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Chapter One

Steering The Course

 

 

 

 

Three days, five hours, twenty-eight minutes.

That was how long Jasper had until she’d be escorted to her execution.

It had been just over two months since her sentencing. The Earth date was December 3rd, and she couldn’t care less what the Kronos date was. At the moment, all she cared about was the narrow window of time today that she had to speak to Dr. Charon Steer. 

Dr. Steer was kept near the north edge of the prison, a considerable distance from the center where Jasper’s cell was. But they weren’t always so far apart. Jasper had glimpsed him occasionally leaving the dining hall while she was being escorted in for her work shift. After all, why hire employees to come work in a prison full of dangerous criminals when you could make the prisoners do all the work instead? The lucky ones were even paid a fraction of a jano a day. That was sure to get them far if they were ever released.

Jasper spent her first few weeks at the Shark Tank hoping to be put on a shift with the scientist, but of course, she wasn’t that lucky. She did finally manage to get her hands on a copy of the work schedule, at which point she realized the next few weeks didn’t look so good either. Steer was mostly given work in the medical wing, given his skillset. That forced Jasper to come up with a Plan B.

Today, Steer would be in the infirmary while she was in the kitchen. 

Before the guards came to fetch her for her shift, Jasper practiced her breathing. A mental timer clicked on as she finished sucking in a deep breath, and she was briefly grateful that she’d been kept solo in her cell since her sentencing. No nosy cellmate to ask what she was holding her breath for. Or to steal one of the few flimsy hair ties she was allowed to have, like the woman she’d been paired with before her sentencing had.

Five minutes, thirty-two seconds. New record, and longer than she theoretically needed, even once her plan was actually in motion and she wasn’t simply sitting cross-legged in a quiet cell. Assuming her estimates weren’t too far off, that was. An anxious part of her insisted it still wouldn’t be enough, but there wasn’t really anything she could do at this point but hope.

The door at the end of the hall clanged open, and the sound of footsteps followed. No matter how quickly Jasper jumped to her feet, how quietly she waited by the door, perfectly still, hands in the air to show she was unarmed, the guards were always a little rougher than necessary as they yanked her out of the cell. Today was no different.

“Hey guys,” Jasper said as they began the journey down the hall. “How’s the family?”

“The closer we get to your execution date, the more annoying you get,” the guard at her right grumbled. His grip on her arm tightened, wrinkling the bright red material of Jasper’s prison jumpsuit. The material was reflective, making it easy to spot any prisoners who made it outside of the prison with searchlights. Not that anyone ever made it outside the prison.

Jasper restrained a grimace of pain. “Thanks.” 

While they walked, she scanned the neighboring halls with her x-ray vision. She did it every day, everywhere she went, and had long past memorized the sections of the prison that mattered. She scanned again anyway, burning every last detail into her memory, ensuring nothing had changed.

Her various vision modes and advanced computing abilities were all she really had at the moment. A network shield over the prison prevented any communications that weren’t sent through the prison’s specially coded channel from going in or out. Even with her cybernetic components, Jasper had no way of sending messages or accessing the net. Same went for anyone who somehow managed to sneak in a smartsphere or similar device.

On top of that, any files stored in Jasper’s memory card had been wiped with a magnetic pulse on her way in, just as Starr had done when she’d tried to take video evidence of his involvement with the child-abducting bounty hunters. But she’d known this was likely to happen, and she’d known about the network shield. She’d planned around it. Planned as much as she could. And for the things she couldn’t plan, she’d come up with a dozen different ways to handle every possible scenario. At least, she hoped she’d thought of every possible scenario.

It the prison kitchen, Jasper was left in front of a pile of mushy root vegetables and instructed to chop them up and toss them in boiling water. Perfect. Plenty of opportunities here for an unfortunate accident that would send her to the infirmary. She certainly wasn’t looking forward to more pain, but it was time to get this nightmare over with.

Once the guards were no longer hovering over her, Jasper lifted her left arm—not wanting to risk damaging any of the cybernetic components in her right, though they’d probably be fine—and plunged it into the boiling water.

Oh, fu—

Jasper yelped in pain and yanked her arm back out, drawing attention from other prisoners and the closest guards.

“I splashed boiling water on myself,” Jasper informed them plainly.

“How the hell did you manage that?” one of the guards demanded as he stormed toward her. He grabbed her arm and examined the nasty burn overtaking her skin. Then, with a sigh, he said, “I’ll take her to the infirmary. But she’s a level five. I’ll need seven to come with me.”

Jasper was admittedly still smug about being assigned the highest danger level in the Shark Tank’s prisoner ranking system. More smug than she should have been, given how much harder it made it to get things done. Her status came with constant supervision from multiple guards and a pulser patch on the back of her neck that, if triggered, could make her fall unconscious at a moment’s notice.

A second guard nodded. “Who do you want?” he asked.

“We’ve got enough extra perimeter guards,” the first answered. “Grab some of them.”

Jasper’s nails dug into the unburned part of her forearm as the guards led her out of the kitchen, hoping to distract herself from the intense pain farther down. You’ve felt worse. You’ve felt worse. You’ve felt worse.

Her eyes were scanning the infirmary the moment she entered. Dr. Steer was one of a very few prisoners authorized to give first aid to others, and he was the only person scheduled in here right now. He’d have to be the one to treat her.

“Steer,” the lead guard said as he dragged Jasper forward, causing her to stumble. “Where are you?”

A man emerged from a doorway leading to rooms for prisoners who required a longer stay in the medical wing. He had the vibrant red skin of an East Kronosian, completely black eyes, and long white hair pulled up in a simple bun, and he was accompanied by guards of his own. Only two. Unlike Jasper, the man was hardly a threat to anyone, locked up in here for being a spy rather than any acts of violence or spectacular mayhem. 

“Treat her burns,” one of Jasper’s other guards ordered. “Quickly, please. We’d like her to get back to work.”

Jasper rolled her eyes as she was shoved in the direction of a cold metal bench. She settled onto it while Steer retrieved a small bag from a nearby shelf.

“Well, if it isn’t the infamous Van Terra,” Steer said as he opened the bag. “Did someone attack you?”

“Nah, I’m just clumsy sometimes.” Jasper’s gaze darted to the guards. They were chatting amongst themselves nearby, and while they threw frequent glances her way, they didn’t seem too concerned with whatever words she and Steer were exchanging.

So, voice lowering, she said to Steer, “I need your help.”

Steer frowned as he pulled a tube of medication out of the bag. “Beyond what I’m doing right now?”

“You worked at Sky Labs.”

Steer’s hands froze for a moment. Then, he uncapped the tube. “I did.”

“They put a serum in me and it’s killing me.” Jasper swallowed. “I found a man named Dr. Androm who worked there, too. He gave me his files hoping I could find someone who can tell me what to do. It seems you’re the only option I have, short of a Ouija board.”

