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FOR RACH

(my heart)

With enthusiasm, you shattered the brittle levees around my heart, traced my scars and called them beautiful. You taught me to breathe without fear of my own thoughts and made me feel safe in a world not built for kids who grew up so poor, so fragile, so lost.

You have helped make all my dreams come true.

Thank you.

This is for you.
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PROLOGUE

Grey can think of a half-dozen different ways to sneak around a castle undetected, but climbing around inside the walls is by far the most fun. Tucked between the shadows of towering stone bookcases, he fingers the second-to-last screw out of a wall plate that gives access to the castle’s interior maintenance system, a twisting labyrinth of chrome tunnels and ventilation shafts accessible only to the indentured and the adventurous. He knows that if he wants to get inside these walls without being caught, he must be quick. But more importantly, he must be quiet. So as he twists the screw from its home and lays it gently on the carpeted floor, he does his merry best to embody the silence of a statue.

Grey may not look well cared for, but then, thirteen-year-old boys rarely do. His thick black hair is an unkempt, tangled mess, his grease-stained fingers long and thin, even for a child. The hands of a thief, his mother used to call them—before she died, of course. Now she doesn’t call them anything.

There’s a quiet scuff, a whisper of movement that grips Grey by the throat, and every muscle in his body tenses. A moment passes before he realizes it’s just a door opening and closing on the far side of the library, followed by the gentle click, click of the librarian’s high heels as she hurriedly walks back to her desk, where she’ll sit and read her book and disappear for a while. Grey turns to his two companions with a finger to his lips, relief written in the slant of his shoulders. Thankfully, they’ve had the good sense not to run at the first sign of danger. A good crew knows when to run, when to fight, and when to freeze, and Grey will not settle for anything less than the best—even from his best friends.

Minn stands unconcerned with her hands clasped behind her back, her eyebrows quirked, as if daring danger to approach. She’s another thirteen-year-old on the brink of discovering how fleeting adolescence can be. Her hair is a forest of thin black braids pulled back into a massive bun, multiple shades of white, blue, and yellow strewn among the black. Her honey-tinted dark brown skin looks soft. In truth, Grey has never actually touched it, beyond casual shoulder grazes and gentle nudges, no matter how often the temptation has struck him. He daydreams of her warm skin, her beautiful hair, her sharp, suspicious eyes, as if there’s an invisible current running beneath the world that she’s trying to ignore. She smiles in his direction, and the butterflies in Grey’s chest begin to panic.

Farlow, Minn’s little brother, stands next to her, a full head shorter, with big, poofy, tightly packed curls and round glasses perched on the tip of his nose. At a whopping seven years old, he’s already tested out of enough classes that he’s set to graduate secondary school a year before his older sister. His skin shimmers with nervous sweat, his eyes darting in every direction but straight ahead. He’s quiet, which is good, but seconds from short-circuiting on his own anxiety, which is bad. Grey doesn’t really notice, though; he can’t stop stealing glances at Minn. But he nods appreciatively at their consummate professionalism and continues his work on the screws, twisting them between nimble fingers.

There are days that define a young boy’s life—days full of needless strife or intense heartache or boundless joy, back-catalogued in the mind and referenced often enough to become the groundwork of his personality. These are the moments people think of when they reach into their subconscious to justify who they are and why they do the things they do. Some examples from Grey’s life: hearing from a sympathetic stranger that his mother’s corpse had just been found, pale, bloated, and battered on the rocky shores of Indigo after a rough day at sea. Being woken in the middle of the night and rushed to a panic room after an assassin failed to kill his work-obsessed warmonger father on a dark, stormy night in Soel. Meeting the girl of his dreams in an oracle’s living room while his father sought to piece together the mystery of his mother’s alleged murder.

These are just a few moments, but suffice it to say that young Grey is chock-full of these days. And though he’s admittedly tired of them—convinced that, surely, he has been through enough already and couldn’t possibly fit any more inside his lean thirteen-year-old frame—he can still somehow sense that today will be one of those days.

Today, Grey will fall in love.

Or, more aptly, he will convince the girl of his dreams to fall in love with him. Minn. Even thinking her name makes his stomach feel empty and his heart skip a beat. She’s the funniest, bravest, smartest person he’s ever known. She never fails to make him laugh. She’s up for almost anything, even if it means trouble—especially if it means trouble. And she seems to know everything he’s going to do or say long before it escapes his mouth. Except for this. There’s no way she can know what he’s planning to say today. Oh, and also, let’s not forget that she’s beautiful. The first time he saw her, five years ago, passing each other on his first tour of the Indigo Gardens, he lost track of his feet, developed a stutter, and tripped over every incoming thought. He literally almost passed out. Well, okay, not literally, but his body felt really weird. He couldn’t talk. And that was super strange, because Grey can always talk. Even now…

He takes a deep breath to calm his racing heart. It all comes down to this. This is the last day he has to live with this secret. After today, it’s all out in the open. He has everything planned out. He’ll start by getting Minn alone. Then, it’s just a matter of—

“Grey, I’m serious. I don’t think we can go in there,” Farlow whispers, his tiny voice shaking with fear.

Grey stops just short of removing the final screw and turns around with a heavy, very grown-up sigh. Farlow averts his eyes, and a fingernail finds its way into his mouth.

Here’s the thing: Farlow shouldn’t be afraid. Grey has told him over and over, but maybe it bears repeating. This wall panel is just one entrance of many into the castle’s vast duct system, but it’s by far Grey’s favorite, located in the historical section of the palatial library. The vaulted walls are littered with ornate golden frames showcasing battlefield landscapes from a hundred different wars. The ceiling is lined with marbled crown molding, the floors bathed in lush maroon carpet soft enough to sleep on. Grey has so much love for this place, but that affection has nothing to do with literature. This may be a library, but as far as Grey’s concerned, they can keep the books. He’s here for the maps.

There’s a rare section in this library, a well-kept history of adventure and discovery. He likes the texture of the ancient paper, the mysteries written in the margins, the artistic depictions of topography and faraway landmarks. He likes to imagine that these are the maps sky pirates unfurl on their helms when they’re plotting their next great adventure. Even though his father continues to remind him that most of these maps were created by old men and used by admirals and naval commanders across history to wage war, that doesn’t stop Grey from visiting this place and dreaming. Imagination is a great friend to neglected children, and those withered maps are enough to inspire a lifetime of trouble. That’s the first reason this access panel is his favorite entrance to the ductwork: it’s adjacent to his favorite place.

The second reason is that there are no guards or cameras here—not on this particular wall, anyway. There’s little reason to surveil a library that people rarely visit. Books seldom hurt people, and never without cause. And thanks to the advent of digital notebooks and the proliferation of free media, there’s little reason for people to visit hard-copy libraries anymore. Even if you live here—as Minn and Farlow do; as Grey does, occasionally, when his father is stationed here—there’s little reason to visit this place. Indigo palace sits on an island floating a kilometer above the ground, held aloft by gravity and propulsion engines. It’s attached to the greater metro area by massive iron chains. That way, the city won’t float off into space. Hovering at the intersections of the Business and Sky Districts, touching the edges of the Glades and Dupont Square, the island is roughly the size of a small town, filled with shops and gardens and immersive experiences that provide much faster entertainment than a library. Installing cameras and guards here would be too much hassle for so little traffic. That makes this an easy place to find trouble.

