Her team and most of the reporters laughed.

      “And what would you say to those who want you to focus on sports?” the woman pressed. “To stop your filming and what they see as advocacy?”

      “I definitely am focused on winning this Cup. That’s my main goal. I also like to help people and believe we should use the opportunities we’re given to do that. If I don’t, I couldn’t live with myself. What good is fame if you can’t use it for others?”

      “Have you? Helped? Because a lot of the planets you visited might think differently.”

      Had she missed something in the news? Shades. She kept her smile in place.

      “I hope I’ve helped. I don’t need to remind everyone that the galaxy is in a precarious place right now. I’m hardly important enough to tip the balance.”

      “Do you think the games should go on? What about the protesters?”

      Maintaining the smile was growing harder. She ground her teeth together and ignored the growing annoyance from her teammates as they shifted and sighed.

      “That decision is well above me,” she said. “I love the joy that grav-ball brings people, and we all need joy right now. That’s why we’re excited to play. Any other questions about the tournament for my teammates before we get back to practice?”

      She half-rose from her seat, and her teammates took the opportunity to stand.

      “One final question,” a man called. “There were raids on Obsidian Force strongholds on multiple planets you visited, while you were there or right after. Do you know anything about that?”

      Her heart stuttered, and her grin froze in place. “I’m sure the credit goes to our hardworking military. I can’t thank them enough for keeping us safe at this dangerous time.”

      She shifted toward the edge of the stage.

      “So it’s coincidence that you were on Loa Seven when a huge shipment of weapons was discovered? Even though a source confirmed your presence?”

      How had that news leaked? Alberti wouldn’t be happy. Now she had to make an effort not to glance toward Micah, be careful not to give him away.

      Her smile felt stuck in place. “I was in the wrong place at the wrong time while filming.”

      “And the mayor who was assassinated while you were on Neridia?”

      She dropped the smile. “That was a tragedy, especially after everything those people had already been through.”

      “What about the Obsidian Force cell on your home planet? Discovered while you were there, which included people you once went to school with?”

      Other reporters were sitting straighter, leaning forward. Surely they could hear her heart.

      She tried to keep her voice level and firm. “I’m sorry to disappoint you, but it was a coincidence. There’s a lot of turmoil in the galaxy right now, and that just shows it can happen anywhere. I’m thankful the group was stopped before anyone was hurt. Is there anything else about the Cup?”

      How had they put that information together? How had someone even thought to look? She should have been more careful.

      “What about the military squad that’s been escorting you? One of the soldiers is from your hometown.”

      Her stomach clenched. “And?”

      The man’s face held far too much glee. “There’s no mention of her being questioned, but I talked to the suspected Obsidian Force members on Hyacinthus, and that soldier has a sister whose name came up.”

      Nerves hardened to rage.

      “I don’t know anything about that,” she said. “But I do know the family you’re talking about, and that sister is a minor, so I suggest you be careful with your implications, sir.” Her voice was firm, unforgiving. “Now if you’ll excuse us, we have a match to prepare for.”

      She strode off the stage without waiting for her teammates, though they quickly followed her to the waiting room. She felt shaky, sweaty, out of breath.

      Gonzalez escorted them backstage. Hopefully Micah had slipped out before anyone recognized him.

      “That was worse than taking enemy fire,” Gonzalez muttered. “Good job, McGrath.”

      “I imagine that’s what taking fire feels like.”

      As soon as the doors closed behind them, her shoulders slumped.

      “What was with those questions about the Obsidian Force?” Wix asked. “Do they think you’re a secret agent? Or that you’re a terrorist working for the Obsidian Force? I couldn’t quite tell.”

      “No idea,” she said.

      Ileana waved a hand. “They were desperate, digging for anything. Forget about it.”

      “There was a lot of action wherever we went,” Eriksen said.

      Ileana shook her head. “Like McGrath said, that’s the galaxy right now. Nothing we can do about it except stay out of trouble and play our game.”

      “I don’t know,” Wix said. “I think it would be fun to be a spy and fight terrorists.”

      Yeah, fun until reporters nearly outed you in front of the whole galaxy during the most important week of your life.

      Ileana snorted. “You’re too unsubtle to do anything covertly.”

      “And McGrath is subtle?” Wix asked. “That’s no more likely than me. No offense.”

      Finley shrugged. Better to let him insult her than suspect the truth.

      Shiro studied her. “It would be a noble undertaking. But now it’s time to work.”

      “Finally,” Cartier said.

      “Where did they get that idea, though?” Eriksen asked, this time directing the question to Finley.

      “No idea. A reporter was bored and looking for a story, like Ileana said. Let’s go practice.”

      She didn’t like lying to her teammates so directly. Some might understand if she told them everything. But not all, and she wouldn’t do anything to risk dividing them right now.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After a few days of practicing and avoiding reporters, Finley hoped the interest in her after the press conference had died down.

      She was double-checking the power cell on her board the morning of their quarterfinal match when her door chimed. Expecting Micah, she called, “Enter.”

      The three soldiers who marched in were not Micah. Nor his familiar squad.

      Two men and a woman wore blue uniforms rather than the armor she was used to seeing, along with brimmed caps.

      She paused, board in her lap, as unease slithered through her.

      “Can I help you?”

      “Finley McGrath?” asked the man in front, in a stern voice. The name on his breast said Simmons, and the insignia marked him as a corporal like Gonzalez and Liu.

      She gripped her board tighter. “Yes?”

      “We have some questions for you.”

      The world tilted, like when her board gave out under her. “I have a game today. I’m supposed to be at the gym in half an hour.”

      “Are you saying a game is more important than an official Cobalt Republic investigation?”

      “Investigation?”

      Her focused pregame mood had been shattered, replaced by a racing heart and racing thoughts.

      “Into certain allegations made at the press conference this week,” said the woman, who wore a sergeant’s symbol like Alberti’s.

      Ice shot down Finley’s spine. Of course she hadn’t gotten off so easily. Cobalt intelligence had just needed time to investigate and build a case against her.

      “I don’t recall any allegations. Just a reporter with nothing better to do than make up stories.” She hoped her voice sounded unconcerned.

      She really needed backup. Micah had been patrolling the hall earlier. Where was he?

      “We’ll be the ones to decide that,” said Simmons.

      “Surely this can wait until after the game? We’ve had soldiers assigned to us the last few weeks because Cobalt leadership, your bosses, believed in the Cup continuing as planned. The game will be broadcast to the entire galaxy. It’s not like I can escape. I’m happy to answer any questions once it’s over.”

      Like she’d be able to concentrate on grav-ball knowing these guys would be waiting for her. She looked at the woman sergeant, who glanced at the man out front and waited.

      “You’re not the one in charge here,” said the man. “Come with us. Now.”

      “Am I under arrest?”

      They didn’t answer, just stared at her.

      She exhaled slowly. Something was off. The highest ranking woman didn’t seem to be the one in charge.

      “Don’t you need to contact Sergeant Alberti?” she asked.

      The man blinked once. “We already have.”

      “So you don’t mind if I follow up with her?” Finley asked.

      “I told you, you’re not in charge. Are you questioning me? Let’s go. Now.”

      Resisting wasn’t an option, not when she was outnumbered and they carried stunners, and all she had was a sense that something wasn’t right.

      “Let me put my board away.”

      She rose slowly, carried the board to the table. Was there anything that might help? Her personal comm sat on the other side of the room. The encrypted one from SilverSpark was hidden. Her camera remained in her bag. But its control armband was on the table. As she turned her back to the soldiers and pretended to arrange her board, she slid the armband off the table and tucked it into her pants. She had no idea what she’d do with it, but it was comforting to have some sort of plan. Even if it wasn’t a plan at all.

      She faced the others.

      “Can we make this quick? Like I said, big game today.”

      They didn’t answer. One strode out, the other two waiting for her to follow. She did, glancing around the hall, hoping for a glimpse of Micah or Liu or one of the others. But since she hadn’t planned to leave her room for half an hour, and had promised to wait for someone to escort her, they might not be watching her door.

      A few players from other teams nodded at her. They were probably so used to seeing her with Micah or her guards that they’d barely notice her being escorted now.

      Though she was worried about what these people might ask, and who they were, part of her brain was still in game mode.

      Would this be finished in time for warm-ups? If she was late, what would the team think? Had her outside activities endangered not only herself, but her team’s chances at winning?

      Did Micah know about this, or would he be worried when he couldn’t find her?

      They marched silently through the compound. The bright, white halls and peaceful water features were far too cheerful for the worry that lurked inside her.

      Their path led in the general direction of the arena, but then the soldiers jerked her down a side hall so quickly she barely had time to yelp.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Quiet.”

      A shock went through her, making her limbs tingle and go limp. The edges of her vision blackened. She kicked feebly and tried to yell, but it came out like a grunt. Through the veil in her sight, she was vaguely aware of doors, a few turns, a lift down.

      These people were definitely not soldiers, or not ones on a legitimate mission.

      She fought to stay conscious, her fuzzy head and numb legs a contrast to the panic roaring in her heart.

      They half-dragged her through darker, narrower halls containing control panels and small hatches. A behind-the-scenes area of the arena she’d never visited.

      And then they were plopping her into a chair in a room that had been draped with black cloth to hide the walls.

      Was this going to be her cell? An interrogation room? Her breaths were shallow, her heart thrashed, and sweat dampened her shirt.

      Who were these people? Odds seemed equal so far on Obsidian Force or the blue hands. And should she call them out on not being real soldiers?

      The fake corporal stood in front of her, taking the lead again.

      “Let’s talk about the press conference and the questions you were asked,” he said. “Some in leadership agree that the timing of many events the last few weeks was far too much for coincidence, and we’ve been asked to find the truth.”

      Playing along sounded safer for now than questioning his “orders.” If they thought she was cooperating, they were less likely to shock her again. She flexed her tongue, which felt odd in her mouth. But feeling was returning.

      “Look, I’m not happy about your timing.” She had to focus on enunciating. “Athletes are particular about pregame rituals. But I’m happy to help the Republic however I can.”

      “Happy to help the Republic.” The man scoffed and clasped his hands behind him. “That’s interesting. Was it helping the Republic when you got a loyal mayor shot on Neridia?”

      “Or when you met with Obsidian Force sympathizers on Hyacinthus?” added the woman.

      “What?”

      Surely they didn’t mean Micah’s family.

      “Don’t forget the weapons cache on Loa Seven. Some coincidence that you happened to know where that was.”

      Finley swallowed. “Is there a question in there?”

      “You’re in the middle of a lot of things. A lot of towns, a lot of dangerous situations.”

      “There are a lot of dangerous situations these days.”

      They stared at each other before the man said, “You contacted SilverSpark via message board several weeks ago.”

      Shades, she thought the hacker had deleted the public messages. “I did, once.”

      “And you haven’t been in contact since?”

      “You’re obviously tracking my posts, so you tell me. I haven’t posted again, and to my knowledge, they’ve never commented on any of my videos.”

      “There are other ways to contact people.”

      “If you’re asking for access to my personal comm, I’m happy to comply—if you go through proper channels.”

      “You realize communication with SilverSpark would be conspiring with terrorists?”

      “Are they considered a terrorist?”

      “The Cobalt Republic wants them for questioning in breaking a wide range of laws.”

      Shades. Earning the attention of Cobalt leadership was bad, as was making the Obsidian Force wonder if she was working against them. But her captors seemed to believe she was helping the terrorists, and they weren’t pleased about it.

      Which left the other alternative, the blue hands—the option that was worse for her because they were the ones who wanted her dead.
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      There was no sign of Finley anywhere. When she hadn’t arrived for pregame practice, or answered her comm, Micah had jogged to her room. Now she wasn’t answering the door, and no one in the hall had seen her.

      He wouldn’t panic. She could’ve run into someone on her way to the arena, started talking, and lost track of time. That happened often. Although she always took a guard with her. And she was late enough that she would have realized by now that the team was waiting.

      A chasm was forming in the pit of his stomach.

      The blue hand. The Obsidian Force. So many people might want to harm her. The press conference could have raised suspicions. She’d convinced the team it meant nothing, but seeds of doubt could have been planted in those who would want answers at all costs.

      He was lucky Alberti had protected him from facing questions of his own.

      He activated a direct comm to his sergeant. “No sign of her, Sergeant.”

      “She’s still not with the team, either. Go to the control room and access cameras for the hall. See if you can find anything.”

      “Copy that.”

      Micah ran again. If anything had happened to Finley, he needed to find her, fast. Not to mention the match was approaching and he doubted the Cup officials would delay a game for one tardy athlete, even if she was a star.

      Using the arena specs on his visor display, he located the nearest control room. One technician sat inside, surrounded by consoles. When Micah explained what he needed, the woman quickly loaded a screen showing Finley’s hallway.

      Video feeds revealed three uniformed soldiers arriving at her door, entering, and leaving several minutes later, escorting her away. He followed their progress toward the arena, but then they turned abruptly down a side corridor and he lost them.

      “Where did they go? Where’s the camera for that area?”

      The woman entered commands. “It’s housed in a different room, but the video will be on the central server. Let me pull it up. Oh. That’s weird.”

      “What?”

      “Another station had a power outage. There’s no video for that sector.”

      His stomach dropped straight to the floor.

      He called Alberti. “Three soldiers went to her room this morning and escorted her away.”

      “Hmm,” she said. “Odd that I didn’t know. Colonel Decker should have alerted me if a person officially under my protection was to be taken off without us.”

      Micah agreed. Why would the Cobalt Republic be so concerned about her possible, not even proven, actions that they’d take her in this manner?

      The only answer he came up with was a terrible one—they wouldn’t. But the Obsidian Force would. And the weapons and gear found on Sidicum and Loa Seven had proven the military had been infiltrated. The blue hands likely had supporters in the military as well, given their orders not to interfere with the group.

