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      The Tin ’n’ Tenth hadn’t changed in half a decade. Dark and dank, the crowd of dregs gambled away their credits at ancient data-tables and broken booths draped in shadows. Someone hammered a fist on a table near the back, cracking the already splintered surface. There, the gamblers’ hoods were drawn back, revealing the men’s faces. Ash recognized Kristio—an old acquaintance, not a friend. Friend implied trust, and trusting was the quickest way to get yourself killed on Glory.

      Ash noted the faces of the others sitting near him, then scanned the rest of the pub. Like her, most of the occupants wore hoods pulled low over their faces. The Tin ’n’ Tenth was one of the few establishments that didn’t require its patrons to reveal their identities when they entered. That was one of the reasons she’d chosen to come here. That and the hope that she still knew the man who owned the place.

      Pulling her longcoat around her, she walked across a floor that was caked with the ever-present mud and muck carried in from the streets outside. The air stank of shit mixed with cheap alcohol. The precinct bosses stayed far away from the filth and stench—another benefit to the secluded pub—and after five years of assignments in cleaner atmospheres, Ash had a hard time not gagging.

      Breathing through her mouth, she headed toward the bar and the tall, thin man who stood behind it. She didn’t recognize him. If he was the new owner, entering Brightwater Precinct had been a risky waste of time.

      The bartender limped toward her. Definitely not the proprietor. He was too young to own the place. From a distance, his hollow face and height had made him appear older, more world-worn. She’d forgotten how heavy a toll this planet could take on people.

      “What do you want?” the kid asked.

      “Disruptor with a shot of rom,” she said, taking a seat in the middle of the row of nine stools.

      The kid froze. “What?”

      She repeated the order.

      He glanced over his shoulder to a curtained doorway, and Ash kept her hand close to the weapon hidden under her longcoat.

      “Let me check the stock.” The kid limped to the back room.

      Her gaze shifted from the curtain to the mirror along the back wall. The center stool gave her a good view of the entrance and the narrow hall that led to the alley. It also kept her close to the counter, which was bullet and heat resistant. She’d learned that little tidbit of information over a decade ago when a very well-planned scheme had gone bad.

      She tapped her fingers on the water-stained counter. A minute passed. Then another. Chances were the man she’d known was dead. So many people from her past were.

      The curtain moved again, and beneath her hooded longcoat, Ash smiled.

      Aksel was a big man. Tall, broad, and ugly as a mottled spaceship. He didn’t walk toward her; he lumbered, a mean-looking beast of a man.

      “What did you want?” he demanded.

      “A disruptor with a shot of rom.” Her smooth words were a light, whimsical hello.

      Aksel stared, undoubtedly trying to make out her features hidden beneath her hood.

      “We don’t have rom.” He rested his hand on the bar, thumb and index finger extended, his other three fingers curled under.

      “I’ll take a vorix then.”

      The code phrase hit him like a shock wave.

      “Fuck. Me,” he whispered. Then the biggest grin in Brightwater spread across his pockmarked face.

      “Hello, Aksel,” she said.

      “You were dead. How in Cast’s name are you here?”

      “Keep your voice down.”

      Aksel gave one quick nod, then said, “What do you need?”

      That quickly, he offered help. It plucked a string of guilt stretched across her chest. She had been good at manipulating people—still was, actually—but she didn’t like the instant loyalty. She should have been greeted with anger and suspicion.

      “Who’s the kid?” she asked, sidestepping his question.

      The tall boy stood in the doorway, half his body hidden behind the curtain in a way that said he had a weapon held ready to shoot. That was more like it. Either the kid had orders or the kid was smart.

      “A project,” Aksel said.

      Beneath her hood, her eyebrows rose. Aksel couldn’t see most of her face, but he must have guessed at her expression.

      “You aren’t the only one who started new hobbies.”

      “Philanthropy.” She sniffed. “You should know better.”

      “Some things stuck.” He reached beneath the bar.

      Ash had her Covar halfway out of its holster before she froze. So did Aksel. His eye twitched, then slowly he raised his hand and set a bottle of vorix on the counter.

      “I wouldn’t betray you,” he rumbled.

      She slid the Covar back into place. “Someone did. Only a handful of people were in on the scheme.”

      She didn’t have to say which scheme. Aksel had helped her out on more than a few, but it was her last one—the one designed to take down Scius, the strongest and cruelest boss on the planet—that had ended with the deaths of dozens of men and women who’d committed themselves to the fight.

      He pushed the vorix toward her. “It wasn’t me.”

      She shrugged like it didn’t matter, like she didn’t care, but betrayals had hammered her world, and those craters didn’t heal easily.

      She reached for the vorix and thumbed the cap on top. When it loosened, frost coated the outside of the glass, chilling the ale inside.

      “You made it off-planet,” Aksel said. “You’d been erased. Not a sign of you left behind. Everyone thinks you’re dead. Why would you come back?”

      She took a casual sip of the vorix. “I need to contact Neilan Tahn.”

      His expression hardened back into that killer-beast look that said get the fuck out of my bar.

      “If you’re suicidal, there are quicker ways to get dead.”

      He spun away and stalked to the other end of the bar to serve the woman seated there. Ash waited, knowing Aksel would make his way back. He always did. This was their old routine, her devising reckless schemes, him trying to talk sense into her. He would refuse to help at first. Then, when he saw she would go through with her plan anyway, he’d pitch in at the last minute, saying somebody had to save her ass.

      She was perfectly capable of saving her own ass, but it never hurt to have a backup plan.

      He straightened a few bottles on the back wall before he returned to her.

      “You hear about the clinic?” he asked.

      She rested her arms on the counter and nodded. He needed time to mull things over. He’d always been the cautious type.

      “I assume that was your doing.” He took out another vorix and triggered the top.

      “Burning it to the ground? No.”

      He shook his head. “You kept it up and running. Kept her alive. Hired the mercs.”

