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      Freefall in a Kydaas skimmer was the most terrifying and exhilarating thing Lieutenant Riyun Molliro had ever experienced. It required that you operate blind, trusting instrumentation and denying instinct.

      Or you died.

      It was that simple.

      And over Miyatal, the capital city of Nao? There were so many complications.

      They’d drop through three miles of clouds gray as slate, lit by lightning claws ready to scrape the vehicle at any moment. Ozone clung to everything, a threatening odor that dipped into an even more threatening grate on the tongue. At such an altitude, if the flight controls failed, there would be no recovery, and the only remnant of the skimmer would be a crater filled with twisted bits of machinery and mushier bits of its occupants.

      Riyun had been on enough freefall runs to hide the jitters, keeping his forgettable face still beneath black hair grown out enough to show the first hint of gentle waves. But this was Symbra’s first, and it showed.

      Chattering teeth, wild eyes whose cool, gold irises were almost lost to bloodshot red, flaring nostrils on a button nose with bronze skin now raw…it wasn’t a good look for such a pretty woman. If she was serious about learning the mercenary trade, she had to get past such moments. Riyun’s squad wouldn’t respect her otherwise, and she claimed to want that respect.

      At four miles, he unbuckled, pulled himself to the rear with the stabilizer bar, and typed in the hatch access code. “Go time.”

      Symbra bunched her long, golden-brown hair up over the top of her head, sealed her helmet, and guided herself to the other side of the hatch. “Ready.”

      At the broad-shouldered lieutenant’s signal, the pilot slowed descent.

      Riyun pulled his gold helmet on and hit the activation button.

      The second the hatch opened, wind battered them and rain slicked everything. His boots slid around as he searched with his free hand for the smaller stabilizer bar on the skimmer hull. Ice slithered beneath his glove, then his fingers found the narrow bar and gripped tight. He released his hold on the inside bar⁠—

      —just as a gust of wind tipped the Kydaas on its side.

      His boots came out from under him, and he shot out into the charcoal haze.

      But his grip on the outer bar held.

      The skimmer righted itself, and he slammed against the hull.

      “Sorry, Boss!” There was an edge of whimsy to Hirvok’s voice, even though the pilot hadn’t meant for the skimmer to rock as it had. He was immature, but he wasn’t that irresponsible.

      Riyun hauled himself up and planted his boots on the runner, then summoned the calmest voice he could manage. “Symbra!”

      Her gloved left hand slapped at the bar on the other side of the opening before grasping the steel tight, then one of her legs swung around. She flailed for a second before getting a boot on the runner.

      The leader of the Hurdist Squad—once the Hurdist Platoon before so many misfortunes—never let his people know when he worried for them. But he came close to grabbing the woman’s turquoise-colored armored long coat when it tangled in the wind.

      Then she had both hands on the bar and both boots on the runner. “Ready.”

      Her radio picked up the tremor in her voice, which said she wasn’t actually ready at all, but it was the words that mattered. She wanted this job. She wanted to prove to everyone in the Inner and Outer Spheres that she wasn’t some pampered and entitled Onath. He had to let her prove herself, no matter how it twisted his guts.

      He connected privately over the radio. “You okay?”

      She nodded and tightened her grip on the bar. “Do we really need our backpacks for this? I mean, food and water? We’re in a city.”

      “Go in prepared, or don’t go in at all.”

      “Then why not use the cable system?”

      “It tops out at three hundred feet.”

      And they were miles up. Armored plates or not, the wind was whipping his duster around like a gold-and-black flag. Ice formed on his gloves and boots, on his sleeves and helmet faceplate. Even sealed up, the cold leaked through. Symbra had to be hating life, but she wasn’t about to let it show, not if she was serious about proving herself.

      He tapped the side of his helmet where it covered his ear. “When the tone sounds, you follow my lead—understand? Stick to call signs over the open comms.”

      Another nod. “What about the lightning?”

      The clouds grew bright, and thunder rumbled in his bones. “Don’t worry about it. Lightning never strikes twice.”

      That relaxed her. Then the engine groaned, and she tensed again. “Wait, are you saying this bucket of scrap’s been hit before?”

      The tone sounded.

      He released the bar and kicked off the runner, dropping boots down into the glowing clouds. “Lightning away.”

      A second later, he heard what he needed to hear: “S-Silver away.”

      Good kid.

      Tendrils of electricity curled through the clouds, and rain battered him like rapid-fire punches from a giant. At any moment, he expected a cloud to snatch him with puffy fingers. Imagination could go wild in such moments.

      Two-and-a-half miles.

      He connected to Tawod, the squad’s hacker. “Six-Pack, you have the update on this security vehicle for me?”

      “It’s the right car. Planetary security just confirmed the corpses we found were the real security team.”

      “You better be right.”

      Chatter filled the open channel. This was high risk, and the team knew it. They wanted to know if they were covered. The unit had been burned by corporations before.

      The hacker was there in a private connection. “Lieutenant, they’re getting restless.”

      They had a right to be.

      One-and-a-half miles.

      Riyun cleared his throat over the open channel. “Everyone, listen up. We’re going to be okay. We signed on with the right company this time.”

      The chatter died.

      In the quiet moments, Riyun actually believed what he was saying. He didn’t like this particular job. It was political. Messy. Very messy. Migra Rutai messy. Of all the terrorist groups, they were the worst. And they’d evaded corporate and planetary security for weeks. Now they held Munot Dareth, the planetary governor, hostage and were making demands.

      Ugly demands.

      And they’d tossed a survivor from the security detail and a couple civilians to the street to show they were serious.

      From a mile up.

      Riyun normally avoided political jobs, but after what had happened on Nevinon, this was the only gig he could get.

      And the squad knew that. Everyone knew.

      He reconnected to Symbra on the private channel. “Now.”

      After a second, he activated his grav pack.

      White light burst all around, like a ball of lightning, and the harness yanked against his groin and hips.

      It was like being hit in the gut by a bag of cement.

      Symbra came into view off to his left. She seemed to be handling the grav pack better than him. No surprise—she was graceful.

      The security air-car was a few hundred feet below. Long, black as a starless night, bulky, with flashing lights running around the sides: It looked legit.

      It was legit.

      Migra Rutai operatives had stolen the IDs, uniforms, and weapons of the real security team, same as they’d inserted people into the staff of the Brezak Building—the facility hosting Governor Dareth’s visit. Now they had the entire building locked down, and the demands were slowly being fed to the governor’s people.

      Impossible demands.

      That was how the Migra Rutai operated.

      Riyun maneuvered until he was over the security vehicle; Symbra followed.

      He pulled his Minkaur Devastator around by the strap. “You get the front. I’ll get the back.”