If Steer didn’t know what a Ouija board was, he didn’t say so. He took Jasper’s wrist, sending fresh pain dancing across her nerves, and squeezed a neon yellow ointment onto her burned skin. “Do you remember the exact serum you got?” he asked.

“Version beta-three, according to Androm,” Jasper told him.

Steer nodded. “We were able to develop a counteragent for that one. It’s called ThetaEight. The subjects we tested it on all had good results.”

“Ah, well, I guess I escaped the lab before they got around to that.” Jasper grimaced as Steer began rubbing the ointment in. There was an odd combination of intensifying pain from the pressure on her burn and a cooling rush that didn’t entirely counteract it. Like chewing on jalapenos and mints at the same time. 

“All formulas developed at Sky Labs are kept in storage after testing,” Steer continued. He pulled away from Jasper and returned his attention to the first aid bag, where he began digging around for something else. “At least a little bit of everything is kept on hand at all times, so if you can get in there, you don’t have to worry about recreating it. It will be ready to go. Administration instructions should be there, too.”

“Oh, finally. A little bit of convenience.” Jasper flexed her hand, watching the neon sheen from the ointment reflect the overhead lights.

“Besides the part where you have to break into Sky Labs.” Steer glanced over at her. “And get out of here.”

Right.

Steer continued. “I was arrested before I got to verify any long-term effects of the counteragent, but they should have that data now, and we’d developed similar formulas in the past. It’s pretty straightforward to make a counter to the types of serums we were giving test subjects. Thankfully.” His expression darkened, though his hands kept moving through the bag. “I expect that once you take it, the ongoing processes caused by the original serum—like the cellular regeneration that keeps you from aging—would cease immediately.”

Jasper nodded. Dr. Androm had told her the same thing on Reo. Her body would pick up aging right where it had left off.

Steer lifted a roll of bandages from the bag. “That also means your advanced healing would drop off quite a bit. But the serum’s already made some permanent changes to your physiology. Those won’t be so easily undone.”

“I’ll still have super strength?” Jasper asked, perking up slightly.

“A little. Some of that will diminish more over time, but it’ll be gradual.” He paused. “You won’t be what you were, but you won’t be entirely human, either. Plus, you’ll still have your cybernetics, of course.”

“But I’ll age? And I won’t be dying?”

“Correct.”

That was all that mattered. 

While Steer set to work bandaging her arm, Jasper asked her next question as quietly as she could manage. The two of them were getting more frequent glances from the guards, who seemed to be getting impatient. “So, you were with Earthguard. I don’t suppose you know if they’ve made any progress dealing with Starr recently?”

Steer shook his head. “I have no way of contacting them, nor them me. Not without risking valuable information falling into the government’s hands. I have no idea what their status is.” His eyes lifted to briefly meet hers. “You know of them. It sounds like you’ve met some?”

“I think just Dr. Androm, personally, though he didn’t seem long for this world. Another agent rescued my…friend from Starr, but she was killed in the process. Her name was Kara Callisto.”

Steer shrugged. “Androm’s name does sound familiar. He might have been brought into the labs shortly before I was arrested. Not sure about Callisto, though. But agents only tend to know the names of people on the same mission as them.”

“Any idea how I could find other agents?” Jasper asked.

Steer shook his head. “Good luck. Contacting them is impossible if you’re not up to date on the secret codes and drop locations. I honestly think your best bet would be to somehow get recruited.”

Jasper huffed. She had no interest in working for Earthguard. She just wanted to know if they had any strategy whatsoever, or if they were shooting in the dark with their attempts at stopping the abductions and experiments.

“You’ve spent a long time on death row, for the Shark Tank,” Steer noted with a raised eyebrow. He tore the wrapping around Jasper’s arm off from the rest of the bandage roll and fixed it in place. “I think the record before you was three pentasols.”

Jasper shrugged as she pulled her arm back to examine it. “I’m high-profile. From what I’ve heard, Starr’s really hyping the execution up.” She only hoped that the team was…managing as well as they could, emotionally speaking. 

“Hey, what’s taking so long?” one of the guards finally asked. He took a few steps toward the two. “Weren’t you just supposed to give her ointment and wrap it up?”

“Sorry. The ointment needed a little time to set before I could put the wrap on.” Steer rose to his feet. “She’s ready to go.”

Jasper followed his lead, suddenly aware of the dull ache lingering in her arm. “Thanks, doc.”

“Try not to get hurt again.”

Jasper waved her good hand dismissively as she walked toward the waiting guards. “Sure thing.”

Unfortunately, sometimes getting hurt was part of the plan.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

Grim Outlook

 

 

 

 

The crumpled remains of Grim Machine’s body had long stopped smoking under the jungle rain. Most of his lights had gone out. Most of his software had crashed. But a periodic chirp—accompanied by a pulsing blue glow—signaled that some part of his system was still running, still fighting, even so many pentasols after Van Terra’s attack. Still, it was all the robot could do to perceive the darkening jungle around him. Movement was impossible, and so was sending a signal for help.

Tonight’s rain shower faded not long after it had started. The only thing coming down from the sky after that was the glow of the full moon Radia. Countless stars dusted the black around it, illuminating countless unknown worlds that the robot would likely never see. But somewhere among those stars was the home of his creator.

Amidst the chorus of jungle animals, the chirping and croaking and buzzing, a mechanical sound arose. Clanking metal, beeping and clicking, robots muttering strange curses to each other as they traversed the dense landscape.

Blinking lights, this is a terrible place.

Zap this entire operation.

Grim needs us. But all my drives, why did it have to be a jungle? 

A second, sharper beam of light dropped down from the sky, originating much closer to the planet’s surface than the moon. It swept back and forth over the jungle, keeping pace just ahead of the robot search party.

Eventually, the searchlight landed on the pile of Grim Machine.

“There he is,” a familiar voice boomed from within the light’s source, a hovering silver-white crescent-shaped spacecraft. The craft was one of the fleet’s smaller ships, with only the space of a small apartment on the inside. “Have a nice nap, Grim?”

The grimbots flew into a frenzy as soon as they were within reach of Grim Machine, tearing off their own components and swapping them in for Grim Machine’s broken ones. Two bots kept themselves whole, stepping in to make repairs when the rest could no longer function using parts they could no longer move themselves.

Finally, Grim Machine could speak again. “Meg,” he grunted.

Meg clicked her tongue over the speaker. “Poor thing, out here all alone. I hope you know we sent bots out to search for you as soon as we lost contact with you. I wasn’t able to get a cruiser out here until a few days ago, though.”

Grim Machine’s primary processor didn’t do much with that information. He was too focused on the bots still putting the final touches on his exterior. “Why are my grimbots doing this?” he demanded. There was more than simple curiosity in his tone. Maybe bits of his programming needed patches. “They’re destroying themselves—”

“Doncha know? They were made and given to you for this very reason, though they made good henchbots, too. Too bad there weren’t enough around to save you after your last fight. You never really needed them until then.”