      Ah. That. Yes. She had bought protection for Mira and the clinic. Mira was a doctor sent by UniCorps, an interstellar aid organization that, in Ash’s opinion, was wasting its time and resources on Glory. That hadn’t stopped Mira from doing everything she could to help the dregs of society. It hadn’t stopped her from helping Ash.

      “It would have been razed five years ago if I hadn’t,” she said.

      Aksel studied her. “Mercenaries are expensive. Where did you get that kind of credit?”

      “Here and there.” She took another sip of her drink and looked to the mirror when the front door scraped open. Three men strode in.

      A shot of warm, rain-moistened air followed them through the pub. Their hoods were thrown back, revealing their faces, which made them either brazen or stupid. Wearing hoods reduced the risk of assassination by twenty, maybe thirty percent. Even the lowest of Glory’s dregs knew better than to attack someone they hadn’t ID’d. Mess with the wrong person and the bosses would put credits on your head, and surviving a kill decree was never very easy or very fun.

      A frown crossed the middle man’s face when he spotted her at the bar. She didn’t know him, and he couldn’t know her. She’d been careful to keep her face hidden.

      The trio approached. The two thugs-in-training took up position behind her while the middle man slipped to her left. His face twitched when she didn’t swivel the barstool to look at him.

      “That’s my seat,” he said.

      “Best seat in the house.” Ash toyed with her bottle on the counter, smearing its water ring.

      The man leaned in until his face almost touched the side of her hood. “Do you know who I am?”

      “No,” Ash said, “but I assume you think you’re important.”

      The mirror on the wall practically shook with his fury.

      “Get out of my fucking seat.”

      “Rhoth,” Aksel said, a very obvious warning in his voice. “Find somewhere else to sit.”

      “When I’m here, this seat’s mine.” Spittle went flying.

      “Not today,” Aksel said.

      Rhoth straightened. “Watch yourself, old man.”

      “He’s not that old.” Ash cocked her head. “You’re what? Fifty? Fifty-two years standard?”

      She didn’t think the dreg could sneer any harder. His face twisted into an animalistic rage, and he seized her hood.

      Ash swept his feet out from under him, then slammed his face into the bar. A yank backward on his longcoat sent him crashing into one of his comrades. Ash side-kicked the third thug in the groin. He hit the floor hard and curled into a fetal position.

      So easy, and fighting felt good. She’d stayed in the shadows the past three days, taking inventory of who had died, who had compromised, and who had snaked their way into positions of influence. She’d wanted to slice a knife across the throats of most of the dregs she stalked, but she hadn’t been ready.

      She was ready now.

      Rhoth pushed himself upright, then wiped the back of his hand across his bloodied nose. “You’ll regret that.”

      “She won’t.” Aksel’s voice boomed behind her. She didn’t have to turn to know he had a weapon trained on Rhoth. Two other dregs did as well: Kristio, who’d abandoned his gambling at the back of the room, and another hooded individual who stood near the pub’s entrance.

      “You want them dead?” Aksel asked.

      A flick of her hand and three lives would end. Five years ago, she wouldn’t have hesitated.

      “No,” she said. She’d killed more people than she could count in order to survive Glory. She’d killed even more as a soldier, but she wasn’t serving the Coalition now. This would be cold-blooded murder and she… Well, she wasn’t that person anymore, and these dregs weren’t yet on her kill list.

      Rhoth spit blood to the mud-covered floor.

      “Who are you?” His tone had changed. Not that stupid after all then. He knew Aksel wouldn’t have intervened in ninety-nine percent of the brawls that happened in his pub. That made Ash special.

      Aksel stepped to her side.

      More blood poured over Rhoth’s mouth when his nostrils flared. He studied her with eyes as dark as the muck clinging to his boots. Memorizing her face. She couldn’t blame him. She would have slaughtered him had their positions been reversed.

      Not looking away, he leaned down and pulled one of his dregs to his feet.

      “Keep your hood up,” Rhoth warned. “Next time I see your face, one of us dies.”

      Ash snorted. He honestly thought it would be her.

      Aksel made a discreet hand signal, and Kristio lowered his weapon. Rhoth and his dregs strode toward the door, passing the hooded newcomer who hadn’t yet holstered his Secca Nine.

      “New security?” Ash asked when the door scraped shut.

      “That one is.” Aksel nodded toward Kristio, then shifted his aim to the hooded dreg. “That one isn’t.”

      The newcomer lowered his Secca Nine, then made it disappear beneath his cloak.

      “About fucking time,” the man said.

      Ash let a grin spread across her face. “Chace. Always showing up at the last minute, pretending to save the day.”

      “It’s my specialty.” He pushed back his hood. A new scar marred his roguish smile, cutting from his left cheek to his chin. A ricochet burn most likely, and relatively old. From five years ago? Possibly.

      She moved to clasp Chace’s hand but checked the impulse. Glory natives only touched when they were screwing, stealing, or killing. Clasping hands was a habit she’d developed while she’d been gone.

      Instead of moving toward him, she turned and retook her seat at the bar. It was the signal the rest of the pub’s patrons needed to return to their drinks and their gambling.

      Chace took the seat to her left. “You been dirtside long?”

      “A few days.”

      He humphed, then tabbed the top of the bottle Aksel set on the bar. “And you’re just now coming out of the sewers. Weren’t planning to surface, were you?”

      “I’m here, aren’t I?” she said.

      “You’re here because you can’t find Mira.”

      The accusation was supposed to sting. Instead, it made her loosen her grip on her vorix. Ash hadn’t been sure Mira was still alive.

      “Where is she?” A knot unwound in her gut. When Ash left for the Fighting Corps, she’d paid Chace to watch out for Mira. The bosses, one in particular, would have slaughtered the woman otherwise. The arrangement had worked until last month when Chace sent Ash a message saying the gig was up. The wrong people had learned Ash was alive.

      Coincidentally, that was about the same time the Coalition charged her with treason and froze her accounts.

