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      To my dearest and closest friend: I’m sorry, this one’s even swearier.
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      “I must go,” Kittryk said to the newly crowned monarch of Seshinaar and his consort. “Time is a commodity I cannot spare.”

      Outside the meeting room, music rose in a joyful rhythm as citizens of Tanh’Shinaar, members of the Circle, and other guests danced and ate and celebrated. He’d spoken to his younger brother, Pietro, and his smuggler mate. They would remain as representatives of House Ravyndaar and to allow Pietro and the consort, former Legion sergeant Draxton Larimore, a chance to reconnect as equals, allies, and potential friends.

      “Understood.” Larimore stood beside his bondmate, Kasseus Minshaar, legs slightly spread, arms behind his back, spine straight. He was a soldier at rest, and the intricate vine tattoo which covered every inch of exposed skin glowed slightly in the dim light. “If you need an expert in Alliance comm systems, I know a guy.”

      “One of your squad?”

      A nod. “Me and the cat have tracked most of them down since their release from the brig. He hasn’t made contact, but I know where he’s at.”

      “I would appreciate an introduction.” If this soldier got him another step closer to finding his brother, he’d owe a debt he could never repay. All of House Ravyndaar would perform any task, make any deal, slit any throat the royal couple asked of them because Zyndryk was their heart, and he’d been gone far too long.

      He stepped onto the Obsidian Ravyn with surge of hopeful anticipation. So many years, so many dead ends and lost time, but soon he’d have his brother back. Soon, he’d reap a bloody vengeance on the Alliance and all who had a hand in ripping their house in two. His fangs pressed into his bottom lip as anticipation heated his blood.

      Four days later, he received the call. Cpl. Ricardo Jackson would meet them at the Fancy, a dockside hotel catering to discrete clients.

      Soon.
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      Kittryk Ravyndaar stared through the view screen at the storm building to a dangerous fury. Reds and golds and vivid purples swirled around a white-hot core crackling with energy. The mesmerizing and deadly phenomena were but one of many threats to the unwary who trespassed the liminal space with foolish arrogance. The voracious kavascu, the creatures the Den’Lastrians named ’tweeners, feasted on the common metals used in intergalactic space vessels. The fluctuating and unreliable natural gates destroyed the foolish and stranded the arrogant. But the greatest threats of all were the Velen’Daar.

      Graceful, blood-thirsty, and highly trained, the predatory race stalked the Between as myths and legends. Fear-drenched whispers wove tales of crimson-eyed devils who traversed the galaxies to seduce and feed on the other races. They toyed with the kavascu as juveniles and manipulated the barrier between worlds as easily as the humans operated their lift platforms. And when they fought, they utilized the Between to step between realities until they blinked in and out of existence.

      Kit sneered at the growing storm. Yes, his people were once brilliant, benevolent overseers of the other races. Then the humans outgrew Earth Prime, stumbled across the first natural gate into the Between, and recognized its strategic advantages. At first, his people attempted gentle discouragement. The strange pocket of space between the galaxies was their territory, and they swore to defend it against all incursions.

      Unlike the other races they’d encountered over the millennia, the humans didn’t cede the Between to the Velen’Daar. No, they fought for their own slice of the liminal space. It rocked the Velen’Daar to their core. None of the other species ever fought against them, and they’d grown arrogant and complacent. They entered the war on the defensive, thrown off-balance by the Alliance’s hubris and their own pride. The Valrada, the seven powerful families which formed the ruling council, viewed the humans as easy prey. Alliance technology was laughable, their soldiers’ reflexes sluggish. They expected a quick victory. They hadn’t considered the Alliance’s ambition, or its willingness to feed hundreds, even thousands of its people into the jaws of war.

      After years of losing their best and brightest to the unending stream of human soldiers, the Velen’Daar retreated.

      “Captain?” Draizri, the Obsidian Ravyn’s communications specialist and his closest friend and cousin, pulled Kit back to the present. He turned away from the brewing storm and raised a brow. “Another message from the Valrada.”

      “Who today?”

      “Erynril Maryndaar.”

      Shaking his head, he moved toward the captain’s chair. “I’m surprised she wasn’t brought in sooner.”

      Communication with the rest of the ruling council, he’d been told, demanded respect, so he’d give them the respect they deserved. Kit draped over the chair, as languid and boneless as a cat. His hair flowed over his shoulder to brush the floor, and his unbuttoned shirt bared his chest. He looked like he’d rolled out of bed after a very enjoyable night. Respect had to be earned. Until they helped bring his brother home, they’d get none from him.

      “On screen.”

      “Kittryk.” His distant cousin appeared on the view screen, her braided hair woven into a complicated pattern. She wore the formal robes of her position as a member of the Valrada with sparkling gems hanging from her ears, nose, and an exquisite diadem which framed her hair. Her practiced smile faltered at his languid posture, became more real, and her husky voice carried a hint of amusement. “The Valrada has been trying to contact you. Are you well?”

      He flashed his best smile. “Absolutely not. Zyndryk remains at the humans’ mercy while the Valrada continues to cower in their bunkers. What about you? Your family is doing well, I presume? The children?”

      “It’s been years, cousin. Are you certain he still lives?”

      “If he doesn’t,” he said, his voice changing from languid boredom to cold fury, “I will wipe every last human from the universe and enjoy doing it.”

      “The premier has forbidden any preemptive attack on the Alliance.” Erynril’s expression revealed her opinion of the council leader’s decision. “According to him, the Velen’Daar’s safety depends on remaining in the shadows. Being more myth than real.”

      “And yet the Ravyndaar line has traveled throughout the systems for decades and only enhanced the myth which keeps you all safe.” Dropping his legs to the floor, he straightened and focused his anger on the woman on the screen. “We face all the dangers which frighten the Valrada, take all the risks to transport goods across the galaxies, and yet when one of ours is taken, the Valrada turned its back.”