Additional internal processors whirred within Grim Machine’s body, a few still coming online, his reaction time still picking up speed. He’d been programmed to protect the grimbots. His ever-evolving algorithm had led to him taking revenge on anyone who damaged or destroyed them. 

But he was also programmed to listen to Meg. To take everything she said as gospel. As far as the robot was concerned, she was the highest power in the universe.

Grim Machine’s visual field shifted down to examine the three remaining grimbots. Two in perfect condition, one missing an arm sacrificed to bring him back. The rest were hardly more than scraps, though they could probably be used as bases for new machines. Their memory was likely to need resetting, though. They wouldn’t be as intelligent—as useful—as the bots whose algorithms had been trained over several starcycles in combat and chaos.

“Don’t worry, Grim,” Meg said, voice still chipper as ever. “We’ll get ya some more. In the meantime, though, we need your help. The war is far from over.”

Grim Machine’s thinking algorithms finally handed him one of the most interesting pieces of information yet for him to examine. “You’re—here,” he said slowly. “In the Janus System.” He focused his attention on the hovering cruiser. “Are you actually in there, Meg?”

“Not in this cruiser, no.”

“But you’re nearby?”

“You know I’m a high-profile target, dear. For my own safety, I can’t tell you yet. But you’ll get to see me in person soon. And I’m really looking forward to it.”

It had been starcycles since Grim Machine had last seen her. Last seen anyone from her team, really. Every once in a while, an engineer was sent out to make repairs or upgrades—the most recent being the extensive process of giving him the ability to transform into a tank—but beyond that, Grim Machine was left to do his own thing in the Janus System. He occasionally received specific instructions and random tasks but generally operated under one ongoing order: create chaos.

The space cruiser’s overwhelmingly bright searchlight dimmed, allowing Grim Machine’s visual sensors to detect the hatch sliding open in its underside. A high-focused gravity beam locked onto Grim Machine and his surviving grimbots and pulled them up.

The receiving room of the cruiser was plain, sleek and the same silver-white as the exterior. A screen took up most of the space on one of the walls, but while it was on, it only showed an empty blue quartz desk in a bright, clean office.

A voice spoke from just off camera. “So, Grim, are you ready to help me bring order to the Janus System?”

“Order?” Grim Machine’s mouth turned into a frown to express his confusion, the gaps in his understanding. “My commands for the past few starcycles have been to incite chaos.” He wasn’t sure he was equipped to do much else.

“And you’ve done it beautifully. Paving the way for us to step in.” Meg chuckled. “And there is still plenty of chaos to come.” 

“What about Skybreaker? Will she be hosting more races for me to participate in?”

“The races are done. You’ll be helping her in other ways, but you can worry about that later. I’m sure your tank form will still be useful, though.”

Grim Machine couldn’t disagree with that, even if Meg’s plans for the future were vague. Her grand plan didn’t matter to him, really. All he needed to know was his role. It was all he was programmed to need.

So, he asked, “What do you want me to do now?”

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

Rock Paper Bomb

 

 

 

 

The atmosphere in the prison cafeteria was the same as ever the day after Jasper burned herself. Faint scratching of plastic utensils on trays, chatter amongst the prisoners that was rarely polite, occasional barrages of insults or threats of violence. The usual.

More often than not, Jasper’s meals were served to her in her cell. But on the days she was escorted all the way to this side of the prison to work, she was left to eat here in the cafeteria afterward. Her ankles were cuffed to the table, of course, and there was nothing remotely sharp or dangerous she could use to attack anyone. 

But there wasn’t much to stop others from hurting her. Which happened to be what she really needed.

As Jasper shoved a bite of some sort of unseasoned mashed root into her mouth, a fellow prisoner walked by: a yellow-skinned, webbed-fingered, amphibious guy by the name of Mog whom Jasper had developed a particular dislike for. And given her talent at being annoying, it hadn’t been hard to make him feel the same way about her. Their last altercation had ended with several threats of violence on his part.

A follow-through on those threats was exactly what Jasper needed right now. Another self-inflicted injury, no matter how accidental she claimed it to be, would be suspicious. She couldn’t risk those suspicions compromising her plan.

“Hey, Mog!” Jasper exclaimed through her mouthful of mashed root.

Mog stopped in his tracks and turned to face her, annoyance already simmering in his expression. “I warned you to keep out of my sight, Van Terra.”

Jasper swallowed and grinned at him. “Aw, you can act like you hate me all you want, but I know you like me deep down. Come on, why don’t you join me for dinner?”

“I’d rather watch you choke.”

“I know why you’re so mean, Mog. You do like me—and everyone else you threaten to murder—but you don’t know how to make friends.” With a shrug, Jasper shoved another bite in her mouth.

Mog gestured to a couple of the guys who’d been walking with him. “I’ve got plenty of friends.”

Jasper laughed through her food. “No, those are people you find valuable, so you’ve intimidated them into hanging out with you. But you know you can’t intimidate people like me. So, you threaten to kill me instead.” She swallowed, then wagged her fork at him. “You know that in a fair fight, I’d have you on the ground in a heartbeat.”

“You’re nothing compared to me.”

“I don’t believe you.”

Before the Shark Tank, Mog had been a powerful drug lord. And he still had connections that could get him those drugs smuggled in, giving him something he could bribe other prisoners and guards alike with. And he wasn’t the kind of person to let someone like Jasper get away with insinuating that she was stronger than him. 

So, just as Jasper expected, Mog—whom the guards tended to look the other way around, thanks to those bribes—was able to produce a shard of sharp glass from his pocket. God knew where he got it from, or what kind of infections it might give Jasper if her upcoming wound went untreated, but she hadn’t come up with any better ideas.

Mog moved to swing. Jasper couldn’t take any chances. He’d likely get one hit in before guards were forced to intervene, and it had to land where she needed it to. She lifted her right arm into the path of the glass. She didn’t feign fear, or show pain, or give any indication that she intended to dodge the shard at all. She simply stared Mog dead in the eye as his weapon sank into her skin. Blood welled. Dripped onto the table. The floor.

“What the hell—?”

Mog’s confusion was short-lived. Guards grabbed his arms, grabbed Jasper, and the shard of glass clattered to the tile below. Despite the fact that Mog had physically incited things, Jasper knew exactly what would happen next.

“Mog, sit down, or you’ll be escorted back to your cell,” one of the guards ordered. His head turned, and he barked commands at the others. “Take Van Terra to the infirmary to get that patched up. Then, she goes straight to solitary confinement.”

Jasper let the guards drag her away from the table, away from the meal that she would have liked to get a few more bites of, even if it was bland as hell. Oh, well. A few bites of prison food probably wouldn’t make or break her ability to get out of here. 

As they left the cafeteria, Jasper wrapped her left hand around her bleeding wound, acting as if she were simply trying to stop the blood and not preparing herself to flip a switch hidden among the circuitry beneath her skin. 