      Symbra had a thing for the Zarikav Model 7. Limited magazine capacity, poor stopping power, and a bad track record in the field—it was a disaster waiting to happen. But it was popular with the people she normally ran with. People from money.

      He could only hope tonight wasn’t the night the gun failed.

      They were birds of prey–circling slowly until they were just above the air-car. The heads-up display of the tactical network showed four heat signatures and the stolen IDs. They would be focused on the building below and its security system, not the sky above. It was a good security system, the same one used to coordinate the massacre of the corporate security team that had made the first rescue attempt.

      But Riyun’s team was better than corporate security.

      He checked the signals: Four targets, all of them hooked in to communications with the other terrorists. “Tac-net HUD shows four.”

      Symbra descended a little farther. She had one of the targets in the Zarikav’s sights. The one thing the gun was good at—the sole purpose behind its design–was penetrating armor. That was heaviest at the front of the security skimmer.

      “Ready.” Her voice shook.

      He would rather negotiate with the terrorists, save lives, avoid the brutal violence that was so close.

      That option was off the table.

      “On my shot.” Riyun targeted the closer of the two terrorists in the rear. He had armor-piercing rounds loaded. At ten millimeters, a Devastator round would be enough to drop anyone with a hit to the right area. He was targeting the neck.

      He squeezed off a round.

      Just as lightning flashed all around him.

      Every nerve lit up. Bright light like a sun filled his awareness. His jaw locked. Fire filled his lungs.

      Then his grav pack cut out.

      And everything went black.
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      Riyun plunged toward the Brezak Building. His mind tumbled from disbelief at his misfortune, to fury that he’d failed his squad, and then to curiosity over whether or not they could finish the job without him.

      Seconds passed in heartbeats and panting. What would impact be like? Would he die instantly, or would his Juggernaut armor absorb enough energy on impact that it would take time?

      Then his helmet flashed back to life.

      Clouds thinned. Lights from some of the taller, distant buildings sped by.

      The tac-net flared a frightening red, then it flipped to welcome green.

      And the grav pack fizzled. Popped. Hissed.

      But it didn’t start.

      He twisted, spotted the building below–a couple hundred feet.

      A burst of white light: lightning?

      No. The grav pack. Kicking on abruptly.

      He leveled off not even fifty feet above the wide terrace that had hours before been the scene of the governor’s victory party. Four more years of his ruinous, unpopular policies.

      “Power low.”

      For such a terrible message, the voice of the tac-net control was soft and pleasant. Was that all the lightning strike had done—shorted out the batteries?

      There was a minute left on the grav pack—backup batteries.

      Time enough.

      Riyun ascended back to the security air-car, hoping there might still be a chance for the mission. They desperately needed the money.

      One of the front doors was open. A body dangled halfway out.

      Symbra? Using night-vision, he couldn’t⁠—

      No. The body was held in place by a belt. Symbra was in the center seat, helmet and gloves off, frantically typing at the console.

      She whipped around, Zarikav leveled at his chest.

      He threw up his hands. “It’s me—Lightning!”

      “Shit.” She lowered the gun and returned to typing. “Go ahead, Six-Pack.”

      As Riyun drew closer, he caught details from the interior: holes in the armor; four bodies slumped; blood spattered on the consoles and pooling on the floor. She’d smeared gore on the display in front of her—probably swiped it with an icy glove before pulling that off.

      Symbra nodded. “Uh-huh. I see it.”

      The lieutenant climbed in through one of the rear doors and settled between the two corpses before powering down the grav pack. They looked exactly like security personnel. All that separated them was ideology and opportunity. “Who’d you think that was, flying around up here?”

      The Onath tapped the microphone stretching from her ear to her lips, muting her connection. “I thought you were dead.”

      “So did I.”

      “Yeah, well–” She tapped the microphone again. “Go ahead, Six-Pack.”

      There was an unmistakable hostility in the way she looked into the rear, where Riyun was inspecting the dead. He’d killed his target, but the other shots had to be her doing. It wasn’t perfect—one had required a couple rounds—but given the circumstances, it was solid work.

      She twisted around in her seat, helmet in hand. “Rooftop security monitors are offline. We’re a go.” There was a strange calm to her voice.

      “You okay?”

      She stared at the helmet. “I guess. I–I really thought you were gone.”

      “That didn’t seem to stop you from finishing the job. Good work.”

      Her eyes tracked across the bodies. “Thanks.”

      Riyun leaned out the open door, powered the grav pack on, and dropped toward the terrace below, landing as his tac-net flickered red.

      “Power empty.”

      He shook his leg out. “I noticed.”

      Symbra landed beside him. Canvas canopies slapped noisily in the wind, tugging at the anchoring tables that were covered with silver serving sets. Strings of lights strung from the building to the terrace edge swung like jump ropes, reflecting crazily from puddles and water-slick surfaces.

      Overhead, the Kydaas skimmer descended, still running dark.

      They were alone on the south terrace except for the corpses of what must have been the legitimate staff. The bodies had been dragged to the west end of the open structure and left in front of tall, potted plants. Dark green fronds danced in the wind, sometimes hiding the dead from sight.

      He exhaled. “South terrace clear. Whisper, Six-Pack—proceed to the north terrace.”

      The skimmer headed to the opposite side of the building, the soft static hum of its motors just another part of the stormy night.

      Symbra checked her weapon. “How’d you do that?”

      “Survive the lightning strike?”

      “Yes.”

      Riyun rapped a knuckle against his helmet. “Quick thinking.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Nah. It was pure luck. If I’d been on the ground, I wouldn’t have. Everything came back online just before I became part of the decorations.”

      “Don’t take this wrong, but I prefer the idea that you were in control the whole time.”

      “No one’s always in control, Symbra.”

      “I know. I just prefer to believe that.”

      She knew a lot for someone her age.

      Tawod established a video connection through the tac-net. It was good enough to make out the north terrace—smaller, with darker tiles, empty except for a few waterlogged tables and chairs bunched against a wall. The terrace hadn’t been used during the governor’s visit, except maybe for a private rendezvous.

      Business was conducted that way—away from monitors and prying eyes.

      The hacker skipped up to the sliding glass doors, which were protected by a steel-and-glass overhang. There was enough illumination coming from inside that he had his camera set for visible light. He removed his helmet, checking his reflection. He was a handsome kid–the same long brown hair and bronze skin as Symbra but with a strong nose that really complimented his sharp cheeks. He was also a good hacker, but his vanity was becoming a real problem.

      He brushed back his hair and mimicked a kiss. “You getting that, Symbra?”

      Riyun adjusted his armor. “Stay on mission, and stick to call signs.”

      “You bet. Entry looks clear.”