      “Not all of us.” Her eyes flashed crimson. “You have allies, Kit. It’s only Gevril Kaeandaar who’s more concerned with his own comforts than the Velen’Daar as a whole. You heard him at the last meeting.” She did her best imitation of their esteemed leader. “Zyndryk knew the risks involved and could’ve walked away at any time.”

      “And if we did, where would he get his Silaurian ale and his Pyperian sweetmelons? How would he obtain the finest bettedeer leather for his furniture or the rare gems for his consort’s jewelry? We have a contract, Erynril. House Ravyndaar trades among the other races in exchange for aid when needed. The Valrada broke that contract, not us.”

      Her shoulders slumped. “I know. I obtained a copy from the archives and brought it to the last summit. The premier tabled the discussion almost immediately. I’m trying, Kit. I really am. Aeleksyn and Malika are as well, but even with a majority, the premier has the final say.”

      He bared his fangs in a mocking sneer so his cousin wouldn’t see his surprise. Aeleksyn Seludaar had ever been his friend, but Zyndryk and Malika Beryndaar had butted heads ever since his brother rebuffed her advances. She’d convinced herself his preference for male lovers was just that—a preference easily overcome. She hadn’t been pleased to learn the truth. Did she think championing his return would sway him to her side? If so, she was more foolish than he believed.

      “Then we are at an impasse,” he said. “He refuses to speak with me as long as I insist on holding him accountable for my brother’s long absence.”

      “Then you’ll be happy to hear he’s changed his mind. For reasons he hasn’t shared with the rest of the Valrada, he’s requested an audience with House Ravyndaar. He’s giving you five standard days to reply.”

      “How very delightful.” His tone betrayed his utter lack of delight. “If he’s inquiring about the continued lack of shipments going into the Between, do remind him they broke the contract not House Ravyndaar. Until he and the Valrada honor their responsibilities, as interim head of the house, I will allow no Ravyndaar ship to deliver anything but the basics to the Velen’Daar. As he pointed out, we know the risk and have chosen our family’s safety over commerce.”

      “I’m not so certain it’s the trade routes he wishes to discuss. When Zyndryk went missing, I sent agents into every House on the Valrada.” A rueful smile. “Yes, even yours, cousin. They’ve been picking up hints of something going on in the shadows, something big, but can’t find anything concrete. He’s scared of you. Meet with him and see if he says anything interesting. It’ll only cost you a few minutes of your time.”

      “Time is money,” Kit quipped. He turned the request over in his head. If House Kaeandaar was plotting something, why now? Trade into Velen’Daar territory stopped five years ago when it became clear the Valrada would allow his brother to languish in an Alliance experimentation cell. The premiere was avaricious and indolent, but he wasn’t stupid. He knew Kit wouldn’t budge on this matter. Something else lurked behind this request. Kit would bet his fangs on it. “I currently reside on Silauria. If the matter is so dreadfully urgent, I’m sure our esteemed premier can find his way there.”

      She bared her fangs in a vicious grin. “He was adamant that you attend him at Valrada Hall.”

      “Life is full of disappointments.” Kit slouched back in his chair and trailed his fingers along the decorative border along the arm.

      “You’ve grown even more insufferable, but I don’t blame you. House Moryndaar would do the same for one of ours. My advice, unsolicited as it is, would be to find out why he’s extended the offer after refusing for so long. Gevril isn’t offering an olive branch without reason. Forewarned is forearmed, as the humans like to say.”

      He didn’t look up from his lazy examination of the chair’s design. Yes, he’d speak to the premier, learn what he knew or what he suspected, but he’d do so on Ravyndaar land. The House which spawned the current premier, Kaeandaar, rose to prominence through underhanded deals and stealthy assassinations. A knife in the back and a one-way trip into a Between storm would remove a lot of obstacles between the premier and his ultimate dream of dissolving the Valrada to rule alone.

      “Kit?”

      He looked up. “Thank you for the warning. Please inform the premier I will be most willing to grant him an audience at my home on Silauria. He lost all rights to my deference when he refused to honor the Valrada’s contract with House Ravyndaar.”

      The screen went black. Erynril closed the connection without another word, but not before he caught the hint of another fang-filled smile. She knew him well, his cousin. She recognized the finality in his voice, the contempt, and she approved. He snorted. She would. Mercy wasn’t in House Moryndaar’s vocabulary. They’d spawned more spies and assassins than the others in the Valrada and were ruthless with both ally and enemy alike.

      Kit scowled at the storm beyond the view screen. She mentioned rumors. Why? For his cousin to bring them to his attention, to reveal the depth of her spying meant they were widespread, troubling, and centered on House Ravyndaar. It could be nothing—rumors were as plentiful among the Valrada as stars in the sky—or the premier was finally pushing his pieces around on the game board.

      The premier. The timing of his request bothered Kit. Something had changed since the council’s last attempt to bring him to heel. It couldn’t be the embargo. House Ravyndaar ceased trafficking all but the most basic food items into the Between immediately after the Valrada refused to aid in his search for Zyndryk. The only thing which affected the Ravyndaar family since then was… He straightened with a snarl.

      “Draizri, who’s the last person to view the Ravyndaar family records?”

      “One moment, Captain.” The male’s fingers moved swiftly over his unit, images cycling the screen with dizzying speed until settling on lines of text in neat columns. He projected it onto the viewscreen. “Our sneaky cousin poked her nose into our affairs two months after we provided Pietro and his smuggler a safe harbor. The latest, however, was Premier Gevril Kaeandaar.”

      “Pietro.” He flowed to his feet, shedding the mask of lazy indolence for the predator who lurked beneath it. “What are the odds our valiant leader wants to erase the human’s mistake to preserve his illusion of supremacy?”