      Which meant Finley could now be in the hands of terrorists she’d been trying to stop or the people who had tried to kill her.

      Blood roared in his ears.

      He turned to the technician again. “Can you get me names and faces of those soldiers?”

      She magnified the video. “Not faces. Their hats block the cameras. But here.”

      She transferred him the file, and he viewed it on his readout, the reopened the channel to Alberti.

      “Sergeant, I’m sending you names and ranks from the uniforms.”

      “Do you have a reason to suspect she’s in danger from our own?”

      “Not exactly. But we know there are people who want to hurt her, and you admitted it was odd.”

      “Attacks on colony worlds by random local militia types are a long way from soldiers of the Cobalt Republic.”

      “Yes, but wouldn’t it be better to confirm?”

      She hesitated.

      Should he give her more? If he was right and Finley was in danger, what if telling the truth would save her? But what if he told Alberti about Finley’s spy activities for no reason and got her in more trouble?

      “Please? Isn’t the timing strange? Right before a match? And without you knowing?”

      “Well, yes.”

      Micah waited.

      “All right. Go search her room. I’ll make a call.”

      “Thank you, Sergeant.”

      He thanked the technician and ran back to Finley’s room, finding it unlocked. He peered inside, tensing. Empty. And her board was on the table.

      He searched the doorway, the bed, the dresser, the table. No signs of a struggle. Not that he’d expected her to fight, especially if she thought everything was official. The paper he’d written for her years ago was tacked to the mirror, his childhood writing giving her advice for making it big. The sight of it made his throat tight, and he swallowed. She was fine. She would be okay.

      Her camera rested in the top of her bag, but he didn’t see the control band. Interesting. Would she have been wearing it? In her room? He rifled through everything, feeling bad, but she wouldn’t mind him digging around in her clothes if she was in trouble. Still no controls.

      If she had the wristband with her, it might be a way to find her, if he could sync it to the camera. He grabbed the camera and hurried to join his squad.

      Alberti was waiting outside the locker room, where the grav-ball team was prepping for the match. What had she told them about Finley’s absence?

      “Good instincts, Townsend. There was no record of orders to bring her in, and those soldiers were accounted for elsewhere, so the uniforms were stolen.”

      A chill swept over him. So who were those people?

      “What did you tell the team?” he asked.

      “The truth. That we don’t know where she is, but we’re looking.”

      “Will the match continue?”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      Finley would be so upset, not only to miss the game, but she’d see it as letting her team down. First, though, he needed to find her.

      “You want to tell me why you were so convinced this meant trouble?” Alberti asked. “Not that your instincts weren’t good. This time, and in the past. Maybe too good?”

      He was going to have to tell her eventually, no matter what it meant for him. Confess to Finley’s spy efforts and his complicity. But first…

      “No time for everything now, except that I think those people who took her were either Obsidian Force or the blue hand group. Anyone could have gotten suspicious after the press conference. If either side believes Finley was helping the terrorists, or working against them, then she’s in danger.”

      Alberti’s gaze was sharp. “Should they have reason to suspect, Private?”

      “I’ll tell you everything. But first we need to find her. I have an idea.” He produced the camera. “Can Liu locate the controls for this?”

      She studied him longer. “I’ll have her help you. Gonzalez and I will watch the team.”

      “Thank you, Sergeant.”

      “And I expect more of an explanation later.”

      “Of course.”

      He’d worry about what to tell Alberti once Finley was safe.

      When Liu joined him, they went straight to a control room, where she opened a panel and plugged the camera into a console.

      Micah fought to stand still while she worked.

      A few minutes later, the woman shook her head. “Sorry, I can’t use this to track from here. But I think if the camera was in range of the controls and the controls were on, then the camera would activate.”

      “So I can take the camera around and wait for it to turn on, and that would tell me she’s close?”

      “I believe so. That’s the best I can offer.”

      He grabbed the camera. “I’ll take it.”
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      Finley didn’t know how much time had passed since she’d been taken from her room, but she was definitely missing the game. That meant everyone knew she was gone. Whether they’d be able to find her was another issue.

      It also meant that, not only was she a captive of enemies, but she’d failed her team. Were they worried about her? Or mad? Surely they knew she’d never knowingly put them or the match in jeopardy.

      But then, wasn’t that what her spying had done? Whether she’d intended to or not.

      What were these people going to do to her? Had they brought her down here to kill her?

      Maybe she could play along. Figure out what they wanted, appease them somehow, and ideally, find a way to escape.

      And she needed to turn on the camera controls and hope Micah and the others could use that. Somehow.

      “Look, Corporal Simmons.”

      The guy didn’t reply.

      “You, guy in charge. Yes, I’m talking to you. The name and insignia on your uniform?”

      He glanced down at it, and she tried not to roll her eyes.

      “The game begins soon, and people will wonder where I am.”

      He glared at her. “There are far more important things going on right now than games.”

      “Aren’t you loyal soldiers of the Cobalt Republic? They obviously found the games important.”

      The woman snorted.

      “Since when do you care about the Republic?” the man asked.

      “Of course I care. I know I’m lucky to be where I am, and the Republic is what helped me get there.”

      “Your videos imply otherwise.”

      She hesitated. This was a gamble, assuming she’d correctly guessed who these people were, but it seemed like one worth taking.

      “Can I be honest with you guys? Those videos? They’re just a tool. You were partially right. The events on those planets weren’t coincidence. I’ve been helping fight the Obsidian Force.”

      One scoffed.

      She leaned forward. “Think about it. The weapons cache on Loa Seven? I led my guards to it so they could confiscate everything. And my home world, revealing the conspirators. I’ve done other stuff, too, but I’m not allowed to tell you.”

      “What about those videos where people oppose the empire or talk about how terrible the colonies are because of the Republic?”

      “I have to make sure the colonists trust me, don’t I? So I can go places others can’t. Have you ever heard me say anything against the Republic? I just let people talk.”

      “I don’t believe this,” said the woman.

      “If she’s telling the truth and loves her empire, she’ll have no trouble filming the video.” The not-corporal motioned to his friend.

      “What video?” Finley asked.

      “Give her the script.”

      The other man extended a comp-pad, but the woman yanked his arm. “Don’t hand it to her. She might use it to call for help. Just show her the screen.”

      Shades, that had been her best chance.

      The guy moved to stand in front of her and held the device so she could read the words on it.

      “What is this?” she asked.

      “You’re going to make a video, and this time you’re doing it for us and for your empire,” said Not-Simmons. “You’re going to read exactly what we’ve written.”

      “My fans might get suspicious. They know me pretty well.”

      “You worry about yourself.”

      “Why? What happens if I don’t read it?”

      “We finish the job our people tried to do on Brixen and Arlaxia. And then we pay a visit to your soldier friend. And then your family. And then his family. And then your team.”

      That was frighteningly thorough. Finley swallowed hard, fighting to keep her imagination from conjuring images of every person she loved being captured and tortured, fighting the memory of the plasma knife attack in the plaza and her board failing.

      Maybe the script wouldn’t be too bad and she could give these people what they wanted…

      She leaned closer to read the text. Words jumped out—the glory of the Cobalt Republic, ungrateful colonists, stop rebelling against the empire that takes care of you and protects you, blah, blah, blah.

      A weight settled in her stomach. Saying this would be betraying her home planet, her fans, all the people who looked up to her and trusted her. Not to mention it went against everything she believed.

      But what was the alternative? If she refused, they’d kill her and leave her here. Micah and her family and team would never know what had happened. And they’d be these people’s next targets.

      She had to protect them. Maybe this wasn’t so bad. So it would disappoint some fans. Were her popularity and reputation really so important, if this saved lives?

      An invisible fist squeezed her heart.

      Who was she kidding? This wouldn’t stop a war. She was one person, one voice, and not a very important one. Justifiably angry colonists wouldn’t stop rebelling because she shared one video she didn’t even believe.

      Would the fans who loved her want her to die? But then, what kind of example would she be to the kids who admired her if she caved to terrorists?

      She didn’t know. Somehow, she had to give herself time to figure it out.

      Finley looked up, trying to sound positive. “Guys, come on. No one will believe I mean this.”

      The woman fingered the stunner on her hip. “You better figure out a way to make them.”

      “Have you seen my videos? Such a huge shift will totally make people suspicious.” This might offer a way to stall. “It needs to be more subtle. If I’m going to do this, let me fix it up.”

      She was already missing the game. She might as well attempt to get out of here without anything worse happening, even if that meant pretending to help these idiots.

      “What do you mean?” the man asked.

      “Like the intro. Have you watched my videos? I wouldn’t say it that way.”

      Fake-Simmons grunted. “Fine. Help her,” he said to the other man. “And don’t let her touch the comp-pad.”

      Stall for time, done. Now for the camera controls.

      After rewording the intro several times and making the woman’s scowl deepen, Finley stopped and angled her head. “Did you hear that?”

      They spun toward the door, and she took the opportunity to slide her hand into the waistband of her pants where the arm band was stashed to activate the controls. By the time the others turned around again, her hands were back in her lap.

      She shrugged. Tweaked a few more sentences.

      She didn’t know what she’d expected with the camera controls. It wasn’t like they were a homing beacon that would immediately reveal her exact location, and Micah would break down the door two minutes later. Still, she’d unrealistically hoped for… something.

      But she was on her own.

      “Won’t the timing seem weird?” she asked. “I don’t know how long we’ve been here, but I think the game is happening. People will never believe I missed the Galactic Cup quarterfinals to do this.”

      “Then be convincing. No more stalling. Time to film, Flash.”

      She swallowed hard. Refusing would endanger others. But this was going to ruin everything, her reputation and all she’d built. She’d seen what angry colonists were capable of. Would her words be enough to set off more sparks toward war?

      Or was she giving herself too much credit?

      If there was any chance she could make a difference, for good or for evil, shouldn’t she risk whatever it took to make sure it was for good? All those people she’d met, everyday citizens, their courage. SilverSpark and Perrin and Alexei and the others.

      They would fight.

      “We’re going live. Get ready, Flash.”

      Finley didn’t know if an athlete posting videos could make a difference, could ever compare to what the others were doing. But she refused to let her legacy be one of caving to terrorists, of fear, of compromising her beliefs.

      She eyed the comp-pad one was setting up as a camera. Then the weapons all three carried.

      And set her jaw.

      She was Finley McGrath, and that would continue to mean something.

      Whatever the consequences.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            29

          

        

      

    

    
      Micah was breathing hard from his race around the arena compound. He clutched Finley’s camera, willing it to come on and tell him he was close. It remained agonizingly silent.

      Where was she?

      An alert flashed on his visor readout. A new live video broadcast. Weird. He commanded the audio to play on his helmet comm as he continued to roam the halls.

      But he skidded to a stop at Finley’s familiar voice.

      “Hey, galactic friends, Finley here with possibly the most important video of my life.”

      His heart clenched. She sounded tense, nervous, not the relaxed tone she usually had on camera. He forced himself to keep moving. She was alive. That was a start. He wanted to capture her voice in his hands, clutch it tightly and never let go.

      “I’m so grateful to all of you who have watched over the years, have seen my journey and shared it with me as I left home and joined the league. I hope you enjoyed as much as I did the chance to see other parts of the galaxy and learn about people and places you might never have thought of before. And I hope you feel like you know me. As honest as I’ve been about myself in these videos, there is one thing you don’t know.”

      Based on the rhythm of her words, Micah suspected she might be reading a script rather than talking from the heart. Was someone forcing her? What was she going to say?

      He squeezed the camera. Come on, turn on.

      Where was she?

      “I try to stay out of politics,” Finley’s voice continued, “but you might be able to guess that I don’t support the terror tactics of the Obsidian Force.”

      Then it was the blue hands who had her. Micah growled.

      The broadcast was silent, and he gritted his teeth.

      When Finley resumed, her words were rushed, her tone now intense and sincere.

      “I’ve been taken captive by a group of Cobalt loyalists and threatened, but I will not bow to terrorists on either side , and—”

      The transmission stopped abruptly.

      Time froze. Micah froze. And then his heart resumed beating triple-time.

      It was easy to guess what had happened—she had refused to cooperate, gone off script.

      Who knew what they would do to her?

      He had to find her. Now.

      He’d already searched every area leading from the place where the camera feed had lost her, with no luck. Gonzalez had checked every vehicle that had left and found nothing. She had to be here somewhere.

      What if this strategy didn’t work? What if these people hurt her before he found her?

      Protecting her had been the one job he could do. He had these skills he’d never cared to acquire but wanted to use for good, but now he was no use to the person who mattered most. If he didn’t save her, what else did he have?

      A wave of darkness threatened to smother him. But he wouldn’t give in to it.

      He needed a better plan. Finley had been brave, and he would push on for her.

      He again displayed the 3D blueprints of this area of the arena. Where hadn’t he checked?

      He manipulated the image, rotated it slightly. Studied it from above, below, every side.

      And like one of his sculptures, he saw the diagram in a new way, rotating, three dimensional.

      A space that hadn’t appeared before, some sort of access room, large enough for a few people. It was an area he hadn’t checked.

      He activated the jetpack and raced off, whipping around corners. The halls were mostly empty, everyone at the game. How many people had heard that video?

      A light emanated from his hand. The camera had activated. He wavered, almost hit a wall.

      He was close.

      He stopped in a corridor with several closed door panels. His visor told him four people were inside the room at the end. Finley and the three fake soldiers? His blood roared.

      Bursting in and surprising them might make someone trigger happy. Instead, he approached quietly, pounded on the door, then used the jetpack to raise himself to the ceiling, hovering horizontally in the shadows.

      The door opened, and a man in a Cobalt uniform peered out, looked side to side.

      Micah chucked a shock grenade down the hall, where it clattered. The man jogged that direction to investigate, and Micah soared through the open doors.