      Whisper took her helmet off as well, revealing brown, frizzy hair in the reflection of the sliding glass door. Her real name was Javika. With skin darker than Tawod’s and a broad nose, she looked nothing like him or anyone else on the team. She cupped her hands over her black eyes and pressed against the glass. She was taller than the hacker—nearly as tall as Riyun—and her wiry frame and dark violet armor made her seem comparatively skinny. “We can proceed?”

      Riyun cocked an eye at Symbra. “You see anything on the scanners when you were up in that vehicle?”

      She hesitated. “Um…”

      “Any patrols between that terrace and the operations center?”

      “I—I didn’t scan them.”

      “Why?”

      Tawod chuckled. “I ran the scans remotely for her. All clear. Just like I said.”

      The assignment had been Symbra’s. Riyun made a mental note to review procedure with her later. “All right. Proceed.”

      Javika and Tawod sealed their helmets back up.

      They were on the building network now, encrypted visitor traffic no one should notice, given Tawod’s skills. He’d been inside the building systems undetected, so it made sense the team hadn’t seen much trouble.

      The north terrace doors hissed open, and the two of them entered.

      An overlay of the building interior settled over Riyun’s tac-net HUD, merging with his own infrared and ultraviolet video.

      Tawod strutted through what must have been a banquet area, and the lighting dimmed to the point where he switched to infrared. “Operations center’s down this hall, then two levels down and off to the east.” As he spoke, the path he described turned blue on the display.

      Nothing significant showed up: furniture and equipment–cold, unused.

      “Proceed.” Riyun waved for Symbra to follow through the sliding glass doors that would let them into the building. “Whisper, check the route to the conference chamber. They should have patrols of some sort. The rest of you, when the signal comes, insert through the north terrace.”

      Javika and Tawod split, the handsome hacker jogging toward the stairwell, the wiry assassin sliding along the walls that would take her to the eastern conference chamber, where the terrorists were supposedly holed up with the captive governor. Her duster darkened to black, his shifted from a bright green to a forest green in twilight.

      Something moved beyond the doors as Riyun approached. He waved for Symbra to take cover behind one of the tables and did the same, lying flat on the tiled terrace floor.

      A tablecloth flapped wetly in the wind until he pinned the material to the table leg.

      The doors opened. Two sets of legs stepped out. Booted feet. Black pants.

      Migra Rutai.

      Riyun unclipped his gun and set it down softly, then drew his khanza long knife. “We’ve got two visitors.”

      This close in, gunfire would be a problem, and the knife could handle most armor well enough.

      After setting her weapon down, Symbra pulled out a menij dagger—shorter, narrower. He’d seen one like it before—the tip could punch through even heavier armor than his blade. Someone who knew what they were doing could drive the length of the blade completely through a helmet. Like a lot of what Symbra carried, it was the sort of weapon that cost more than he’d made in his best year of work.

      Riyun signaled that he would take the terrorist approaching on the east side. Symbra crawled the other way. By the time he reached the end of the table, the terrorists were coming around the corners.

      He flashed a sign: Go!

      She launched herself into her target; he did the same.

      His blade seemed to draw in the darkness, a shadow in the gray. When he brought the weapon down, armor gave beneath the blow as easily as flesh and bone. Blood gushed—black as midnight until caught in the dancing lights—and the terrorist fell back.

      There was an instant to catch the look of shock on a puffy, middle-aged female face, the desperate confusion as training told the woman to bring her weapon up and fire, and instinct told her to clutch at the wound and staunch the bleeding.

      Then she was down, still confused, but now too weak to be a threat.

      But Symbra’s target was still up.

      Riyun sprinted for the melee, guts coiling in dread.

      The other terrorist was big. Really big. A powerfully built man with a finger-high, white strip of hair rising from close-cut dark hair. He had Symbra by the right wrist and was twisting her around and pushing her back.

      Before Riyun could close, White Stripe swept Symbra’s legs.

      She hit the concrete hard and lay still.

      White Stripe brought his gun up, sighted⁠—

      Riyun growled and desperately hurled himself at the bigger man. The swing of the long knife was wild, too wide to hit the other man’s exposed head. There was no chance the blade would cut through the brute’s heavy armor, not with the limited swing necessitated by the hasty jump.

      The blade scraped across the big man’s armored chest just as he brought his weapon around.

      But the terrorist was too slow.

      Riyun was past the barrel, hugging the brute. And there was no way the lieutenant was going to let go.

      His blade clattered to the tiles, as useless as the terrorist’s gun the way they were clinched.

      They went to the floor.

      Compared to most, Riyun was a big man and brawny, and he knew his way around close combat better than most. But he was no match for the towering White Stripe. Punches only seemed to anger the huge thug.

      But when the brutish terrorist punched, it rocked the lieutenant’s head, and stars flitted in his vision.

      Another punch and Riyun groaned. His arms were noodles.

      Blood drizzled onto the mask of his helmet as the big man wrapped his paws around Riyun’s throat.

      Blood? That seemed odd. It was turning watery in the rain…

      It wasn’t his blood! Symbra had actually managed to get her dagger into the huge terrorist’s neck.

      He was hurt. Bleeding.

      Significantly so. Even his grip seemed weaker than his first punch.

      Riyun kept the brute’s attention by grabbing one wrist with a rubbery hand, while sneaking the other around and up to the bloody wound.

      As the lieutenant’s shaking fingers reached for the ugly hole left by the dagger, his vision narrowed into a dark tunnel.

      Then he found the wound.

      At first, he scraped a gloved thumb over the inflamed flesh, then immediately after he drove his middle finger in.

      Deep.

      White Stripe reared back, hands now clutching at the gory hole. His lips twisted in an agonized snarl, and he let out a tormented howl.

      Riyun searched around for his knife and tried to wriggle free of the other man’s weight, but the brute kept his enemy immobile.

      And then White Stripe shook off the pain. His eyes narrowed.

      He punched Riyun once again, and something popped in his jaw. A stunted groan followed, despite his best effort to hold everything in. His awareness seemed uncertain, with prickly lights teasing at the periphery.

      Fight it! Stay awake!

      Then the big brute stiffened. He shivered and made a small sound as blood trailed down his face from a new wound.

      The terrorist swayed for a second, then slumped, revealing Symbra and her dripping blade. “You okay, Lieutenant?”

      “Lightning.” Riyun wriggled free of the terrorist. “And I’m fine.”

      “Oh. It looked like he⁠—”

      “I’m fine.”

      “He was a huge pile of meat.”

      “I’ve killed bigger.”

      “I thought he was going to⁠—”

      Riyun grabbed his knife. “Drop it.”

      Javika was in his ear. “There were two guards in the corridor.”

      Were. That meant she’d killed them and hid their bodies.