      “High,” said Idaerra, House Ravyndaar’s acting security chief, from the shadows behind him. Like Kit, she occupied the position only until its rightful owner returned. He wasn’t certain the rest of his brother’s crew still lived, but if they did, they would not suffer for their absence by losing their place in the House’s hierarchy. “Zyndryk’s capture shook all on the Valrada but the premier most of all. If one as powerful as your brother can fall prey to the humans, then it proves the Velen’Daar aren’t the legends we’re believed to be.”

      “We’re only legends because we withdrew from the worlds beyond the Between.” He folded his arms and stared at the growing number of hits to his family’s records. “And there’s the last one. They all know, now. Good. Contact me if they call an emergency meeting. If the Valrada touches him, there’ll be war. They allowed the humans to rob me of one brother. I’ll annihilate the Between itself if they attempt to destroy the other.”

      He strode from the cockpit with fangs bared and a red haze coating his vision. He needed to feed and soon. Not the bland bottled stuff they kept on board when they played at being civilized. No. He wanted it fresh from the vein, preferably while his prey screamed in terror.

      Entering his private quarters, he ordered a meal and a bottle of lifeless blood. While he waited, he keyed in a message to his brother.

      “Ravyn!” boomed Pietro’s Den’Lastrian mate. Grokhaar Xandria was the most irreverent and unruly edgeworlder he knew. He was also the most honorable, and he loved Pietro with all the fury in his untamed heart. “How’s it hangin’, you skeevy ol’ pirate?”

      “I need to speak with Pietro.”

      “He’s trying to twist the Warrior into knots. That boy ain’t awful fond of physics.” Grokhaar’s proud grin faded when their eyes met. “Minost’s balls,” he muttered. “How urgent?”

      “It isn’t dire, not yet, but we must speak soon. What are you doing in the Between?”

      “Smuggling of course!” A bit of the edgeworlder’s humor returned. “Had a chat with that sergeant who helped the lad escape a time or two. Draxton Larimore. He’s too tharkin’ stubborn and proud to ask for help, but you know Pietro. My boy wouldn’t take no for an answer. So now we’re off playing tag with the Alliance to bring the sergeant’s old squad to him.”

      Kit covered his face with his hand and swore. “Is he being careful at least?”

      “For some definitions of careful. Let’s say… careful-ish. Give us fifteen to find a safe orbit.” A furious glint in crimson eyes as sharp as the adamantium which capped his horns. “Trust me, Ravyn. I won’t let anyone hurt him.”

      “Nor I. Comm me the moment you can.”

      It was closer to twenty before the comm chimed with an incoming message. Kit spent that time eating the ordered meal and checking the security protocols of the Ravyndaar properties. None had grown lax in his absence, but two had to be reminded the Premier was not a member of the Ravyndaar family. He could posture and pout all he wished, but no one was allowed onto the grounds without permission. Currently, that permission included himself, his crew, Pietro and his smuggler, and the existing household staff. Not even Zyndryk could access certain properties should he return.

      It killed something inside him to make that decision, but five and a half years in the loving care of the Alliance’s ghoulish GenMod division changed a person. Kit put the safeguards in place after several long conversations with Pietro and Draxton Larimore, the legionnaire who helped Pietro escape a similar situation. The young man he now called brother suffered endless torture at the hands of the geneticists who saw him as a thing rather than a person. Draxton’s punishment hadn’t been as brutal, but it almost broke him. The Ravyn had to be sure the brother he’d lost remained inside the brother he hoped to rescue.

      “Kittryk.” Pietro’s eyes held the faintest shimmer of green ringed with crimson. He’d tied his shoulder-length hair back into a short queue and wore several studs in each ear. A Den’Lastrian tradition to prove his prowess over deadly foes. “What has occurred?”

      “The Valrada have noticed your addition to the Ravyndaar family line.”

      “They are less than pleased, I assume?”

      “Boy,” rumbled the edgeworlder looming over Pietro. “This better not be another boneheaded claim that you’re a tharkin’ failure.”

      “I know my worth now, Grokhaar Xandria,” the young man said with a quick glance at the Den’Lastrian. In that look was a deep and overwhelming love and a willingness to carve his way through armies to protect the old smuggler. “But I also know my origins. I am as much human or Seshinaari as I am Velen’Daar. Not all races would welcome such a mix.”

      “And the Velen’Daar,” Kit said into the silence following Pietro’s statement, “have become increasingly insular and xenophobic. Your creation mars the aura of myth which surrounds our people.”

      “Legends are hard to kill,” said the Den’Lastrian. “But reduce ’em to just another race, another edgeworlder? They become prey.”

      “Exactly.” Kit looked from one to the other. “Be cautious, especially in the Between. I don’t know if any of the Houses will move against you now that you’re officially a member of the Ravyndaar line, but I also don’t know if they won’t.”

      “This is our last run for a while,” Grokhaar said. “Larimore and that damned cat have about a million things going on at once, so picking up his folks is slow-go. We’ll bunk there for a week or so unless you give us an all-clear.”

      “Yes, I’ve arranged a sparring match with the one referred to as the Sword.” Pietro’s lips curved with feral anticipation. “I believe there’s much we can learn from each other.”

      Kit chuckled. “Try not to harm the cat too badly, brother. Fieryl is rather sensitive about his prowess, and if the rumors are true, he’s in the middle of a courtship. He might not be rational if you thoroughly trounce him.”
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      Ricardo Jackson drained another shot of cheap tequila and ignored the chirp of an incoming message. He’d been doing that a lot lately, ignoring contact with members of his squad. Scowling, he slammed down the glass and refilled it from the half-empty bottle. No. They weren’t his squad. Not anymore. He’d done the unthinkable. Not by breaking, everyone broke eventually, but how they broke him. What they used, and what he told them. It was unforgivable, even by the squad he considered family.