She traced the path she and the guards took against the mental map she’d constructed of the Shark Tank. Well, the map of the parts that mattered. Like the giant outflow pipe that went deep into the ocean. The water was filtered and chemically treated first, the bare minimum to meet ocean-dumping regulations, so it shouldn’t be too gross. But it certainly wasn’t drinking quality.

Oh well. Beggars couldn’t be choosers. 

The pipe’s end point was far too deep into the ocean for Jasper to survive the swim, and it ended in a grate that would have been a challenge to break through even if she could make the journey. Thankfully, the bomb that her lovely friend Sarena Trench had so kindly planted months earlier would make a new exit point for Jasper to slip out through. Assuming Jasper could trigger the damn thing.

From the nearest access point to the outflow pipe that she’d identified, it would be a one-minute journey to the exit. And then a two-and-a-half-minute swim to a point in the water beyond the Shark Tank’s long-range weapons and radar. 

Jasper clutched her wounded arm, spilling blood on the tile as she walked with the guards, counting doors and halls and preparing herself for the moment where she’d need to act. Bracing herself for the pain. Even worse pain than what she was feeling right now. 

The guards led her around another corner, and up ahead was the split where Jasper would need to break away from them. 

“Can you walk any faster?” one of the guards demanded when they were about halfway down the hallway. He shot Jasper an annoyed glance.

“Believe me, I’m trying,” Jasper muttered. Biting back cries of pain and doing her best to hide her movements from the guards, she ran a thumb along the inner mechanical components of her arm until she found what she was looking for.

First, the switch she’d programmed to connect to the bomb. 

Jasper winced as she flipped it. This spike of pain was minimal, thankfully, and she was quickly distracted from it by the slight tremor that shook the floor below.

The guards stopped. “What the hell was that?” one at Jasper’s right asked.

“Might be a seaquake,” another replied, the one who had snapped at Jasper moments earlier. “Let’s get her secure. Then we can ask command if they know anything.”

They continued on. Almost to the intersection. Almost. Jasper’s fingers continued to move, her search growing more frantic as she tried to find—

There. The electrokinesis trigger. Her only hope of making it through the guards between her and the pipe. Even with it, she had no chance of making it out of any of the real exits. The power would fade too quickly, and she’d probably collapse from pain before making it very far if it didn’t.

Jasper pressed the trigger just as she and her escorts stepped into the intersection. Before any of them could attempt to drag her in the direction of the infirmary, opposite the way she needed to go. For a moment, all she knew was blinding pain. 

And then it faded enough for her to watch the electricity explode from her body.

Pink arcs of lightning sent the guards flying back with shouts of pain, smacking into walls and floor with resounding thuds. It was all Jasper could do to run, face twisted from the electricity coursing through her own body. Not as much as was leaving, not as much as was striking anyone in her path, but enough to hurt. 

The surge of electricity was also more than enough to fry the pulser on the back of her neck. As she ran, she was able to yank the patch off without triggering it and toss it aside. One more problem solved. Just a dozen more to go.

Jasper only had a few minutes before the electrogenesis would fade. A few minutes to find her way into the outflow pipe. She followed the map burned into her memory. There were three hallways between her and her destination. 

She took the first corner and found only the typical number of guards posted in the next hallway. They immediately surged toward her. She swung her arm to quickly direct the bolts of electricity their way, and they went down fast.

By the time Jasper reached the next hall, emergency lights had come on. At least, she assumed they were emergency lights. The ceiling was flashing with every shade of neon. That sure was one way to let people know something was up. Or encourage a dance party.

It had certainly worked to mobilize the prison’s guards. A squad of ten came around the opposite corner, blocking her path. Jasper slowed her pace and forced a laugh as she strolled toward them. “Sure, group yourselves together. Make things easier for me.” She flung out both her arms. A massive storm of pink light knocked her opponents back.

As soon as the guards were down, Jasper grabbed her bleeding arm again and let out the cry of pain that had clawed its way into her throat. “God, that’s bad.” She tipped her head back and swallowed. “Come on. Come on. Almost there.”

Her pace slowed significantly as she reached the next corner. The hallway she needed. The hallway packed with well over twenty guards.

Jasper glanced at her arm, at the scattered pink arcs jumping across her skin. They were already starting to slow, to fade. She had to get these guards down fast. With a cry that she hoped was intimidating and not revealing of how badly she wanted to collapse, she charged toward them. Flung her arms out again. The lightning storm escaped her body with ferocity, jumped from guard to guard, eagerly crashed through every person in its path.

Jasper staggered to a stop in front of the pile of collapsing guards, breathing hard. To her dismay, three managed to get themselves upright quickly. Despite the pain on their faces, they were drawing pulse guns. Moving toward her.

Jasper ducked, grabbed a pulse gun off a nearby unconscious guard, and chucked it at the closest approaching enemy. It smacked him square in the forehead and knocked him onto his back. He groaned but didn’t make any attempt to get back up.

The move took the other two guards by surprise long enough for Jasper to lunge forward, kick one in the stomach, and roundhouse the other in the jaw. 

Her path to the outflow pipe was clear. Almost. The only thing in her way now was a locked door. Jasper grabbed an ID badge off one of the fallen guards and used it to unlock the maintenance room in the middle of the hallway. She yanked open the door with her good arm and staggered in. A few hopefully clean towels were folded in a stack on an overhead shelf. She grabbed one and tied it tight around her bleeding arm.

Footsteps thundered nearby. And with her body’s electrical output faltering, Jasper had little to defend herself with. She dropped to her knees, twisted the small handle in the floor, and lifted the hatch that blended in almost perfectly. The sound of rushing water reached her ears. She slid into the darkness without hesitation.

Her feet hit hard cement while the hatch clanged back into place above her. Not that that would stop the guards from figuring out she’d come down here and following. But they wouldn’t follow for long.

Jasper crossed the tunnel she’d landed in toward the massive pipe running under the prison. Another hatch awaited her, this one much harder to open. She twisted the handle with a grunt and dragged it open with shaking arms. By the time the gap was wide enough for her to squeeze through, she was on the verge of collapse. At least she didn’t have to swim, yet. Just hold her breath and let the painfully cold and lightning-fast water sweep her out of the prison. 

It was harder not to hesitate before this leap. But the thunder of footsteps above kept Jasper moving. She closed her eyes, sucked in a sharp breath, and dove into the cold current.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

I Survived The Shark Tank And All I Got Was

This Stupid Jumpsuit

 

 

 

 

The world was whipped away from Jasper the moment she hit the water. She barely kept the air in her lungs, barely kept her consciousness from fracturing. She knew somewhere in the back of her mind that the pipe would take her toward the edge of the prison and then straight down, but she had no idea which way was up, which way she was facing. Her eyes stayed shut tight against the pressure of the water. Not that seeing would have helped any.