      The video she sent showed a hallway with pale splashes of light and deep shadows. The door they wanted was beyond a bend and another short hall.

      Eight dead terrorists. Riyun was on the clock now. He waved for Symbra to follow as he slipped through the sliding glass doors. “Six-Pack, status?”

      The hacker sent a video of himself standing in front of a long mirror. “Still looking great, Lieutenant.”

      “Lightning.”

      “Looking great, Lightning.”

      “Thanks. And the operations center?”

      The image shifted to a closed door several feet away. “Ready to go on your mark.”

      Riyun picked up the pace, no longer concerned about someone hearing their squeaky, booted steps. The halls were clear. The team could begin insertion. “Listen up, people. On my mark, drop to the terrace. Six-Pack⁠—”

      “Take out the operations center.” Tawod wiggled his fingers, as he liked to do before major hacking activity. “I know.”

      A turn, a short hallway brightly lit, another turn, and they would be at the long, dim corridor where Javika waited.

      Symbra’s soft panting bled into the open channel, only slightly louder than the echo of their hardened soles on the polished tiles.

      Riyun sprinted. “Go!”

      Video from the skimmer showed the rest of the team dropping to the north terrace.

      Ahead of Riyun, the wiry assassin separated from shadow.

      Tawod shouldered the operations center door open with a chuckle. “Show time!”

      And then his video feed died.
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      Riyun had an instant to register what he’d seen just before the rumble of an explosion shook the floor.

      There’d been a tripwire. Backpacks. Devices with flashing lights.

      A booby trap.

      Why had Tawod been so sloppy? Training. A failure in training.

      And now the kid was dead, and his death had triggered a deafening alarm, which clanged around inside Riyun’s helmet. The hallway’s dim lights were out. The lightning strike had broken something in his armor, and he was cooking.

      If he didn’t come up with a solution, the heat would be the least of his problems.

      The plan had been simple: Take out the operations center software, insert some cameras into the conference room, get a sense of where the terrorists were, and then remove targets one at a time until the team had to charge in.

      Now everything was complicated.

      He had to uncomplicate things and fast. “Let’s move, people.”

      Javika bolted down the hallway, and he followed, stopping at the turn.

      Symbra scraped to a stop behind them. “Anything?”

      They were looking at double doors. According to the overlay still on their tac-net, the room beyond was huge, with several smaller rooms on either side. There was also a window that looked out to the east.

      How many terrorists were there?

      Boots clattered in the distance: His team was coming.

      The double doors burst open. Three people ran through, weapons at the ready.

      Riyun grunted, then popped around the corner and opened fire.

      The terrorists dropped, shock on their faces.

      These weren’t professionals, or they would’ve known better.

      Javika sped past, taking a position to the left of the double doors. Riyun waved Symbra to the right side, then followed, yanking the doors open.

      It was a desperate move, but it was a desperate time.

      The governor. They had to save the governor, or even expenses wouldn’t be paid for.

      As expected, the Migra Rutai had taken up position in the main conference room. There were twelve of them huddled around the large table, with the governor seated right in the middle. He’d probably demanded that chair at the end of the table at some point. The look on their faces was precious: stunned, disbelieving.

      Riyun had a moment, and he took advantage, opening fire on the people to his left, away from the corporate executive-turned-politician.

      Javika followed up as if she’d read the lieutenant’s mind, darting behind him to the right, using him as cover, until she was close enough to jump onto the closest of the terrorists to the right. She had a sword, but unlike Riyun, she was a master of the blade, an artisan. The weapon slashed, and blood spurted from the terrorist’s neck.

      That was all Riyun saw, although he heard the screams of surprise from the other terrorists between the bursts from his gun. Then Symbra was at his side, her own weapon booming.

      But the terrorists were no longer surprised. They were returning fire.

      Bullets rattled off Riyun’s armor.

      He dropped to a knee, gasping from the impacts.

      There were still several terrorists, and one of them had run for Governor Dareth, propping the older man up as a human shield while screaming. “Freedom for humanity!”

      It was so typical and predictable, and Riyun could do nothing about it. The wind had been knocked out of him, and even though the bullets had been stopped, his body felt like it had been pummeled by a thousand robot-driven hammers.

      But Symbra didn’t hesitate.

      She kept firing, dropping to a knee and still using him as cover. And Javika moved from one terrorist to the next, keeping each target between her and those trying to fire on her. The terrorists had no choice but to shoot their own.

      And then the graceful assassin would move on to her next victim.

      A distinctive, throaty whirring came from behind: the squad’s heavy assault weapon. Powerful rounds tore two of the terrorists apart.

      The weapons went silent.

      Only the lone terrorist holding Dareth hostage remained. Skinny, dressed in layered black, the terrorist’s greasy, black hair and tattoo-covered, sunken cheeks made it nearly impossible to tell age or gender. But the wild, gray eyes—those held desperate murder. “Pawns!”

      The governor was a big man long gone to fat. His bronze face was red now. Still, he was a greater physical presence than his Migra Rutai captor.

      Riyun held out his hands. “This doesn’t have to end in death.”

      “Of course it does.” A tear trickled down the terrorist’s cheeks and disappeared against the spirals of black ink. “For me today. But they’re coming for all of us. The sky is burning!”

      The politician didn’t wait to have his brains blown out, instead elbowing the terrorist in the gut and shoving him away. “Kill him!”

      Riyun aimed at the terrorist. “Drop it!”

      Resolve settled on the tattooed face, and the terrorist pointed his gun at Dareth and fired.

      At the exact same moment, the rest of Riyun’s squad fired.

      The terrorist jerked for an instant, then fell back in a gory heap.

      Governor Dareth doubled over, clutching his gut. “You irresponsible imbeciles!”

      “Ice!” Riyun took a step, stumbled. His chest ached from the earlier barrage.

      A lanky form hurried past, kneeling at the governor’s side. “On it!” Despite the chaos and gore of just-concluded battle, the deep voice was cold, emotionless. After a moment of wrestling the politician’s hands away, tension slipped from the form’s posture. “He will live.”

      That was enough for Riyun to relax, too. “Thanks, Ice.”

      The medic pulled gloves off, then slipped free of a backpack. Finally, the gun-metal helmet came off, revealing a shock of white, wiry hair that seemed to float lifelessly over a pink scalp. The youthful, plain face beneath that hair showed as much emotion as the voice had. “I will tend the wounds.”

      “Don’t you touch me!” The governor shoved the smaller medic.

      “I will wear protective gloves, of course.”

      Hirvok—Riyun’s second-in-command—kicked one of the terrorist corpses. “If that blowhard travels to the Hollow Hills, this was all a waste of time.”

      An expensive waste of time.