      He stared into the glass, lost in the hypnotic swirl of the amber liquid. Here, he could float in the nothing. An empty place without guilt or shame, without the knowledge of how he cracked. It didn’t matter that Sarge and the kid were both dead. He was a fucking legionnaire.

      He lifted the shot glass in a mocking salute. “To my brethren, my Loyalty. To my country, my Valor. To myself, my Honor.” He drained the glass and hurled it against the wall with a scream of rage. It shattered into a million tiny shards. Like his honor. “All bullshit.”

      He’d gone through the training, first as an intel officer and later as a legionnaire. He’d been captured by the enemy once, kept in an underground cell where no one could hear him scream. He bore their scars to this day, but he hadn’t broken. Not then. Not until his own commander handed his squad to the Alliance’s pet monster. Then, Jackson screamed until he was hoarse and spilled his guts like a fucking greenie.

      He felt around for another glass and came up empty. Fuck it. He didn’t need a glass. His comm chimed just as the bottle touched his lips. Can’t even get drunk in peace. Fumbling for the ancient device, it took two attempts to pull it close enough for him to make out the incoming comm code. Seshinaar? Who the fuck did he know on Seshinaar? No one. What’d they call it in the ancient ’vids from Earth Prime? A wrong number? Yeah. That had to be it. Just a mistyped comm code. He raised the bottle a second time, and the device chimed again. Same origin, same code identifier.

      Jackson considered his options. He had a hammer. He could simply destroy the damned thing and maybe get some peace. What he didn’t have were the credits to purchase another. He didn’t answer the squad’s messages, but he needed to receive them. They let him know his friends, his family, survived.

      Another chime. Persistent bastard. He lifted the bottle in a mocking salute, then drained it in a single gulp. The fiery liquid burned all the way down, and he welcomed the sensation, deserved the pain. He scowled and turned the bottle upside down.

      “Son of a bitch,” he slurred. “Somebody drank my t’quila.” His comm device beeped again. Head and heart howling with pain and emptiness, he slammed the button to accept the incoming communication. “What the fuck d’you want?”

      “Is that any way to greet your NCO, Corporal Jackson?” said the ghost of the man he’d betrayed.

      “Not a corp’ral anymore, Sarge,” he replied. “Not anything.” He thought he should care about losing his tenuous hold on his sanity, but it was oddly freeing. If Draxton Larimore’s ghost wanted to talk to him through his old comm device, he wasn’t going to give up this chance to apologize. “The squad’s gone, scattered across th’ galaxies. Lost Mitchum to those assholes on Frotel’s Belt. Cupid’s off chasing death as a mercenary. Rivera found himself a girl and settled down. Dunno about Yoon and Threesome.”

      “And Zhi-Zhi?”

      “Still being a pain in my ass. She thinks talking’ll fix things. It won’t. Nothing will.”

      “What needs fixing?”

      Jackson scrubbed his hands over his face. He’d forgotten to shave this morning, yesterday too, and the scruff on his jaw threatened to turn into a full beard. What did it matter? He wasn’t in the Legion anymore. He thrust his fingers into his hair, the strands long enough to grip since it hadn’t seen a razor in more than two years. He’d slept in his clothing two nights in a row and slipped on his boots that morning but hadn’t laced them up. He looked like a worn-out duffle bag after a long patrol, and he didn’t give a shit.

      “Jackson! What needs fixing?”

      Even dead, the Sarge was a tough son of a bitch. Still trying to smooth out the Misfits’ rough edges, still sticking his nose into other folks’ business. His pulse a drumbeat in his ears and behind his eyes, Jackson held the bottle over his open mouth to capture the last drop. A few anemic trickles dribbled out but nothing more.

      “I fucked up, Sarge,” he said at last. Maybe this was why the Sarge haunted him? He needed to confess, to ask forgiveness. Then, Larimore could move on, and Jackson could find another bottle to drown in. “I broke.”

      “Everyone breaks. You know that. Why is this different?” No judgment, no barked orders. That wasn’t the sergeant’s way unless in a combat situation. No, he used the same tone he did when requesting any information.

      Jackson paused knowing this would change everything. Until now, he’d convinced himself the sergeant couldn’t know. The man was dead. He couldn’t ask forgiveness from a dead man. But if Larimore’s ghost turned its back on him? He’d have nothing left, not even the illusion of forgiveness. He shuddered.

      “No point in dredging up all my old ghosts. You know Davison. You know how she is. We all did our best. Cupid got that look in her eyes that said if she made it out alive, Davison was on the top of her hit list. Rivera got the worst of it because he refused to scream. Things get fuzzy after that. I remember the pain. I remember screaming. I remember…” He paused and drew in a shuddering breath. Even ghosts didn’t need to know everything. “And afterward, when everything was goin’ black, I remember Chesterfield’s smug fuckin’ whisper of thanks.”

      “I see.” There was a pause, and Jackson swore he heard a whispered conversation in the background. Did ghosts do that? Conduct other business while on a haunt? Fuck if he knew. “Have you wallowed in self-pity long enough or do you need more time? I have a job for you, but if you can’t do it, I need to find someone else.”

      Jackson picked up the bottle and swore. Still empty. “I ain’t drunk enough for this shit.”

      “And I don’t have time for navel gazing right now. Are you in or out?”

      “What do you mean, Sarge? You’re dead. You got nothing but time.”

      “Dead?” The comm device issued a quiet beep indicating an incoming video connection. Larimore’s voice was quiet when he said, “Accept the ’vid, Ricardo.”

      Something in the tone made him hesitate. Did he want to know who was on the other side of the call? It’d gut him to accept and discover he’d been talking to himself. But if he didn’t accept and it was the sergeant? He accepted the call.