“We’re totally safe, fren,” Grey says. “Nobody’s gonna catch us. Don’t be scared.”

The younger boy’s eyebrows collapse defensively. “I’m not scared.”

Grey shrugs. “Well, you sound scared.”

“I’m not, though. I’m just being pragmatic.”

Grey chuckles under his breath. “You really need to stop reading the dictionary.”

“I don’t read the dictionary—”

“Farlow, it’s okay,” Minn says, resting a hand on her little brother’s shoulder. “If anybody knows what he’s doing, it’s Grey.” She leans in close to Grey, and his breath catches on her sugary lilac scent as she whispers, “You do know what you’re doing, right?”

“I can hear you,” Farlow snaps.

“Of course,” Grey answers with a sly grin. “I have a plan.”

“See?” Minn turns back to her little brother. “He has a plan.”

Farlow pushes his glasses up the bridge of his nose and shakes his head. “He always says he has a plan, but he never actually has one. He’s usually just winging it.”

“I’m not winging it,” Grey says with a slight shake of his head, a tiny twinkle in his eyes.

And for the first time maybe ever, that’s actually true.

Welcome to Operation: Get Rid of Farlow.

Why Minn insists on bringing her little brother everywhere she goes makes no sense to Grey. Most of the time, the kid’s fine. Grey likes him well enough. His big brain can be a useful ally, and he can be funny when he wants to be. But he can also be a sack of wet blankets who likes to question every aspect of Grey’s nonexistent plans, which is one: annoying, and two: time-consuming. So Grey knows that for this momentous day to work, he needs to figure out a way to get rid of him. Unfortunately, there are fewer clingers-on better at clinging than Farlow. It’s just a matter of time before the right opportunity presents itself.

It always does.

“So what’s the plan, then?” Farlow asks on cue.

“We just need to get into the tunnel,” Grey says with a smile. “Then we can talk about the details.”

“See? You don’t have a plan!” Farlow’s eyes grow to twice their usual size. “What if we get caught? Last time, Ga’ma made me clean the kitchens for a week! And you didn’t even get in trouble!”

“That’s because you weren’t fast enough to get away,” Grey says matter-of-factly, even though that’s only half true. Despite risking countless adventures in off-limits areas of the palace, Grey is rarely caught. When he is, it’s by guards or servants, and frankly, they can’t really do anything except report him to their bosses, which is usually more of a headache than it’s worth. All that coupled with his father’s high standing in the IN (Incorporated Nations) Navy has left Grey’s record virtually spotless. But Minn and Farlow haven’t been as lucky, and their grandmother is about as strict as Grey’s father is passive.

“Why I was caught is irrelevant,” Farlow snaps. “But if I get caught again, there’s no telling what she’ll do. She might kill us, Minn!”

Minn draws a symbol over her heart that’s meant to ward off bad thoughts. “Don’t say things like that. Ga’ma won’t kill us.”

Minn and Farlow’s grandmother is the archgovernor’s live-in oracle, one of a few select non-immortal celebrities in Indigo high society. Even though Grey spends almost every available second with her grandchildren, he’s never formally met the woman, but she’s easy to spot. Just look for an old black woman in long purple robes with a weathered scowl permanently etched into her face, closely trailed by a small cadre of Crest knights and would-be sycophants begging for an opportunity to study under the single greatest oracle of three generations.

On the heels of a quiet sigh, Grey removes the final screw and carefully peels the metal plate off the wall. It comes away with a sudden rush of air, like the wall is breathing. “We won’t get caught, Farlow. I promise. I’ve got it all figured—”

“You don’t know that!” Farlow nearly shrieks. “We don’t even have a lookout! How are we supposed to know if somebody’s coming? They could lock us in there, and then we’ll never get out!”

That’s not true. There are countless ways to get out of a wall once you’re inside, but Grey doesn’t say that. Instead, he nods slowly—wisely, even.

Hello, opportunity.

“Ghan, Farlow, that’s a good point. A great point. I didn’t think about that. What if somebody finds this?” He flicks the metal wall plate, and it issues a muffled ding. “We can’t put this panel back on once we’re inside, or we’ll get stuck in there forever.”

Farlow throws up his hands. “Exactly!”

“And if they catch us, we could get in a lot of trouble,” Grey admits. “Especially you, though.”

“That’s what I’m saying,” Farlow says, all exasperation, no relief.

“So that’s it!” Grey exclaims. “You’re brilliant, fren! We just need a lookout.”

Minn’s eyes narrow suspiciously. “I don’t know if we need a lookout…”

“No, he’s right,” Farlow says matter-of-factly. “But how do we find one? We don’t really hang out with anyone else.”

As he speaks, another fingernail finds its way into his mouth. Every other visible nail on that hand has been chewed so far into the quick, there are little red lines etched into the nail beds—proof that anxiety does not always come without pain.

Minn slaps his hand away. “Stop doing that.”

“I’m just thinking,” he says in defense of his perfectly reasonable bad habit.

“Well, think without chewing on your fingers.”

“Fingernails are not fingers, Minn,” Farlow says with some confidence. “Right, Grey?”

Grey shrugs. “I mean, he’s technically right.”

Minn rolls her eyes so hard that they almost pop out of her head. “You’re both so annoying.”

“Anyway, who’s going to be the lookout?” Farlow asks.

“Well,” Grey says, his eyes bright with a sudden spark of genius, “I think it all comes down to who has the best eyes.”

Farlow fiddles self-consciously with his glasses. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“Well, a lookout has to be good at looking, I’d imagine.”

After a moment of thought, Farlow nods at that, understanding the logic. Minn’s eyes narrow even further.

“So who has the best eyes among the three of us?” Grey asks, leaning against the wall. “Obviously not you, Farlow, because you wear glasses. You probably have the worst eyes.”

“Well, that’s not necessarily true.” Farlow pushes his glasses farther up the bridge of his nose. “My glasses actually correct my vision. So my eyes are technically perfect.”

Grey gasps a little loudly and grips Farlow by the shirt—overplaying it just a tiny bit, probably, but that’s okay; it’s supposed to be theater. Otherwise, it’s just mean-spirited. “Oh, wow, I didn’t think about that! I actually have a little trouble seeing things from far away. What about you, Minn?”

Farlow laughs. “She can’t see better than me.”

“Oh, really?” Minn asks, clearly amused.

“Definitely. You might be able to see other stuff, but not real-world stuff. Not better than me, anyway.” His eyes widen seconds before Minn slugs him in the arm. “Ow, that hurt!”

“What other stuff?” Grey asks, intrigued.

“It’s nothing,” Minn says a little too quickly.

Grey notices but doesn’t comment.

“But Farlow’s right,” she says, glaring at her little brother. “With those glasses, he definitely has the best eyes. I guess that solves our problem.”