      Riyun tried to get to his feet, but the pain in his chest flared.

      Had he broken a rib? “We need to sweep the building.”

      Big hands lifted the lieutenant to his feet, and a gravelly voice chuckled. “All clear, Lieutenant. Operation’s over. Time for a little relaxing.” The hands belonged to Lonar, the squad’s heavy weapons expert. He was big, easily a head taller than Riyun, nearly the size of the Migra Rutai brute from the north terrace, but much wider.

      And all muscle.

      The big man pulled his helmet off, revealing mirthful black eyes, spiked black hair that was missing in patches, dark coppery skin, and an off-center nose.

      Riyun leaned against the table. “The security forces?”

      Hirvok dropped into a chair and pulled his helmet off. He brushed back thick, brown hair, and the olive skin of his face creased in irritation. “On their way. They’re not going to miss the opportunity to steal credit. Quil, how bad is it?”

      “Call sign⁠—”

      “Mission’s over. Quil?”

      The lanky, young man dug through a medical kit, hands now protected by bloody latex gloves. “The bullet passed through the fat. There is no threat.”

      “Plenty of that to pass through, huh?” Hirvok snorted.

      Riyun shook his head, but his sergeant seemed bent on insulting the man they’d been hired to rescue. “We need to retrieve Tawod’s body.”

      “Stupid kid nearly screwed the⁠—”

      “Hirvok, why don’t you head down there and give it a look?”

      “Send your pseudo.”

      “Quil’s tending to the governor.”

      “Yeah, well, he can tend to our dead hacker when he’s done. That’s why we call you Ice, right, Quil? Don’t feel a thing, do you? Had all your emotions bio-engineered out.”

      Quil didn’t turn from tending to the wounded politician. “That is hardly the way pseudos are created, Sergeant. But I assume you know that.”

      “Maybe I don’t.”

      Riyun staggered toward the governor, who sneered at the medic, repulsed. With his helmet off, there was no hiding Quil’s strange nature.

      Governor Dareth finally glared at Riyun. “This pseudo yours?”

      “Quil is part of my squad.”

      “What, he was engineered as a medic?”

      “A bodyguard. But he knows medicine as well as you’ll find in the field.”

      The fat man winced. “I’d rather have my professionals tend to me.”

      “He’s just cleaning the wound and stopping the bleeding.”

      “Very sloppy. Your entire operation. Sloppy.”

      “The contract was to rescue you. Alive. You’re welcome.”

      The politician’s pale bronze skin blanched as Quil applied pressure to the wound. “My security team could have handled it.”

      “Your security team was mostly wiped out. The rest didn’t have the expertise for something like this.”

      “Planetary security⁠—”

      “No better. They lost their Special Response Team trying to storm the building. This place is a terrorist’s wet dream. Your head of security should have told you not to come here.”

      The governor pursed his lips petulantly. “I’m the governor.”

      So his people had warned him not to go to the building. “The terrorists had the operations center rigged with demolitions. I lost a man⁠—”

      “Losses are part of your job.”

      Typical Onath. Born to wealth, never faced a day of adversity in his life. Zero empathy.

      Riyun twisted around to check on his team.

      Symbra’s armor had fresh dents in it, and she was favoring her shoulder. Lonar seemed barely aware that he was bleeding from a thigh wound. That was only one of the modifications he’d undergone as a child—a tweak—a high pain threshold.

      Hirvok and Javika seemed unscathed.

      But they’d lost one of their own, and that would eat at Riyun for weeks. It didn’t matter whether Tawod had been sloppy. It was a life lost.

      Like the security forces. And the Migra Rutai radicals.

      The governor sniffled and pushed Quil away. “Sloppy work.”

      Riyun ground his teeth. “Situations like this, time is of the essence.”

      “Time? What about safety?”

      “Your safety was always our primary concern, Governor.”

      Quil tried to examine the politician’s shoulder, which had apparently been injured before the rescue attempt. Once again, Dareth shoved the pseudo away. “I want my people in here now.”

      “They’re coming.” Riyun glanced at the terrorist who’d nearly killed the governor.

      The sky is burning? The strange tattoos. What did those mean?

      Madness.

      Riyun leaned on the table for a moment, then headed back into the hallway, accepting Javika’s support when she caught up to him. When they were outside the doors, he radioed the contact they’d been given on the governor’s security team. “The governor wants you people up here immediately.”

      “He’s alive?” The surprise was unmistakable in the security man’s voice.

      Hirvok hadn’t told them. It was another thing the sergeant needed to get over: antagonizing everyone.

      Riyun smiled to himself. “Alive and thankful.” Then he remembered Tawod. “Just so you know, they had the operations center booby-trapped. I lost my hacker.”

      “Uh—sorry about that. We’ve…uh…” The security man exhaled. “We’ve got two air-cars nearly there.”

      “Normally, I’d want my medic to check him out fully. These terrorists can be pretty diabolical. There was an incident on Arazki a few months back, where they’d injected the hostages with a virus⁠—”

      “Yeah, um, thanks. We’ve got this under control. His schedule is pretty tight, and we need to get it back on track.”

      Riyun rolled his eyes. “Your call.” He disconnected, settled against a wall, and slid down until his butt smacked against the floor. “These guys⁠—”

      Javika squatted at his side. “You breathe with effort. You look flush.”

      “Took a lot of hits.” He rubbed his chestplate. There wasn’t a single dent.

      “Let me see.” She knocked aside his hands when he tried to stop her from unlatching his armor. “Even this armor has its limits.”

      “Not according to the sales reps. I’m okay.”

      But when the clasps were undone and the chestplate came away, it felt like a mountain had been pulled off him. A steaming, hot mountain. The Nakasham Juggernaut armor was the best money could buy, but she was right—even it had its limits.

      She ran her fingers over the smooth surface of the gold chest piece. “You rely too much on this.”

      “I do what I have to do.”

      “Learn to rely more upon your team.”

      “Is that a Balawi warrior belief?”

      “No. But it is what you must learn. As a leader. Your sergeant must develop.”

      “Hirvok?” Riyun winced. “I’ll take that under advisement.”

      She lifted the heavy black material of his undershirt and examined his torso with the same cool detachment she’d shown while examining the armor. Her gloved fingertips were rough on his tender skin.

      He grabbed her by the wrist. “Okay. I get it. I’ll be more cautious.”

      Her fingertips pressed against a particularly sensitive spot, and she stared into his eyes, as if taking pleasure from the pain she inflicted. “You always say this. You must learn.”

      “I will. I mean it.”

      He caught the whine of air-car engines: The governor’s team had arrived.

      Riyun pulled her hand from beneath his undershirt. “Mind not having them see you molesting me?”