      The room wasn’t large, with pipes overhead and walls draped in black. Two more soldiers whirled at his entrance. Finley lay on the ground.

      His heart plummeted.

      He stunned one immediately, but the other dove for cover behind a control box.

      A stun shot blasted his way. Micah twirled in the air to dodge and bumped a wall. The room was too small to maneuver with the jetpack. He landed, a shot glancing off his shoulder.

      The woman shooting at him had a standard stunner, so he deployed his gauntlet shield and advanced, letting it absorb her blasts, until he rounded the corner and had a clear shot to stun her, too.

      A proximity alert flashed on his visual display. He whirled to find the man he’d lured out had returned and was swinging a metal chair. Micah raised an arm in time for the chair to connect with his forearm. He stumbled slightly, and the man charged him. They rolled to the floor, Micah’s arms pinned so he couldn’t reach for weapons. Instead, he head-butted the guy with his helmet and twisted free.

      A punch to the stomach doubled his opponent over, then Micah brought his elbows down on the guy’s back. It was more satisfying to use his hands than his gun. The guy collapsed and didn’t move.

      Micah raced to Finley, retracted his visor, and fell to a kneeling position at her side.

      She was slowly sitting up and had no visible injuries.

      He exhaled hard. “Are you hurt?”

      “I’m fine. They shoved me over, that’s all.”

      He wrapped her in his arms, muscles relaxing, closing his eyes as he finally breathed. Everything was right with the world when she was beside him.

      She rested her head against his chest. “I knew you’d find me.”
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        * * *

      

      Finley watched as Micah secured her former captors and retrieved the comp-pad they’d used to film her, likely to see if Liu could get information from it.

      She shuddered. What were people saying about that video? She hadn’t had much time to say anything real, once she’d gone rogue. Would her kidnapping and missing the game renew suspicions about the questions from the press conference? Make them wonder why she was taken?

      “I told Sergeant Alberti you’re safe,” Micah said. “She wants us to meet them and the team in the locker room, if you’re up for it.”

      “I am. Might as well get this over with.”

      He squeezed her hand. They waited until two soldiers she didn’t know arrived. Micah talked to them, hopefully to confirm they were truly soldiers. Then they left the newcomers to guard the captives, and she and Micah left.

      “Do you think Cobalt stands by their decision not to do anything about the blue hands?” she asked.

      Micah snorted.

      “How did the game go?”

      He looked at her.

      “What? I’m safe now. I’m not hurt. You’re here to protect me. I can worry about the team, too.”

      He huffed and shook his head, then tapped his arm controls. “I don’t know if this is good news or bad,” he said. “But they won without you.”

      “Definitely good. That’s a relief. How did you find me?”

      “Your camera.” He took it from a pouch in his belt and held it out.

      “It worked!” She hugged it to her chest. “I had no idea if the control thing would help. It just made me feel like I was doing something.”

      “Sorry it didn’t work faster. What happened? We figured those people posed as soldiers. I heard your video. Did they hurt you when you went off script?”

      “They stopped filming. Threatened me. You. My family, the team. I tried to stall more by apologizing and describing how they would never escape, but then you showed up.”

      “I’m glad I did.” He reached out and quickly squeezed her hand. “I was so scared. I felt like I’d failed you.”

      “Hey. It wasn’t your fault. You wouldn’t let me take the blame for the mayor, and I won’t let you take the blame for this.”

      She held his gaze until his eyes softened, then she nodded. This was what they did for each other.

      As they approached the arena area and the locker room, a crowd was waiting. Micah subtly shifted to walk a few feet away. Finley recognized many of the reporters.

      “Flash, where have you been?”

      “What was that video about?”

      “What happened to you?”

      The questions peppered her.

      Micah strode ahead to clear the way, and she followed close behind.

      “I don’t know how much I can tell you,” she said. “I or the team will give a statement later. I’m fine, not hurt, but I feel terrible about the drama and the effects on my team. Once again, I’m thankful for the brave soldiers who keep us safe.”

      She and Micah swept past them, and she ignored the shouted inquiries that followed her.

      Micah hesitated outside the door. “I have to warn you that Alberti had lots of questions about why anyone would kidnap you. I didn’t tell her anything, but she also had suspicions after that press conference. She might not be satisfied with half-truths.”

      Finley set her jaw. “I have to tell them everything. My teammates deserve to know. In that room back there, I decided it was worth the risk. That I’d be brave and honest, no matter the outcome. No more lying.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure, but I don’t want to get you in trouble. I can leave you out.”

      He huffed. “Like they’ll believe I didn’t know anything? It’s fine, Fin. When I was worried about you, I decided I would do whatever it took to protect you. If that means telling the truth, we’ll face it together.”

      Their eyes met, and an unspoken understanding passed between them.

      When Finley entered the room, Alberti was standing by the door. The team leaped to their feet around the room.

      “Are you okay?”

      “What happened?”

      “Are you hurt?”

      Everyone, even Cartier, appeared concerned. She’d expected him to be mad that she’d engaged in activities to get her kidnapped in the first place. The sympathy sent a stab of guilt through her. Yes, it had been terrifying, but her own choices had led her there.

      This confirmed it. She had to tell them the truth. They deserved to know.

      She set her jaw and glanced over her shoulder at Micah, who nodded.

      “Thanks, everyone. I’m okay. It was that group who attacked me on the other planets.” She shifted to face Sergeant Alberti. “They threatened me to record that video. I was supposed to vow undying allegiance to the empire, tell the colonies to behave or else, stuff like that. I refused at the end, and thankfully Micah arrived just in time.”

      Alberti’s face was dark. “We’ve brought them in for questioning. We’ll find out who they are, how they got the uniforms, who they’re working with.”

      Finley faced her team again. “Now, I have a confession to make.”

      Wix cheered. “You and the soldier are dating. I knew it.”

      “What? No. It’s not about Micah.” Her face went hot. “I was just kidnapped. Why would it be about that?”

      Wix shrugged. “A guy can hope.”

      “It’s about why I was taken today,” Finley said. “And those questions at the press conference.” She took a deep breath. “I have been helping spy on the Obsidian Force.”

      Silence greeted her announcement.

      Her muscles tightened, preparing for a blow.

      Wix was the first to speak. “That’s wicked. You’re a rock star. What have you been doing? Disguises? Secret meetings?”

      Eriksen gave her a nod. “That’s brave.”

      “Very noble,” Shiro said.

      She exhaled.

      “Idiot.” Cartier scowled. “You’re an athlete. Leave espionage and politics to the professionals.”

      Even though they weren’t unexpected, his words stung.

      “The galaxy is about to go to war,” Eriksen said. “These people are hurting planets, colonists, our families. Why shouldn’t she try to help?”

      “Because she has a job. And if she wants to spy, fine. But then she should let someone else have this job if she doesn’t want it.”

      “Of course I want it,” Finley said. “And not as a platform for something else. Because I love it and playing with all of you. But Eriksen’s right. I had to help. When we visited those planets, I collected information and things like that.”

      “Was it worth it?” Cartier asked.

      “I helped stop multiple attacks,” she said. “If it saved one life, that’s worth it to me.”

      Alberti cleared her throat.

      Finley gulped and faced the woman.

      “I assume these activities aren’t sanctioned by the Republic?”

      “No, ma’am.” She didn’t intend to mention SilverSpark unless she had no other choice. “I’m sorry for the trouble I caused and any danger I put you and your team in. I know it was reckless. But I truly believe I was helping. Are you going to report me?”

      “Who are you working with?”

      “I’d prefer not to say unless I have to.”

      Alberti sighed. “Are the activities over?”

      “Yes!” Ileana’s voice rang out. “McGrath is done pretending to be a spy. We are all going to play the shaded game we’re paid to play and win the shaded Cup and let the army or the Republic or whoever do their shaded jobs.”

      Everyone stared at her.

      “What she said,” Cartier announced.

      Finley wanted to argue, but she’d caused enough problems. “Yes, ma’am. I’m done.”

      Ileana grunted.

      Alberti fixed her with a look. “See that you are, McGrath. I’ll have to consider where we go from here.”

      Finley pressed her lips together and tried to appear remorseful. No reason to give the sergeant any reason to arrest her now.

      Coach clapped his hands. “I think everyone needs a break. McGrath, get some rest, recover from today, see the doc if you need anything. The rest of you, usual post-game recovery. We’ll talk again tomorrow once everyone has had time to clear their heads.”

      Finley’s stomach churned. She hated to cause disunity among the team. Cartier and Ileana refused to look at her as they strode out. Eriksen slapped her back and Wix offered a low hand slap as they followed. Shiro lingered.

      “I believe everything will work out somehow,” he said.

      Heat pricked her eyes as she nodded.

      “Gonzalez and Liu will see you to your rooms,” Alberti said. “Townsend, with me.”

      That tone didn’t bode well for him. Finley wanted to glance at him but kept her head down and left with the others. She’d gotten Micah in enough trouble already. Speaking to Alberti on his behalf would only make things worse.

      She shuddered upon entering her room, reliving the chill of those soldiers being in here. Several of her belongings had been moved, likely Micah searching for her. She didn’t mind, but she would tease him later. Assuming he wasn’t locked up.

      The nausea returned. She would never forgive herself if she got him court-martialed. She would confess to any crime she had to, if it kept him safe.

      Although she hadn’t admitted to being in contact with SilverSpark, someone might wonder who she’d worked with. She needed to tell the hacker everything that had happened, and that she was done.

      When she pulled out the encrypted comm, a message was waiting. She hoped she hadn’t let her friend down or ruined anything.

      But the message said, “I have news. Someone at the Cup compound has been in contact with the Obsidian Force on Arlaxia. Can you help me find out who?”

      Finley’s mind raced. It could have been anyone—a player, or staff, a reporter, a guard. It was hardly surprising. Where would she—?

      No. She was done. It was concerning that someone close to her might be working with terrorists, but after today, she had enough problems.

      Finley chewed her lip. This felt cowardly after her decision earlier to defy terrorists. But she had no choice. This was protecting people, too.

      “You probably saw the video today. The blue hand people captured me. I’m safe now, but I had to tell my guards and team that I’ve been working against the Obsidian Force. I didn’t mention you, but I hope I haven’t gotten you in trouble. It’s safer if I don’t contact you again. I need to stop helping. Sorry, and thanks for everything.”

      She buried the encrypted comm deep in her bag, out of sight. She was done.
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      Sergeant Alberti told Micah to wait in a meeting room. Though he was alone for twenty-three minutes, according to his display, he stood at attention, stiff and unmoving.

      Liu and Gonzalez arrived first.

      “What’s going on, man?” Gonzalez asked. “Sarge said McGrath was safe and we needed to talk, but that was it.”

      “I think she means for us to wait for her,” Liu said.

      “Yeah, but Pup could give us a hint.”

      Micah continued to stare at the wall.

      “Shades,” said Gonzo. “Can’t be good if he’s not talking at all. Or moving.” He waved a hand in front of Micah’s face.

      “Townsend not talking is what got us here in the first place,” Alberti said as she marched into the room. She addressed the others with her first words. “Townsend did rescue McGrath today. But I also learned interesting information about why she was taken. It seems our grav-ball star has been spying on the Obsidian Force. Unauthorized by the Republic.”

      Silence greeted her words, and then Gonzalez laughed, the sound ringing out.

      “Of course she has. I mean, sorry for laughing. I’m not amused she was in danger. But that sounds like her.”

      Micah fought a twitch in his lips. There was nothing funny about this.

      “And,” Alberti went on, “I have a strong suspicion Townsend knew about it. Did you help, Private?”

      The others swung to look at him.

      He swallowed hard and spoke to the wall. “Yes, Sergeant. Once I found out what she was doing, I made sure she stayed safe.”

      “You didn’t think it might be a good idea to tell me?” The sergeant’s voice was low, reasonable, and therefore completely terrifying.

      “If I told you, she would have gotten in trouble. She was providing valuable information. I thought I could protect her better on my own.”

      “And how did that work out?”

      A brief flash of the fear he’d felt when he realized Finley had been taken shot through him. He dropped his head. “I thought I was helping, Sergeant. Not just her but the galaxy as well. I apologize for keeping it from you. All of you.”

      His gaze darted to Gonzalez and Liu and bounced away.

      Alberti studied him, and he continued not to move, barely to breathe, avoiding eye contact. Every nerve felt charged, this confrontation far more intimidating than fighting enemy combatants.

      Would she report him? Put a reprimand in his file? File for court-martial?

      His future and his family’s depended on her mercy. But he had no right to ask for it. Especially since he’d gone in aware of the risk—and knew he’d do it all over again.

      “I don’t appreciate secrets, Private. Especially ones that affect not only our squad’s current mission but the Defense Force’s mission as well. You’ve broken the trust of this team, and we can’t serve alongside one another if we don’t trust each other.”

      “Yes, Sergeant.”

      His throat tightened. She was right. Deep down, he’d known he was betraying his squad. Finley’s safety had seemed more important when she was in front of him, but these people had had his back for a year and they deserved better. Whatever the sergeant decided, he’d accept the consequences.

      He just wished she would announce what she planned to do.

      “I won’t file an official report yet,” Alberti finally said. “Unless the Republic decides to look into McGrath’s activities more closely.”

      Micah sensed a but.

      “However, I can’t trust you to watch her anymore. You’re too close to the situation. You’ll stay with the team and our assignment for now—it would raise questions otherwise. But you won’t be guarding her directly, and you aren’t to be alone with her.”

      Micah wanted to ask about when he was off duty, but she was being incredibly generous.

      “After the Cup, we’ll reassess and talk to Colonel Decker.”

      His muscles clenched. At least he had a little longer. He could see this mission through for Finley, even if he couldn’t see her. Although he might have preferred to get his punishment over with, rather than dread his unknown fate.

      “The people you captured were taken to the compound’s security office. Go check on their status and report. I’ll send you all an updated patrol schedule shortly.”