      Chace took a slow sip of his beer, set the bottle down, then met her gaze.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” he said. “It wasn’t me.”

      She didn’t want it to be him. They’d planned too many schemes together, gotten each other out of too many binds, but only a few people had enough information to betray her. Chace was one of them.

      “You have proof of that?” she asked.

      He didn’t look away. Didn’t blink.

      Ash consciously regulated her breathing and tried to suppress the murderous rage building beneath her skin. It was possible he hadn’t betrayed her. She shouldn’t kill him until she knew for sure.

      “Where is Mira?” she asked again.

      “What are you going to do after you see her?”

      It wasn’t a straightforward question. It was layered with risks and wants and expectations. Chace hadn’t wanted her to leave five years ago. He’d wanted to see their scheme through to the end. It had taken more threats than she cared to remember to convince him it was over.

      “I’m not staying,” she said.

      The pub’s lights blinked, and Ash’s comm-cuff gave two short vibrations: disconnected from all digital signals. Again.

      “I’m definitely not staying,” she muttered.

      Chace clasped his bottle between his palms. “He’s got six of them now.”

      A cold silence settled between them. Dampeners were damn expensive, and all-signal-blocking ones were hard to come by, especially on a low-tech world like Glory. But a decade ago, Scius, the boss of Brightwater, acquired two that he’d dispersed across the precinct. When the dampeners were on, Glory might as well have been a Class D planet, pre-spacefaring and not worth even a flyby first contact. They made it hell to communicate and travel and conduct even the most trivial of everyday transactions. If Scius had six of them now, he could cripple half the continent.

      She shouldn’t be surprised. She shouldn’t feel responsible either.

      “Any idea where he got them?” she asked.

      Aksel slapped a frayed towel over his shoulder. Chace looked at her with a decidedly neutral expression. They both knew the most likely source: Neilan Tahn, the man Ash just happened to be looking for. She’d spent the past two weeks sabotaging the businesses he was a shadow partner in. She’d revealed corruption in some, had broken machinery in others, and she’d been able to identify at least one Glory-based financial account that would soon be investigated by Coalition tax authorities.

      Tahn’s criminal empire stretched across the KU. Glory was only one small portion of it, but like most powerful people, he wouldn’t ignore a blatant attack on his organization for long. He would show up soon.

      Ash took a sip of her vorix.

      “Someone’s been asking about you,” Chace said, steering the topic away from the dangerous businessman. “He’s not being discreet.”

      Damn it, Hauch.

      Ten hours. That’s how long it had been since she’d shaken the soldier off her trail. She’d expected it to take a day, maybe two, before he took up a more aggressive search.

      She should have known better. Hauch was a professional pain in her ass.

      “If you’ve ordered a hit,” she said. “Cancel it.”

      Light winked off Chace’s comm-cuff when he wiggled his wrist in the air.

      Right. The dampeners. He couldn’t call off his people. God, she despised this planet.

      She finished her vorix. Stood. “Where was last contact?”

      “Who is he?”

      “Tell me where, Chace.”

      Amused, he leaned an elbow on the bar. “Tell me who.”

      A deep and potent fury seeped through her veins. She had to fight it. Keep control. If she let too much emotion show, Chace would learn the soldier meant something to her. He’d use that information. Exploit it. No, Hauch could be nothing more than a replaceable asset.

      “He’s my recon. I can’t debrief a corpse.”

      The corner of Chace’s mouth lifted in a grin. “Last known location was the Bottoms.”

      That was closer than she’d expected. Either she’d been sloppy or Hauch had more than a little experience tracking targets on destitute planets.

      “You’re coming with me.”

      “Am I?” he asked smoothly.

      “If you want your people to live, yes.”

      Chace laughed. “It’s good to have you back, Ash.”

      I’m not back.
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      Somewhere under the sludge, two parallel grooves cut a path down the street. They contained the levitation and propulsion coils that sent dart-rail cars through the precinct and across the continent. The dart-rail was the cheapest way to travel on Glory, but it was also the most unreliable, especially in Brightwater. The friction from trash and the ever-present muck slowed the cars down, and here in the Bottoms, they didn’t work at all.

      Chace trudged beside her, his gait unhurried. He thought Hauch was already dead. He didn’t know the soldier though. Hauch was almost as hard to kill as she was.

      The sound of distant gunfire broke through the constant slurp of the sludge sucking at their feet. Ash drew her Covar and cut down a narrow alley. It sloped uphill, and her feet finally came down on dry, cracked concrete instead of mud. Nearing a corner, she slowed, then pushed off her hood and put her back to the wall. A heartbeat later, she peered around the corner.

      Hauch had gotten himself into one hell of an ambush. He was crouched behind a retaining wall at the base of a tiered courtyard just a few meters from two unmoving bodies. Around him, multistoried residential units stabbed at the cloud-covered sky. That’s where Chace’s men had holed up. They fired from behind the building’s broken windows and from one wooden balcony. That balcony stretched alongside the western unit’s facade, and if the man up there made his way across it, he’d be in position to take Hauch down.

      “Call off your dregs,” Ash said.

      Chace checked the charge on his Secca Nine. “I sent two men to kill him. There’s at least five gunmen out there.”

      She peeked around the corner again. Hauch concentrated his fire on the balcony, forcing the dreg stationed there to remain behind a battered cooling unit. Chace was right though. The dregs were shooting at each other almost as much as they shot at Hauch.

      “Any guess who they belong to?” she asked.

      “Devok.” He practically spat the name.

      Tension whooshed out of her chest. Devok. She could handle him. He was colder and more ruthless than Chace, but he was more reckless too.

      “You guys have a falling out?” she asked, scanning the courtyard again, noting the dregs’ positions, the potential exits, the distance between her and Hauch.

      “Who do you think betrayed you?” Chace said.

      “I’m still not convinced it wasn’t you.”

      Did his Secca Nine twitch her way? He’d definitely gone rigid.