      Sgt. Draxton Larimore stood in a strange room full of vines and organic-looking furniture. For a dead man, he looked damned good. He’d gained some muscle in the afterlife and an intricate tattoo which swirled over every inch of visible skin. The combat fatigues weren’t familiar, and his hair was longer than he’d worn it during their Legion days, but his posture reflected his years in the Allied Forces. Jackson stared, speechless for long minutes.

      “Sarge?” he whispered. “Is it really you?”

      “Yeah, it’s me. It’s a long story I’ll tell you over a beer sometime. After you sober up and stay that way a while.” An astoundingly beautiful man stepped into view, a pair of pointed ears revealed by the braids which held his green-streaked hair off his stunning face. Whispers were exchanged along with touches. Intimate touches. Not just a friend, then. “Look, things are falling into place pretty damned quick, and we need your expertise. Are you capable of running a delicate mission or not?”

      “Right this instant? No.” Jackson pushed aside the bottle and sat up. “But give me a day or so to dry out, and I’ll do my best. What’s the mission?”

      “In two days, a ship will land at Port Drusketh on Nergal, and its captain will secure a room at the Fancy. Go there and ask for Kit. He’ll give the brief.” Larimore clasped his hands behind his back, his expression a familiar one. This wasn’t busy work. It was important. “A lot of lives depend on this mission’s success. If you can’t do it, if you’re too fucked up after the Alliance’s bullshit, tell me now. You’re still one of mine. I won’t send you on a suicide mission.”

      “I’ll do it, Sarge. You can count on me.”

      He would, too. He’d regain his honor. And regardless of Larimore’s words, he’d succeed even if it killed him.
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      Kit stepped onto the landing bay in Port Drusketh and watched the workers scurry among the ships. He’d slipped onto the planet using a judicious amount of bribes, more than a few threats, and calling in more markers than was wise. It was worth it. The Obsidian Ravyn landed in the heart of the Maur Cartel’s territory without issue. Should they make their way back to Nergal, they’d find more than a few closed doors. He didn’t care. If all went according to plan, if the sergeant’s man was up to the task, they’d be in and out in under twenty-four hours never to return.

      “See them?” he murmured to his communications specialist. He kept his voice low, his words in the language of his home world. No one outside his people knew their language, and their tech experts ensured it remained out of all translation chips and modifications. It was the only thing the Valrada unanimously agreed upon.

      “Amateurs.” Draizri’s reply was as quiet, his lips curling into a sneer. “A blind Silaurian could identify those two.” He nodded toward the “couple” perusing the shop closest to the Obsidian Ravyn. “The one pretending to be an inspector is better, but that ship must be doomed for the scrapyard for how long he’s stood there. They’d have done better to have a second guard act as the ship’s captain. A spirited discussion would draw attention away from the others on watch and give them an excuse to linger in one place.”

      “And the two by the entrance?”

      “They have skill, but they’re inexperienced. Too much focus on scanning the crowd. It makes them obvious. Either Maur has grown arrogant, or he knows something we don’t.”

      “Perhaps they are decoys to distract us from the more skilled hunters.”

      Draizri snorted. “Didn’t work. I’ve picked out three others so far. You?”

      “Five. I recognize those two.” he nodded toward a male near the Information kiosk. “They need to come up with a different schtick. They’ve played this scenario too many times before.”

      The pair lounged on a threadbare sofa with the woman draped suggestively over the man’s lap. He stroked her hair absently while he scanned the crowd. He had the face of a young boy on the cusp of manhood and the eyes of a stone-cold killer. The woman snuggled against him wore the filmy outfit of a courtesan and filled it out well. One of the higher-ranked pleasure assassins in the cartel’s arsenal according to Kit’s research. Her hands wandered the young man’s body while her gaze wandered over the ships docked in the bay. She passed over the Obsidian Ravyn before flicking back to the distinctive ship. Her brows rose, and her lips curved in appreciation, but there was no sign of recognition on her face. Good.

      “Laziness,” Draizri muttered with disdain.

      “It must work on some level.” Kit stepped into the line at the security checkpoint, tracking the undercover guards as they circulated through the docking bay. “Keep your ears open and do some snooping once we reach the Fancy. This is too many for even Maur’s paranoia.”

      They switched to the trade tongue as they moved closer to the checkpoint. More travelers lengthened the queue behind them, and only two others waited ahead of them. Time to work on building their cover story. Draizri grumbled about rearranging their fictional schedule to account for an unspecified delay, while Kit fretted about losing a lucrative contract. The human merchant in front of them turned and offered her sympathies, but Kit saw the gleam of opportunistic avarice in her eyes. He nearly smiled. She’d have a hard time stealing an imaginary contract with a dead man.

      Twenty minutes and an enlightening chat with one of their agents later, he and Draizri headed toward the rendezvous point. “It appears,” Kit said in a voice just above a whisper, “Teeshakh tried to double-cross both Kandaria and Fyrdhyn.”

      Draizri chuckled. “Maybe he’ll achieve the impossible and end the war by giving those two a mutual enemy to hate?”

      “He’d make an insufferable hero.”

      Other than that moment of levity, they restricted their conversation to mundane comments about the weather or the potential comforts they could expect from the Fancy. Normal subjects for a pair of traders waiting for a shipment. Always in the meandering conversation of two long-time traveling companions and always utilizing the trade tongue. This wasn’t Kit’s first visit to the Nergalese slave port. He wouldn’t rely on the extra guards being the only measures Maur had put in place since their last visit. This mission was too important to leave to chance.

      If their human contact was as good as the sergeant claimed, they’d be one step closer to freeing his brother. Kit had pored over the man’s files, those scraped off the Legion’s database and personal testimonials supplied by Draxton Larimore. On paper, Cpl. Ricardo Jackson more than qualified for the position. What neither of them revealed was if the human male had broken under his superior’s punishments. Punishments similar to those meted out to his brother for nearly six years.