      She exited, leaving Micah with Gonzalez and Liu.

      Micah risked a peek at his squadmates. He remained standing very straight. They had as much reason to be upset with him as Alberti did.

      Liu wore a frown, and her lips were pursed.

      Gonzalez whirled on Micah. “You lied to us, man.”

      “I know. I’m sorry. To both of you.”

      “Your squad is supposed to have your back, but how can we if you won’t let us?”

      Hurt laced Gonzalez’s words, and the man was right. Micah had put Finley ahead of them. He let his head fall.

      “He knows he was wrong,” Liu said. “I’m disappointed. But you’re young and I understand why you did it. Doesn’t mean I like it. And you’re going to have to prove to us that we can trust you.”

      “I understand,” Micah said.

      Liu left, but Gonzalez lingered, studying Micah. Micah let his eyes jump to his friend’s face.

      “I mean, I get it,” Gonzo said. “I’ve seen you with McGrath. How you two are. But I thought we were friends, too.”

      Micah wanted to say something, to assure the man they were, but the words got stuck in his throat, and Gonzo walked out.

      His chest felt tight. He’d let them down. And the truth was, he’d do it again, despite the way their anger and disappointment hurt. Now, he’d have to work extra hard to make it up to them, to prove he cared about his squad.

      He just hoped it would be enough.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, no one had called Finley to tell her she was kicked off the team or arrested, so she went to practice like normal. With Liu as her escort.

      She’d talked to Micah over the comms last night, since he wasn’t supposed to see her. Hearing his voice, knowing they were both safe, filled her with immense relief. But she already missed him. And though he’d brushed off her concerns about what would happen to him, she’d heard the worry in his voice. If he didn’t hate the idea, she would happily use every bit of influence she had to protect him from punishment. But she’d learned her lesson about forcing unwanted help.

      When she entered the gym, the rest of the team was waiting.

      Shades. Was this it? Were they going to tell her she was benched or off the team?

      She clutched her board to her chest. The Hyacinthus squad might welcome her back. Assuming she hadn’t gotten one of their family members arrested in the Obsidian Force raid.

      Ileana stepped forward. “We all talked last night.”

      There were so many things Finley wanted to say, but she made herself stay quiet.

      Ileana fixed Finley with a fierce gaze. “Can you promise us no more secrets? This team is like a family, and we have to trust each other.”

      Finley’s heart surged. Maybe there was hope. “Yes, of course.”

      She recalled that message from SilverSpark.

      “What is it?” Ileana asked. “Whatever it is, tell us.”

      “No, it’s nothing. I’m done with spying.”

      “For real, tell us,” Wix said.

      “My contact, the person I was helping… They said someone here in the complex is working with the Obsidian Force. But I told them I’m done. If you’ll let me keep playing, the team and the next two games will be my only focus.”

      “Absolutely not,” Ileana said.

      Finley heart clenched. She sagged. “I understand. I wish you nothing but success—”

      “No, I mean it absolutely won’t be your only focus.”

      “What?”

      “Last night, I thought about everything. War. Revolution. The planets we visited. You were right to want to help, so now we all will.”

      The others nodded.

      Finley blinked. “But… What?”

      “Don’t make me change my mind, McGrath,” said Cartier.

      “We want to help,” Wix said.

      “You know I’m in trouble with, like, everyone? And it’s a miracle I wasn’t arrested?”

      “We’re a team,” Eriksen said.

      “And it’s like you say, what good is our position if we don’t use it to help people?” Shiro asked.

      “So, what can we do?” Wix asked. “What did you do before?”

      Finley was speechless. The best she’d hoped for was that they wouldn’t be so angry they’d convince Coach to bench her. She hadn’t expected them to actively join her efforts.

      Previous efforts. Past ones.

      “But the Cup. We can’t jeopardize it,” she said.

      “We won’t,” Ileana said. “We also can’t jeopardize innocent people.”

      “And we won’t do anything illegal,” Eriksen added. “If there are terrorists here, we’ll just keep our eyes open.”

      “Wait, did you do anything illegal before?” Wix asked.

      Finley bit her lip. “It’s probably better if I don’t answer that.”

      Wix laughed.

      “We can talk to players we know on other teams,” Eriksen said. “Ask them to watch for anything odd or see if they suspect anyone.”

      “Especially players from the other primaries,” Cartier said. “They’ll be loyal to the empires and can help investigate.”

      Shiro hummed. “You can’t assume that, just because you are. Make sure you trust them.”

      “We can’t let Alberti or the others know,” Finley said. “I don’t want anyone else getting in trouble.”

      “We’re awesome.” Wix flexed an arm. “We won’t get caught.”

      “And we’ll manage this plus training. Enough talking.” Ileana clapped once. “Practice first. Then finding terrorists.”

      Wix sighed. “If you’d told us weeks ago, I could have done so many cool spy things.”

      “If I had told you weeks ago, you wouldn’t have been this supportive.” Finley looked at Cartier, who shrugged.

      “But we are now, and that’s what matters,” Ileana said.

      “I totally would have been,” Wix whispered loudly.

      Ileana smacked his head. “Not because you wanted to help, just because it sounded dangerous and exciting.”

      “So?”

      Finley was smiling so broadly, her face hurt. “You guys are amazing. We’ll figure out a plan after practice, but Ileana’s right. Let’s focus now. We have a Cup to win.”
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        * * *

      

      Three days of practice and game prep and snooping around, this time with Eriksen or Wix rather than Micah, hadn’t revealed anyone who was openly working with the Obsidian Force.

      Finley had sent another message to SilverSpark taking back her refusal and telling the hacker that her team was investigating, but she wasn’t planning to plant bugs or do more active spying now that people suspected her, and in such a well-guarded place.

      And she hadn’t told Micah about the team’s involvement. She didn’t want to keep secrets from him, but she also didn’t want to put him in a position where he’d have to lie again.

      Now was the day of their semi-final match, and spying had to be put on hold. The new team unity had shown in practice—they were ready. And it was a weight off her chest to have no more secrets from her teammates.

      Reporters were once again waiting in the hall, with guards keeping them from getting too close. They’d given up on asking about Finley’s kidnapping after the team issued a statement and Finley spent two days ignoring them. But today, as she approached with Liu, Ileana, and Eriksen, they jumped to attention.

      “Flash, have you seen the news?” one asked.

      “Any comment on the state of the colonies?” called another.

      What was happening? Something new? It was too early for the Obsidian Force’s plans, with the finals four days away. Had the Republic decided to take preventive measures against them?

      “Don’t let them distract you, kid,” Ileana muttered. “Save the news for later.”

      Ileana was right. But a small peek at the headlines, maybe…

      “Eriksen,” yelled a reporter. “Have you heard from your family after the attacks on Rykar?”

      Eriksen slowed.

      “Keep moving.” Ileana linked arms with Finley and Eriksen and propelled them on.

      “Attacks?” Eriksen repeated quietly.

      “What about the riots on Arlaxia?” someone called. “Flash, you were there.”

      Had the Obsidian Force moved up their timetable? Why? Because of her? Or was she giving herself too much credit again?

      They moved past the reporters into the quiet, private hall leading to the locker rooms.

      “I should call my family,” Eriksen said.

      “You won’t hear back from them until after the match,” Ileana said.

      Finley squeezed her arm. “Send them a message. Then try to concentrate on the game. I know it’s hard. I don’t know if I could, if it were my family. But you can’t do anything to help them right now, and they would want you to play well.”

      Eriksen set her jaw and nodded.

      Finley was lecturing herself, also. They needed to put politics out of their minds and focus on the game. Afterwards, she’d watch the news and regroup with her teammates and make a plan for figuring out what the terrorists might be planning here.

      But the idea of playing a game while other planets were fighting felt wrong.

      They did their warm-up flights and stretches, reviewed their game strategy, listened to Coach’s pep talk. Then they carried their boards into the tunnel leading to the arena, connected their boots, and prepared to enter.

      Their opponents had her sponsor friend—and his teammate who had semi-threatened her. Would the woman try something during the match? Had it all been talk? She doubted a Ruby Confed player was working with the group of Cobalt loyalists.

      Familiar pre-game energy built inside her. The crowd’s cheers filtered in from the arena. She soared out with her teammates, and the roar increased. Her heart surged.

      After missing the last match, it was good to be back where she belonged.

      The Ruby Confed team had been introduced and were in position. The announcer called Finley’s team one by one, and when it was her turn, she did a flip and a spin as she got into place, earning chants from the stands. She grinned.

      The ref-bot launched the ball, and the game was off.

      This game was all that stood between them and the finals, her goal, her teammates’ goal, the prize they’d been working toward since the day she joined them two years earlier.

      She would play her best game ever.

      Her teammates were equally determined. They were on today. She added tricks to each maneuver, moving on the board in ways she’d only dreamed of as a kid. Cartier’s shots had extra force. Ileana weaved around obstacles faster than Finley had ever seen her. Their passes were accurate, anticipating each others’ moves. It was like each of them knew this was their chance, and they were determined to make the most of it.

      With three minutes left until halftime, they were ahead by six and not letting up.

      Finley aimed for a half-pipe, crouching and visualizing the double flip with a twist she planned to do, zooming toward it, when the obstacle… disappeared.

      She was still flying toward it as the details registered.

      A bone-shaking roar. Not the crowd.

      Other obstacles collapsing into a hole in the ground.

      Her board sinking with them as the floor gave out. She ricocheted off debris and launched herself toward the side of the court where the ground remained level. Her teammates were doing the same, looking at each other. How had a sinkhole formed in the—?

      A giant explosion rocked the arena.
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      Time froze. Finley’s brain couldn’t make sense of what she was seeing.

      The arena floor had mostly vanished, the ground cracked and caved in. Smoke billowed from one side of the court. Screams split the air. The stands emitted an ominous groan. Lights flickered.

      The half-pipe obstacle surrendered to gravity and toppled into the hole in the ground.

      Finley hovered, breaths loud in her ears. Her teammates and the Confed players huddled nearby, gaping. This didn’t seem real. She would blink, and the mess would vanish. The regular game would return, and the situation would be normal. Only when she blinked, the chaos remained.

      A loud scream nearby yanked her from shock.

      This had to be the work of the Obsidian Force, but that didn’t matter now.

      Her family was in the stands. Where? VIP section. She spun on her board.

      Half the arena remained intact, the stands untouched. People were fighting and shoving as they tried to flee. That was the side containing the private boxes for officials and families. Her parents and sisters should be okay. Next to her, Ileana, Cartier, and Wix stared the same direction. Finley wanted to rush up there, but she’d never find her family in the chaos. Was another explosion imminent? Would the stadium remain safe?

      On the opposite side of the arena, the stands had cracked. A chunk of seats was gone, sunk into itself. People were scrambling away as others peered into the hole. Small pieces of concrete were still clattering to the floor.

      This familiar place, her safe haven, had become an unrecognizable nightmare.

      There had to be something they could do.

      Both teams hovered on their boards on a small area of the court. Avoiding the hole in the ground, taking safety in company.

      “We have to help,” she said to them. “I know many of you have families here. I do too. But if they’re in the boxes, we’ll never be able to get that high. We’ll have to trust the evacuation plan.”

      Wix dragged his gaze to her and latched on. The VIP sky boxes had private escape pods to carry the people to safety in the event of an emergency. The rest of the fans, especially in the area that was collapsing, would have no help until crews arrived. Her team was closer.

      “But we can help these people.” She gestured to the broken stands. “We can take them out the tunnel. As quickly as we can, before more are hurt.”

      Finley pointed to the away team’s tunnel into the locker rooms, which remained intact, though smoke and dust choked the entry. “Who’s with me?”

      Her teammates surged forward. So did most of the Ruby Confed players, though the woman who’d threatened Finley muttered, “Forget that,” before she and one other player soared away.

      Finley used the collapsed floor like obstacles, bouncing and kicking up over the debris to reach the far side of the arena. Around her, other players did the same, red and blue together. The collapsed stands had broken the energy barrier guarding the court, allowing her to gather momentum and propel herself up over the railing until she hovered over an aisle in the stands.

      She’d just begun to survey the scene when three figures in armor raced toward them on jetpacks. Her heart lifted before realizing it was the whole squad except Micah. Was he okay?

      People moved aside to let her and the other players see the chasm that had formed, splitting the stands of the entire lower level from bottom to top. People and debris filled the hole. Some were attempting to climb out. Near the court, the collapsed stands were mostly a pile of rubble, but higher up, the hole grew deeper.

      “Is anyone trapped in there?” she asked.

      Many affirmative answers came. Her fists tightened. She’d known there would be, but hearing conformation hardened her insides.

      “Let’s see if we can move the rubble.”

      Two Ruby players started helping lift pieces of debris to free people in the lowest rows. Shiro joined them, as did Gonzalez.

      “Ileana, you and Cartier get people onto the court. Show them the tunnel.”

      They, along with a Ruby player, helped fans climb onto their boards one at a time and carried them onto the undamaged part of the court. Other spectators who were able to climb themselves joined them, and soon a steady stream of people was racing for the locker room. Liu joined them to guide the exodus.

      Finley continued higher, muscles tense. Dust hung in the air, catching the lights that normally illuminated players. Instead of cheering and chants, she heard moans and crying and muted voices.

      How stable was the structure? She shoved the fear aside and stared into the hole. How to get the people up?

      “What now?” Wix asked beside her.

      Like she was in charge. Where were rescue teams? Until they got here, she had to help. Quickly, before the stands collapsed further.

      She studied the area. A woman below stared up, not trapped under debris but with no way to climb out. If Finley were down there with a board, she could escape. But that would require serious flying skills. And the board wouldn’t hold two people through tricky moves.

      “I’m going down.”

      Wix took her arm. “Are you sure that’s safe?”

      “Let me go first,” Alberti said.