      There was unmistakable anger in her eyes. “This was not a good job.”

      “It was the only job we could get.”

      Heat darkened her cheeks. “We have made too many mistakes.”

      “We, meaning me.”

      “No. We. The galaxy is unforgiving. Our refusal to involve ourselves in distasteful work has darkened our reputation.”

      “You know as well as I do, we aren’t getting involved in butchery anymore. No one wants it.”

      Her head bowed. “It is all becoming butchery. The line between enemy and innocent is too thin. Even these terrorists…”

      “Yeah. Bloodthirsty killers—on the right side of things. I know.”

      Glass doors hissed open, and the storm outside entered, followed shortly by the stomp of boots.

      Dareth’s people.

      They came in a rush, a tight-knit group moving shoulder to shoulder, all black armor and boots. Even their weapons were black as the night. They were meant to be intimidating, terrifying, but it hadn’t affected the terrorists.

      Fear was a power that waned with overuse. Most people felt too much hatred toward the rulers to fear them anymore.

      And now even the radical terrorists like Migra Rutai were gaining followers.

      One of the security team peeled off from the rest, stopping at Riyun’s side, while the others hurried into the conference room. “Sorry about the fatality.” The voice: It was the guy from the radio connection. He was a little younger than Riyun and had the frazzled look of someone who was overwhelmed on a daily basis.

      That was something Riyun could empathize with. “He was a good kid. A little sloppy, a little reckless, but a good kid.”

      The head of the security team held out a hand to shake. “Trossfess. Dolett Trossfess.”

      “Nice to meet you, Dolett. Not to be a jerk, but I haven’t received notice of a payment yet.”

      “Um—” The security guy looked away. “Yeah, about that…”

      Now it was Riyun’s turn to feel heat. “We had a deal.”

      Dolett held up a hand. “Whoa, now. The governor wants to review the contract, that’s all.”

      “That’s not the way this works.”

      “It is when the governor says it is. Look, he’s just trying to make a point. He’ll come through. You’ll get your money.”

      “We need that money now, or we wouldn’t have taken this job.”

      “Yeah, well…” Dolett shrugged. “Sorry.”

      The security team rushed the governor out of the conference room, black uniformed men bracketing his flabby, bandaged body on all sides. Somehow, the politician managed a smug glare as he passed.

      “Um…” Dolett bowed his head. “Sorry about all this.” He fell in at the back of the formation.

      Javika sighed. “We will not see payment.”

      Riyun kicked at the floor. “I’ll file a protest.”

      “We have how many open now?”

      “Eight.”

      “How many have been settled in our favor?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.” He turned at the sound of someone approaching: Quil.

      The pseudo scuffed to a stop a few feet away, staring down the hall where the security team had just passed. “There were red marks.” He tapped a finger on each side of his neck. “They could have injected him.”

      Riyun shrugged. “He should’ve said something. Our immunizations up to date?”

      “If there is an immunization, we have it.”

      “Not our problem then.”

      Javika placed a hand on Riyun’s chest—gentle this time. “If something happens to him, we will never win our protest.”

      Riyun locked eyes with the wiry assassin. “Thought I said I didn’t want to talk about it.”

      The set of her jaw hardened, then she turned away and headed back into the conference room.

      Quil stared after her. “Protest?”

      Riyun sighed. “A little misunderstanding with the governor’s people.”

      “He is—you call it an ass?”

      “Yep.” Riyun groaned as he lifted his chestplate. “You think that’s anything more than some sort of virus?”

      “These terrorists…” The young man shook his head. “They’d demanded the release of several political prisoners and the removal of the governor from his seat of power.”

      “No money?”

      “Several million. But it was to be paid to a fund for survivors of a corporate malfeasance incident. They’re all dying of cancer, these survivors of a company dumping chemicals in a public reservoir.”

      “Huh. So these were hard-core terrorists?”

      “Yes.”

      There were so many terrorists, it was often impossible to tell just how serious someone was about their cause. A lot of kids just took up the thrill of being a rebel, joining or creating organizations intent on changing the course of their lives, maybe even the lives of those around them. But some of those kids were eventually drawn into the real organizations, groups like Migra Rutai. Those were the people who were serious about their cause, and there was no telling just how far they’d go.

      Was it worth telling Dolett? It didn’t seem likely it would help the team’s cause. The problem was Governor Dareth, and he wasn’t about to show gratitude, no matter what some mercenaries told him.

      Riyun patted Quil on the shoulder. “Tell the others it’s time to go.”

      As the young man walked away, Riyun’s radio crackled.

      “Shit!” It was Dolett. “Molliro! Oh, shit!”

      “What is it?” Riyun could tell by the panic in the other man’s voice it was bad.

      “It’s the governor. Oh, I—” Dolett gasped. “He’s bleeding. Bleeding everywhere. There’re these big holes in his neck.”

      The red marks. Explosives. Something small, just big enough to open the arteries up. “Get him to a hospital.”

      “Hospital?” The security man let out a hysterical laugh. “He’s dead. His blood’s everywhere. He’s just looking at me.”

      “I told you, you should’ve let my medic look at him.”

      That same hysterical laugh filled the communication channel again. “You’re done, Molliro. This was your job. You failed. And I’m not taking the fall.”

      Blood pounded in Riyun’s ears. “You know this wasn’t our fault. I tried to warn you.”

      The laughter changed to crying. “It doesn’t matter. We’re all screwed now. You’re just the one screwed the worst.”
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      As lofts went, the apartment was probably the biggest that Riyun had ever seen. More like a business office, really. With several rooms split between the north and south ends, the team had privacy and comfort. The middle of the place was split in half, to the east, a huge table surrounded by leather executive chairs, to the west a living room. The floors were a dark, rich hardwood, with the table centered on a raised area. From there, Riyun looked down into the living room, which was appointed with luxuriant sofas and recliners. The entire west wall was glass, buffeted now by gale-force winds and heavy rain that sounded like rocks cracking against the huge pane. On a clear day, that window looked out onto a harbor of crystal-blue water twenty stories below.

      But it was rarely a clear day on Jiven.

      Riyun sipped at a mug of bitter tea, wincing at its heat while appreciating the warmth it would bring to his sore body.

      The young man sitting across the table smiled. “Hey—you okay?”

      Riyun looked over the top of the cup. The young man’s smile was a little too confident. His record said it all: demolitions expert, top recommendations, experience at some nasty hot sites as a member of the respected Steel Fury Brigade. The kid had dealt with terrorists and with common criminals. Capable, and from Janbyn, one of the nastiest planets of the Outer Sphere.

      But something about the kid was off.