      It was the knowledge of what those punishments entailed which pushed Kit to hurry, to rush. His instincts screamed that time was running out. Those ghouls at GenMod had spent those years trying to tear Zyndryk apart and see what made him unique. His brother was one of the strongest people he knew, a well-trained Velen’Daar warrior deadly with both blade and diplomacy, but no one can survive torture forever.

      With each passing day he grew closer to Pietro since their first meeting, he learned more than he ever wanted to know about the cruelties of the human scientists. His younger brother suffered endless torments, experiments designed to break his mind and spirit and turn him into an unthinking monster on their leash. Those talks gave him a grim understanding of the possible horrors Zyndryk endured. They’d pay for each one of those years, pay for every scream his brother had suppressed and twice for each one he’d released.

      He snarled when an elbow jabbed into his side. Draizri’s hissed “eyes” dragged his thoughts from glorious vengeance and back to the present. Kit closed his eyes and drew in several deep breaths. Now wasn’t the time for that vengeance, but soon. Soon, he promised Zyndryk, and willed his fangs to shorten.

      His eyes took longer to return to their normal deep brown hue, but a glance in a reflective window revealed a lingering ring of crimson around his irises. That was okay. A hint of red was an acceptable variation in his adopted Silauria where all the colors of nature lived in the gentle farmers’ eyes and hair and skin. Blood red irises paired with elongated fangs, however, might reveal the predator playing at being tame.

      They stopped outside The Fancy and scanned the neighboring buildings under the guise of checking their map. The hotel sat between the tourist-focused port sector and the heavily depressed cargo transport zone. Travelers needing a rest stop between jump gates filled the majority of the rooms, but the Fancy reserved the suites for more discerning clientele. These guests sought the promise of adventure and just the right amount of danger from the security of elegant, discreet accommodations.

      Kit snorted. The proprietors and their guests treated the area like a safari. Unlike predatory cats or a nest of sideslithers, the animals on display were the locals. Those who’d turned their hopelessness into anger as well as the ones who reveled in the misery of others. They prowled and paced and snarled behind an imaginary barrier and watched the tourists with a predatory gleam in their eyes.

      For now.

      Pietro proved how violently the tables could turn. No one enjoyed being caged and watched by those who saw them as less than human. Eventually, the locals would retaliate. The Fancy belonged to the cartel, was under their protection, but not even Teeshakh Maur could intimidate an entire planet forever.

      A movement to his right, quiet and stealthy. It had already begun. Kit caught the eye of a thin, weasel-faced man and shook his head. The would-be thief sneered, and Kit allowed his fangs to elongate. The world shifted into vivid and sharp focus as his eyes glowed crimson from the predator within. The thief froze like a bettedeer fawn, sneer falling away while all color leached from his face. Kit smiled. That’s right. The Fancy prided itself on luxurious safety, yet they rented a suite to the most dangerous predator in the system.

      Deliberately turning his back on the thief, he took in the garish beauty of the Fancy. Its exterior was a ridiculous display of gleaming obsidian columns shot with streaks of shimmering gold and aramidium. A thick awning over the entrance rippled in the light breeze, crimson velvet trimmed with intricate black braiding. Kit exchanged a look with Draizri. His cousin rolled his eyes and reached for the door.

      Once inside, they paused to allow their vision to adjust to the muted light. Another look passed between them, and Kit stifled a laugh. The interior didn’t just meet his expectations, it surpassed them in every way imaginable.

      Brassy gold trim accented the sleek black furniture. Braided black and gold ties held back dark claret drapes of rich velvet. Ostentatiously framed paintings of the Maur family decorated the lobby walls, the carpet was plush, and the lighting dimmed to hide the stains. Draizri shot him a grin which spoke volumes. Yes, it was perfect.

      He stepped deeper into the lobby and noted each of the occupants while his cousin secured their rooms. One of the Nergalese working girls gyrated on a Den’Lastrian’s lap in a darkened corner. From the look of ecstasy on the male’s face and the way his hands cupped her generous breasts, the edgeworlder was enjoying every second his credits had bought him. A dark-skinned human male flipped through the local attractions on a comm kiosk, his expression of mild interest almost hiding his tense watchfulness. Two women, one human the other Kandarian, sipped drinks at the small bar, voices low and hands clasped. He checked again, this time allowing his vision to sharpen and penetrate the darkened corners but found no other visible guests.

      Kit turned his attention back to the human male. He’d moved from the kiosk to a seat next to a potted plant and worked on an ancient comm device. His posture was relaxed, and he paused every few minutes to sip from a glass of clear liquid. The male gave every illusion of being just another guest looking to fill some time before his flight out. Not bad, Kit mused. Not bad at all.

      “Draizri,” he murmured in the Velen’Daar language when his cousin returned. “Impressions?”

      The slender male passed over the access card and pointed out the room’s location on the hotel map to hide his scrutiny of the other guests. “The Den’Lastrian wasted far too many credits on the whore. She’ll hold him on the edge of release until he pays for the premium package, wring him dry of every last credit, and he’ll love every second of it. If he’s smart, he’s already secured passage off Nergal. If he wasn’t, let’s hope he’s lucky, and the whore leaves him enough for a ticket.”

      “They are known for their sexual prowess.”

      “Speaking from experience, cousin?” Draizri gave their small bags to the porter, one of House Ravyndaar’s agents, to carry up to their room. “The Kandarian is weak in power, but she’d kill for her lover. Best guess is they’re trying to get far, far away from the Consortium so neither is used as leverage against the other. The sergeant’s man is better than those idiots at the landing bay, but he didn’t dress the part. His clothing reveals too much defined muscle for just another tourist. His eyes are too focused and watchful. Still, he’s better than most.”