      The sergeant lowered herself with the jetpack. After she landed, she waved Finley down. Finley’s path was trickier, using the board to bounce along uneven debris.

      Several people covered in dust and blood waited to greet her. Others were trapped under chunks of concrete too large for her to move.

      “We’ll have to wait for rescue squads,” Alberti said.

      Finley nodded. “We can get some out, though.” She raised her voice. “Okay, everyone. Sergeant Alberti is going to carry you out one by one. Wait, you can do that, right?”

      “I can do that.”

      The sergeant lifted people out while Finley approached the nearest trapped person, a boy with a woman kneeling beside him. Small chunks of concrete clattered around them, and the stands groaned.

      The woman was sobbing and clutching the boy’s hand.

      Finley studied the debris, but the pieces were far too big to lift.

      “Sergeant Alberti,” she called. “Can you do anything about this?”

      The woman shook her head. “I can move some pieces. The armor adds strength. But not enough for the large ones. And I’m not an expert. I don’t want to risk moving the wrong thing and destabilizing it all.”

      Finley climbed off the board and crouched beside them, putting an arm on the woman’s shoulder. “Ma’am, you should go. It isn’t safe here. What if I stay instead? I won’t leave until rescue crews arrive. I promise.”

      “She’s right, ma’am,” said Alberti. “Let me get you out of here.”

      “I’ll sit here, okay? What’s your son’s name?” Finley perched next to the boy and brushed hair from his face. Half his body was covered by a chunk of concrete.

      “His name is Owen.” The woman reluctantly went with Alberti. She was the last, and when her crying could no longer be heard, Finley was alone in the chasm with several people who couldn’t move. Human moans and the stand’s ominous creaking filled the space, along with a whimper from the boy.

      She forced optimism into her voice. “I know this is scary, but you’ll be out of here in no time. All of you.”

      She hoped. And she hoped she wasn’t buried with them if the stands finished collapsing. But she wouldn’t leave them.

      “Can I tell you a story, Owen?”

      She took the boy’s hand and launched into a tale she’d made up as a kid to entertain Micah while he worked on his art, about tiny fairies in charge of painting the wormholes and one junior fairy who got in trouble for spilling the paint, which may or may not have been inspired by an incident where she’d tried to help Micah with disastrous results.

      She was aware of Alberti returning and quietly checking the rest of the space.

      Finley continued talking, not releasing the boy’s hand, as if he anchored her in addition to her comforting him, until a voice called from above. Rescue crews with ropes and bots had arrived to move the rubble.

      “All right, everyone. Official rescue crews are here. You’ll be fine.”

      She hoped. Many of these people had serious injuries. And how many had died? A shudder went through her.

      Several voices called out thanks. She squeezed Owen’s hand again and waited until the first rescuer stood next to her to release it so the boy wouldn’t be alone.

      Alberti waited while Finley climbed on her board.

      “I could carry you,” the woman said.

      “I’ll race you.” Finley needed to let off the stress and fear. She kicked the board into gear and made her way out of the chasm, jumping from odd angle to odd angle, trying to avoid the pointy parts.

      It wasn’t much of a challenge physically, but she was breathing hard when she reached the court. She sucked in deep breaths of air not clogged with dust and the fear of imminent burial.

      Alberti hovered beside her. “I should be mad at you for putting yourself in danger, but that was very brave.”

      Finley shook her head. “Where are the others?”

      Medics were loading people on hovercarts, and a crew was moving debris from the lower levels, but she didn’t see her teammates.

      “Locker room. I sent them out. You can’t do anything more here, McGrath. There’s an evac ship waiting.”

      Finley scanned the arena. The other half had mostly emptied, which meant her family should have evacuated. Dim lights, broken obstacles, smoke, debris. It felt like someone had destroyed her home. Her throat was tight, whether from fear or inhaling the dust. After a final slow turn to take one last look, she slowly followed Alberti out.
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      When the floor collapsed beneath Finley, Micah’s heart had stopped. Then more of the floor, then the stands, caved in, as well. He’d been patrolling the central concourse and had wanted to zoom straight to her, but the players appeared safe, huddled on one side of the arena.

      Orders immediately came through his comm, Alberti’s voice.

      “Liu, Gonzalez, meet me where the team is. Townsend, I see you on the north side. Check the team’s families. Evac procedures should begin. Make sure they get on a ship.”

      “Copy.”

      He caught a glimpse of Finley’s blue hair heading for the lower stands, across the arena. Of course, she was planning to help people. He’d prefer to join her, but he was the closest to the families. Satisfied she was fine for now, the least he could do was ensure her family’s safety.

      The Obsidian Force had obviously accelerated its attack. Were more bombs planned? Was this just the beginning? He couldn’t let himself think about that now.

      He went out into the arena to rise to the highest level. Behind the private boxes for VIPs, families, and people with large bank accounts was a guarded hallway.

      A panel had retracted from the dome, revealing rows of small escape pods off the walkway. This side of the arena faced the bay, and through the gap in the roof, he saw water.

      People were filing from the boxes into lines leading to the pods. Some pushed and elbowed. Some had personal guards. Many had families with them.

      Micah soared above, scanning for familiar faces until he spotted Finley’s family. They were with Wix, Cartier, and Ileana’s parents, siblings, nieces, and nephews, huddled together, not moving.

      Micah flew toward them and waved people aside so he could land. A man cursed at him, trying to elbow past, but Micah stood firm until the guy backed off.

      “Is that you, Micah?” asked Finley’s mom.

      “Yes, ma’am. Finley’s okay. The rest of the team, too,” he said to the others. “I’m here to get you all out safely.”

      She patted the cheek of his helmet.

      He waved the families to follow as he cleared a path toward the pods, through shoving crowds and crying kids and panicked voices. He wanted to help everyone, but since he couldn’t, and since there were enough pods to ensure they all got away, he focused on his mission.

      The families filled two full pods, and he watched until they were flying off.

      Down the hall, soldiers in uniforms, not armor, were directing other people to pods, separating them, telling them where to go. A few soldiers boarded pods as well. Odd. They were supposed to get everyone else out. If the VIPs needed guards, they’d have personal ones.

      Until recently, Micah would have trusted people in uniform. But that was before fake soldiers took Finley and real ones on Neridia failed to protect their officials.

      He flew to one who was giving directions. “What are they doing?”

      “That’s not your concern, soldier. Get back to work.”

      Frowning, Micah moved away and watched the pods leave. The small craft glinted in the sun, dark spots against the sky. They were supposed to travel east and then south, into a secure area in the city. But several continued north across the bay.

      The camera in his visor constantly recorded, so he replayed recent video and ran a scan on faces. His readout displayed identities for several of the people who had been separated into pods that were going off course.

      Micah sucked in a breath. They were all upper level officials from each of the three empires. It couldn’t be coincidence.

      He opened a channel to Alberti. “Sergeant?”

      “Townsend. Report.”

      “The families are safe, but I think there’s a problem. What if the attack was only part of the plan? Did you notice how the VIP boxes weren’t damaged? The whole side of the arena is untouched. What if someone used the attack to initiate evacuation protocols, and now the Obsidian Force is using the evac to kidnap empire leaders?”

      She was silent a moment. “What’s your proof?”

      “Soldiers up here are separating evacuees into certain pods, and some of the pods aren’t following the prescribed route. The people I identified in those are top officials. I talked to one of the soldiers, and he wouldn’t tell me anything.”

      “Is the evacuation going smoothly otherwise?”

      “As far as I can tell.”

      “Go after one of those pods,” she said. “See what you can find out.”

      “Copy that.”

      He engaged his jetpack and zipped off, using the retracted panel to exit the stadium, dodging pods. Once he was in the sky, he turned north toward the water. Several errant pods were heading away from the city, toward the far side of the bay, where fewer buildings were nestled among green hills. Deep blue water sparkled below.

      A majority of pods were flying the way they should, away from the spherical arena gleaming like a soap bubble, past the silver and white complex, and toward the heart of the shining silver city where a secure rendezvous site awaited. Multiple rescue craft circled the arena’s lower levels.

      Those rogue pods were definitely suspicious. Micah accelerated toward the nearest one.

      The small vessels were bullet-shaped, long and rounded. A hatch at the rear offered the sole access, where the pod attached to the stadium and people boarded. No windows, except in the front. The flight paths should have been automated, but they’d have an emergency override.

      When he reached the door, he matched his speed to the pod’s and activated the magnets on one forearm to connect him to the ship. With the other hand, he blasted the panel controls and pried the doors open. He sure hoped everyone was strapped in.

      A row of seats ran down each side, twelve in all. A dozen faces turned toward him, their eyes wide.

      Shades. Was that the Amber Alliance president?

      There was one additional person on the ship—a man in uniform, standing at the console on the far end.

      “What are you doing?” the guy asked.

      Micah flew into the interior and landed in the aisle. “Who are you?”

      “Stand down, soldier,” said the man.

      “Not until you step away from the controls and tell me why you’re taking these people away from the prescribed evac route.”

      The passengers muttered.

      The man’s reply was to fire a stunner at him. Micah ducked and rolled up the center aisle.

      Using his weapons risked hitting a civilian or damaging the pod. His opponent had no such hesitation. Another stun blast flew through the space, narrowly missing the woman at the end. Micah charged.

      One more shot was absorbed by his armor before he grabbed the man’s arm and knocked the weapon away. The guy swung at him, but Micah blocked with his forearm and followed with a hit to the head. His opponent was no match for the power given by Micah’s armor. The man slumped to the floor.

      Micah lunged toward the control panel. The automatic flight path had been overridden, a new one programmed. Shades. That was worse than manual control. He couldn’t steer it.

      “Don’t suppose any of you are pilots?” he called.

      A woman rushed to his side, scanned the console, and tapped a string of commands. The pod shuddered and dipped, earning gasps from the passengers. Then the craft leveled.

      “I can fly it now,” the woman said.

      “Where were they taking us?” someone called.

      Micah spun. “I don’t know. But I recommend you return to the arena and follow the main group of ships. Can you do that?” he asked the woman.

      She nodded. “What about you?”

      “More people to save.”

      He ran for the open hatch and leaped out, jetpack activating as he zoomed away.

      “Sergeant, I have confirmation,” he said into his comm. “I disabled a hostile on a pod carrying the Alliance president. They were heading north, away from the city, but the pod is on track now. At least six other pods went the same way this one was going.”

      “Stop as many as you can. I’m sending backup.”

      Micah jetted after the next one. After opening the hatch, he found another soldier inside and disarmed this one, too. He recognized Cobalt officials among the passengers, and left one in charge of flying the pod to safety.

      When he exited, several other armored forms soared in the air. His readout told him two were Liu and Gonzalez.

      The last few days had been full of formal exchanges, awkward silences. Definitely no teasing. They did their jobs together, nothing more. Micah missed the old days, but he had only himself to blame.

      Liu’s icon made a hard turn, and Micah noticed some of the armored figures were firing on their own. Well, not their own. Obviously the Obsidian Force had called their moles in the military. Other than his squad, he didn’t know who was on his side.

      The white lights of stunner blasts raced through the sky as armored people raced after fleeing pods and fought each other. Micah dove to avoid a shot and came up beside Gonzalez, returning fire at the soldier who’d shot at his friend while Gonzo exchanged blasts with another.

      Micah and Gonzalez twirled in the sky, back to back, firing at anyone who fired on them, occasionally rolling to dodge blasts.

      A Challenger-class gunship appeared ahead, in the direction the pods were flying, north above the hills, blocking out the sun.

      The longer this lasted, the more likely the pods were to get away. Saving them was the primary goal.

      Micah pointed, and together he and Gonzalez accelerated toward the nearest craft, which was aiming for the gunship.

      When Micah opened the hatch, Gonzalez was ready to fire.

      But then the pod plunged downward, toward the sea.

      Freefall prevented them from entering. Micah darted beneath it, placed his hands on the hull, and activated the jetpack at full strength. Gonzalez joined him, and Micah’s muscles strained as they tried to slow the descent.

      The water was rapidly approaching. Micah gave one final burst of the jetpack, then he and Gonzalez rolled out from underneath the ship just in time for it to splash into the sea.

      Warnings blared on his readout, telling him his jetpack power was at eight percent.

      The pod was floating, for now, so Micah knelt on the roof and helped the passengers swimming out the hatch find handholds.

      “How long will this thing float?” Gonzalez asked.

      “No idea. We should get a ship out here for these people.”

      Micah looked up to see who might be able to help and saw it—a second gunship, this one approaching from the city.

      The sky was chaos—pods, armored soldiers grappling and firing, and two huge ships with glowing pulse cannons.

      Then the first ship launched a missile. Micah watched in slow motion as the projectile raced through the sky, trailing a line of white smoke, carving a path through the crowded sky in its race toward the other vessel.

      Micah’s usually trusty armor suddenly felt entirely inadequate for what was coming.
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      The missile continued its race through the sky. Micah winced as it zipped past a pod Liu was in the process of boarding, leaving the vessel rocking. Liu was forced to back away. But she’d already opened the hatch, and a body toppled out.

      Micah shot into the air toward the person, arms pressed against his sides so he’d fly faster. When he neared, he slowed, collided with the woman, wrapped his arms around her. They tumbled through the air until his jetpack stabilized them.

      A low power warning blared as a warning light flashed in his display. Clutching the woman to his chest, he sped toward shore, aiming for a grassy stretch along the water. Almost there…

      The power gave out a few feet in the air. He shielded the woman as they rolled to a stop, panting, lying in the grass.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      The woman was shaking, but she nodded. Then shielded her eyes to scan the sky. Micah followed her gaze, and they watched as Liu boarded the pod the woman had fallen from. Soon, it was heading toward safety and the woman sagged in relief.

