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  Chapter 1

I glanced at my cuff. Nineteen hundred hours. It wasn’t like Jarrett to be so late. 
A gray-haired security guard looped by the fruit stand again—the third time in ten minutes. He eyed me from across the aisle of packed earth. An excess of gut spilled over his belt to hide his badge, but I knew an off-duty officer when I saw one. His stiff-backed walk was born from years of lugging around a two-and-a-half-kilo blaster strapped to a nine-kilo utility belt.
That prickly feeling flared up at the base of my neck. I tugged my cap lower over my eyes, but realized the action only made me look more suspicious. The fruit merchant noticed, too, and sidled closer to my side of the stand to keep an eye on me.
“You must be exhausted from standing in front of my stand for so long. Can I interest you in a cantaloupe? Or a honeydew?” he asked, and shoved a pale-yellow melon under my nose. “They arrived from Saper this morning. You won’t find fresher in the market.”
I waved off the melon. “No, thank you. My friend will be here soon.”
“Ah,” he said, undeterred, and snagged a pre-portioned container from his right. “How about some hellaberries? A perfect snack while you wait.”
The plump little berries looked good, and it had been a while since I’d had fresh fruit. “How much?” He named a price that made my head spin. “Maybe some other time.”
“Dates, perhaps?”
My thigh cramped. I shifted my weight. “No, nothing. I’m good.”
“Tourists,” he mumbled, and set the container back down in the shade of his bright-blue canopy. He mopped the sweat from his sun-weathered brow with a cloth tucked into his apron. “Your friend doesn’t appear to be here, and your scowl scares away my customers.” Then he made a shoo-shoo motion with his hand. “Wait somewhere else.”
I stepped to the side.
Shoo-shoo.
I took another step. And another. My hip bumped into the spice table at the next booth. Baskets of rosemary, turmeric, hyssop, and thyme wobbled precariously, earning me a glare from the owner.
Satisfied, the fruit merchant called out to the passing crowd. “Dates! Sweet dates, dried dates, stuffed dates! Get the best date of your life right here. Dates so good they’ll make you lie to your husband!”
Two women laughed and nudged each other in their sides as they crowded me farther out of the way. The one in the green bell-sleeved top selected a container of dried dates. She raised her arm to let the sleeve drop back and waved her cuff over the merchant’s payment hub.
I spotted a sturdy metal crate near the back of the fruit stand and slipped around to stand on it. Jarrett was tall and blond. Thanks to his Ritruvian heritage, he usually stood a head taller than most people. Looking around, though, I didn’t see him anywhere on the block.
The security guard crossed to my side of the aisle. Flat eyes traveled from my hands to my waist, scanning for weapons, then to the set of my shoulders before stopping at my face. Definitely an officer. Probably picked up a side job as security for a little extra money.
I held still. No sudden movements to worry him.
“Move along, ma’am,” he said, jerking his head toward the end of the block while giving me The Look. “There’s no loitering here.”
I ignored the “ma’am” comment. On a bad day, I could still pass for thirty; twenty-seven if I put a little effort into it. Definitely not a ma’am.
The guard hooked his thumbs on his belt and rocked back on his heels like he had nothing better to do than follow me around all day.
I jumped down and wiped my palms against my pants. “No trouble. I’m waiting for someone.”
“Looks to me like you’ve been scoping out this stand for a while now. I don’t see that you’ve made any purchases yet today. You weren’t thinking about stealing any of this fine produce, were you?”
“What? No.” Jerkwad. “I’m just standing here. There’s no crime in that. It’s a public place.”
“All the same, it’d be best for you to be on your way.”
I bit my tongue before retorting with something I’d regret. It didn’t matter what planet you were on; it was always the same. To them, you were either a good guy or an asshole, and this off-duty officer had already decided I was an asshole.
Same to you, buddy.
Lifting my hands in surrender, I stepped out from the shade of the stall’s canopy and squinted into the harsh glare of the late afternoon sun. Cerulean-blue-and-white-striped canopies flapped above me, providing puddles of shifting shade for the merchants hawking their wares beneath them. The scent of warm fruit and spices filled the air.