      His eyes turned as cold as the southern pole and as lethal and sharp as the razorback sharks that darted between its ice.

      “I kept you dead for five years. I protected Mira for you.”

      “For a profit,” she said.

      The last trace of the relaxed, carefree accomplice disappeared. The survivor—the unrepentant cutthroat—surfaced. That was one of Chace’s assets, the ability to act harmless until he was crossed. Dregs who knew him well knew to watch their backs. Ash had watched hers. She’d kept eyes on him five years ago. It was unlikely he’d betrayed her, but he’d been in the best position to subvert the scheme. And it was oh-so-very coincidental that Scius had discovered she was alive within days of the Coalition cutting off her finances.

      One hundred percent unapologetic, she met his gaze. He could try to take her out now. He could shove her into the line of fire. Or he could do nothing. She’d thrown the cards, let him know he hadn’t earned her trust. Ash knew him and she knew Glory. When things turned tight, every dreg scrambled to protect their own asses.

      “If you thought I did it,” Chace said slowly, “I’d be dead.”

      “You know where Mira is.”

      “You could find her without me.”

      Eventually, yes, but he would save her time and effort.

      “Signal your dregs to stand down. Then cover me.” She turned toward the fight, deliberately presenting Chace with her back as an easy target. A shallow puddle rippled with his blurred reflection. If he lifted his Secca Nine…

      “I’ll pass your tests, Ash,” Chace said. “I always have.”

      We’ll see.

      She holstered her Covar, pulled her hood up, then sprinted across the courtyard.

      Gunfire rang through the air, but none of it sprayed the ground near her. Before the dregs realized someone else was joining the fight, she dove behind the retaining wall.

      Hauch swung his gun toward her.

      She knocked the barrel toward the sky. “Hello, Hauch.”

      “Ash.” The soldier’s sweat-beaded face was a bright, angry shade of red.

      “You looked like you could use some help.”

      “So you put yourself into a compromised position right alongside me? Nice famgin work.”

      He rolled back toward the fight and strafed the balcony.

      “I know one of the dregs,” she said. “I need the gunfire to stop so he can hear me.”

      “I’m not the one doing most of the shooting.”

      “Just give it a pause.”

      Hauch mumbled something in his native language but stopped shooting. The cracks and bangs from the dregs’ weapons slowed. They’d seen her dash across the courtyard. Both sides would be wondering who the hell she was.

      “Devok!” Ash shouted. “Order your dregs to holster their weapons.”

      Devok’s loud laugh came from one of the broken windows in the res-unit to the right. “We’ve got high ground, and who the fuck are you?”

      “Kip Vizen asked that same question right before we stampeded his thrinks.”

      Hauch’s head swiveled toward her, and then he rolled his eyes toward the polluted air above.

      Well, his opinion would have been different if he’d smelled the trail of shit their little red paws made through the estate.

      “That dreg is dead.” Devok’s voice boomed down.

      She drew her Covar and shouted back, “Not the last time I checked.”

      “Stand up.”

      “You going to shoot me?”

      “If he does, he’s dead,” Chace yelled.

      Damn, he’d moved fast. He’d climbed on top of a metal awning to the right and leaned his shoulder against the res-unit’s wall. His Secca Nine pointed toward a broken window. If that’s where Devok was holed up, Chace might have him targeted.

      “Ah, the prince of piss pots arrives,” Devok taunted. “Decided to get your hands dirty?”

      “It’s her,” Chace said. “She’s the only reason I haven’t pulled the trigger.”

      “You haven’t pulled that trigger ’cause you don’t want to get on the wrong kill list.”

      “Is there a right kill list?” Hauch muttered beside Ash.

      “Some are a mark of honor,” Ash said. Then she called out, “I’m going to stand, Devok. Tell your dregs not to shoot.”

      “They’ll hold their fire.” Devok sounded bored.

      “Your friends are nice,” Hauch said, running a hand over his short-cropped hair. Dust and chips of cement rained to the ground.

      “If this goes bad, use me as a distraction and haul ass to the spaceport.” She raised her hands into the air first, then when she didn’t get her fingertips blown off, she straightened.

      Five seconds passed. No one fired a weapon. They just might survive this.

      “You ready to come say hello, Devok?”

      “I’m coming down,” he called back.

      Slowly Ash lowered her arms.

      “You can get up now,” she said to Hauch.

      “I think I’ll wait to see how much you mouth off first.” He brushed more dust from his hair.

      Ash snorted, then watched Chace slide off the awning.

      She slipped her Covar into its holster, a move designed to say Look, I’m harmless.

      A door in the nearest res-unit opened, and a short man with black, tangled hair and a shaggy beard stepped into the street. He took slow, measured steps, his eyes squinting as he studied her.

      “Well, look at you,” Devok said. “You’re back.”

      “Not back. Visiting.”

      “You’re supposed to be dead. Chace dumped your body. We all saw it.”

      “You all saw it,” Chace said as he approached. “But you didn’t all check for a pulse.”

      Devok’s gaze shifted to Chace, then back to her. “You schemed with this bastard? Trusted him over me?”

      “I trusted no one,” she said.

      “Lot of good that did you. Lot of good it did anyone. I should put you back in the grave.”

      “You sorry it didn’t work the first time?” Chace said.

      “I did my job. She didn’t see it through.” Angry eyes turned on her. “You killed half my dregs.”

      “Half your dregs shouldn’t have been involved,” she said smoothly. “And I’m loving this little reunion, but I’d like to get off the street.”

      She held out her hand to Hauch, fingers together, thumb held out. He gave her a disgusted look, then stood without help. He’d caught her warning signal, though, and kept his hand near his gun.

      “Yeah,” Chace said. “We should go.”

      “He’ll get you killed.” Devok’s voice turned into a gravelly murmur.

      Chace kept his gun pointed toward the ground. Barely. “Worried about her all of a sudden?”

      Devok let out a bark of a laugh. “This is about you, not her. Your petty ploys are starting to make sense.”