      Perhaps it was the guy’s overpowering aftershave, something that provoked memories of the sea. Or it could be the outfit he wore: a tailored and pressed dress shirt and slacks—not the typical garb of a mercenary. Or it could possibly be the look—what seemed like a simmering anger—that seemed to reside in the kid’s pale green eyes, even when he smiled.

      Or maybe it was just that confidence. That damned confidence.

      Riyun set the mug down. “Yeah. All good. It’s just a little too hot, is all. The tea.”

      “So, uh, I heard you got some problems.”

      “You did, huh?”

      “Yeah, I did. I know people high up in the guild. Blacklisted?”

      “I have a protest in.”

      The kid picked at something on his shirt. “Do those ever work?”

      “All the time.” Riyun studied the battered tablet that held the young man’s history on it. It was impressive. Maybe the confidence was justified. “Look, we may not be hiring anytime soon.”

      “Yeah, I get it. You need a job before you hire someone.”

      Riyun set the device down. “I’m going to give it to you straight. I don’t understand why someone with your credentials would be looking for work.”

      “What?”

      “With us.”

      “You’ve seen my recommendations, right?”

      “Yeah. That’s what I’m saying. Why didn’t you stick with the Steel Fury Brigade? There aren’t many better outfits.”

      The kid shifted in his chair, his confidence waning for a moment. “I just didn’t like where they were going with some of their work. I could get back on with them anytime I want.”

      “Maybe you should. They charge top tier, and they pay the same.”

      “Well, I—” A blush ran through the kid’s light olive skin. He knuckled a nose that was a little too large for his face, then pursed his full lips. “Money isn’t everything.”

      “It’s the only way to survive.”

      “I…” The kid stared down at the table and ran a hand through wavy brown hair. “Will you at least keep me in mind?”

      “Sure.” Riyun powered the tablet down. “One thing, though: We’ve had a bad run with people like you.”

      “People like—?” Confusion and anger knotted the kid’s face.

      “Hold it.” Riyun clasped his hands in front of him. He pushed his chair back with a soft squeak. “Your name.”

      “Juns?”

      “Tawod. We’ve lost two in less than a year.”

      The kid snorted. “My name has nothing to do with it. I’m good at my job. I’ll be a good hire.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” Riyun stood and waved toward the foyer, the brightest lit spot in the apartment. “I’ll be in touch.”

      The kid clenched his fists, then stood and stiffly walked to the door, stopping when he opened it, as if he might protest one more time. Then he lowered his head and closed the door behind him.

      Riyun sighed. “I hate interviews.”

      He made his way into the darkened kitchen, which was just off the conference room. Lights flipped on, revealing Javika, who leaned against the bright white marble counter, arms crossed. He ignored her glare and opened the chiller. “Ugh. Couldn’t Kloss at least stock something halfway drinkable?”

      She made the slightest sound when she pushed off from the counter. “We could afford nothing in there.”

      “I know. It still tastes like shit.”

      “Why do you not like him?”

      Riyun took a can of the least terrible tasting of the beers and turned, trying to act like he was absorbed in the act of popping the lid. “Who says I didn’t like him?”

      “You told him his name bothered you.”

      “I told Tawod the same thing when I hired him. It’s bad luck. You don’t hire someone with the same name after losing someone like we did with Tawod.”

      “Now you are superstitious?”

      “I’ve always been superstitious.” He watched her out of the corner of his eyes and slammed the drink back. Like him, she wore civilian clothes, but hers looked uncomfortable—skintight, heavy, like she wouldn’t even be able to breathe in them. The top was a bright green that reminded him of jumba leaves, the shorts were sandy brown. When he wasn’t in the field, he liked to feel relaxed, and that meant well-worn pants and a loose shirt, preferably bright.

      She helped herself to a beer, popping it with what seemed like dramatic emphasis. “We have had three applicants. Now is not the time to be superstitious.”

      “I know.” He returned to the table and powered the tablet back on. “It’s just that we don’t have a job yet. We may not need an explosives expert.”

      “He owns a gun? He knows how to shoot it?” She settled on the end of the conference room table, graceful, folding in on herself easily and resting her arms across her raised knees.

      “That’s not the point. We hire based on expertise and the needs of the mission.”

      She studied him over the crook of her arm, black eyes inscrutable. “You said there had been a job offer.”

      “Sort of.” He flipped through the other applicants. Tawod had been the most promising of the group. The rest were inexperienced, and they all had the stench of desperation about them. Like me. “Anyway, it went cold.”

      “What was it?”

      “I didn’t get details. Something messy. Some sort of dustup between two big corporations. I think they wanted a hit, take out some executive and his family.”

      She swirled the beer. “We will have to take such jobs. Our conscience will never know rest. Not when all we do is kill.”

      “I was going to take it. Really, I was. Like I said, it went cold.”

      “My people have their own network of contacts. The connections could bear fruit.”

      “For even slimier jobs.”

      “We are trained to do what we are ordered to do without asking questions.”

      “Is that how your mother ended up getting killed?” Riyun immediately regretted the question. The pain on the graceful woman’s face… “Shit. I didn’t mean⁠—”

      The Biwali warrior uncoiled and returned to the kitchen. It seemed as if she left a trail of heat in her wake. Riyun stood, stammered, took a step⁠—

      Ding! Ding!

      He plucked the tablet from the tabletop and searched through the messages to find what had alarmed.

      “Well, whaddaya know…?” He chuckled as he read through the two messages that had come in.

      Saw you’re looking for a hacker. I’m in the area for the next hour. Let me know if you’re still interviewing. Naru Gantly

      A hacker.

      No one had applied for that yet. Tawod had been popular. News of his death had left the community cold toward Riyun’s team. There was nothing new about that. All the smaller communities had their reactions to the loss of more well-known members. Riyun didn’t have the heart to let the news out that Tawod had ultimately killed himself with his overconfidence.

      The second message was even more promising.

      You still interested in the job? Insertion of recon team successful. Should know in a few hours mission disposition. Simple yes or no.

      Riyun dictated the response: “Yes.”

      He dictated a reply to the hacker: “We’re still looking. Appointments available for the rest of the day.”

      Did that sound too desperate? It sounded too desperate.

      He tried again: “We haven’t settled on a candidate yet. We can squeeze in an appointment by the end of the day.”

      That one read less pathetic, more professional. He sent it, then headed into the kitchen. It was empty. He glanced up the south stairs leading to the rooms above. Javika would be up there somewhere, fuming, working off her anger with some of the crazy combat training she turned to for relief. He could let her cool off on her own, or he could try to talk her down. It was easy to appeal to her understanding that he was just an idiot; she’d learned that much in their time together.

      Dammit.

      He sucked in a breath and set a foot on the bottom step⁠—

      The doorbell rang.

      The hacker? Already?