      Micah helped her stand and surveyed the area. They had landed next to a reflecting pond on the grounds of the arena compound. One gunship loomed overhead, and smaller figures still dotted the sky over the bay. The missile had collided with the second ship, and though its shields had protected the vessel, the missile debris had rained on a nearby building. The ship wasn’t returning fire.

      Without his jetpack, Micah could do nothing in the air, but he could help the pod he and Gonzalez had parked in the ocean.

      “Stay here,” he told the woman, then ran to a nearby emergency vehicle and directed them to send a hovercraft into the bay.

      He waited to greet the people and check on them. Once the passengers were safely ashore, Micah took their names and reported them safe.

      Then silence hit him. The sky had fallen quiet. No more firing, no more pods. The ships faced each other, unmoving and intimidating, but the armored figures had landed or left.

      Liu set down beside him and Gonzalez and opened a channel to the squad.

      “Sergeant, the three of us are onshore with one of the pods,” she said. “But there were two we weren’t able to save.”

      “I’ve heard reports,” came Alberti’s voice. “I’m with the team, but apparently the gunship to the north is under the Obsidian Force’s control. Two pods reached them.”

      “Do we know who was on those?” Micah asked.

      “Two Ruby Confed senators are missing, as well as the Amber Defense Secretary.”

      Shades.

      “It almost would have been better if it had been our people,” Alberti continued. “The other empires will blame us or think we were behind this.”

      “I guess we can’t shoot down the warship?” Gonzalez asked. “Which is worse, the Obsidian Force kidnapping them under our noses or the Republic blowing them up?”

      The Obsidian ship was rising into the sky, disappearing into the clouds. The other didn’t pursue.

      “They threatened the hostages if they were followed,” Alberti said. “But they’ll never make it out of this system. The Space Corps will handle it from here. We did what we could.”

      She paused, and when she spoke again, Micah started in shock.

      “Good work today, Townsend. We wouldn’t have saved as many if not for your attention and quick thinking.”

      He was glad to help, but it didn’t feel like enough. “It was nothing, Sergeant.”

      “I know a good many empire officials who would disagree.”

      He wished he could see her face. He wouldn’t let himself hope that one day of good luck would compensate for the weeks of lying.

      “Once again, Pup comes through.” Liu punched his arm.

      “Stop being such a shaded show-off,” Gonzalez said. “You’re making the rest of us look bad.”

      “I’m sending a ship for you and the VIPs. I’ll meet you at the rendezvous point with the team. Alberti out.”

      “Well,” Gonzalez said. “That was exciting.” He offered a hand to Micah. “Thanks for having my back up there.”

      Micah grasped his arm. “Always. I mean it.”

      “I know you do.” He slapped Micah’s shoulder. “Let’s go check on your girlfriend.”

      Liu met his gaze. “Good work today, Townsend.” A slight smirk formed. “I’ll make sure to tell McGrath how handsome you looked while saving the galaxy.”

      Micah grinned. Teasing was a good step toward returning to normal. He just hoped it would last. Depending on what Colonel Decker said when the man learned of Micah and Finley’s actions, Micah might not have much longer with his squad.

      Casting a final glance at the now-peaceful sky and bay, Micah followed his squadmates away.
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      Once the crews took over rescue efforts at the arena, there was nothing for Finley and the team to do, so they joined the fans heading to the evac rendezvous point. Alberti remained with them, though she’d sent Gonzalez and Liu away without telling the team why.

      Finley hoped her family and Micah were safe. She doubted a bomb that only destroyed part of the arena was the full extent of the Obsidian Force’s plans.

      Many vehicles waited when they exited, dotting the compound. Strobing lights reflected off shiny buildings and in the water of the shallow pools. Evacuees were boarding transports.

      Alberti took them to a hovercar resembling a small tank, and they rode out of the complex and into the city, to the secured zone. Evac pods should have brought their families to the same area. Cartier, Wix, and Ileana were tense, staring out the windows like Finley, waiting.

      Everyone was unusually silent.

      They flew into an open area guarded by a forcefield. Inside, rows of evac pods were parked, along with medic cars and other rescue vehicles.

      Finley scrambled out of the car and plunged into the crowd, teammates on her heels. A voice shouted her name. She whirled to find her mom rushing toward her. Soon, Finley was wrapped in a hug by her entire family at once.

      They spoke over each other, assuring everyone they were okay.

      “Micah made sure we got out.” Her mom gestured to Ileana, Wix, and Cartier’s families nearby. “All of us.”

      Finley’s heart swelled. Where was he now? She assumed Alberti would have said something if the rest of her squad were in trouble. But Finley wouldn’t be at peace until she’d seen him for herself.

      Beyond her family, she spotted a familiar face lingering nearby, watching. As if she were waiting. Yunia Jabara stood with her arm around a girl.

      Finley separated from her family and joined them.

      “What you did back there was impressive,” Yunia greeted her.

      Finley shrugged. “I didn’t do much.”

      “I watched you. You kept a cool head, gave people hope. Organized and inspired your teammates and your opponents. It showed courage and leadership.”

      “I’m just glad we could help.”

      The older woman fixed her with a knowing look. “As I suspected, there’s more to you than you know. Those skills, that leadership and compassion, might be what we need in the coming days.”

      “I don’t know about that. But thanks, I guess.” She turned to girl. “You must be Lyrin.”

      She nodded. “Thank you for the jersey.”

      “You’re most welcome. Are you okay? That was scary.”

      “We rode in an escape pod with TwiNight! I love her music almost as much as I love you. She wasn’t as nice as you, though.”

      “Lyrin,” said Yunia. “It was a scary time. Try not to judge people based on that.”

      The girl sighed. “I know.”

      Finley smiled.

      Behind them, she glimpsed three familiar soldiers unloading from a transport.

      “I’m glad you’re both okay. If you’ll excuse me, sorry.”

      She quickly shook Yunia’s hand and then she was running.

      Micah ran, too, and they collided in a hug. She held him tight, burying her face in his neck. He stroked her hair before clearing his throat and stepping away.

      The rest of her team—and his—surrounded them.

      Fighting a blush, Finley asked, “Can you tell us what’s happening?”

      Alberti studied them. “I suppose it will be public soon enough. The bomb was definitely the Obsidian Force. Townsend figured out that the explosion was meant as a distraction. That’s why it wasn’t worse, though we’re still waiting on casualty reports.”

      “A distraction for what?”

      “Kidnapping dignitaries. We stopped most of them, but they had a ship waiting and escaped with several Amber and Ruby officials.”

      Finley shuddered and exchanged glances with Ileana, the other woman’s relief mirroring hers over the fact their families hadn’t been on those pods. She was glad Yunia and her daughter were safe, too.

      “We did capture multiple Obsidian Force operatives,” Alberti continued, “including several soldiers. We should be able to get information from them. And Republic ships will stop the others before they reach a wormhole.”

      “Let’s hope they don’t have to blow up a ship with other empire leaders inside,” Cartier said. Then, when they all glared at him, “What? We’re already fighting revolutionaries. We don’t need to fight the other empires, too.”

      He wasn’t wrong. Everyone else’s somber faces reflected Finley’s dark mood.

      “What now?” Eriksen asked.

      “Yeah, what’s going to happen with the Cup?” Ileana added.

      “Aren’t there bigger problems?” Shiro asked.

      Ileana sighed. “Yeah, but we were so close.”

      “I meant about the galaxy,” Eriksen said. “That reporter mentioned fighting on my planet.”

      “We have secure quarters here on base. We’ll take you and your families there, and we can get reports on what’s happening.”

      “Are you sure it’s secure?” Cartier asked. “You just said Cobalt soldiers are working with the enemy.”

      “We’ll continue to guard you.” Alberti glanced at Finley. “Don’t go off alone with any soldiers who aren’t the four of us, but there aren’t so many terrorist sympathizers that you’re in danger here.”

      A shuttle carried them to a building that looked more like barracks than a hotel, but Finley didn’t care. Her family and her team and Micah were here. That was what mattered.

      She wished she had a way to contact SilverSpark, but her encrypted comm—all her stuff—was in the room at the compound. Likely undamaged, but out of reach.

      No one seemed ready to be alone, so they congregated in a common room with couches and multiple screens. Micah sat next to her, their sides pressing, and Alberti didn’t object.

      Like the others, her gaze remained locked on the news feeds. Every muscle was tight, expectant, like she was waiting for a blow but had no idea when it would come.

      Clips showed the explosion, the red- and blue-clad teams on hoverboards when the floor fell out from under them. The scene looked even more terrifying on the screen, like the ground could have swallowed her whole.

      Where had the Ruby team gone after the evac? Finley should have wondered sooner. Then came shots of her team helping people in the stands. Micah took her hand and squeezed.

      Reporters talked to one person who thanked Finley for staying with them and said she had brought them hope.

      Her eyes and nose prickled as warmth spread inside.

      “Impressive, McGrath,” said Gonzalez. “You’re a shaded hero.”

      “Hey,” said Wix. “We are all heroes.”

      Gonzalez grinned. “Sure, man. If you say so.”

      Reporters talked about the aerial battle next, showing armored figures in the sky, the escape pods, the warships.

      One of the figures did an especially impressive roll to avoid fire.

      “Nice,” she said to Micah.

      “How do you know that wasn’t me?” Gonzalez asked.

      “Was it?”

      He squinted at the screen. “Probably not.”

      “I bet the sergeant could do that, too,” Wix said.

      Alberti raised her eyebrows. “Wouldn’t you like to know.”

      They sobered as numbers came on the screen with casualty reports and names of those who were missing. There were also updates on the other planets the reporters had asked about on their way to the game.

      Eriksen leaned forward, shoulders tense. Finley had nearly forgotten about that in the chaos of their own attack. The news feed was showing which planets had fallen to the Obsidian Force and which remained under empire control.

      She didn’t see Hyacinthus, nor Shiro’s planet. She wanted to sigh in relief until she saw Rykar, Eriksen’s world, listed among those that were now occupied.

      The woman sagged in her seat, and Shiro grasped her hand.

      Finley swallowed hard.

      Images from around the galaxy showed armed mercenaries patrolling streets of the planets the Obsidian Force now controlled. Some revealed ships bombing towns below. The planets reminded her of the arena, nothing but rubble and chaos. Beside her, Micah shuddered. She felt frozen, unable to look away as a tremor went through her.

      How was this helping anyone?

      She bit her lip and clutched Micah’s hand tighter.

      SilverSpark and the others had worked so hard to prevent this. Now, full-on war looked inevitable.

      Finley had to do something. She just had no idea what.

      They were past the point of spying on the Obsidian Force. The empires knew everything they cared to know, didn’t want details now. It was enough for them to know a planet had revolutionaries or sympathizers. That was all it would take for them to launch attacks, no matter how few colonists truly sided with the revolution.

      Could she use Benniton Brax on Arlaxia somehow? Nothing she said would make the Obsidian Force stop now that they had the war they wanted.

      Tai might not be able to do much beyond try to convince the Ruby Confed not to blame Cobalt for today’s events.

      Did she have any other connections?

      Alberti stood and, when Micah and the others looked at her, tapped the side of her helmet and stepped out.

      The news feed switched to the Cobalt government building, where the prime minister was speaking. Yunia stood in the background, cleaned up from the earlier attack.

      “Today’s horrific events, on a primary planet, were unacceptable,” the prime minister said. “The Cobalt Republic will respond swiftly on every planet where this Obsidian Force is active. We do not tolerate terrorism or any actions that endanger innocent lives.”

      Footage of the Cobalt leader was followed by the Amber Alliance president, in a room in the Cobalt capitol building, but not the same one the prime minister had been in.

      “Be assured that the Amber Alliance will take swift action against anyone who tries to harm it or defy our authority,” he said. “Whether that be insurgents of the Obsidian Force or other empires who fail to adequately guarantee our safety.”

      “Hey, I saved that guy,” Micah muttered. “Jerk.”

      “Wouldn’t it be easier if the empires worked together?” Finley asked.

      “Good luck with that, after today,” Gonzalez said.

      Too bad the empires’ leaders couldn’t get along like her team had with the Confed one earlier.

      This was all too much, too big. Finley felt itchy. She needed to move, to fly, to act. Her leg jiggled and energy threatened to erupt inside her.

      All those people she’d met on so many worlds, from every empire, who didn’t want war. Who had done nothing to deserve an invasion of their planets and their homes, and who would be affected more than they already had been if the empires bombed every colony with revolutionaries. If Hanna hadn’t confessed, warships might be moving into place over Fallmeadow, too. Who knew, maybe they were next.

      The video switched back to the Cobalt leaders. Finley tuned out the speech as her gaze lingered on Yunia.

      The woman’s words surfaced in her mind, about Finley’s leadership, how she inspired people, how she might be what they needed. Surely the woman was just being nice. It didn’t mean anything.

      Unless… Could she use that somehow?

      She was good at talking, had millions of followers, but an athlete sharing her thoughts while the galaxy raced toward war felt more clueless than the guy promoting tourism on Brixen.

      She didn’t need to influence citizens. She needed to be heard by the leaders. But why would they listen to her? She could hardly tell the governments not to fight terrorists who were blowing up stadiums and kidnapping innocent people.

      Alberti returned, looking grim. “The military is mobilizing for action in multiple systems.”

      “Are we being sent out?” Liu asked.

      A cold fist gripped Finley’s chest. She fought the desire to throw her arms around Micah, as if she could keep him at her side forever. He squeezed her hand. What if the Republic decided Finley’s life was less important than war and sent him away? She couldn’t lose him.

      “Still awaiting orders,” Alberti said.

      Finley jumped to her feet. It wouldn’t hurt to talk to Yunia. Maybe the woman would have an idea.

      “Where are you going?” Micah asked.

      “To make a call.”

      This was probably pointless. But it was better than sitting around, waiting.

      She found a console that let her access her accounts and loaded the contact information the woman had given her.

      “Yunia? Ms. Jabara? It’s Finley. McGrath.”