      Ash raised her eyebrow at that.

      Chace didn’t respond. Very deliberately, he turned his back on Devok and started back up the street.

      It was a test. She knew it the instant Devok’s gaze shifted from Chace’s back to her face. He assessed. He studied. He drew his weapon. She had exactly one second to choose who would live.

      She fired first, a head shot that dropped Devok to the ground. Then Hauch fired. Then Chace. Then the dregs in the res-units who’d just lost their leader. More than a dozen bullets split the air in less than a dozen seconds. Then the sound of silence slipped back over the street.

      Chace met her gaze. “Guess you trust me a little.”

      “Walk,” she ordered.
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        * * *

      

      As the sun lost altitude behind the horizon, Chace led the way out of the decaying city and into what had once been a sparse strip of forest. It was overgrown now, thick with thorned vines and nearly impassable brush. Chace cut a trail through its thinnest section, and when they emerged on the other side, the sharp, metal shelters of Salvage reflected the last of the sun’s dying rays.

      Old trams and outdated sub-atmo flyers were the mansions of Salvage. The rest of the shelters were hammered-together pieces of metal dragged from the breaking yards. Those yards kept Glory on capsule itineraries. The Coalition’s member planets sent their defunct satellites, science stations, and obsolete spaceships to poison the waters in this far corner of the KU. With a famished, beaten-down population, Glory drank in the contamination.

      Hauch made a noise.

      Ash glanced at him, eyebrows raised.

      “You grew up here,” he said.

      “It fits me, doesn’t it?”

      “Cold and sharp-edged. It does.”

      Accurate description. The closely spaced shelters might as well have been sharpened daggers. Fall or trip, and you’d get cut. Cuts led to infections, infections led to death or to the bosses, who controlled both legal and illegal drugs. Here, that was Scius. If you were lucky, he would send you to the local contingent of Seekers or to Mira. But if you were unlucky—if you were on his shit list—he’d watch you sicken and die. He had a fascination with it, that last breath and beat of a heart, the stillness that followed.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” Hauch said, alert as he maneuvered through the ramshackle city of metal.

      “What? You never get homesick?” She kept her tone light. She knew what Hauch was really saying, that it was irresponsible to come to a world like Glory where her life was at risk. She was the Coalition’s telepath detector, its link to a threat that could unravel the interplanetary government and turn allies into enemies.

      “You let me track you for three days,” he said. “Then you disappeared. What’s your objective?”

      “It’s the same as yours. Preserve and protect the Coalition.”

      “And you’re choosing to do that here?”

      “Always so judgmental.” She nudged him with her shoulder. “Sorry you were stuck with the babysitting duty. Next time try not to get blown up.”

      His return nudge nearly sent her into the edge of a lean-to. Of course this wasn’t his choice of assignments. He wanted to be on Javery with the rest of Trident Team.

      The thought of the planet made her itch to check her com-cuff. It wouldn’t give her an update on the Sariceans’ blockade though. That would come with the next capsule. It was scheduled for tomorrow, but capsules to Glory tended to be delayed or canceled altogether. It could be weeks before she heard anything about Javery.

      Weeks before she learned anything about Rip.

      Worry wrenched through her stomach, making her feel as starved as the children who watched them. She shouldn’t have left Rip. She might be banned from the planet, but she could have found a way to Javery’s surface. She could have avoided authorities and protected her fail—

      No.

      Breathe.

      Focus.

      Rip didn’t need protection. He was there as a liaison between the Coalition and Javery, and if the Sariceans tried anything, the triumvirate would call in the Fleet and Fighting Corps to help.

      “You okay?” Hauch asked.

      Shoving away her worries, she nodded toward the bloodstained bandage wrapped around Hauch’s bicep. “How’s the arm?”

      “You’re changing the subject.”

      “Am I not allowed to be concerned about my favorite teammate?”

      “I should drag you straight to the spaceport,” he grumbled.

      “But we’re already here.”

      Chace had thrown back his hood beside a broken door to a half-buried freighter. Sawed-off wings of sub-atmo flyers stabbed into the ground on either side of it, creating slivers of black shadows.

      “Who are the dregs?” a voice said from the slash of dark to the right of the door.

      “They’re with me,” Chace answered.

      “Not what I asked.” Cloth rustled as the man shifted, undoubtedly bringing a weapon to bear on one of them.

      “I have business with Mira,” Ash said. “We’ll be in and out in minutes.”

      “I don’t know who you’re talking about.”

      “Then perhaps I can make an introduction.” Or she could make his guts mingle with the shadows.

      “You want access, you pay,” the man said. In her peripheral vision, shapes peeled away from other shelters. Tattered longcoats dragged across the ground. Some twisted around small feet. Others reached to the knobby knees of boys and girls made skinny by recent growth spurts. They stalked across the muddy ground, their jaws set, their eyes filled with hunger and malice.

      Hauch cursed.

      “Intimidated?” Ash said.

      “They’re kids.”

      “Cheap, disposable labor.” Her gaze swept across the nearest trio, two boys and a girl with a little more meat on their bones than the others.

      “Abban,” Chace said. The doorkeeper leaned forward, and a faint moonlight oozed across a nose broken at least as many times as his missing and chipped teeth. “You’re losing out on your second payment.”

      “Access costs more creds than you can shit out. Each of you pays or you get the fuck out of my yard.”

      Ash kept her eyes on the trio. The taller boy and the girl were in charge. She saw it in the way the other kids’ gazes darted to them then away. The third kid stayed slightly behind the duo, his gaze shifting between Ash and the boy and girl in a quiet, measured way.

      Ash focused on the tall kid in front. “Abban didn’t tell you who he’s hiding. He didn’t tell you what she’s worth.”

      Abban chuckled.

      “We’ve got an understanding,” the kid said with a sneer. “Goes beyond what you think you know.”

      “Sure. Of course he wouldn’t exploit you. As long as you and your gang are good with being used, might as well take things safe and easy.”