      He hurried to the door, unsure what to make of such a sudden arrival. Was this promptness, or was it desperation?

      When he opened the door, he had his answer: desperation. This Naru was a delicate flower—almost chubby, dressed all in black, a three-tone cropped hairdo that started out neon blue on top, faded to a dark purple, and ended with black around the bottom.

      Her round face, which had been cute at first glance, twisted into a sneer. “We doing the interview here? In the doorway?” She shook a black jacket in her left hand, spraying the hall floor with rainwater.

      “Come on in.” He stepped aside. “Although I have to tell you, I’m not sure I want to waste your time.”

      She barreled past, dropping the wet garment on the foyer floor. “Nice digs. Doing the interview at that table?”

      He picked the jacket up and hung it on a hook. “It’s a hardwood floor. You don’t want to get water all over it.”

      “Sorry. I wasn’t expecting something like this.” She looked him up and down, one finger spinning a black metallic stud in a purple eyebrow. “You’ve got a…sort of a different reputation.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “Nothing. It’s just, this looks like the sort of place one of the big researchers might live in.”

      Riyun blinked. How could she possibly⁠—

      Of course. She was a hacker. “Yeah, a big researcher. We did a job for him a few years ago. He’s away on business and owed us a favor.”

      She ran up the steps to the raised area and took the seat Tawod had been in. “So, I’m going to save you some time. Okay?” She turned in the seat to look him up and down again.

      “Okay.” He took the seat he’d had with Tawod. “Maybe I can save you some time, too. We may not be looking for a hacker right now.”

      “Mercenary units are always looking for hackers. It’s why you pay us such high premiums. I happen to know how much Tawod was making.” She put on an annoying smile that made her little, heart-shaped mouth seem large. “I’m going to ask for more, because I’m better.”

      “I see.” Riyun tried not to grind his teeth. “You didn’t send me your credentials.”

      “Yeah… See, the thing is, my credentials don’t give a good representation of what I’m capable of. I know what I’m doing. Like, for instance, I know the trouble you had on Odra Unt. The whole assassination of the governor? And the problems you ran into before that? All the people you pissed off? What was that—the Gryphon Brigade? All those decorations, and they drummed you out?”

      She knew her stuff; that much was clear. “I’m not hiring a hacker who doesn’t have experience in the field. That’s what got Tawod killed. That and his ego.” Riyun arched an eyebrow at her.

      “Oh, his ego was crazy. But he was hot.” Her big green eyes fluttered. “I can handle myself. I do it all the time.” Her whole body shook as she laughed.

      “I—we don’t have a job yet.”

      “That’s fine. I won’t actually charge you until, you know, we go into the field or whatever.” Her eyes darted around the apartment. “This guy Kloss? What’d you do for him?”

      “Something we had to do. Something messy.”

      She leaned across the table, eyes wide. “How messy?”

      “Very.”

      “Oh. Wow! Was it that research center that burned to the ground, like, five years ago? Was it that? I heard they’d stolen some⁠—”

      “We don’t talk about confidential jobs.”

      “I knew it!”

      “Me not talking about a job doesn’t confirm or deny it.”

      “Okay. Well, I don’t own any weapons, but I’ve fired a few. And I’m a fast learner. Just give me whatever Tawod had, and I’ll figure it all out.”

      A fast learner…? “You’re expected to bring your own gear.”

      “Yeah, well…” She leaned far back in the chair, pulling her T-shirt up and exposing a soft belly. “It’s a new world out there. Change your expectations.”

      Riyun’s eyes drifted to the kitchen and the stairs beyond. He didn’t have time for this nonsense. He needed to iron things out with Javika. “I think I have a good idea of your capabilities. We’ll be in touch.”

      Naru frowned. “I’m not that easy to blow off…Lightning, right? That’s your call sign, or whatever?”

      “It is.”

      “And Tawod’s—he was Six-Pack? He had a gorgeous set of abs.”

      “Yeah. Six-Pack.” Riyun stood. “I have your address. I’ll be in touch.”

      She didn’t budge. “I think I want a contract. Now. If you look on your beat-up, old tablet there, you’ll see I sent you one.”

      Riyun rapped a knuckle against the tabletop. “I’ll look it over. Later.”

      “Why’d you get kicked out of the Gryphon Brigade?” She turned slightly in the chair, just enough to lock eyes. “It’s some sort of issue with this Major Kozmut? A real dick, right? I saw in a forum that you assaulted someone. Was it him? He left the brigade at the same time, right?”

      “The interview’s over.”

      “Fine.” She pushed back from the table. “But I’m telling you, you’re going to need me. You won’t find another hacker willing to hire on with you. Not after what happened to Tawod.”

      Ding!

      The tablet.

      Naru swiped the tablet from where Riyun had left it. Her fingers danced across the surface.

      He held his hand out for the device. “Hey, give that⁠—”

      “I don’t have to touch it to get in, you know. I’m wired. Your security on this sucks. This thing’s, like, three generations old. Your password’s a joke.”

      He reached over her, but she stuffed the device between her breasts. He pulled his hand back. “That’s my⁠—”

      “I know what it is. And I know what this job is.” She flashed the tablet at him. “Suicide.”

      “High risk, that’s all.” He took the device from her. “It’s the difference between an experienced mercenary and someone who’s never even fired a weapon.”

      “Yeah? Well, the difference between someone who knows what they’re doing and someone who has some sort of death wish, is…” Her features contorted. “You need a hacker. Okay?”

      “Not for a suicide mission, we don’t.” Was it a suicide mission? The money certainly mapped to one. “I’ll let you know if something better comes in. Maybe something involving lollipops and unicorns.”

      She finally stood. “I-I know you’re hard up.” She slumped. “So am I. I’m actually good.”

      “And you’re a kid.”

      “I’m twenty-three. In a few months.”

      How old had he been when he killed the first time? Seventeen? “You don’t want to do this.”

      “I-I don’t have a choice.”

      He looked the screen over again. The offer was clear. They would need a hacker. They would need a platoon, and all he had was an oversized squad. “If we get this job⁠—”

      “I’ll do anything. Show me how to use a gun. I-I’ll sleep with you.”

      He held up a finger in warning. “Stop. Not in my squad.”

      “Fine. Whatever. I need this job.”

      Thunder rumbled beyond the huge window and lightning glowed inside the dark clouds. Riyun had always been called the calm at the center of the storm. It’s what set him apart. That and his speed.

      And his loyalty.

      Hiring a kid, taking her into what was sure to be a gory nightmare—was that something the calm in the storm would do?

      But he could see in her eyes she was just as desperate as he was. And the cold, hard truth was, if he took his team in without a hacker, without as many guns as he could hire, they were all going to die
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