      “I wasn’t expecting to hear from you.”

      “I wasn’t expecting to call. But I want to help. Which I know is stupid. It’s not like I can do anything. But I didn’t know who else to contact. And I’m sure you’re very busy and I shouldn’t have bothered you. I’m sorry.”

      “I am busy,” the woman said, but slowly, like she was thinking. “There will be an emergency council session tomorrow. To vote on official action.”

      “Can I talk to them?” Finley asked. “I don’t know why I asked that. I’m sorry. That’s stupid.”

      “Is it? What would you say?”

      Finley blinked. “I don’t know.” She definitely hadn’t thought this ridiculous idea through. “I’m good at talking, but also listening. Hearing people’s sides. I’m sure this is incredibly naïve, but could that work for Cobalt, too?” She was thinking aloud, words tumbling out with an idea she didn’t even know she had. “What if we ask them to host negotiations with colonies? Not the Obsidian Force, but key colony leaders who have stayed loyal. If it looks like the empire is addressing their concerns and really hearing them, it might make people less likely to fight with the revolutionaries. Might give us a way out. If the other empires jump straight to war, it would let Cobalt be the leaders. Be heroes to the colonies.”

      “Interesting. There won’t be many eager to talk, not after today. And especially in our government, since the attack was on our soil.”

      “I know. It was dumb.”

      “Can you make the case?”

      “Would they let me into an emergency session?”

      “It’s open to the public, but for reporters, not comments. I do have an idea. I can’t promise it will work, but if you think it’s worth it, if you want to speak, we can try.”

      “Why are you helping? Why do you believe in me?”

      The line was silent a moment. “I suppose I believe in the ability of everyday people to make a difference. That all voices are important and sometimes ones you don’t expect are the ones that can do the most good. Are you willing to try?”

      Finley stopped pacing and set her jaw. “Let’s do it.”
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      “You need what?” Sergeant Alberti asked.

      “My camera and my encrypted comm from my room,” Finley said again.

      “Because you’re going to force the prime minister of the Cobalt Republic to let you speak tomorrow.” The sergeant stared at her.

      “Exactly. And you needn’t sound so doubtful. This will work.”

      “I think it will work,” said Micah.

      “I think it’s brilliant,” added Wix.

      “Well, Townsend’s support nearly sold me on the idea, but if you like it…” Alberti said to Wix.

      She was joking. That was a good sign.

      The sergeant sighed. “Fine. Gonzalez, go to the arena.”

      “Is it gonna blow up again?”

      Alberti stared at him.

      “I mean, yes, Sergeant. It would be an honor to assist McGrath.” Gonzalez winked at her.

      She smiled. “The camera should be on the table. The comm is hidden in the bottom of the bag under the bed.”

      “Are there also unmentionables in there? Maybe Townsend should take this job.” Gonzalez punched Micah’s arm on his way to the door.

      “Can we help write your speech?” Wix asked.

      “She’s been doing well enough without you,” Ileana said.

      “Bet I could write a better one than you.”

      “No betting,” Finley said. “This is a big enough gamble for all of us. But I will take advice.” She glanced at Alberti, the person most likely to be helpful.

      “What’s your objective?”

      “To convince them to host peace talks rather than bomb every Cobalt colony in the galaxy.”

      Cartier snorted. “Wow, you don’t dream big or anything, do you, McGrath?”

      “What’s the point in dreaming if your dreams are small?”

      Alberti considered. “We do have the weakest military of the three empires. If the empires worked together, we’d have a chance of ending the uprisings quickly. But after today, I’d say that’s unlikely to happen. The Obsidian Force knows the strengths and weaknesses of each military. If I were them, I’d focus not only on the least defended planets, like they’ve been doing, but on the least defended empire, which is us. That might make the prime minister more open to a peaceful resolution. But he can’t negotiate with terrorists.”

      “I’m not going to ask him to,” Finley said. “There are lots of colonies that don’t support the Obsidian Force who would be more than happy to talk if they thought one of the empires might listen.”

      “What will you say?” Shiro asked.

      “Speak from the heart,” Micah said. “Like you always do.”

      She met his gaze. “I shouldn’t make a list and plan it out?”

      “Nah.”

      They smiled at each other and the rest of the room faded, until Wix cleared his throat.

      “Would you like us all to leave?”

      Finley’s face flushed, but she kept smiling.

      When Gonzalez returned, he handed her the items she needed.

      “You survived. Thanks.”

      “It was touch and go,” he said.

      “Is that part of the compound damaged?” Micah asked.

      “It was empty and creepy, Townsend. That was bad enough.”

      Finley ignored him and opened the comm. A message waited from SilverSpark. Finley’s last message to the hacker was that the team hadn’t discovered anything. If she’d helped the whole time, could they have stopped this? No point in that train of thought now.

      The message was short, the hacker checking in to see if Finley was safe.

      Finley replied, telling the girl her plan and asking about the rest of SilverSpark’s team.

      Then she turned her attention to the camera.

      “What’s that for?” Gonzalez asked.

      “She’s about to cause trouble,” Micah said. “I know that look.”

      Finley grinned. “You bet I am. To be fair, it wasn’t my idea. I just happened to agree it was a good one. But no one’s allowed to know who suggested it.”

      She would protect Yunia so the woman’s boss didn’t find out.

      “What are you going to say?”

      She sent the camera into the air and set her jaw. “Something that can’t be ignored.”
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      She was really doing this. There was no backing out now, not after posting last night’s video on her account, declaring she wanted to address the council about the state of the galaxy. She’d hoped millions of views would force the council’s hand so they couldn’t refuse, and Yunia had confirmed that messages had flooded in, asking that the Flash be allowed to speak. She was scheduled in an hour.

      She’d stayed up all night debating what to say, many of her teammates and the soldiers joining her and offering ideas. Micah kept reminding her not to over-think, but to speak from the heart, because that’s what she was good at.

      But in the past, if she failed, the galaxy wouldn’t go to war.

      She didn’t know if she could make a difference like Yunia believed, but if there was any chance, she had to try. And she had to believe it was possible or the Republic’s leaders never would.

      Now, she and her entire team and Micah’s squad in full armor were driving toward the capitol building in the middle of the city. It was a beautiful morning, no hint of yesterday’s chaos in the blue sky, puffy clouds, sparkling buildings… until she saw a fleet of warships in the distance. Waiting. Ready to move out, depending on what decision was made today.

      As they neared the capitol, streets grew packed with people. Protesters carrying holo-signs, people chanting, soldiers keeping them out of the road.

      Finley’s heart raced. She felt more nauseated than before her first A-League game, when she’d been terrified she would mess up and everyone would realize her being there was a huge mistake. More was riding on her now.

      The capitol building loomed in front of them, curving in an arc lined with massive columns, topped by several shiny silver domes, with deep blue accents and holo-flags of every planet in the empire forming a colorful display above elaborate fountains shooting water.

      Last time Finley was here was when the prime minister greeted the team after they won the A-League championship. She had hoped to return as Galactic Cup champs, not to try to prevent a war.

      When they pulled up, the soldiers cleared a path and the team trooped out of the vehicle, Finley in front, her teammates behind her for support.

      Reporters whirled toward her, lights flashed, mic-bots and cameras hovered everywhere. This would be broadcast live in this system, and throughout the galaxy.

      A camera darted toward Finley, and Alberti stepped in front of her. “Get these back or I’ll shoot them all.”

      Voices called out to her, one standing out. “What are you going to say, Flash?”

      She wished she knew. Everything she’d considered, everything she’d practiced, every single word she knew, had vanished from her head.

      She smoothed her cobalt blue jumpsuit and kept walking.

      They climbed steps leading to the center of the building and entered a grand lobby of white marble. Overhead, sculptures of planets twirled in a 3D display, and the resemblance to Micah’s work allowed her to breathe easier.

      Rich paintings covered the walls, of landscapes from many Cobalt worlds, deserts and oceans and mountains. Pretty and untouched by humans, of course. They wouldn’t look that way if the warships outside were put to use. Her brief calm vanished.

      Aides led them to the primary council chamber and opened the doors. They entered on the ground floor, a round space filled with chairs for the public and reporters. On a raised dais at the far end, the prime minister and council members were seated in an arc. Staff sat behind them, including Yunia.

      Above and on all sides, a gallery looked down on the floor. Every seat was filled.

      Wow. She was doing this. These were some of the most important and powerful people in the galaxy.

      She could hear Micah’s voice in her head—you’re more popular than all of them, why shouldn’t you use that power, too?

      She lifted her chin. She would try.

      The council was arguing among themselves but fell silent when the grav-ball team and four armored soldiers marched in.

      A hush descended over the room.

      They filed to the front, and her teammates sat in front row seats that had been reserved.

      The prime minister cleared his throat, his voice broadcast to echo through the room.

      “I know this is unusual, but we’re going to pause for an address from Finley McGrath. Many of you know her as a grav-ball star for Cobalt, and she’s here at special request.”

      Special request meaning Finley had made so much noise they had no choice but to let her in. She nodded at the prime minister, who watched her with an impassive face.

      Some of the council members leaned forward, gazing at her with interest. A couple sat back, though, crossing their arms.

      She didn’t have to win them all over. Just enough of them.

      “Please proceed, Ms. McGrath.”

      This was it. She studied each man and woman on the dais. They were people. With stories and families. Hopes and fears. Likely burdened by the weight of responsibility with today’s looming decision.

      Here went nothing.

      She stepped to the center aisle in front of the dais where a voice amplifier waited. The weight of hundreds of eyes, behind, above, around her, pressed in. And the knowledge of millions more in dozens of worlds, counting on her.

      She took a deep breath and began.

      “Thank you for letting me speak today. As you know, I’m Finley McGrath, and I play for the Cobalt Cruisers.”

      Wix let out a whoop, which made chuckles erupt throughout the room. Including from council members. Finley smiled, glad for a friend to help her relax.

      “I realize this is odd,” she said. “What does an athlete have to say at a time like this? Some of you think this is a waste of time. That I should stick to sports.”

      “Yes!” a voice yelled from the gallery.

      Finley tried not to flinch. She wouldn’t be attacked here, at the capitol. This was safe.

      “Actually, you know what, sir?” She turned to find the person who had shouted. “At first, I thought you were right.” She faced the council again. “I’m no one important. I’m not a military expert or a strategist. I play a game. But that game has given me the opportunity to travel the galaxy, to meet so many amazing people. I’ve visited many planets, many colonies, many cities and towns. I’ve met people from all three empires, from miners to farmers to leaders to regular people who just want to do their jobs, provide for their families, and live in peace. And what I’ve learned is that everyone is important.”

      She glanced along the row of officials, focusing briefly on a woman who was nodding.

      “So. I’m here to speak for those who can’t be heard, but who are no less important because of that. To be like so many throughout the galaxy who are standing up for what they believe in.”

      She paused, looked at the prime minister again and to the audience nearby.

      “We all know why the council is here today. We’ve seen the news. We’ve read the report from the hacker SilverSpark. And we saw the ships in the sky. Revolution. Uprisings. War.”

      The final word echoed, and people in the crowd murmured.

      “I won’t deny that I’ve come to sympathize with people who want change in the galaxy,” she said. “My home planet struggles in ways that aren’t unique. Droughts and famines, lack of supplies, high taxes, trade laws that favor the primaries at the expense of regular people in the colonies. I’ve seen it firsthand, not just on my planet but on many others. And I’m grateful for each and every person who told me their story, let me see their lives.”

      She thought of Alexei, of Micah’s parents, of Perrin, who she’d learned from SilverSpark had finally made it off Neridia.

      More voices came from the back of the room, scuffles behind her. She forced herself not to look.

      “Yes, I’ve seen violence and unrest. Yes, there have been people who want revolution and will resort to violence to make it happen. But most of the people I’ve met, even the ones who do want change, like me, don’t support revolution. Don’t want war.”

      Now for the hard part—selling them. She squared her shoulders.

      “I’m here today to appeal to the leaders of the Cobalt Republic. To ask you to be leaders in the galaxy. I can’t do anything about the Amber Alliance or the Ruby Confederation, but I can ask my people, my empire, to be the ones to find a solution other than war. I believe a peaceful resolution to the galaxy’s current situation is not only possible, but is the best for everyone.”

      A few council members raised eyebrows and scoffed. Glanced at each other and rolled their eyes. But several were watching Finley, waiting. She hoped Alberti was right and some would see the wisdom in not fighting.

      “All of you sitting before me have more experience than I do. You also have advisors and generals and people far wiser than I am. But how many of you have taken the time to see the people who will be impacted by your decisions?”

      Her voice rang out through the room. Heat pricked her eyes, and she thought she might burst with the need burning inside her to make them see.

      “Have you visited the towns you’re preparing to fire on? Have you eaten at the restaurants or shopped in the markets or strolled the streets of places where most citizens have never picked up a weapon, have never fought back, have asked only to be heard? Since they don’t have a voice, I must use mine.”

      Shouting came from the gallery, raised voices above her. She tried to focus, to concentrate on what to say next. But then a shot rang out.
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      Micah was out of his seat and pressing Finley to the ground in seconds, covering her with his armored body.

      After he nearly tackled her, he remembered the energy barrier that should keep anyone in the gallery above from firing on anyone below—to protect the prime minister and council.

      He helped her stand but stayed by her side as they looked at the room. Guards had flooded the gallery seats and were escorting a few people out, while a couple others fought back amid shouts. The council remained in place, as did the reporters on the ground floor.

      “I’m getting reports of problems outside,” Alberti’s voice said over the comm.

      Micah spotted her near the rear doors.

      “Order,” said the prime minister, “Order, please.”

      The reporters and the rest of the gallery fell silent as guards dragged the final troublemakers out.

      “We are safe in here,” the minister continued, “and these discussions will not be postponed.”