      The kid drew a knife.

      She raised an eyebrow. “You realize I have a gun, don’t you?”

      “I’m quick and I’ve got good aim.” The kid lifted the blade, threatening to throw it.

      Chace let out a snort, crossed his arms, then leaned against the half-buried freighter like a man waiting for a bot to perform.

      Same old Chace, letting her manipulate the situation.

      “Might want to approve killing me with your keeper first,” she said.

      That got a squint from the tall kid. Got one from the quiet one standing behind him too.

      “We don’t need no one’s approval,” the girl said. She was cold and curvy, with big brown eyes she could turn soft and innocent in an instant.

      “Kill them,” Abban ordered.

      “He has a gun too,” Ash said to the knife-wielding kid. In other words, the boy was nothing more than a dreg doing Abban’s dirty work.

      The girl’s lip curled. She understood the message. She didn’t like it. The quiet kid didn’t either, and when he met Ash’s gaze, his eyes didn’t narrow. They blinked once, decision made.

      He shoved the girl hard.

      Ash drew and fired the same second Abban did, but she’d accounted for the girl stumbling forward. The dreg hadn’t. His bullet blew through the girl’s cheek while Ash’s exploded into his chest.

      Blood splattered across Knife-Boy’s face. He made the mistake of looking toward Abban and the girl. Ash lunged forward, intending to disarm him.

      The quiet kid slipped a knife between Knife-Boy’s ribs first. Then he focused behind Ash.

      She spun. The kids were distracted by Knife-Boy’s scream and the hole through the girl’s face. When one of them did draw a knife, Ash was close enough to knock it from his hand.

      Hauch did the same to two kids near him, but Chace drew his Secca Nine.

      “Don’t!” Ash yelled.

      Hauch spotted Chace and swung a kick into his wrist.

      The Secca fired, its trajectory too high to hit anyone.

      Fury flashed over Chace’s face. He aimed the gun at Hauch the same instant Hauch aimed his.

      “Stand down,” Ash ordered.

      Neither man moved.

      “What the hell, Ash?” Chace demanded.

      “Stand the fuck down.”

      “They’ve seen our faces. They’ll stab us in the back.”

      “Lower your gun, Chace.”

      “You got the distraction you wanted.”

      “They’re kids,” Hauch spit out. He looked ready to pull the trigger. He didn’t because he was a soldier, part of an elite team that had sworn to preserve and protect the Coalition.

      Like Ash had sworn to preserve and protect it. She’d wanted Abban dead, not Knife-Boy and the girl. Abban had been the one preventing their entry, and he was the kind of asshole who took advantage of starving kids.

      Knife-Boy had dropped to his knees. He was crying and cursing. On the ground beside him, the girl lay unconscious. Her chest still rose and fell. If Ash did nothing, both kids would die.

      The old Ash wouldn’t have cared. She wouldn’t have told Chace to stop. She wouldn’t have even thought about helping either kid.

      “Hauch,” Ash said. “Grab the boy.”

      He trusted her judgment, lowering his weapon before Chace lowered his.

      Ash picked the girl up, then turned to the quiet, opportunistic kid who wiped his bloodied knife off on his sleeve.

      “Get the others back to the shadows,” Ash said. “Choose sentries and runners. I want to know the second anyone approaches this door.”

      “You the mogul now?” he asked, raising his chin in defiance. At least he had the brains not to brandish that knife of his again.

      “You’re the new mogul,” Ash said. “Make sure you stay it.”

      With the girl slung over her shoulder, she turned toward the freighter’s door.

      Chace blocked her path.

      “You were taking us to Mira,” she reminded him, her voice hard.

      Slowly he holstered his Secca Nine, and that deceptively relaxed expression returned to his face. She saw behind it, though, saw the way his eyes narrowed in a silent observation that said, You’ve changed, then he pushed open the door and swung his arm in an exaggerated After you.

      She plastered on a cool, uncaring facade, then stepped onto the slanted freighter floor.
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      The dead freighter was sepris-class, decommissioned over a century ago and delivered to Glory by a drug-hazed pilot who couldn’t program a preprogrammed descent. It slammed into the continent’s shoreline, creating a tsunami that decimated coastal cities and wiped out the slum that predated Salvage. When the waters receded, the freighter had ended up here, either pushed by the catastrophic flooding or dragged by the dregs who took up residence inside.

      Chace didn’t offer directions. Ash didn’t need them. Even though the freighter had been stripped down to a metal husk, Mira would be holed up in what had been the infirmary. During her two years of training on Caruth, Ash had memorized the layouts of nearly every ship in Coalition space and most of those outside it as well. She could have found her way through the sepris-class ship even if it was dead in the black of space.

      Ash shifted the girl on her shoulder. She was unconscious, her head lolling as Ash carried her through the slanted central corridor. She fought the urge to set her down. The freighter was surprisingly crowded, and the girl’s body kept one of Ash’s hands occupied and blocked a portion of her vision to the right.

      Foolish. She could practically hear Chace muttering the word behind her. He wouldn’t be wrong.

      She took a left turn, encountered even more people. Abban couldn’t have been blocking access to the freighter for long, not with the number of dregs curled up against the bulkheads or watching from the doorless rooms they passed. Most of them were young, probably no older than the two injured kids she and Hauch carried.

      She snorted. Chace might be muttering the word foolish in his head, but it wouldn’t be directed only at Ash. He wouldn’t have considered a location with this many people secure. Mira was responsible for this. She’d probably sent out a communication inviting every sick kid in the precinct to visit the dead freighter.

      The infirmary sat near the heart of the ship. A line of dirty, snot-nosed children stood outside it. They turned when Ash approached, and most backed out of the way. The few who stood their ground squared their shoulders.

      Ash didn’t slow. She darted forward, grabbed the shirt of a boy who insolently stood in her way, and slung him into the kid behind him. Both went down, taking a third kid with them, and the path to the infirmary cleared, no bloodshed required.