She could tell when the pipe’s direction switched, though, mostly by the way her stomach climbed into her throat at the sensation of plummeting. Her lungs burned, already begging for fresh air. She was only thirty seconds into the journey. Halfway through the pipe.

In the cold and disorienting dark, Jasper reminded herself what she was fighting for. The team was waiting for her. Starr was still alive. Skybreaker was still planning to break apart the Janus System, innocents be damned.

You. Can. Do. This.

One moment she was shooting through the water, the next she was drifting. Jasper forced her eyes open and looked up. Far above her, glimmers of the setting sun danced at the ocean’s surface. She couldn’t go up yet, though. She had to get out of range.

Her own blood clouded the water around her as she forced her arms to move, to push herself away from the Shark Tank. There weren’t any actual sharks in Kronos’s waters—wealthy assholes had imported some from Earth for the novelty of it, then hunted them all right back out of the ocean. But there were other predators. Things that would come her way if they caught the scent of her blood.

Jasper was rapidly running out of energy. And oxygen. She kicked harder. Put all the power she could muster into her strokes. Moved up, moved forward. Counted the time.

Finally, she dared to move up to the water’s surface. She broke it, sucked in a deep breath, and immediately went back under, bracing herself for the potential onslaught of bullets or blaster beams, swimming as fast as she could in case an attack came. But there was nothing.

Well, not quite nothing. The prison’s alarm was blaring in the distance, piercing the evening air and warning everyone in the vicinity that something had gone wrong. Jasper turned herself to face the prison and poked her head out of the water again, briefly, just long enough to watch a few flying cruisers lift into the air. They’d be armed with snipers and heat scanners, but as long as Jasper stayed at least a few feet below the surface, they wouldn’t be able to find her.

There was just the issue of, well, breathing.

Jasper continued to swim away from the prison. The search party would expect her to head directly for the nearest shoreline, even though swimming that far was impossible for pretty much anyone. Even Sarena had been exhausted just going between the prison and the floating platform that was relatively close, and her body was adapted for this.

Instead, Jasper went at a different angle, in the direction of well-trafficked ship routes. An area filled with cargo ships, leisure vessels, and fishing boats. People getting as close to the prison as was legally allowed. They might search for her over there, too, but once she was lost in traffic, finding her would be much harder.

The reason the area was heavily used by such a wide variety of watercraft, despite its proximity to the Shark Tank, was the formation of currents that kept this part of the sea relatively safe, compared to other regions that saw more storms and rough waters. It also meant that once Jasper couldn’t see the prison’s search cruisers in the sky, she’d be able to float on her back for a while, rest, and let the currents take her in roughly the right direction.

She swam hard, making quick stops at the surface and throwing frantic glances at the sky for nearly an hour before she finally felt safe enough to shift into a back float. Night was falling fast, and searchlights would be needed to see her at this point. Those would be relatively easy to avoid if she could get under the water quickly. The downside was that fast-sinking sun also made the world even colder.

Thankfully, an abundance of thermal vents in the water kept the oceans relatively warm, even when Kronosian winter set in. Emphasis on relatively. And that fact certainly didn’t stop the night air from biting at Jasper’s skin. Shivering, she reminded herself that she didn’t have much farther to go. She just needed to stay afloat until she could commandeer a small watercraft. Hopefully she had enough remaining strength to overpower a few people. She might be able to trigger the electrokinesis again, but at this point, the pain might make her pass out, too. Last resort, she supposed.

With the cover of night making her feel safer, Jasper grabbed the next piece of driftwood that floated by and used it to support herself so that she could rest her eyes. She never stayed asleep for long, but occasionally drifted in and out of consciousness, torn between desperately needing rest and not wanting to let her guard down.

The final time she closed her eyes, it was dark, and they reopened to a blinding morning sun cutting across the rocking waves, illuminating the sea, circling birds, and…

Distant ships.

A weak smile crossed Jasper’s face. Fresh hope sparked in her chest. She was going to make it. 

She kicked toward the ships. Occasional aircraft passed by, making her heart quicken, but while she braced herself to dive back under each time she saw one, none of them ever veered her way.

Despite the increasing number of ships in the area, Jasper still spent most of the day in the water. Many that she started to approach proved to be way too big for her purposes, forcing her to go in wide circles around them and continue searching for something else. The surface of the water had begun to reflect the reds and oranges of the setting sun by the time something really promising came close. Jasper kept as much of her body under the water as possible as she summoned a little of her lingering energy and pushed herself toward the small fishing vessel.

As the approaching boat bobbed up and down on the waves, Jasper eyed the fishing lines extending into the water. The two men on board. She could probably take them, even in her weakened state, but she would need the element of surprise. She circled around to come at the boat from behind, carefully watching the backs of the men’s heads to make sure they didn’t turn. She made it all the way to the boat’s rear. Now for the hard part: getting in quickly.

Jasper lifted her hands to the back of the boat, sucked in a deep breath, and pulled herself up. Pain flared in her arm. Well, all of her body, but mostly her arm. She yelped in pain and grabbed it as she stumbled haphazardly into the boat. “Oh, god, that hurts!”

The men were on their feet in an instant, facing her with wide eyes.

“Sorry! Didn’t mean to startle you.” Jasper’s gaze darted around the boat, assessing her options. “Well, I guess I kind of meant to startle you. But not like that.”

“Who the hell are you?” one of the men demanded.

“Don’t even worry about it.” Jasper grabbed one of the spools of fishing line lying on the driver’s seat and charged the men. 

They were strong, but they clearly had no combat training. Within minutes, Jasper had them on the ground and tied up in their own fishing line. She straightened up and looked over her work. Resting her hands on her hips, she said, “Again, I’m really sorry about this. I didn’t have a lot of options for getting to shore.”

“That’s a prison uniform!” the man on the right exclaimed. “Good Gemma, did you break out of the Shark Tank?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know?”

The man on the left’s eyes went wide. While his friend’s mouth hung agape, he said, “You broke out of the most secure prison on the planet?”

Jasper shrugged. “What, like it’s hard?”

The men continued to protest and shout questions at her while she dug around for the boat keys, forcing Jasper to put some tape over their mouths before starting the engine and setting off.

“Promise I’ll untie you and all that jazz before I leave!” she shouted at them over the wind. “I really just need a ride.”

Jasper quickly forgot about the men on the floor behind her as she raced toward shore. Her fatigue, her hunger, her thirst, it was all catching up with her. The thirst was solved by one of the water bottles she found while digging through the men’s supplies, but the other problems weren’t going away anytime soon. And neither was the throbbing pain in her arm. With the amount of time she’d spent in the water, there was no way it wasn’t getting infected without intervention. 

Just make it home. Dax can fix it. 

It was dark by the time she pulled into a harbor. The night was cold, but it was probably safer to crawl home in the dark, anyway. Before climbing off the boat, she took a pocketknife from one of the bags and approached the bound men.