Farlow nods and rubs his arm absentmindedly while the two older children stare at him, waiting for him to realize what has just been decided.

It takes much longer than it should.



Where the tunnel is wide enough, Grey and Minn crawl side by side, shoulders touching, hands grazing, shooting electricity up Grey’s arm. Occasionally, their path is broken by ventilation grates and sudden long drops that lead down to the castle’s dungeons. Thick bars welded into the walls serve as handrails for servants searching for mold, vermin, and wayward children. The pair fall into whispered conversations, laughing softly at jokes told in hushed voices, but they try not to talk too often. They must be quiet; sound carries here.

They make good time, but it’s much more challenging than it used to be. It seems like every time Grey crawls through these tunnels, they get a little smaller, a little more difficult to navigate. But he’s been climbing inside these walls since he was old enough to walk. The slick chrome, the flowery stench of air-purifying chemicals—they are so familiar, he no longer notices them.

“Where are you taking me?” Minn asks with a broad smile, slightly out of breath.

Grey turns to look at her, and jammed together by the tunnel, their faces are dangerously close. Kissing close. He swallows his racing heart.

“It’s a surprise,” he says mysteriously, and continues crawling.

She follows, shaking her head. “I hate surprises.”

“Me, too.”

“So just tell me. I want to know why we had to trick my little brother into watching a wall.”

Grey chuckles. “Well, he sort of tricked himself.”

She purses her lips. “Don’t lie. We both know what happened back there.”

Grey chews on his response, unsure of how to answer. “Sometimes, I just want to hang out with you.”

That pulls her up short. “What? Why?”

He stops, tries to look at her but can’t. So he shrugs, using the movement to cover the heat rising to his cheeks as he resumes crawling. “Well, because.”

She grabs his arm. “Because why?”

Grey’s heart stops beating for a moment. She’s starting this much sooner than he intended. He has a picnic laid out in the observatory tower. It’s supposed to be romantic, perfect, totally planned out, but…

His heart starts beating again, and now, it’s pounding triplets in his eardrums, so loud that he can’t think straight. He could try to lie, but why else would he try so hard to get them alone? Every excuse sounds stupid. Because I like you. That’s it. It’s such a simple thing to say, but the words don’t come. Because I like you, Minn. Everything about you makes me happy. Every day I don’t get to see you makes me sad. I think… I think maybe I love you. His heart beats so fast, it might actually burst.

She obviously knows something’s up, so why wait? Grey has never been very good at surprises.

“Because I…” He swallows, and it’s way too loud. “Because I—I think—” He stammers to a standstill, the words caught on the tip of his tongue, refusing to jump out of his mouth and plummet into the world. Once you say something, you can’t unsay it. His brain is lost in a kinetic storm of unruly emotion he can’t put into words. A large concrete bubble forms in his throat. He can’t breathe. He can’t think.

Minn leans closer, her eyes wide and searching. “Why, Grey?”

Oh, Ghan… He licks his lips, finds his voice, but it comes out rusty, cracking in the way only a thirteen-year-old boy’s voice can crack. “Because I think… I think I—”

A piercing scream echoes through the vents. Grey nearly jumps out of his skin. Minn slams her eyes shut and grabs Grey’s arm hard enough to leave bruises. Her viselike fingers pinch the skin beneath his long-sleeve shirt, and though he tries not to visibly react beyond tensing his jaw, internally, he’s screaming, Ow, shit, fuck! Let go of me, Minn! Ghan’s balls, that hurts!

Grey doesn’t curse a lot, but he knows all the good ones.

The scream dies out before Grey comes back to his senses.

Minn finally releases his arm, her voice shaking as she whispers, “What was that?”

But Grey already has a finger to his lips. They crawl as quietly as possible a few more meters, sliding across the slick chrome until they hover at the edge of a large, slotted grate. The tunnel widens briefly, providing just enough space for them to lie on their bellies side by side. The slots are big enough that Grey can slide his fingers through them—more than enough space to see directly down into the vast conference room below. When his eyes finally piece together what he’s seeing, the hairs on the back of his neck stand at attention. He knows that he shouldn’t be here, but curiosity is sometimes more motivating than fear.

Three meters down, crowded around a stained oak table, are some of the most powerful people in existence. And at the head of that table sits the beacon of Indigo herself, the leader of the Incorporated Nations, the immortal ArchGovernor Madeline Vintraasi. Her luscious hair falls in black waves over narrow shoulders, her unlined face dominated by a prominent, angular nose. And though she is one of the oldest people on Imperia, she looks no older than thirty.

Of course, looks can be misleading. In fact, all the world’s rulers look like her—ageless, unlined, beautiful. That’s what happens when your planet is run by immortals.

On the exact opposite side of the long table, standing with a rigid spine and a face that could cut glass, is Grey’s father, Admiral Tien Shimada of the IN Navy. To many, a war hero and legendary pilot. To others, a mass murderer and heartless celebrity soldier. But to Grey, he will always be a grieving widower, a distant father, a sad man with too many scars. He’s tall and thin with long arms and sharp shoulders. His face is gaunt around narrowed icy-blue eyes lined with crow’s feet.

The rest of the table is composed of other admirals, foreign diplomats, and dignitaries. They are quiet and thoughtful as Grey’s father gestures toward the wall behind him and speaks in a quiet yet authoritative voice. He clicks a button on the digital display of his notebook, and the bloodcurdling scream begins again, this time louder, due to Grey and Minn’s proximity to the room.

“What is that?” Minn whispers close to Grey’s ear.

Grey shakes his head. “Some kind of video, I think.”

He tries to inch a little closer. There’s something about the look on his father’s face. It’s the look Tien wears every night when he comes home from work, when he stares into space while sharing a meal with his son, when he carries his plate to the sink, when he disappears into his study for the rest of the night. It’s an empty face—a face without love, without joy, without peace. It’s the face a father wears when he looks at his son and sees his dead wife staring back at him. Grey tries not to shrink but fails. He is a pebble in the ocean of his father’s grief. No matter what he does or who he becomes or how much he grows, he will remain this lost child, hopelessly searching for his place in the world, waiting for his dead mother to rescue him—

The tunnel lurches down violently, ripping Grey from his silent tirade, and his ears fill with a terrible shriek as metal grinds against metal. It lurches again, throwing both of the screaming children onto the vent. They abandon all caution as they careen forward. It holds their weight for a moment, just long enough for Minn to reach out and grab Grey’s hand, before everything breaks, and they fall into the room in a cloud of drywall dust. Grey braces himself as they plummet toward the floor…

But the floor never comes.

Grey opens his eyes to find himself hovering just above the floor, his body held up by invisible strings, floating weightless in the room as if all the gravity has suddenly been displaced.

ArchGovernor Madeline Vintraasi stands over him, one delicate hand gesturing lazily to keep them both afloat, her head tilted to one side. She must have sensed them in the air duct and wrenched them down into the room.

“Well, well,” she says, her voice carrying the melodic lilt of Indigo’s noble class. “It seems we have little spies in our midst. Can someone please tell me to whom these children belong?”

Minn floats on her back, floundering about in midair, trying desperately to flip over and regain some dignity. Grey silently wishes she would stop, embarrassed by her panic.