      “Liu, stay here,” Alberti said. “Gonzalez and Townsend, with me.”

      “Continue, Ms. McGrath. Did you have anything further to say?” The prime minister looked at her.

      Micah gave her a nod. “I’ll make sure you stay safe. Finish. Convince them. You can do it.”

      Her eyes were fierce as she returned the nod.

      He soared to the doors where Alberti waited. He would make sure Finley had every chance to be a hero.

      They moved into the hall, where chants from the crowd outside filtered in.

      “Gonzalez, watch the chamber doors. Townsend, with me.”

      Micah followed her through the lobby. The front doors allowed them a view of the grounds. A row of soldiers with force shields guarded the entrance.

      Overhead, speakers played the audio from the chamber, and he heard Finley continue.

      “Thank you, sir,” she was saying. “I understand that mobilizing our military makes sense. I don’t believe in letting terrorists win. I know fear and violence are common reactions. Look at what’s happening right outside our doors.”

      A line of people surged against the barrier. The soldiers used the shields to push them back. Beyond the group trying to reach the building, more citizens were fighting each other in the street. Smoke and lights emanated from grenades. Stun pulses glowed. More soldiers rushed into the crowd.

      “Yes, the terrorists have warships and sympathizers on multiple planets,” Finley’s speech went on. “But I’ve also met many colonists, leaders, and citizens who don’t want terrorists to speak for them. Who don’t support the Obsidian Force. Who want to remain in the Republic. And yet, they have needs and requests of us, things the empires could help with, without resorting to fighting.”

      A bright light flared outside, and a gap appeared in the row of shields. Protesters pushed through, running for the front steps. The soldiers outside broke their line to fire on the people racing toward the building.

      Micah readied his stunner as he joined Alberti and other capitol guards by the doors. One person made it halfway up the steps before a shot from above dropped them.

      He didn’t want to shoot anyone in the streets of Cobalt City, but he would if he had to.

      Around him, several guards rushed to control panels. A shimmering silver light rose in front of the building outside, an emergency force shield that sealed them in—but the other soldiers out. Stun blasts and bullets hit the shield, which flared with light at each point of impact, but held firm. The soldiers outside tried to reassemble their line.

      Finley’s speech continued to broadcast above the chaos. “I’m not saying don’t defend your people or suggesting we let terrorists get away with hurting others. But I am asking you not to lump everyone in together when many of the people you’ll be affecting are innocent and want nothing but a good life for their families.”

      Micah was so proud of her, he thought he might explode.

      “That shield should hold them out,” Alberti said. “The team will have to stay here for now. Let’s secure a room for when McGrath finishes.”

      He trailed her down a quiet hall, away from the action, and continued to listen to Finley.

      “We can’t control the other empires, but as a citizen of the Cobalt Republic—I like to think of both the colonies and the primary—I ask you, its leaders, to find a peaceful solution. Try negotiating with colony leaders, the loyal ones. Keep them from turning to the Obsidian Force by proving you care. By trying to help them and showing you value them as people while the Obsidian Force sees them as props.”

      Alberti stopped to speak to another guard and left Micah in the corridor while she inspected a meeting room.

      “Be the ones who see each of your citizens,” Finley was saying, “whether here on Cobalt or on the remotest colony—as important. Because they are. Each and every one of them. Thank you for letting me speak.”

      The broadcast went silent, and Micah wanted to cheer.

      “All right,” Alberti said. “Bring them here.”

      Micah returned to the chamber, where Gonzalez stood outside, along with several other guards.

      “Did I miss the excitement?” Gonzo asked.

      “Yep. We’re taking the team to a secure room. Super exciting.”

      They opened the doors. Micah had been hoping for a standing ovation. If he’d been here, he might have brandished his stunner and forced them to cheer for her. Okay, probably not. But she deserved far more than the wild chatter that could have been supportive or not.

      The prime minister conferred with an aide then spoke loudly enough for everyone to hear.

      “The council will stand at ease for deliberations.”

      The people on the dais filed out, leaving a buzz of voices in their wake.

      Liu was escorting the team toward the rear doors, but many reporters were standing, sending flying cameras toward Finley, asking for more comments.

      “I’ve said everything I wanted to say,” she told them. “I can’t do anything else now. No further comments.”

      She met his gaze across the room and continued toward him, the team and Liu surrounding her and blocking his view.

      When she reached the doors, he said, “That was an amazing speech. You did everything you could.”

      “I just hope it was enough.”

      The team filed down a quiet marble hall into the meeting room and took seats. Wix propped his feet on the gleaming black table. Liu waited outside the door to keep watch.

      Tension hung thick in the air, and no one spoke. Micah didn’t blame everyone. The council’s decision would affect his family and home. Eriksen and Shiro’s worlds. Their new friends, all the places they had visited.

      Finley was pacing, and he knew she wished for a board since flying always calmed her down.

      A screen covering one wall was replaying her speech, and then a commentator came on to analyze it.

      “Oh, shades, turn it off,” Finley said.

      “I want to hear what they think of you,” Wix said.

      “I really, really don’t.”

      “Fine. But I thought it was brilliant. And I’m not even from the colonies.”

      “You’re my friend,” she said. “You have to say that.”

      “I’m not afraid to tell friends when they’re awful. Like Ileana. Who owes me ten chromos because she was awful in betting me that you’d throw up before you spoke.”

      “Hey,” Finley said.

      Micah was glad for their forced levity to distract Finley. He had a better idea of how to do that but figured it was inappropriate in front of his sergeant.

      The door opened, and everyone straightened.

      It was Yunia Jabara, the prime minister’s aide who had taken a liking to Finley and inspired today’s events. Her respect for Finley gave Micah a good opinion of the woman.

      “What’s happening?” Finley asked.

      The woman stopped inside the door and regarded them. “The prime minister has agreed. The Cobalt Republic will postpone a wide-scale assault and attempt negotiations.”

      Cheers erupted from the team and Gonzalez. Micah exhaled and dipped his head.

      “Seriously?” Finley sank into a chair.

      “Yes, quite serious.”

      Her eyes lit up and her shoulders lifted. “That’s fantastic.”

      “Don’t get too excited,” Yunia said. “We have to respond to Obsidian Force attacks with a show of force. Troops will quell the planets that are in active revolt.”

      “I understand,” Finley said. “But if we can protect the cities, the planets, the people who aren’t…”

      “I agree. We’re in discussions about how to proceed. Where to meet, which colony leaders to invite, and so forth.”

      Finley coughed. “I may have ideas on that. Or, I have a friend who would. If you’re open to… outside-the-box ideas. Well, I know you are because of today. But if the prime minister is.”

      Micah knew she was thinking of SilverSpark for help and Alexei as one of the first leaders to invite.

      “Does this have something to do with your recent non-grav-ball related activities?” Yunia raised her eyebrows. “You don’t have to answer that. But I suspected you might have some thoughts.” She focused on Finley, ignoring the others. “I’m glad you found your voice. I’m authorized to officially extend a goodwill ambassador position to you, at least for the duration of negotiations. The prime minister believes your involvement will convince people to participate.”

      Finley froze.

      “What about the Cup?” Ileana asked.

      “Postponed,” said Yunia. “With no definite date to resume, given the current situation.”

      The team’s shoulders drooped, their excitement dimming.

      “I guess I’m free, then,” Finley said. “Unless the team wants to keep training.”

      “You should do it,” Ileana said.

      “Definitely,” Wix said.

      “Please do it.” Eriksen’s voice was quiet. “For planets like mine.”

      Finley studied her teammate and nodded before turning back to Yunia. “It sounds dangerous. I’ll need a guard.”

      “Gonzalez would love to do it,” Micah said, earning an adorable scrunched nose from Finley.

      “We’ll do everything we can to ensure your safety,” Yunia said.

      “I suppose,” Alberti said, “that I can talk to Colonel Decker about extending this assignment. I may even leave out certain details of the last few weeks concerning the actions of our private and one of our charges. Considering the service they did the galaxy.”

      She met Micah’s gaze, her lips quirked and her eyes kind.

      A knot eased in Micah’s chest. “Thank you, Sergeant. I won’t let you down again.”

      He let his gratitude ring out in his voice.

      “You saved a lot of people yesterday. And throughout this mission. Plus, I figured McGrath might use her newfound power to cause a scene on your behalf.”

      “You bet I would,” Finley said.

      “Don’t make me regret it. You two better learn to be—” Alberti cleared her throat—“discreet.”

      Gonzalez whistled and Wix laughed loudly as Micah’s face got hot.

      Liu poked her head in. “Sergeant? The fighting outside has subsided and the way is clear to a ship on the roof, if we want to leave.”

      “Very good.”

      As the team filed out, Finley and Micah lingered with Yunia.

      “I’ll be in touch about details, Ms. McGrath. Please send me anything you have that might help. I look forward to working with you to see what we can do together.”

      “Thank you. For everything. But mainly for believing in me.” She hugged the woman, who looked surprised, but returned the gesture.

      When Yunia left, Micah and Finley were alone.

      “You were amazing today,” he said.

      “Only because I knew you had my back.”

      His hands went to her waist and he pulled her close, kissing her quickly but deeply.

      “No, because you are remarkable Finley McGrath. I always knew you’d do big things, and today you did more than I could have imagined.”

      She kissed him again. “I wouldn’t want to do any of it without you. Besides, you’ve been pretty remarkable yourself.”

      He shook his head.

      “No, really. Keeping me safe, which I know isn’t easy. Rescuing me. Finding the blue hand people. Stopping a lot of kidnappings. I know you hate it when people compliment you, but don’t brush it off.”

      “I was just doing my job.”

      She scoffed. “I didn’t see Gonzalez or even Alberti doing all that. You notice details other don’t, you care more than most, and you work hard.”

      “Guess it helps that I was protecting the girl I love. I was motivated.” He poked her side.

      She grabbed his hand. “I’m not letting you go until you admit you’re amazing.”

      He grinned and rolled his eyes, but warmth bubbled inside him. “We can’t all be superstars like you.”

      Her expression remained serious as she refused to take his bait. “I meant what I said in my speech. Everyone matters, and you being you was enough to make a difference for a lot of people. Don’t minimize that.”

      He let her words soak in. He wasn’t fully convinced he was the hero Finley believed him to be, but he was glad he’d been able to make a difference, like Finley thought everyone could do.

      “Okay, fine. If I accept that I helped, can I kiss you again?”

      She snorted, and he took that as a yes.

      The future was uncertain, the hope for peace tenuous, but as long as she was at his side, he could face anything.

      She pulled away and took his hand. “Let’s go finish trying to prevent a war.”

      They joined the others, and as their ship lifted off from the capitol’s roof, the warships were visible in the sky.

      Finley leaned into Micah to stare at the fleet and sighed, a crease between her eyes.

      “We have lots of work to do.”

      “As always,” he said, “we’ll do it together.”
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        A lone soldier is gifted the power to save humanity.
        
        When a training exercise at a classified research facility goes awry, Joe Kovacs loses much more than his eyesight. He loses his career. He can’t lead one of the military’s top spec-ops teams if he can’t see.
        A decision with consequences.
        Joe’s only shot at getting his life back lies in the hands of an anonymous ‘shadow’ scientist. The offer is risky, an experimental implant that may or may not work. He jumps at the chance, but quickly learns the device does more than restore his sight. Much more.
        There’s no going back.
        Joe begins seeing strange flashes. Ghosts of images, overlaid atop his own vision. Actions he could have taken but didn’t. Worse, the visions are increasing in scope and frequency. Believing he’s going mad, he confronts the scientist, only to discover the implant’s shocking origin.
        Nothing is as it seems, and all the possible futures Joe can now see point to a system-wide conspiracy that will shift the balance of power for hundreds of years. Joe’s visions hold the key to stopping it… if he can learn to control them in time.
        Don't miss this exciting new Military Science Fiction Series that will make you not only question just what it means to be human, but also if there is ever a "right" side. It's perfect for fans of Halo, Rick Partlow (Drop Trooper), Jeffery H. Haskell (Grimm's War), and Joshua Dalzelle (Black Fleet Saga).
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        Power, politics, and intergalactic war... Admiral Stone just wanted to retire.
        
        Xenophobia and itchy trigger fingers nearly ended the Sol Alliance. War—avoidable yet inevitable—ensued with the Arcoenum, an exotic alien species with overwhelming mental abilities. The Alliance survived thanks to the quick thinking of a brash, young starship officer, Nick Stone.
        A half-century of peace followed, and Stone spends the rest of his life reluctantly accepting the endless accolades of a grateful humanity. Now, at 75, he’s not only ready to retire—he’s desperate to.
        “S-O-S. All ships and stations. My name is Alice Keller...”
        When a distress call goes out from Drake’s World, newly elected Alliance President Piers Bragg pressures Stone into one final mission: rescue the young girl marooned on the planet, then sail triumphantly into retirement.
        But when Alice demonstrates amazing psychokinetic abilities, everything changes. And Bragg will stop at nothing to exploit her abilities as he prepares for a war of revenge against what's left of the Arcoenum.
        The Expanse meets Star Trek in this military science fiction epic from award-winning author Chris Pourteau. How many times can we forget the lessons of history… before history decides to forget us?
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        A colony cut-off. A mysterious alien wormhole. A Captain with nothing to lose...
        Contact with Earth has been lost for generations and mysterious waves of disappearing colonists have been shaking the five moons of the Archimedes System for decades.
        When suddenly a wormhole appears in the middle of the system, the Union Navy faces an ancient danger from the darkness of deep space.
        A merciless war erupts, and Jeremy Brandt, Captain of the UNS Concordia, is sent through the wormhole to confront the mysterious enemy.
        Pick up your copy of this new Military Science Fiction adventure from bestseller Joshua T. Calvert. Aliens, War, and a Captain who will stop at nothing to defend his people, this is Sci-Fi the way it's meant to be!
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