“Be nice and give me a thirty-second head start, all right?” Jasper sliced through the fishing line. She’d let them handle the tape themselves—it would be a good distraction and might actually give her that head start she needed. Still clutching the stolen knife, she hopped out of the boat and jogged off the pier at the fastest pace she could muster.

She slowed to a pained walk after only a block, and she was on the verge of collapse by the time she ducked into a clothing store to grab stuff that could hide her prison uniform. Black cargo pants and a baggy gray poncho-style shirt. She was tempted to snatch a black overcoat, too, but resisted the urge to go for her usual. The last thing she needed was to be recognized right now. In fact, it was tempting to take her hair down to mix up her look even more, but with it soaked from the ocean and likely a tangled mess, she decided to keep it in its ponytail.

Jasper paused by the store’s front windows and scanned the street outside. Nothing beyond the usual evening crowds. People getting off work, picking up groceries, shopping if they had money to spare. The neon glow and grime of the lower districts in all its glory.

No police. No citywide manhunt for her. It seemed Starr didn’t want the public knowing she’d escaped. He must have been confident search patrols would catch her out in the ocean. Or thought she was already dead.

No, he wasn’t careless enough to assume that. He’d search until he found her or a body. But if he could prevent the public from knowing about it, of course he’d take that route. How embarrassing would it be for him if word got out that Van Terra had escaped the freaking Shark Tank?

After slipping out of the store, Jasper dragged herself to the subtrain station entrance across the street, staggered down the stairs, and hurried onto the waiting train just before the doors slid shut. She sank into a seat and let out a shuddering breath. Her shoulders sagged. It would probably be ten minutes before they reached her stop. She’d have to resist the urge to pass out until then.

She didn’t fall unconscious, but she did zone out for a while, only snapping out if it when someone spoke directly in front of her. “Um, are you all right?”

Jasper glanced up and found a woman standing over her. “Huh? Yeah, I’m fine.”

“It’s just—” The woman pointed toward Jasper’s arm. “Looks like you’re bleeding.”

Jasper glanced at the dark red stain growing on the sleeve of her shirt. Oh. Damn. She did her best to cover it with her hand and shot the woman a wary glance. “It’s fine.”

“Are you sure? I could help you get to a hospital—”

“It’s fine,” Jasper repeated, the words both strained and harsh. The woman pressed her lips into a thin line, nodded, and moved away. Would she assume Jasper simply couldn’t afford medical care? Or had she picked up on the fact that Jasper had other reasons to avoid attention?

The train slowed. Jasper glanced at the screen displaying the stop name and was relieved to see it was hers. She climbed to her feet, nearly collapsed but didn’t, and hurried out with the crowd. Up the station stairs. Across streets and sidewalks. 

She finally collapsed in the alley behind the apartment. 

Jasper made one attempt, two attempts, to get back on her feet before resigning herself to crawling toward the vent where she’d left her grappling hook. Then, her struggle with the grate began. Clinking echoed through the quiet alley. Lights from passing vehicles lit the world around her up briefly before fading, her presence going completely unnoticed each time. Finally, the damn thing came off. Jasper had to take a full minute to catch her breath before reaching her left arm into the vent and grabbing the grappling hook. Her gaze darted up to her bedroom window. It seemed much farther up than she remembered.

One last round of pain. One last fight. Then she could give up and let the team take care of her. Assuming they didn’t throw her right back out the window. They probably weren’t too happy about being left out of her plans.

Jasper lifted the hook, aimed as best she could with her shaking hands, and pulled the trigger. The window shattered. She squeezed her eyes shut against the shards of glass that tumbled down. Once the air was clear, she gave the hook a slight tug to ensure it was caught on something. Then, bracing herself for another spike of pain, she pressed the trigger again to pull herself up. She was momentarily blinded by the flashing in her vision that followed, dancing lights brought on by the most intense pain she’d felt since activating her electrokinesis at the prison. 

The next thing she knew, she was on her bedroom floor in a pile of broken glass. Well, that had to have woken someone up. Any second now, someone would come running in—

“Jasper!”

Jasper forced herself up off the floor enough to tip her head back. Grace stood between her and the bed, the blankets disturbed behind her, her hair a mess and bags under her eyes.

Jasper had never been so happy to see her in her life. “Grace?” She pushed herself up a few more inches. “What are you…?” Why are you in here?

Okay, Jasper, maybe worry about the fact that you’re bleeding and soaked with ocean water and still creeping closer to death, first.

“Oh my god, it is you.” Grace rushed forward and dropped to her knees in front of Jasper. “You’re—” She lifted a hand toward Jasper’s face.

“Alive, at the moment.” Jasper lifted her arm, revealing the blood-soaked fabric. “Um, I hate to cut our reunion short, but—”

“Dax!” Grace screamed, rising to her feet again. She started toward the bedroom door. “Dax! Thea! Holly!”

Jasper sank back into the carpet and rolled onto her side. The full force of the pain she’d managed to keep at bay overwhelmed her, locking her in place, pricking her eyes with tears, and making every second before the team came in nothing short of excruciating.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Five

Back in Business

 

 

 

 

The moment Grace heard footsteps in the others’ bedrooms, she turned around and ran back to Jasper, who’d gone entirely limp on the carpet. “Jasper,” Grace stammered as she dropped to the ground next to her. “Jasper, please, don’t die—”

“I’m not dying,” Jasper muttered into the carpet. “Not yet, anyway.”

Grace reached for Jasper’s face again, then pulled her hand back, not wanting to make the pain worse. Best to let Dax handle this.

Holly came rushing into the bedroom first, but Dax and Thea were close behind. While they gathered around, Grace helped Holly pull Jasper to her feet. Holly was quick to peel off her blood-stained poncho, revealing the even more soaked Shark Tank prison uniform underneath. 

And it wasn’t just blood, Grace realized as she fully processed that Jasper’s hair and clothes were wet through and through. “God, you’re drenched.”

Jasper grimaced. “Yeah, the ocean’ll do that.”

“We need to get you into something warm before you freeze to death.” Holly guided Jasper into a sitting position at the edge of the bed. Dax was next to them a heartbeat later, one hand hovering above Jasper’s shoulder. A blue glow radiated from his palm.

Holly hurried to Jasper’s closet next and yanked the doors open. “Someone grab a meal bar from the kitchen,” she directed as she began digging for clothes. “And water. And bandages.”

“That should jumpstart her. I’ll get bandages so I can finish up,” Dax said. He started toward the door.

“Meal bar,” Thea added as she followed.

Grace was frozen for a moment, feeling like it was wrong to leave Jasper right now but also knowing the others were right to be scrambling around. Jasper needed more than just their presence right now.

“I’ll, uh, get water,” she stammered. She backed toward the door slowly, watching for a few more moments as Holly carried a pile of clothes over to Jasper. Then, she forced herself to turn and hurry to the kitchen.