“The boy is mine,” Admiral Shimada belatedly admits, his clipped voice rigid with quiet fury.

ArchGovernor Vintraasi arches an eyebrow. “Is he?”

A woman at the table perks up, her thick, curly hair pulled back so tightly, it might be cutting off the circulation to her owl-bright eyes. “I believe the girl belongs to Madame Zula Dubois.”

The archgovernor examines the children, her face expressionless, weighing them with her gaze as if she were examining a poor cut of steak. “Ah, yes. I see the resemblance.”

With another casual gesture, both kids hit the ground like small sacks of potatoes. Thu-thump, thump. Minn rolls onto her knees and buries her face in the carpet, whispering a prayer into the long black fibers, every other word interrupted by a wet sniffle. Grey doesn’t cower, doesn’t cry, because some part of him knows that if he doesn’t affect some level of open, entitled defiance, Minn might carry some of the blame here. And he won’t let that happen. He can’t.

“Rise,” the archgovernor commands.

Minn finds her feet fast, her face etched with tears. Grey wants to reach out and touch her hand but knows that will only invite more scrutiny.

The archgovernor gently touches Minn’s face. “Your grandmother has informed me that there is a new oracle in her family. Is that you, little one? Are you the new seer?”

Minn turns to look at Grey, abject horror written plainly on her face. His stomach drops into his knees.

“Answer my question.” The archgovernor gestures, and Minn’s head turns gently without her permission until she’s looking up at the immortal again. “You are the new oracle. Minnow Alisma. Correct?”

Minn’s mouth falls open, closes, opens again. “Yes, madam.”

Grey suppresses a gasp as all the air leaves the room. His thoughts spin off their axis. New oracle? What is she talking about?

“So why were you climbing in my walls?” The archgovernor’s voice is crisp and calm, but there’s venom hiding just beneath the surface. If looks could break stone, Minn might shatter. “Did someone ask you to find this room and listen to what was said?”

The tonal shift is so sudden that Grey almost flinches. Minn’s eyes go wide, and she stutters on her answer, but no words come out. No one else in the room even breathes.

“I have heard whispers of spies within my palace walls, but I never imagined it might be literal.” She smiles gently and leans closer to Minn. “And then I find you, the newly minted, untested granddaughter of one of my most trusted advisors. Is that a coincidence? Or has someone infected you with undue influence? You can tell me. I promise I will be lenient. Nothing will happen to you or your family if you simply tell me the truth—”

“It was me,” Grey cuts in, his voice trembling, trying desperately to pull the archgovernor’s attention away from his friend.

It isn’t enough. Her eyes never leave Minn’s paling face, so he continues.

“I promise, it was me. I did it. I brought us here. I’m the reason we were in the walls. I wanted…” The words fall out in a torrent, faster than Grey’s brain can track. He tries to swallow, but his throat won’t let him. “I wanted to—um. I wanted to take Minn somewhere. As a surprise. But she—she didn’t know. I swear to Ghan.”

The archgovernor clucks her tongue, disappointed. “Is that true, Little Fish?”

Beneath her predatory gaze, Minn hesitates for a few excruciating seconds before giving an almost imperceptible nod.

The archgovernor turns away with an irritated sigh. “Fine. You may go.”

Grey and Minn share a quick look, as still as statues for seconds that feel like centuries, before turning without a word and bolting for the nearest door. Grey tries to suppress a thick wave of relief but fails, and it carries him across the room in a haze. Just as he’s about to wrench open the door, a curt voice pulls him up short.

“Mr. Shimada,” the archgovernor says. “The girl may leave—but you will stay.”

Grey’s heart cracks. He and Minn share one last look, apologies and regret written in the silence stretching between them. There are a thousand things he wants to say, most of them some version of I’m sorry, but he just watches as she is shepherded out the door.

He doesn’t know this yet, but he will regret not saying goodbye.

When she’s gone, he crosses back to stand before the archgovernor again. She stares at him for a long, quiet moment before speaking. “If there is one thing I despise more than almost anything, it is an entitled child. Do you know why?”

Grey hesitantly shakes his head.

“Because entitled children become entitled adults, and entitled adults offer nothing of value to the world. They are an ugly side effect of an almost perfect system. And that is what I see when I look at you, Mr. Shimada. An entitled child who will one day become another useless adult in a world already filled with useless adults.”

Her words hit Grey like a hammer to the chest, and when he opens his mouth to speak, to contradict what she’s saying, nothing comes out. Tears pool in the corners of his eyes.

“Now,” she continues, “I understand that you have conned the little oracle into being your tagalong, but I will not allow you to infect her with your useless privilege. You may be destined to live a soft life, but she is not.”

Confused, Grey shakes his head, searching for the right words, and the immortal laughs.

“Let me be clearer. Do you know how often I hear your name from my staff?”

Grey tenses. “No, madam.”

“Often.” A shadow passes over her face, and Grey tries not to flinch. “You have been a plague in my home that I will no longer tolerate. I believe you have enjoyed the spoils of childhood long enough. So I am sending you to the Youth Reformation Center in Soel.”

Her words are met with silence, the only sound the quiet thump of Grey’s thundering pulse.

“I have heard they are quite unforgiving with children of your background, so perhaps you will learn some discipline. Is that clear, Admiral?”

Admiral Shimada’s heels click as he snaps to attention. “Yes, madam.”

She smiles down at Grey, all teeth, no warmth.

“But—but—” he stammers.

“Quiet,” she whispers, so low that the word is almost inaudible. She closes her eyes and takes a slow, steadying breath. “In three years, once you have completed your training and graduated from the center as an obedient and disciplined child, you will return here to Indigo and attend the Naval Aviation Academy, wherein you will begin a studious career as a junior airman.”

Grey can’t breathe. He can’t think. Surely, his father won’t let this happen. He can’t. But that hope vanishes when he looks up at the admiral, hoping for some support, some reassurance, and instead of meeting his son’s eyes, the man averts his gaze.

“Do not look at your father. He has failed you,” the archgovernor says. “But I will not. During your time at the academy, I will monitor your progress, and you will learn what it takes to live, breathe, fight, and die for your nation. Maybe you will one day rise to a station worthy of your father’s name. Or maybe you will do as I have predicted and accomplish nothing. Time will tell.”

Grey grits his teeth, tears falling gently down his cheeks.

The archgovernor blinks slowly. “You depart this evening. Is all of this clear?”

Grey doesn’t remember choosing to nod, but he nods, nonetheless.

“In the meantime, you will stand where you are and remain silent. I do not enjoy disciplining other people’s children, especially not children of those I trust to lead my armies, but I do what I must. Do you understand?”

Grey knows that nothing he says will change what’s happening, so he says nothing. Seconds drift, followed by minutes, and when the silence finally threatens to suffocate him where he stands, the archgovernor smiles.

“Good,” she says. “Now, Admiral, please continue.”
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ACT ONE THE HUNT
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CHAPTER ONE

No sky pirate dreams of crawling through a narrow tunnel above a warehouse filled with dangerous men, but let’s face it: Dreams don’t feed crews, and wishes don’t buy airship parts. So a good captain takes what they can get.