To my left, a man used a long knife to slice open pomegranates before turning them over to pound out the ruby seeds with a wooden paddle. Beyond him, a sharp-eyed grandmother tracked a brood of youngsters darting among the stalls. To my right, a skinny pickpocket jostled her way through a throng of unsuspecting shoppers, taking full advantage of the security guard’s focus on me. She must have felt my gaze, because she craned her neck around until she made me. Quick as could be, she disappeared down a break between buildings.
If the guard was more interested in harassing innocent pedestrians than protecting shoppers from nimble-fingered thieves, that was his problem. I wasn’t about to rat her out.
Striking off to the right, I waited until I’d walked two blocks before activating the holoscreen on my cuff. I swiped my hand over a patch of specialty material on my jacket below my elbow. It turned translucent, allowing a shimmering holographic screen to project in front of me.
“Felix,” I said, activating the voice control on my cuff, “pull up my last comm from Jarrett Viorel.”
“This is the twenty-fourth time you have opened this comm. Is something faulty with your memory? Should I perform a health diagnostic screen when you get back?”
“Just show me the message.”
It was short and to the point. Meet me in the Brin market at the melon stall. Eighteen hundred hours. Tell no one. Watch your back.
Two months ago, I’d asked Jarrett to dig up information on my former partner. I hadn’t heard from him in weeks, then a week ago he sent me that message on an encrypted line and hadn’t responded to any of my follow-up comms. The markets on Andaress-4 were only open on Saturdays, so he had to have meant today. I’d wrapped up the fraudulent insurance claim that I’d been investigating and hauled ass to get here in time.
Why such a cryptic message? Why hadn’t he wanted to meet at his apartment like we usually did? And why hadn’t he shown?
I readjusted my cross-body bag on my shoulder, grimacing when it pressed the leather of my jacket more firmly against my already sticky skin. If I cut through the market, I could be at his place in ten minutes.
Ducking between two stalls, I ignored the sweet fragrance of ripe honey dates, apricots, and Andaress pomegranates. My stomach rumbled, reminding me I hadn’t eaten since dinner the night before. Maybe after I sorted out whatever had Jarrett so on edge, we could snag dinner at a cafe near his place. I could even pick up a few pieces of less-expensive produce to restock the Soteria’s galley.
It took me ten minutes to traverse the length of the market. Most of the stalls sold rich, fragrant spices transported in from the agricultural city of Saper, but mixed in with those were dozens of Brin salt merchants selling everything from powder-fine grinds to chunks of translucent-white crystals the size of my head. An abundant supply of salt was the main reason the Andar Salt and Spice Company terraformed this planet and the only thing keeping it from falling off the galaxy charts and into oblivion.
Jarrett lived on the west end in a two-story building overlooking the textiles section of the market. A tailor’s shop and a small electronics repair store occupied the ground level while four apartments squeezed into the upper level.
I slipped through the narrow walkway between buildings, my feet sure-footed on the familiar path to the rear stairs. Out of habit, I sidled to the inside edge where the worn treads wouldn’t creak beneath my weight.
A narrow balcony ran the length of the white building. Four faded-blue doors marked the entrance of each apartment. Jarrett rented the largest unit on the far end, which had a kitchenette that jutted out into the balcony. Not that he used it.
As I passed the second door, a small dog rushed to the entrance, yapping loudly. Its nails scrambled against a hard floor. A shadow passed by the opaqued window, but the owner didn’t come out.
When I reached the last door, I held my cuff to the door reader to request entry but found it was already unlocked. Years of training had me drawing my blaster from the lower back holster hidden beneath my jacket. I released the safety before nudging the door open with my foot.
The heat hit me first, with the stench barking right on its heels. Rotted compost, feces, urine, and rancid meat. My stomach soured at the fetid odor, bile rising in the back of my throat. The climate control must have been disabled, because it was a sweltering thirty-six degrees Celsius. I switched to short, shallow breaths through my mouth and did my best to ignore the foul taste of the air.