When Grace returned a minute later with a glass of water in hand, Thea and Dax were already back, and Holly had gotten Jasper into completely new clothes. As she finished pulling a long-sleeved black shirt into place, Jasper’s head turned, and her long wet hair tumbled down past her shoulders. Grace froze, the sight of Jasper’s hair down taking her by surprise.

Holly stuck out her hand. “Water, please.”

Grace hurried forward and handed the glass over. Holly held it to Jasper’s mouth, all but forcing her to drink. Jasper’s eyes rolled, but she didn’t lift a hand to take control of the glass. Was she even capable of doing that right now?

“Can Dax take a closer look at my arm now?” Jasper asked quietly when Holly finally pulled the glass away. “It feels like it’s on fire.”

Holly nodded. “Get in there, Dax. And Jasper, you should eat.”

Jasper groaned. “I feel nauseous.”

“When was the last time you ate?”

“Uh, dinner yesterday?”

“Take a bite.” Holly took the meal bar from Thea and began unwrapping it.

Dax settled onto the bed next to Jasper, placed a hand on her arm, and grimaced. “This is bad.” His other hand moved to her shoulder and emitted a soft blue glow. After a moment, he said, “Okay, the good news is it feels like your body’s responding pretty well to the first wave I gave you. Not as fast as I’d like, but I was expecting worse.”

Jasper took a small bite of the bar Holly held out to her. While Dax focused on her arm and Holly continued to try and get her to eat, Grace and Thea watched anxiously.

Finally, Dax moved on to bandaging up the arm. “I’ve jumpstarted the process as much as I can. Bleeding should stop in a few hours. Just be careful not to reopen it. Like I said, it’ll be a few days before it gets anywhere close to fully healed, assuming I’m even judging your healing time correctly.” He finished bandaging and leaned back. “So, uh, the Shark Tank—”

“Jasper, what the hell were you thinking?” Holly blurted. Grace jumped, Thea’s eyes went wide, and Dax winced. 

Jasper sighed. “I know, I know. I owe you guys a much longer explanation, but—”

Holly had her arms around Jasper in the blink of an eye, her face buried in her shoulder…sobbing?

“Oh,” Jasper said, looking absolutely stunned. “Holly. Crying. That’s new.” Her face twisted into a grimace. “I appreciate the show of affection, but that kind of hurts—”

Holly pulled back abruptly. “We thought you were going to die, Jasper!” She wiped an arm across her face, but it didn’t do much to get rid of the tears streaming down. Thea and Dax looked as surprised as Grace felt.

Jasper’s expression softened. She glanced at the others. “I—I know you guys need the full story. I did learn something that’s going to save me. But I don’t have the energy right now—”

“Get some rest, Jasper,” Thea said, cutting her off. “We understand.” She glanced at Holly. “Right?”

Holly nodded and sniffed. “Yeah. Get some sleep, dumbass.”

Jasper managed a weak smile, but her pain and exhaustion didn’t leave her eyes. Voice quieting, cracking, she added, “Can you all…stay in here tonight?”

Jasper’s bed was plenty big enough to fit everyone. Grace wondered if Jasper had realized yet that she’d been sleeping in here when the grappling hook came crashing through the glass. Had been sleeping in here since the day Jasper was arrested. The team had been having frequent visitors over to discuss plans, and Grace figured it was easier to just stay in Jasper’s room than move in and out of the “guest room” that had become hers. They could have made Jasper’s room the guest room, but…that didn’t feel quite right. And admittedly, their guests weren’t the only reason Grace had decided to stay in Jasper’s room.

Grace hesitated at the edge of the bed, watching as Jasper climbed into the center, clearly still in pain judging by her slow, jerky movements and the winces flashing across her face. Dax slid in from the other side and rested a hand on Jasper’s shoulder, and Thea settled in behind him, propping herself up on a few of Jasper’s many pillows.

“Go ahead,” Holly said behind Grace, quietly.

Grace climbed in and found herself in roughly the same spot she’d been sleeping in before Jasper came crashing through the window. Jasper laid on her back, eyes already shut, but as Grace tried to make herself comfortable next to her, Jasper’s head turned toward her. Her eyes opened for a brief moment, and the weakest semblance of a smile crossed her face before she was out.

Holly climbed in under the blankets behind Grace, and Grace felt a strange comfort in the feeling of being surrounded. And the sounds of the others’ breathing. It briefly reminded her of the sleepover they’d had on Cutthroat’s deck the night they watched the alignment of Hatu’s moons.

Grace couldn’t be sure, but she thought she was the last to fall asleep. Jasper was out instantly, and though Grace was concerned, she hoped that meant Jasper was getting some well-needed rest. The others’ breathing patterns became slow and steady over the next few minutes.

Finally, sleep took Grace, too.

Grace seemed to be the first to wake as well. But she wasn’t the first to get up or even move. She lay perfectly still in the light of the morning sun, anxiously watching an unconscious Jasper lie equally unmoving in the dawn’s rays, save for the rise and fall of her chest.

Eventually, Holly stirred first and hopped out of bed. “I’m gonna go get breakfast started,” she said to anyone who was listening. “Hopefully she’ll be feeling well enough to eat.”

Thea and Dax were apparently awake by that point, because they began moving, too. Thea climbed out of bed and followed Holly out. Dax took a moment to check under the bandage on Jasper’s arm before heading after them.

That was enough to make Jasper stir, but her eyes remained closed. Finally, after a couple of minutes, Grace spoke.

“How are you feeling?”

Jasper opened one eye. “A lot.”

“Bad, I’m guessing?”

“Physically? Yes, terrible. But waking up and seeing you instead of that prison cell?” A small smile crossed Jasper’s lips. “Best feeling in the world.”

Grace’s face flushed. Despite Jasper’s easy—albeit a little sleepy—expression, despite the fact that things should have been just as they were before, there was that thing that happened right before Jasper was taken.

After a painfully tense moment, Jasper laughed. Grace’s brow furrowed. “What?”

“Holly cried and the rest of you didn’t.” Her tone was clearly teasing, and there was a smirk at the corner of her mouth.

“I—I was just so shocked,” Grace said, laughing slightly herself. “I still am, I think. I hope this isn’t a dream I’m going to wake up from.”

“Me neither.”

“Besides,” Grace added. “I cried when they arrested you.” 

Jasper smirked again. “That’s not the only thing you did.”

Right. Grace cleared her throat and shifted her gaze toward the ceiling. “Yeah, I, uh—hope that was okay. That I kissed you, I mean.”

“Grace, you know how I feel.” Jasper pushed herself up with a groan. “There’s, um—a lot going on right now, though. Physically. And mentally. And emotionally. And maybe spiritually, too, my first cellmate was a little preachy. Anyway, point is, right now I just want to be…around you. With you. And with everyone. But I’m not sure I can handle much…intensity, yet.” She grimaced. 

Grace nodded. She’d waited months for Jasper. If Jasper needed her to wait a little longer, she could do that. And she wasn’t sure she was ready to rush anything either. She’d never felt this way before in her life. It was…overwhelming.