And for Captain Grey Shimada, this is just another day in a tunnel.

Reaching out, he grasps the iron support beam with a black-gloved fist and drags himself forward on his belly like a milslug, his matte-black armor issuing a faint hiss as he slides a few centimeters across the rusted metal. His body is drenched in sweat, wet hair plastered to his forehead, arms aching. Every breath is torture, but at least the maintenance shaft hasn’t yet collapsed beneath his weight. How’s that for a positive attitude?

Grey pulls himself another few centimeters and tries to ignore the tunnel walls closing in around him. He’s not a kid anymore, so he really needs to stop volunteering himself for hunts that involve tight spaces. This one requires a long crawl through a dank, dark metal tube hovering twenty meters above the floor, connected to the rafters by thick iron bars. Everything he touches is coated in gritty dust and drowning in what can only be described as mutant insects. Lots of old buildings have places like this. Places where electrical wiring and indoor plumbing and chrome-coated ventilation systems go to die, a terrifying liminal space hanging delicately from the ceiling of every warehouse around the world. The fact that most people avoid them makes them an easy access point if you’re trying to sneak into a building undetected. People hate small spaces, Grey included—but he hates getting caught even more.

He cocks his head and spits on a nearby pipe. The wad of saliva immediately starts to boil. Bubbles expand and pop. He makes a mental note—Don’t grab there—and pulls himself forward. There’s a hum of electrical pulses shivering through the pipes on his left, and a warm rush of foul wastewater on his right. The tunnel, back to front, smells like a chemist’s mix of piss, shit, dust, and rust. Lovely. But so be it. No hunt worth taking comes without challenges, and this specific hunt is a special sort of difficult. He and his crew have been commissioned to locate and retrieve classified tech from an off-book black-ops warehouse owned by the Crimn National Military. Surprisingly, climbing into a maintenance shaft and crawling across the ceiling is the easy part. The true challenge waits for them on the warehouse floor… but hopefully, they’ll never have to deal with that.

According to hacked intel, there are fifty highly trained prism guards stationed on the warehouse floor below him, give or take a few bodies. Each guard is armed with a standard private-corps-issue Harbinger B86, a nasty, recoilless weapon with a high-capacity magazine and electromagnetic rounds that could blast a tunnel through the belly of a whale—enough to turn a person to dust. Scary stuff.

But if everything goes as planned (fingers crossed), Grey and his crewmate Dot won’t cross paths with any of those trigger-happy psychopaths. Their job is simple: get in, grab the battery, and get out before anyone’s the wiser. Based on what they could scrounge up about the warehouse’s systems, there’s no internal surveillance, which is good for Grey. Whatever they’re doing, they don’t want other people seeing it—and one of the easiest ways to let the world know that you’re doing something you aren’t supposed to be doing is to keep a visual record of it. Cameras get hacked, after all.

Grey drags himself a little farther and takes another precious moment to catch his breath. Swallowing lungfuls of the musty air, he peers ahead—and immediately wishes he hadn’t.

The grooved heels of Dot’s boots are roughly five meters ahead of him, and she’s moving so quickly, it’s like she’s sprinting across the support beam, fast as a jet and thin as a blade. The woman moves like an alley cat, way nimbler than Grey can ever hope to be, but she’s a Crest knight, so—

A small burst of static in Grey’s left ear makes him flinch, and he bashes the back of his head against a rusty pipe. It creates a gong-like echo, and the whole tunnel shakes from the impact. He braces for bullets, but the fickle grace of Ghan must be with him today.

“You hear me, Boss?” Willow asks over comms. Her voice is brittle, midrange and rusty—the kind of voice ten years of ferocious burner consumption buys you.

Grey blinks away tears and pulls himself forward. Fast as molasses and just as sweet. “Willow, you almost killed me.” His whisper cuts through the cloud of sweat-induced fog gathered around him.

She laughs, but there’s an edge to it, as if the thought of Grey dying is slightly amusing. “How so?”

“Because you scared the shit out of me.”

“Sounds messy.”

Grey’s eyes roll themselves. “Also, you sound like you’re dying,” he says with a grunt, scooting another unremarkable centimeter. “That burner’s going to kill you long before being a pirate will.”

“You don’t sound too hot yourself, fren.”

She exhales, her breath heavy, and Grey’s eyes narrow. Murder comes to mind.

“Willow, tell me you aren’t smoking on deck.”

There’s a small pause. Sphincters clench.

“I’m not,” she says, in a way that means, Oh, shit.

Grey closes his eyes to stop himself from having an aneurysm. “Mars, can you handle that, please?”

There’s another brush of static, and the comms are filled with a booming laugh. “I don’t think that’s possible, Captain.” Mars has a voice like a freight-train siren and a penchant for talking too loud in small spaces. If a skyscraper could speak, it would sound like Mars.

Grey breathes a quiet laugh, but it comes out more like a pained bark. He continues to crawl, making a mental note to waterboard Willow at a later date. Smoking isn’t really the problem. Sure, it’s bad for you, but what isn’t? Pour a few drinks down Grey’s throat, and he’ll smoke a pack of burner cartridges without blinking. That’s fine. But smoking on the ship—on deck? That’s indefensible.

He can almost see it. Willow’s feet propped up on her flight console, vapor and nicotine slipping through the cracks between the knobs and controls, infecting the airship’s primary circuitry with sticky, mango-flavored burner stains. Willow just sitting there with her wild hair, wearing that crooked smile and puffing out rings of smoke… It’s downright sinister. The second Grey is off ship, she likes to pretend Trench is hers. She might be the best pilot Grey has ever seen behind the console, but the woman doesn’t care a lick about ruining equipment or making the flight deck smell like a fruit-flavored chimney, so long as it doesn’t come out of her cut. Well, she’s got a surprise coming if she thinks she can—

“You thinkin’ up new ways to kill me, Boss?” Willow asks, a laugh buried at the back of her throat.

“No,” Grey says, feigning innocence. “But do you have any idea if they make poisoned burner cartridges?”

Willow chuckles. “I don’t, but I like where your head’s at. It might be the scariest one so far.”

Grey breathes out a gentle laugh. Good captains find ways to discipline their crew for making mistakes that could cost them money, time, or worst case, their lives. But great captains couple that with a sense of humor. They also don’t take things that don’t matter too seriously. If you expect your crew to lie and steal, to kill if the circumstances call for it—and they often do call for it—you can’t sweat the small stuff. After all, there’s plenty of big stuff to get sweaty about.

No, Grey would never kill Willow. It’s just fun to think about, sometimes.

“Fifteen meters straight ahead, and you’re out,” Willow says, putting the captain back on track. As erratic and seemingly selfish as the woman might be, she has a habit of doing that. Keeping him level. Providing an anchor for his wayward mind. Honestly, every sky pirate captain in the world deserves their own Willow, if not the occasional migraine that comes with her. She’s currently tracking their progress via geolocating chips embedded in their armor, while she’s tucked safely aboard Trench three kilometers away, on standby, should things get messy.