      “Mira,” she called out as soon as she stepped into the room.

      Mira stood with her back to the doorway and removed an injector from the only clean spot on a little girl’s skinny arm. Then she looked over her shoulder and spotted Ash.

      A series of emotions crashed through her gaze: recognition, relief, anger, and something else that didn’t last long enough to identify.

      “You’re back—” Her gaze twitched to the girl Ash carried. “What did you do?”

      Ash dropped her unconscious load on top of the sleep-slab almost before the little girl hopped off.

      “Here.” Mira shoved a ration bar into the girl’s hand. “Come back if you feel any dizziness or stomach pain.”

      “Got another one for you to fix too,” Ash said, nodding toward Hauch.

      Mira looked away from the unconscious girl’s mangled face.

      “Where do you want him?” the soldier asked.

      Mira speared Ash with a glare before she ripped open a square pouch and unfolded an emergency blanket.

      “Lay him there,” she said, setting the blanket on the ground. Then she turned back to the girl and inspected her face.

      “The bullet passed through. Keep her on her side. Put these in her mouth.” She handed Ash clotting cloth. “If she struggles to breathe, let me know.”

      Mira grabbed her med-sac, then knelt beside the moaning boy. The girl looked worse off, but with a side wound like his, complications could be sudden and deadly.

      “You have medical training?” Mira asked Hauch.

      “Combat medicine. What do you need?”

      “Clean hands and someone who won’t screw up the tool settings.” She nodded toward a half-full jug of water.

      Ash turned her attention back to the girl, placed a hand on her arm to hold her in place while she stuffed the clot cloth into her mouth, and pushed it up against her cheeks and broken teeth. The bullet had passed cleanly through the right side of her face, but it shattered her upper left jaw.

      “Out,” Chace ordered. A few kids were still in the room. Others were edging in from the corridor to get a view of the action. After a few more barked words from Chace, they scattered.

      After the room emptied, he moved to the other side of the med-table.

      “More than a dozen people saw what you did.”

      They saw her save the kids. Or try to anyway. The girl’s breathing was beginning to sound wet. She needed a functional med-bay or surgery center, not a stripped-out infirmary equipped only with a med-sac and tools hastily scavenged from a UniCorps clinic.

      This was a fucking mess.

      “At least one will report to Scius,” Chace added.

      “I’m not worried about him.”

      “You should be. He knows you’re dirtside now. He’ll test you—”

      “He’s not a problem.”

      “Then why are you avoiding him?”

      “He’s not part of my plan.”

      A grin stretched across Chace’s face, making him look easygoing and innocent. “So you are here to scheme.”

      She kept her jaw squeezed shut. Chace wasn’t thinking past his own self-interest and survival. For most of her life, Ash hadn’t either. It was when she started taking gambles—when she started connecting with other people, letting them get close—that she had changed.

      Most of those gambles now languished in graves.

      Her head pounded. It felt like some trapped version of herself was trying to escape. She almost wanted to set it free. It would be a relief to return to the cold, calculating woman she had been, to lose the images that plagued her dreams and to erase that never-quite-forgotten ache that encircled her heart.

      But if she lost the hurt, she’d lose the person she’d become.

      And she’d lose the man who made her want to be more than a cutthroat dreg.

      Rykus was out there, working to save his home world and the Coalition they’d both taken oaths to preserve and protect. He’d fought for others his entire life. Ash hadn’t fought for anyone for half of hers. She hadn’t even considered it, not until those last few months on Glory.

      She changed the girl’s clot cloth. She could fight for this kid.
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      The girl survived the night. The boy didn’t. The blade had sliced his liver, and Mira didn’t have the drugs or tools needed to fix it. When his heart stopped beating and Mira turned her attention to the girl, the clot cloth had finally done its job. The bleeding slowed. Coupled with the medical vac Ash had found, the girl’s lungs remained mostly liquid-free.

      When Mira confirmed she was stabilized, Ash leaned against the wall, staying out of the way while the aid worker tended to Hauch’s arm. It was a straightforward injury but worse than he’d let on. The strap he’d tightened above the wound hadn’t been a good enough tourniquet.

      Ash drew in a breath, let it out, and willed away the guilt and exhaustion that had settled on her shoulders. She hadn’t shoved the girl or slid the blade between the boy’s ribs, but she was responsible. She’d known what to say and how to act to trigger the quiet kid to take action. That was one of her talents, reading a person to see exactly how to set them in motion.

      After a while, Chace disappeared somewhere. When he returned, he handed her a vorix. She didn’t open it. She held the warm bottle between her hands and watched as Mira finished wrapping Hauch’s arm.

      “Hydrate and rest,” Mira said. “Think you can handle that?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Hauch gave her a grin that did not at all make him look like he had a history of ignoring doctors’ orders.

      Mira’s narrowed eyes said she didn’t buy it, but she stood from her chair and crossed the room to Ash.

      “I wasn’t sure you’d come back,” Mira said.

      Ash pushed away from the wall. “You told me not to.”

      “So you finally learned how to follow orders.” Mira’s attempt at a smile didn’t brighten her face. Dark circles swooped beneath eyes Ash had once called naive. They weren’t naive anymore. Mira’s usual poise and polish was gone, crushed by Glory’s unending corruption and despair.

      Ash lifted a shoulder. “I follow a few. You shouldn’t be here. UniCorps should have reassigned you.” The aid organization never should have sent Mira to Glory to begin with.

      “I’m not leaving.” Mira took Ash’s unopened vorix, triggered the top, and drank a third of the bottle.

      Chace folded his arms, gave Ash an I-told-you-so look, and waited for her response.

      “You’ve made Scius’s kill list,” Ash said.

      “Half the planet’s on his list. It’s fine.”

      “He razed your clinic.”

      “He thinks I’m dead.”

      “He thought I was dead too,” Ash said, trying not to raise her voice. “All he has to do is put pressure on the right person or make the right offer, and they’ll tell him where you are. He’ll make you pay for saving my life.”