“Wanna head out to the kitchen?” Jasper asked. “I thought I heard Holly say something about food.”

“Sure thing.” Grace slid off the bed. “Need help walking?”

Jasper landed on her feet next to Grace with a grunt. “I’m alright.” 

Still, it was a slow walk to the kitchen. Grace resisted the urge to help her, or move too close, or— 

“You don’t have to treat me like I’m contagious,” Jasper said with a laugh.

Grace managed a weak chuckle in return. She eased closer as the two neared the end of the hall, but still not close enough to touch.

Jasper shot her another glance. “You’re injured, too.”

Grace fought back a grimace. “Not as bad as you.”

“That’s not saying much. Did you get into a fight?” Jasper’s expression darkened.

Yes. A lot of them. “I just got scraped up pulling some people from a car accident. I’m fine.”

To Grace’s relief, Jasper dropped the matter after that. And as they entered the kitchen, she laughed again. “I wasn’t dreaming, was I?” she asked. “Holly, you cried last night. Over me. Your annoying, exasperating, insufferable leader.”

Thea was pulling dishes from the cupboard, Dax was digging around in the fridge, and Holly stood at the stove warming something up in a pan. Holly huffed and turned around. “Well, yeah, Jasper, maybe I cried a little. Sorry for caring about your safety!”

“I’m the one who should be sorry.” Jasper’s tone softened. She settled into a seat at the counter. “To all of you. But I had to do this, and…I really didn’t think you would let me go if you knew.”

“You were trying to save your own life. Of course we understand.” Holly turned back to her pan. “Now shut up before you make me cry again,” she muttered quieter.

“So, speaking of you trying to save your own life,” Thea said, setting a stack of plates on the counter. “Are you ready to tell us what you found out in the Shark Tank?”

“Yessiree,” Jasper replied as Grace sat down next to her. “There’s a cure waiting for me in Sky Labs. It’s called ThetaEight. Should be sitting on a shelf in their storage room.”

Holly shot her an incredulous look. “Oh, just sitting on a shelf? Yeah, I bet we’ll be able to walk right in and take that.”

Frowning, Dax turned away from the fridge. “So, in order to fix you, we have to…break into Sky Labs?”

“We will,” Jasper confirmed. “It won’t be easy, but it’s not impossible. I already have a few ideas. I need to know all the resources at our disposal, though.” She leaned forward. “What’s been happening the past couple months? We still got Cutthroat and Sarena?”

Grace and the others exchanged glances. Thea spoke first. “Cutthroat seems pretty on board with helping us, still,” she said slowly. “Sarena…I think she’s with us, though she’s been busy with pop star stuff.”

“And she complains a lot when she’s here,” Holly added with a roll of her eyes.

Dax came to the counter with a bottle of Nova Cora and a jug of water. “And we’ve got Aymes.”

Jasper raised an eyebrow. She shot the Nova Cora bottle a look but didn’t reach for it. “Aymes Bell?”

“Yep. He showed up right after you got arrested saying he wanted to help. He’s been a bit secretive the past couple weeks, but I think he’s been working on a few plans of his own. And practicing his abilities.”

“Still, the only people who go in and out of the labs are heavily vetted scientists and security guards, right?” Thea asked. “We can’t scam our way in like we do most other places.”

Holly nodded in agreement, eyes narrowing. “And even if Cutthroat and Sarena bring their henchpeople to help, too, I’m not sure we can brute force our way in and out. We might find what we need, but Governor Starr will send backup the moment there’s trouble, won’t he?” 

Jasper pursed her lips. “Can we cut their comms? Thea?”

Thea considered for a moment. “They’ll have the best security systems money can buy. With enough prep time, I could get you maybe ten minutes. I wouldn’t count on more than five, though.”

Jasper lifted an eyebrow. “Well, then we’ll have to keep them from finding out there’s trouble until it’s too late.” She swept her gaze over the team. “I think Holly should come in with me with her shapeshifting. And to avoid drawing too much attention, it should be just the two of us.”

Grace’s heart quickened at the thought of the two of them going in alone. Memories of her own escape from Sky Labs flashed in her mind. She didn’t remember much of the inside, but there had been a lot of guards. A lot of shooting.

“What can the rest of us do from outside to help?” Thea asked. “Besides my hacking, of course.”

Jasper rubbed her forehead. With a slight groan, she said, “I don’t know. We’ll need a quick escape.”

“Cutthroat could bring the Astronomer escape pods,” Grace suggested.

Thea nodded. “And I know you only want you and Holly, but Sarena’s persuasive voice might help.”

Jasper rested her elbows on the counter, pressed the tips of her fingers together, leaned further forward. Grace watched her brow furrow in concentration, watched her think. Come up with a plan, like she always did.

“I have a better idea than Thea getting into their cameras and risking their techs catching us in their system,” Jasper finally said. She straightened up. “Let’s have Aymes send in a bug. Remember the way Ringmaster used to make animal spies with birds and stuff?”

“And Sarena?” Grace pressed, really wanting there to be another person to fight with Jasper and Holly if things went bad. 

“I still just want me and Holly on the inside. We’ll keep her on standby. I plan on slipping out unnoticed, but we’ll have Cutthroat ready an escape pod, too.”

“And the rest of us?”

“Also on standby.” Jasper glanced at Grace and gave her a reassuring smile, apparently seeing her anxiety all over her face. “If this goes well, we won’t need help.”

Grace nodded. At the beginning of all this, she would have loved nothing more than to stand on the sidelines and watch the team do all the work. Now, the thought made her anxious. But she had to trust Jasper. Jasper had broken out of the Shark Tank, for stars’ sake.

She could get in and out of anything.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Six

Dark Skies

 

 

 

 

While the plan Jasper laid out over the next half hour or so sounded fairly straightforward, Grace was still intimidated by the whole idea. Old memories were resurfacing with more ferocity now. Her narrow escape. The scientist who’d saved her getting shot. Meeting Syrus Starr.

Jasper’s confidence could only get them so far.

“When are we doing this?” Holly finally asked, twirling a fork between her fingers. The team had long since cleared their plates of breakfast but had been too occupied with planning to move onto cleaning things up. Grace, Jasper, and Dax sat at counter seats, while Holly sat on the edge of the counter and Thea paced on the other side, scrolling through data on her tablet.

Jasper lifted her right arm and gave a slight wince. “Ideally, tomorrow. I don’t want to push myself, but I can’t sit around waiting to fully heal when that might not happen. At a certain point, I’m just going to keep getting worse.” As she rubbed her shoulder, she switched topics. “So, what’s Skybreaker been up to?”

The reminder of Skybreaker’s very existence made Grace’s stomach turn. She blew out a heavy breath of air. “Killing people. Mostly villains, but…not always.”

Jasper’s jaw clenched. “How many?”

“About one a week, for the villains. Some who survived the races started turning up dead around the star system pretty much right after you were arrested.” Grace glanced at
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