“Dot looks very far ahead of you, Captain,” Mars chimes in again.

“I know.”

“Like, really far. I know it’s not a race, but if it were—”

“That’s it. I’m killing you both,” Grey says with an exaggerated sigh. “But don’t worry, I’ll make it quick. And I’ll write beautiful eulogies.”

Willow snorts.

“I’m sorry—what’s a eulogy?” Mars asks.

Don’t misunderstand this; the smartest people in the world ask questions when they don’t know something, so not knowing this doesn’t make Mars dumb. He just isn’t accustomed to religious ceremony, having spent most of his adult life in a cage. Gladiators aren’t given funerals.

Grey cracks a sad smile. “Willow, please explain.”

“It’s a speech that people give—”

“Off comms, Low,” Grey interjects.

“Oh, right. Sorry.”

The static evaporates, leaving only the hum of electrical pulses and the occasional rush of foul-smelling water. Already, he longs for another distraction but knows that a clear mind is a focused mind, and focus keeps you alive. Grey cranes his neck to catch a glimpse of what’s to come on this seemingly infinite crawl, and he realizes, with some shock, that Dot has already exited the tunnel. Logic would dictate that either she’s inhumanly fast, or he’s monstrously slow. Unfortunately, those two things aren’t mutually exclusive.

His entire body protests as he edges forward centimeter by painstaking centimeter. It feels like it takes a century, like he’s lived a hundred lives in the span of this slow nightmare crawl, but in actuality, it’s only been about twenty minutes. Another three minutes of crawling, and he catches a glimpse of the beam of light signifying the end of this horrible adventure.

Without warning, the tunnel begins to shake, sending low-toned vibrations up through Grey’s body. He presses his ear to the bottom of the shaft to try to hear what’s happening on the other side, but all he catches is a muffled mass of whirring and clanking rising from the warehouse floor. Nothing discernible.

From what he could glean before he agreed to take this hunt, he’s hovering over a privately owned complex leased out for off-book military ops, private corporations funded by government entities, all super top secret—the kind of stuff no self-respecting government should ever be involved in. But this is Crimn, a nation run by hollow-minded plutocrats, where human rights tend to take a back seat to profit. Just evil doing evil’s work.

Whatever they have going on down there, it sends tectonic-level vibrations throughout the complex every so often—currently, once every ten minutes. But there was almost nothing about daily operations in the emails and schematics Bones ripped from the warehouse’s mainframe. All they could access remotely were an employee schedule, squad rosters, an internal inventory list, some basic boilerplate docs with almost no usable info, and two-year-old blueprints, which Grey used to map out this infiltration. So whatever they’re doing down there is a mystery. And should everything go according to plan, it will remain a mystery.

Grey and Dot are going in semi-blind, which isn’t ideal, but what’s a pirate to do? They hacked as much intel as they could. Grey sent a few transmissions to trusted contacts. They weren’t caught sneaking into the complex, which is a win in itself. Now it’s time for the scary part. The breaking and entering and stealing part, which, admittedly, is sort of Grey’s specialty.

To make matters worse, their client for this hunt isn’t exactly known for his patience. Had they any more time, maybe they could’ve learned more. But if this package isn’t delivered by sundown tomorrow, Grey will lose a lot more than pride in a job well done—more like a few appendages, a couple of crew members, and Trench’s propulsion engines. But that’s the cost of doing business with a one-eyed sewer rat with ties to the Frame. No one has ever claimed a pirate’s life is glamorous, but at least it pays well… most of the time.

Okay, some of the time.

One last bit of effort, and Grey reaches the small opening sliced into the bottom of the shaft, the edges smooth and shiny silver. The air here is dense and cold, a welcome relief after two kilometers of blinding heat. He pokes his head down, checks the coast. It’s clear.

Well, not entirely, because Dot stands at the center of the small room below, her short, muscle-lean body facing the room’s only door, fingers wrapped loosely around the hilts of two longknives. The blades are single-edged and razor-thin.

It’s four meters from the ceiling to the floor. A long drop, but manageable. So Grey, ever the showman, dives in headfirst, grabs the edge, flips his legs horizontal so they’re parallel with the ceiling, and lets himself fall. A slight twist, a quick somersault, and he lands in a crouch. His feet touch the floor without a sound, thanks to the silicone-padded sound-dampening tech in his boots, but he lands a little harder than he meant to, the impact shooting spikes up his shins. Grimacing, he stands up straight, throws his arms up like a tortured little trapeze artist, shines his pearly whites, and waits for applause.

Crickets.

Dot shoots him an expressionless glance, the definition of unimpressed.

He sighs as he brushes loose bits of rust off his shoulders. “You’re a bad sport. I get nothing for style, at least?”

She shrugs. “Mine was better.”

Dot’s hair is dusty blond, pulled into a tight, slick bun atop her skull. She’s short enough that Grey could rest his chin on the top of her head, if he ever felt suicidal, which he hasn’t—not for a long time. Freckles are spattered across her pale face, forming dark clusters on her cheeks. She looks about as vicious as a rabbit, docile and warm, a sweet creature. Except there’s venom in those veins. She wears the same field-issue midnight body armor as her captain, with matte-black bulletproof plates as thick as tortoiseshell and flexible fabric at the joints. She tugs at the material covering her hips, her jaw pulsing with frustration. She hates the armor.

“Shields up,” she says, turning to survey the room. Her voice is about an octave lower than you’d expect, her words clipped.

If you’re wondering why she’s barking orders at her captain, Dot has special leave to take the lead in most combat-forward situations. If a hunt requires a little slice-and-dice, Dot’s the woman for the job. She’s trained for that, and Grey trusts that she knows her stuff. He’s probably one of the few people on the whole planet who can say they know Dot pretty well. Actually, “pretty well” is a stretch; he knows her about as well as anyone could know her. Enough to know that there’s warmth under all that stone. It’s buried deep, but it’s there.

But of course, she’s a Crest knight, so the icy demeanor sort of comes with the territory.

As a child, she was taken by the Church of the Crest, sworn by blood oath, and eventually knighted under an elite elemental class, her birthright: the wind. This, coupled with her stature, predetermined her martial style. But it’s important to note that knights aren’t like normal people. They are never given surnames. They don’t have family. They belong to the Church—for life. As the state-sanctioned religion of the Incorporated Nations, the Church of the Crest is a power unto itself. It answers to no one. And to be taken by the Church, as Dot was, is a product of both terrible luck and being born into a society that has long forgotten the definition of institutional slavery.

As terrible as that is, it gets worse, because being taken doesn’t automatically make a person a knight. They aren’t just wrapped in chains and given a blade. To become a knight is a feat akin to a miracle. More than half of all initiates into the Crest Academy are killed before they reach the age of ten. Before they reach adulthood, students die by the legions in a ruthless hunt for the worthy. And those lucky and skilled enough to make it to the end of their education are rewarded with a Church-sanctioned massacre—one final culling.

The Church steals children. They torture the human out of them, rip out their empathy, and hand them a blade. They teach them how to kill without mercy, to die without complaint. And it’s all completely legal. Some even call it a divine right.