      Mira sipped at the bottle. “Someone should take care of him.”

      Ash’s brow furrowed. Was Mira actually telling her to kill Scius? Never mind that he’d solidified his power, Mira was a peacemaker, an agent of UniCorps. She had never before advocated for anything remotely resembling violence.

      “You’re getting on the next capsule,” Ash said.

      Mira crossed her arms. “I have a shipment arriving on the next capsule.”

      “Let the Seekers have it.”

      She gave Ash a look that clearly said no, then turned to the sleep-slab and looked down at the girl.

      Ash suppressed a sigh. The Seekers of the One God was one of the most dominant religions in the Known Universe. Its followers searched the star systems for the Holy Planet, a world supposedly touched by God. A group had set up a House on Glory about a decade ago. They provided food and prayer to the poor, which was everyone on the planet except for the corrupt-as-hell oligarchy and the precinct bosses, and that was why Mira didn’t like them—they let the planet’s few rich and powerful leaders dictate who needed their help the most.

      “She’ll die if I don’t take care of her,” Mira said.

      “Take her with you then.”

      “How do you expect me to find the credits to pay off ’port security? I don’t even have enough to bribe them for my own passage.” Mira picked up a tool from the shelf beneath the sleep-slab, then swiped it across the girl’s forehead. “We shouldn’t have to deal with the bosses.”

      It couldn’t be helped. The oligarchy formed Glory’s government, but the bosses were the people who truly ran the world. No one set foot inside a spaceport unless one of them approved it. And if a ship tried to land elsewhere without permission? It met the ground in an inconvenient number of pieces.

      Mira retrieved an injector from her bag, slipped in a cartridge, then calibrated it to the right mix of chemicals. She looked tired, like the planet had whittled away at her soul. Ash had told her that would happen. She’d told her to take her medicine to a world that would be grateful for it, but Mira wouldn’t listen. She’d chosen to come to Glory, deciding that its people needed the most help out of all the Coalition’s member planets.

      “Mira,” Ash said. “You know what Scius will do. He won’t kill you quickly. He won’t just hurt you. He’ll destroy you. Everything you’ve done, every kid you’ve helped… He’ll tear them down like he tore down the clinic.”

      “He’s a monster,” Mira said.

      “Yes, and you’ll save lives when you leave.” Ash was playing dirty, but she didn’t care. This planet didn’t deserve her.

      Mira finished her drink, then wiped the back of her hand across her mouth. “How have you been?”

      “Surviving.”

      Mira’s gaze darted toward Chace, then back. She lowered her voice. “You’ve been trained?” It was a quiet, careful question.

      “Yes.” She kept the answer short and sharp. Chace didn’t know she was an anomaly. Mira did. She’d suspected it enough to test Ash’s DNA on one of her trips to the clinic, and when Ash’s last scheme had gone to hell, Mira had suggested she enlist in the Fighting Corps and join the anomaly program.

      “I’m sorry,” Mira said. “I didn’t know.”

      She was talking about the loyalty training. No one else had known about it either. The new requirement wasn’t officially announced until Ash was halfway to Caruth. She and the other anomalies who’d signed up for the program were given a choice to proceed or back out. Half had walked away. Most of the rest dropped out during the hell of physical training. The instructors of Caruth cleared very few anomalies for the boosters and brainwashing.

      “The Fighting Corps has been good for me,” Ash said. She actually missed those days on Caruth. They’d been hard but straightforward, and she’d spent a good amount of time getting under Rip’s skin. That had been fun. Still was.

      “I’m glad.” Some of the tension around Mira’s eyes eased. It returned when she looked past Ash to the sheet-covered body on the floor. “His name was Harrion. Hers is Nyla.”

      Of course Mira would learn their names.

      “They were blocking access to you.”

      Mira’s expression hardened. “So you shot her and killed him?”

      “If I’d done it, they’d both be dead.”

      “Neither had holes in them before you arrived.”

      The words hurt because they were true, but a little of the old, callous Ash resurfaced. “Life spans on Glory are short. I told you that the day you opened the clinic.”

      “They don’t have to be,” Mira said.

      One person can’t make a difference. She almost voiced those words. They came from the old Ash too, but they’d been erased by months of brutal exercises and by long marathons of studying interstellar history. A soldier could change the outcome of a battle. Mira could change the quality of lives.

      “It’s time to make a difference somewhere else,” Ash said.

      Mira’s mouth flattened. “You’ve changed.”

      “Yes.” Ash gave her a small smile. “Another thing you’re responsible for. Get some sleep. We’ll get you to the capsule first thing in the morning.”

      Ash refused to feel guilty for the way Mira’s shoulders sagged in defeat.
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      “Hey.”

      Ash’s eyes snapped open at the whisper. Her hand shot to her Covar and her gaze shot to the doorway.

      The kid who’d killed Harrion approached her thin mattress.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “Mira left.”

      She took her finger off the trigger and sat up. “With who?”

      “She was alone.”

      “You have her followed?” She secured her hair with a band, then stood. On his mattress against the opposite wall, Hauch reached for his boots. They were in a stripped-out generator closet that hadn’t lost the smell of soldered curuk and oil.

      “I did,” the kid said.

      “You had her followed, or you did the following?”

      “Me. I followed her,” he said, all but thumping his chest. “She’s headed to the spaceport.”

      Damn it, Mira.

      Ash crammed her feet into her boots. “How long has she been gone?”

      “Couple of hours.”

      She wanted to shake the kid. “Next time you recon, you get a message to me immediately. Understood?”

      “You’re lucky I didn’t go to Scius.”

      Ash’s hand tightened at her side. She could almost feel the textured grip of her combat knife against her palm. A clear image popped into her head: her shoving the blade between the kid’s ribs like he’d shoved his between Harrion’s. She could do it before he lost that overconfident gleam in his eyes.

      But she wouldn’t, and he was observant enough to know it. He’d seen her help Harrion
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