      Nodding, Kit led them through the lobby to the lift platform leading to their rooms. As Draizri pointed out, the male was good. He glanced up briefly when they passed, pulled his feet from their path with a murmur of apology, and returned to his device. But in that moment, Kit saw the human for what he was: a predator on high alert.

      A scar crossed his left eye and ended near his earlobe. Over a year old, if he had to guess, since the eye bore no signs of regeneration discoloration. It wasn’t the only visible scar, either. Another left a jagged line across the crown of his shaven head, two more disappeared into his rolled-up shirt sleeves. But it wasn’t the scars or the musculature of the human male which identified him as a threat. It was his eyes. The shade of Fyrdhyn copper coins, the stranger’s eyes were hard and focused. And enticing.

      Kit nodded his thanks to the male, meeting his gaze and letting his own predator rise. The stranger didn’t acknowledge the challenge, didn’t bristle or cower in fear. Good. If the man had that much control over his instincts, he could prove an asset. If not, well, no plan succeeded without collateral damage.

      After a thorough inspection of their rooms, he settled in to wait. Anticipation coiled in his gut. Finally, he was on the right path to bring his brother home. And if a tendril curled lower and heated his blood for a private, more sensual reason, he ignored it. He’d have time to assuage his curiosity later. After his brother was safe.
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      Jackson released his breath in a quiet whoosh once the men entered the lift platform. Sarge hadn’t lied when he’d described Kit as “sexy as fuck and twice as dangerous”, and the attached holostill hadn’t done the man justice. With lithe muscle on his slender build, the man prowled across the lobby like a jungle cat stalking its prey.

      Jackson had been prey once. Captured and caged and reduced to a number illuminated in the icy blue glow of iridium lights. It broke him. No one would ever do that to him. Never again would anyone make him beg and scream for a mercy that never came. Not even to regain his honor.

      He kept his attention on the pair while noting the reaction of the staff and other guests. Everyone in this garish hotel except the Den’Lastrian had either hunched in fear or braced to fight. The wet sounds of enthusiastic fucking never paused even as a hush fell over the lobby. The rest of them knew what he was. They saw the predator lurking beneath the man’s sophisticated and friendly façade.

      Even as they reacted to his sheer menacing power, they acknowledged the man’s stunning beauty. His long hair flowed to his waist like a waterfall of black satin. His eyes were dark chocolate ringed in crimson. Elegant hands, long legs, and the grace of a dancer. Or an assassin. The effect was immediate and enlightening.

      The whore servicing the Den’Lastrian had paused her disinterested ride to gape at the two men. Female appreciation turned to cunning, and she leaned back to brace her hands on the edgeworlder’s thighs. Each slow slide revealed her client’s cock glistening in the dim overhead lights. She rotated her hips, drew a guttural moan from the male beneath her, and advertised her skills with every movement. When they walked by without a second glance, she shrugged and returned her attention to her client. Potential credits weren’t as important as those already in her account.

      The couple at the bar watched the two men with hooded eyes and hunched shoulders. The human woman gripped her lover’s hand and whispered frantically in the Kandarian’s ear. The witch, too weak to be of interest to the Consortium except as an example to others, watched them like a hare does a hawk. Her free hand lay fisted on her lap, the faint glow of magic peeking around her body. She wasn’t a strong witch, but she was determined to defend her human lover. Jackson liked her immensely.

      He'd done his best to remain calm and unaffected by the pair, but he wasn’t an idiot. They were beautiful in the same way most dangerous creatures were beautiful. Two sleek and deadly predators moving with sensuous grace among the prey at an oasis. And one was his contact. What the fuck had Sarge gotten him involved in this time? He scrubbed a hand over his freshly shaven scalp. It didn’t matter. He’d team up with Teeshakh Maur himself if it restored his honor.

      “Sir?” The receptionist hovered at his left shoulder, a polite indifference to her expression. “You may go up now. Room 43 Delta.”

      “Thanks.” Rising, Jackson tossed her a credstick for her time and her silence. She slotted it into her device, and her smile became genuine.

      “Of course. Thank you and come again.”

      Rolling his shoulders to ease some of his tension, he stepped onto the elevator and considered his approach. Unless Mr. Sexy could tap into Alliance records, the man was taking him on faith and Sgt. Larimore’s recommendation with no true knowledge of his skills. That meant a lot of second guessing if things weren’t hammered out early. He stopped at the appropriate door and smiled. Well, there was one way to prove himself.

      Jackson hooked his comm unit into the cypher lock and went to work. Nergal’s systems were tight, their security measures byzantine, but he’d cracked them before. This one, however, showed signs of tampering. Either the pair were insanely paranoid, or they’d decided to test his skills. No matter. He had too much riding on this mission to fail at the first challenge.

      The unlocking program he’d built years ago for the Misfits ran slower on the ancient unit than the sleek device issued by the Legion, but it got the job done. The access panel flashed green, the cypher lock disengaged, and the door slid open. His mama didn’t raise any fools, however. He didn’t step into the room. Instead, he slid away his comm device and stared into two pairs of crimson-ringed eyes. They glowed in the muted light of the room and promised death.

      “Sarge tells me you need a comm spec.” He leaned against the doorway and folded his arms over his chest. No sudden moves. Nothing hidden or shady. Voice as deliberately casual and relaxed as his posture. “If he’s right, and Sarge is annoyingly on the nose about this shit, then I’m your man. Ricardo Jackson of the Misfits.”

      The man he knew only as Kit stepped forward, the other man shifting to keep a clear line of sight between them. The leader carried a pair of wickedly curved blades crackling with energy and stood like he knew how to use them. “Do you always court death when you respond to job opportunities?”