Grey calls it monstrous.

Only a fortunate few ever find a way to dial back the brainwashing and break those chains, destined to spend the rest of their lives on the run, traitors to the faith. That’s Dot’s story.

Two years ago, she showed up on Grey’s doorstep wearing bloodstained white robes. All twenty years of her life up until that point seemed etched into the scowl on her face as she damn near demanded a spot on his crew. Truth told, she barely had to ask. If a Crest knight wants to work on your ship, you say yes. There are no interview questions.

Grey clicks a button on his wrist display to activate his shield. There’s a low hum as an invisible energy field surrounds his entire body, just centimeters off the skin, generated from a shield pack at his hip. Shields are strong enough to protect from most high-velocity projectile weapons, but they usually only last long enough for you to collect your bearings, draw blades, and fight back, or gather the gumption to run. Too much damage, and shields break, like most things, and then there’s nothing protecting you from all those bullets. That’s why anyone worth their weight in steel knows how to wield a blade. Grey carries a prismblade for that reason, standard issue among all elite military personnel. Black hilt, black blade. Short, double-edged, and sharp, optimal for close combat. Chopping and stabbing.

Of course, the “shield rules” don’t apply to Dot, since her weapon of choice supersedes any other weapon or defense tech in existence. Crest knights get the proverbial shit end of the stick called life in most regards, except for one: their swords.

Crest knights wield torches. Mechanized swords custom-forged and given to them upon graduation from the Crest Academy. They range in size, but the average is a meter-long, feather-thin blade of vintexium alloy, the alien metal. It is the strongest material in existence, unbreakable, even by magic—but that’s not even the best part. There’s a trigger embedded above the grip that, when activated, sends a shiver of fire through the metal that makes it glow bright white, heating it to a degree just shy of molten lava. It’s so hot that with enough force, it can pierce steel. Torches can cut through meat and bone like passing through air. That’s why knights wear specially made gloves, so the radiant heat from their blades won’t burn their hands.

When Dot earned her knighthood, she was given two torches. Twin blades, identical down to the milky-white moonstones pressed into each hilt, double-edged and half a meter in length. They are smaller than the average torch, but Dot is a lot smaller than the average knight.

Grey has never met anyone with more than one torch.

Somewhere in his periphery, Grey catches a glint of light from one of Dot’s longknives. Her torches remain sheathed, which brings him a bit of relief. They’re useful weapons, no doubt, but they scare him. Nothing should be unbreakable. It’s unnatural. He’d never say that out loud, though. Can’t admit fear, even to your crew. Especially to your crew.

Last count, Dot carries ten weapons, all blades, no firearms. Guns are for the weak-willed and the unskilled—her words, not his. As an expert marksman, he finds it only mildly insulting.

He draws his firearm and engages the silencer mechanism. His weapon of choice is a refurbished Class 7 Brass Point semiautomatic revolver with an extended twenty-shot cylinder, coated in bronze with a custom white marble grip. An old gun, but she shoots just fine.

He draws a slow, steady breath and quickly assesses their surroundings. They’re in a small concrete room, all four walls lined with sand-colored metal filing cabinets and industrial shelves that stop just short of the ceiling. There’s one big metal door, no windows. The concrete walls are gray, slab-thick, and soundproof. The shelves are full of white cardboard file boxes.

This isn’t right.

“Willow, what am I seeing?” Grey asks into his comm.

Dot paces the room, rummaging through cabinets, pulling boxes off shelves. Something must catch her eye, because she pauses, tilts her head slightly, and reaches through a shelf to place her palm flat against the cold concrete on the other side. She closes her eyes.

Static bristles. “Based on the schematics, you’re exactly where you need to be, Boss,” Willow confirms. “What are you seeing?”

“Not the battery room,” Grey says.

Willow releases a string of colorful curses.

“Captain, do you need me?” Mars asks.

Grey casts a humorless smile at no one, trying and failing to suppress a surge of anxiety. “No, Mars. We’re okay right now.”

This isn’t good. In fact, finding out that you’ve just broken into the wrong room in a dangerous military facility is never good, but it hasn’t reached Mars-level bad just yet. With one word, that man would fall like an avalanche through the front gates, plowing through any poor soul who dared to stand in his way to pluck a reluctant Dot and an apologetic Grey from their concrete cage without injury. But the captain wants to avoid a massacre, so the big man stays. Grey is taking on enough liability with Dot on his wing. She’s just as likely to cause damage as her giant red-bearded counterpart. Sometimes, you need to be subtle, and those two are anything but.

“It looks like a file room,” Grey says to Willow as he walks over to a cabinet and rifles through folders. “Personnel information, stuff like that. Hard copies. That’s weird, right?”

“Weird, yeah, but also pretty smart. These fuckers are light-years off-grid. Let me check the schematics again, give me one—”

The room erupts with sound, and Grey whips around, his finger moving instinctively to the trigger of his revolver. But it’s only Dot, dragging a metal shelf away from one of the walls.

“Boss, you sturdy?” Willow asks. “What’s that noise?”

Grey opens his mouth but doesn’t answer right away, mostly because he wouldn’t be able to speak over the noise.

Dot tugs on the shelf once, twice, each pull creating an earsplitting scraping sound loud enough to wake the recently dead. She stops when she finally creates enough space between the shelf and the wall for her to fit comfortably between them. In a blur of movement, she draws one of her torches and twists a small section of the hilt. The straight, thin blade sparks fire and begins to glow, fading from shimmering silver to blinding white, as bright as a midnight moon. With a quick pivot, she thrusts the blade hilt-deep into the concrete wall.

“Boss, what’s happening?” Willow asks. “We’re blind over here.”

“Um…” Grey swallows. “Dot just stabbed a wall.”
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CHAPTER TWO

What did he say?” Willow asks, her voice muffled. Every crew member wears a personal comm at all times, a small mechanical bud placed in the ear, whichever’s most comfortable, user discretion. But Willow isn’t using her personal comm; she’s using the comm mic attached to her flight console, which she forgot to shut off.

“Dot fell into a wall?” she clarifies.

“Have you ever known Dot to fall?” Mars asks, his deep baritone muffled with distance. “I think she stabbed someone.”

Silence. “Who?”

“Does it have to be a specific person?” Mars asks. “She could’ve just as easily stabbed the captain as anybody else.”

“Well, hopefully not in the middle of a hunt!” Willow exclaims.

Dot laughs under her breath. Grey shoots her a narrowed look.

“Why don’t you just ask him?” Mars asks.

“Because I’m asking you.”

“I think they can still hear you,” Mars says.

A brief pause. “Fuck.”

The static dissipates, the comm goes silent for a few seconds… and she’s back. “Sorry, Boss, technical difficulties.” She chuckles. “Did Dot fall into a wall, or did she stab someone? Hot debate over here.”

“Neither,” Grey says. “Dot stabbed a wall.”

“She stabbed a wall?”

“Yeah.”

Another brief pause. “Honestly, that makes even less sense to me.”