“Jarrett!” I called out, trying not to gag. “It’s Reliance. Are you in there?”
No answer.
I eased in, back to the wall, and swept my eyes across all four corners of the room. His furniture lay overturned, the cushions split open. Seeing no one, I pivoted around the corner to clear the shoebox-sized kitchenette. There, too, cabinet doors hung open and drawers had been yanked off their tracks and dropped to the floor, their contents scattered everywhere.
Someone had tossed the place.
The bathroom and bedroom were at the front of the building overlooking the street. Working counterclockwise, I moved around an overturned desk, being careful not to tread on the busted console laying smashed on the floor. The smell got worse with every step.
His bathroom was minuscule, a two-meter by two-meter square with barely enough room for a gray-water toilet and sonic shower. It, also, had been tossed. A sheet of clear plastiglass hung over the sink, the mirror function busted from a fist-sized crater in the center.
That left the bedroom.
I paused at the closed door, listening for sounds of movement. When I heard nothing except the thumping of my heart, I pushed the door open, blaster raised.
“Shit!” Protocol forgotten, I holstered my weapon and ran to my friend. He sat slumped in a chair, his face bloated and discolored in death. Black fleshflies swarmed over his eyes, lips, and cheeks, gnawing on the soft tissue areas and hastening decomposition. That they had already matured past the larva stage told me Jarrett had been dead at least four days. Why hadn’t anyone reported his death? His partner? His coworkers? Surely, someone must have missed him.
Blood, darkened from oxygen until almost black, soaked his shirt and pooled where it had dripped from his fingers to the floor. Carefully, I peeled back the matted hair at his temple, revealing a blaster burn. Something high-end, judging by the bright-red spidering of the veins, well-defined edges, and localized charring of his flesh. Specialized tactical teams carried that kind of firepower. Military and mercs, too.
A small radius at the point of entry indicated a close-range shot. The gaping exit hole said it had been cranked all the way to lethal.
Jarrett’s fingers, once graceful as they flowed through his cuff controls, were bent backward at the joints. Burn marks covered his forearms. Another blaster hole mangled his thigh right above the kneecap. He hadn’t only been murdered. He’d been tortured.
My hand cupped the side of his face that still bore some resemblance to the man I knew. “Oh Jarrett, who did this to you?”
I blinked away my tears and stepped back to analyze the room, berating myself for contaminating the scene like a first-year rookie. It may have been over a year since I’d left the Department of Enforcement of Criminal Affairs, but I still remembered how to process a damn crime scene.
“Felix, start visual recording.” I spun in a slow circle, letting the lens capture the entire room from ceiling to floor before taking a closer view of Jarrett—of the body. “End recording.”
Felix was the mobile extension of my ship’s computer. He would upload the information to the main system for further analysis as soon as I got within five kilometers of the Soteria. Later, I could blow it up on the bridge’s viewscreen for analysis, but for now I wanted to take in what the camera couldn’t.
I circled the perimeter of the room, avoiding any visible splotches of blood. The window opaquing had been engaged, blocking the view from street level. Below, the clatter from the market was loud enough that a herd of Brionite hairy coos could have trampled through the apartment without being heard.
Jarrett’s attackers had strapped him to a chair from his kitchen table set. Shrink ties cut into the bloated flesh at his wrists and ankles. They were high-end and not something Jarrett would likely own. They must have brought those with them. That indicated premeditation.
I hesitated, analyzing my gut reaction. Attackers? Plural?
Jarrett was thirty-three—a year older than me—and fit for a techie type. He’d grown up on Ritru-6, a planet with a marginally stronger gravitational pull than the Earth standard. That, along with some genetic tweaking, resulted in most Ritruvians having increased bone density and muscle mass. He also enjoyed the well-developed ego they all seemed to share. And like all DECA agents, he passed strenuous physical exams that included basic self-defense components. Not an easy mark.