      “If necessary.” Damn. A voice like that should be illegal. Smooth and rich but with a bite of danger to make things interesting. He’d be a potent lover, the kind who liked a bit of pain. Too bad he was the lead on this mission. Jackson didn’t mix business with pleasure. That got a man killed. “Sarge’s brief said this mission’s important. You don’t know me or my skills. A suitable demonstration cuts through a lot of bullshit.”

      The silence stretched until a bead of sweat rolled down Jackson’s spine. Had he fucked this up before he’d begun? It wouldn’t be the first time. Hell, it was how he landed in the Misfits to begin with. He scrambled to think of some other way to explain, to smooth things over, when the man took a step closer, then another. And another. Jackson maintained his relaxed posture through sheer stubborn will. He endured Davison’s cruelties for months. He wasn’t letting this beautifully dangerous man unnerve him.

      “As a demonstration,” Kit said in a supernal voice which ghosted over his skin like an assassin’s blade, “it was masterfully executed. Do it again, Ricardo, and the consequences will prove… unpleasant. Are we clear on this?”

      “Crystalline.” Not an agreement, he didn’t make promises he couldn’t keep, but he understood the thin line he now walked.

      “Good.” Kit stepped aside and motioned toward a group of chairs. “Please, come.”

      Jackson strolled in and sat with the wall at his back. The Sarge had vouched for the two men, but too much had happened since the Misfits were a happy dysfunctional family. He no longer trusted anyone at his back. He wasn’t sure he ever would.

      Kit draped over the chair opposite him like a boneless cat, the unknown man opting for the seat closest to the holovid projector on the central table. “A word of caution before we begin.” Kit’s posture was relaxed, his voice as hard as aramidium. “I require only two things from you. The first is your expertise with Alliance communications systems. The second is discretion. I don’t tolerate betrayal, Corporal Jackson. If even a whisper reaches Alliance ears of what we plan to do, you won’t like it.”

      “I like threats even less.”

      “The Ravyn doesn’t make idle threats, human,” said the silent companion.

      Jackson whistled softly, and Kit—the Ravyn—smiled. The Sarge hadn’t lied when he called the man dangerous. Everyone knew of the Ravyn. Mercenary. Smuggler. Vigilante. Murderer. Hero. The description depended on who you asked and when. The Alliance had tracked the man for nearly a decade with no luck. He was a ghost. An annoying and costly one.

      “Change your mind?” The Ravyn arched a brow, amusement still playing along his lips and highlighting the crimson ring of his eyes.

      “Nope. It’s just like Sarge to dive headfirst into a fucked-up situation and expect the Misfits to haul his ass out again. This is just same shit, different pile. What’s the plan?”

      “Draizri?”

      The quiet man activated the holovid projector, and an unfamiliar space station rotated slowly above the table. “We need a secure, stable comm link between this Alliance medical research station and Seshinaar. Nothing can disrupt the link short of the station exploding. Not a loss of power, manual override, nothing. Can you establish such a link?”

      Jackson sat forward. “That looks like one of GenMod’s zoos. Y’all know I ain’t real popular with those ghouls, right?”

      “Getting on board won’t be an issue.” The Ravyn’s clipped voice left no room for doubt. “Can you establish the link?”

      “Do you have the current specs of their system?” He was pretty certain he could do it, but until he knew what he was working with, he wouldn’t make empty promises. The holovid of the station blinked out to be replaced by a slow-scrolling spec report. Jackson scanned it and snorted. No updates since their capture? The Alliance was too arrogant by far. “Yeah. I can do it, but it’ll take time to do it right.”

      “How much time?”

      “Two to three hours if we don’t want to tip off security. Faster if we’re going scorched earth.”

      “Three hours is acceptable.” At a wave of his hand, the one called Draizri shut down the holovid projector and packed it away. “Can you leave at once?”

      “Just need to grab my bag.”

      “Good. We’ll pick it up on the way to the landing bay. You’ll get the full briefing once we’re in the Between.”

      They caught a shuttle to Kisar Dale, the mining community Jackson called home for the past six months. He led the way to the rundown shack and ducked inside. He’d cleared away the weeks of empty bottles, washed the few dishes, and opened the windows to release the stale air, but the pall of hopelessness and quiet desperation lingered. Thankfully, the Ravyn and Draizri remained outside while he retrieved his bag. He didn’t need their judgment or their pity.

      “I’m ready.” He emerged with his pack slung over his shoulder and a hum of anticipation singing through his veins. Whatever the future held, whether his path led to redemption or death, he was ready.
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      While Draizri settled their human guest into his cabin, Kit stepped onto the bridge. The landing bay’s maintenance bots were halfway through servicing the ship, and Idaerra reported they’d left the usual number of tracking bots. The security team would deal with them prior to entering the Between. It wasn’t to their advantage, yet, to remind the other races that the Velen’Daar didn’t need to use the human’s jump gates. If they had forgotten that fact over the centuries, he’d refresh their memories of the other predators which lurked in the Between soon enough.

      Settling into the captain’s chair, he scrolled through his messages. One from Pietro announcing his safe arrival in Tanh’Shinaar. Another from his contacts on Earth VI reporting their success in convincing the sergeant’s parents to take an unscheduled holiday to Seshinaar in the Iloumaer System. A third from his home on Silauria announcing the upcoming visit by the premier. He sat up and read the message more thoroughly.

      “What are you planning?” he murmured.

      He scowled at the humanoids and bots scurrying around the landing bay, his thoughts swirling through the possible explanations for the premier’s capitulation. It felt like a trap, but if it was, he couldn’t see what the Premier hoped to gain from it. Kit wasn’t the last of the Ravyndaar line, not even before he formally acknowledged Pietro as family and heir, so the Premier couldn’t elevate a
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