Dot sighs quietly from the other side of the room. She’s half finished cutting a chunk out of the wall, her torch slicing through the thick layer of concrete like a serrated blade through cardboard. The lines are a little crooked, forming a jagged, wobbly crescent.

“There’s a hollow space behind this wall,” she clarifies for the group. “I think that we’re in the right room, but half of it is concealed. So I’m making a door.”

“Ah,” Grey says, scratching his chin, impressed and a little embarrassed that he didn’t think of it first. “That makes sense.”

“Wait—you didn’t know what she was doing?” Willow asks.

Grey shrugs, even though no one can see him. “I had some guesses.”

Willow and Mars laugh.

“So you just watched her stab a wall and didn’t ask any questions?”

“I was talking to you.”

“Anyway,” Dot cuts in, “I think the battery is behind this wall. We should still be able to extract it and leave.”

Grey nods thoughtfully. “See? She’s got it under control.”

“Thank Ghan,” Mars mutters.

Grey’s thoughts drift lazily back to murder.

That’s the hunt, by the way: locate and retrieve (steal) a battery. Specifically, a small, nontoxic micronuclear power source capable of providing enough electricity to light up a few densely populated cities for a hundred years. It apparently glows neon green like an alien sun, which is interesting, so Grey’s pretty excited to lay eyes on it.

This is what they do. This crew—Grey’s crew—gets paid a lot of money to do what other crews can’t. The most difficult, the most violent, the most dangerous hunts. Hunts no one else would dare attempt. Unbreakable vaults, impregnable fortresses, irretrievable treasures… There’s a lot of risk, plans are subject to change at less than a moment’s notice, and they never have enough information, but they always get the job done. Captain Grey Shimada and his sky pirates are the best in the business because there isn’t a damn thing they can’t do. Or if there is, they haven’t found it yet.

Making himself useful, Grey takes a defensive position next to the door, his weapon at the ready, barrel pointed to the ceiling, finger loose on the cylinder. Dot’s concrete slab loosens. Grit and dust spiral to the floor. Rough estimate, they have between ten and twenty seconds before the block falls free, so this is almost over—close enough to spend the credits this hunt will earn them. Grey can almost taste the arid desert air waiting for them outside. But of course—

The door handle turns with an unassuming click.

Grey’s heart stops. Dot twists on her heel and draws two longknives, leaving her torch sticking out of the wall, the blade fading to cold silver as the heat quickly dissipates.

The door swings open, and Grey sucks in his gut so the door doesn’t bump into him as it conceals him from whoever’s entering the room. Through the crack, he watches a man step inside, followed closely by a second, their voices low and casual, both tall and broad-shouldered, meaty stacks of muscle and navy-blue plate armor. Grey’s brain is on overdrive. If you want to take control of a situation like this, you have to act quickly and decisively. No doubts, all muscle—or in this case, guns. The two men step clear of the door, and Grey slams it shut, pressing the muzzle of his revolver against the back of the second guard’s neck. The man freezes.

“Don’t move,” Grey commands, trying to keep the shock of adrenaline out of his voice.

“What’d you say, Boss?” Willow asks, but Grey ignores her.

In the split second between the door slamming and Grey raising his revolver, both men activate shields. The one in front of Grey stands rigid, his shield thrumming, but there’s a centimeter-wide gap between shield and skin. No kinetic energy field in existence can block something fired at point-blank range, so if you want to bypass a shield, you have to take advantage of that gap. And if you know what you’re doing, you don’t let anybody get that close. Of course, sometimes, you don’t get that option.

Grey tries to quiet his thoughts as he processes their full appearance. Navy-blue armor. Harbingers slung across their backs, round helms attached to their belts. Triangle patches sewn onto each of their sleeves. Barcode tattoos on their necks. Prism guards. Elite special forces, high-level boys and girls plucked from the bottom ranks of the corps and trained as early as boot camp to turn off the parts of their brains responsible for normal human emotions, like empathy and remorse. Pain tolerance at inhuman levels, and proficient with loads of weapons, including blades and bare knuckles. Prism guards specialize in the kind of brutality you only see in illegal death fights, like The Killing Floor and its less popular offshoots. Guns or no, these men will not take orders from a thief who’s just broken into a secret off-site military facility they’re contracted to protect. So what happens next is not too surprising.

They move like lightning. The first guard finds himself preoccupied by a small flurry of blond hair and shimmering steel. Grey fires two rounds at the second guard—too late. The guard throws his head forward, away from the muzzle. Both slugs meet his shield and bounce away harmlessly, lodging in the ceiling. Two lines of dust trail to the floor.

To avoid getting throttled, Grey takes half a second to judge the angle and jumps sidelong into the back half of the storage room, falling into a somersault. He hits the floor with a grunt, rolls up into a crouch, draws his prismblade, and slashes out without looking.

The guard leans back, narrowly avoiding Grey’s swing, and rips his own prismblade from a breakaway sheath. It arcs at Grey in a black blur. He parries, trades a couple of narrow blows before slashing wildly at the man’s neck to create some space.

A room this small is a terrible place to fight. There’s no way he can take a man twice his size in combat this close. He might be wily, but he knows his limits. So when the guard charges at him blade-first, Grey parries it, drops to a knee, crosses the space between them, and fires a silent round into the guard’s boot. The man roars as blood spatters Grey’s face.

But they aren’t done. Grey jumps away, drops into another roll, and gains his feet right as the guard drops to a knee. Grey jumps onto his back, wraps the man’s thick neck in a choke hold, and buries the barrel of his revolver in the soft white skin at his temple. They strain for less than a moment, then the guard flips his grip on his own blade, preparing for a blind backswing that would bury that thing in Grey’s skull. Aiming his revolver at that hand, Grey fires. The shot slams into the blade hilt, and it clatters to the floor.

“You don’t have to die,” Grey grunts through strain and sweat, the revolver once again pressed to the man’s head.

And that’s true. Grey doesn’t want to kill him. He never wants to kill. There’s no reason for people to die—not for this, not for most things. This man is just doing his job. All the people Grey has ever killed were just doing their jobs. Good or bad, state-sponsored or not, they’re just mechanisms for a greater evil. Grey knows that. He’d give up two fingers for a life of bloodless hunts. But it’s not always his choice, and unfortunately, this guard doesn’t seem to agree.

Instead of responding with words, he thrusts back with a long hunting knife that Grey didn’t see him draw. Grey gets out of the way just in time and grabs the blade. Not smart; cutting through his glove, it slices his fingers. It burns, but he ignores it. Baring his teeth, he tries to rip the blade away. In response, the guard throws his head back and slams it into Grey’s face. He sputters as he hits the floor, blood gushing from his nose. But even reeling in pain, the lizard part of his brain recognizes his vulnerability, and he brings his blade up to guard, expecting the worst as he blinks away tears—

But nothing comes.

His blade meets empty air.

In the seconds it took for Grey to hit the floor and raise his blade, Dot has crossed the small room without a word, without warning, without even a whisper of sound.

Grey rises slowly to his feet, wipes blood from his throbbing nose, and checks his hand. His fingers are cut up, but he can’t make sense of any of it through the mess of his glove. He pulls a spare
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