I squatted beside the body to scrutinize the dried blood beneath. Besides the puddle below his hand, fat, round drops dotted the space between his feet. Smaller bits of spatter trailed out in short lines. They’d struck him in the nose and mouth for sure, but the blaster burn made a mess of everything else. Then he’d hung his head between his knees.
Standing, I stepped into an obvious void where the blood had landed on the assailant instead of the floor. This was where the shooter had been positioned. I raised my hand, mimicking holding a blaster to Jarrett’s temple.
My eyes traveled over the body to the opposite wall. Level with Jarrett’s head was a fine mist pattern of blood. That would be from the kill shot. Three sides fanned out in a rough circle with the droplets concentrated in the middle and lightening at the edges. The fourth side, though, ended in a harsh line. Another void.
My gut was right. A second person had been standing there when the killer pulled the trigger.
“What were you on to that was worth your life?”
Jarrett was a tech genius. We’d met as rookies twelve years ago on a smuggling case on Brione-5. I’d gone undercover and royally fucked up. He’d done some computer magic to salvage something from the six-month-long sting and probably my job as well. It turned out the smugglers we were targeting kept astonishingly detailed records.
For that matter, so did Jarrett. If he had discovered something worth being killed over, he would have documented it.
I walked back into the living space. His console lay in pieces. The thin plastiglass screen had been shattered and two side bars cracked open. Someone had extracted the delicate hardware and ground it into the tile. I didn’t know enough about consoles to tell if the data storage had been stolen, but I could tell there would be no recovering any information from that.
All the hiding spots that leaped to mind had been ransacked: chair cushions, cabinet drawers, clothes closet. No, Jarrett was too smart for that. He’d pick somewhere with easy access and so mundane no one would ever look at it twice. He might even keep it on his person. I went back to the bedroom.
“Sorry about this,” I apologized and searched his pockets. Empty.
His cuff lay on the floor across the room—obviously removed to prevent him from summoning help. I picked it up and held it against his wrist to release the DNA lock. I scrolled through the log. Nothing stood out, but I created a link to my cuff and instructed Felix to copy the files.
While that worked, I checked behind Jarrett’s ear and along his hairline for a microdot. Undercover agents sometimes used the sticky discs to pass along small bits of data to their handlers. That reminded me of another case we worked together. Our informant had been a low-level drug mule who smuggled stardust into the prison two doses at a time in the hollowed-out heels of her boots. Jarrett thought it was rather clever.
I slipped off his right shoe and clawed back the inner material. It came up easily, as if someone had loosened it before. There, nestled into a smooth groove inside the heel, was a data dot. Whatever information Jarrett had been willing to die for was likely on that dot.
A forceful knock on the front door interrupted my success. “This is the D-E-C-A. We have a report of suspicious activity at this location. Come out with your hands up.”






  
  Chapter 2

I imagined how I looked through the officer’s eyes: armed, standing over the victim, and holding incriminating evidence. I’d royally screwed myself in the ass by not calling it in right when I’d found him. 
If the data dot contained what I thought it did, Jarrett had likely bent a few laws digging up that information for me. It would take them days or even weeks to clear me. By that time, the trail would have gone cold. If it hadn’t already. The only way to find the ones responsible for Jarrett’s death was to do it myself. I owed him that much.
“Clear right!” the DECA officer called to his partner. Two sets of footsteps circled the living space in opposing directions—standard procedure.
“Doorway left,” the second officer called at the bathroom entrance. “Clear!”
I palmed the data dot and sprinted for the bedroom window. With no time to disengage the locking system, I struck the corner of the pane with the butt of my blaster and winced as the sound of shattering glass announced my location to the two officers. I raked away the remaining milky-white shards with the barrel and stuck my head through the opening.
“Halt!” a female voice commanded as I threw one leg over the sill.
Two stories weren’t an impossible drop, but it still hurt when I landed. I absorbed most of the shock with my knees and tucked into a roll. In seconds, I was up and shouldering my way through the crowded street. The officer wouldn’t risk shooting into the throng of people, even with the blaster on stun. A bystander being hit would be a public relations nightmare. She leaned out the window to watch me and then yelled my direction to her partner.
As soon as I was out of the officer’s line of sight, I darted into a group of people gathered around a merchant’s stall. “Felix, begin timer.”
I threaded my way through to the center of the group, stripped off my black leather jacket, and shoved it in my cross-body bag. Underneath, I wore a simple, white, short-sleeved shirt. My hat and hair clip followed, letting my coffee-brown hair fall loose around my shoulders.
A young woman placed her order with a guy selling some kind of slow-roasted, cubed meat on a stick. A bright-orange shawl lay bunched up at the top of her shopping bag—a concession to the late afternoon heat, no doubt.
My hand slipped in and out without her notice. I tied it around my waist at a jaunty angle, like a skirt, to alter my silhouette. Finally, I flipped my messenger bag around to expose the smooth backside, tied a quick knot in the strap, and slung it over one shoulder like an oversized purse. By the time I came out the other side of the knot of pedestrians, I’d gone from Suspect-on-the-Run to Woman-out-Shopping.
Both officers converged at the intersection behind me. They were hard to miss in their black tactical pants and forest-green jackets. The woman climbed on top of a merchant’s folding chair to see over the crowd. She raised her hand to shield her eyes from the sun.
I kept my pace to a brisk walk since running would only draw their attention. As the officer’s head turned in my direction, I fell in step beside a portly man in his midfifties and accidentally-on-purpose bumped into him.
“Oh, excuse me!” I placed my hand on his pudgy forearm. “That was so clumsy of me.”
His expression of annoyance morphed into an appreciative leer while his eyes dropped from my face down to the front of my shirt.
“No trouble at all,” he assured me. “The path is rather uneven here.”
It wasn’t, but I took his arm when he offered it. A couple was less conspicuous than a single woman. He commented on the streak of hot temperatures they’d been experiencing, and I responded with something equally inane. It took all my willpower to keep from looking behind me.
“Perhaps you could help me,” I said. “I’m looking for a cafe near here. It’s supposed to have excellent raki dumplings.” They were a local specialty, and chances were good that half the restaurants in town served them.
He smiled. “You must mean Zee’s. It’s around the corner. I’d be happy to escort you.”
“Oh, would you?” I beamed up at him.
Fifty paces later, I disentangled myself from my prop outside the front door of a tiny restaurant sandwiched between a holovid store and a place advertising guided tours out to the salt flat. Not my idea of a holiday, but to each her own.
The man cleared his throat and pulled himself up to his full height. “Since we are here, perhaps you would let me buy you dinner?”
Crap, I’d laid it on too thick. “I would, but I’m meeting my husband.”
“Your husband?” he stammered, thrown by this unexpected revelation.
“Mm-hmm.” I smiled. “But thank you so much for showing me the way. I wouldn’t have found it without you.”
He stared after me as I slipped into the cafe, his expression somewhere between confusion and indignation.
“Felix, time.”
“Two minutes forty-six seconds. May I ask what we’re timing?”
“My freedom.”
“What did you do now?”
“Nothing. I can’t talk right now. Mute.” I flagged down the nearest server. “Excuse me, do you have a back entrance I could use? I think that man is following me.”
The server glanced out the window at my former escort, who was still staring at me. “Do you want me to call law enforcement?”
“No, no,” I assured her. “I’m probably overreacting, but it doesn’t hurt to be careful, does it?”
She gave me a knowing nod. “Isn’t that the truth? Here, come with me, honey.”
Through the window, I saw the two DECA officers take position and scan each passing pedestrian. I ducked my head and followed the server through the kitchen to a back alley. It reeked of old garbage and urine.
As soon as she disappeared back into the restaurant, I broke into a fast jog. I’d slipped by the initial perimeter, but I wasn’t in the clear yet. Because of the restricted parking around the market, I’d left my bike a half-klick away.
“Felix, unmute. Time.”
“Five minutes, twenty-three seconds. Are we speaking again?”
“Mute.” He’d make me regret that later.
Sticking to the labyrinth of alleys, it took me another five minutes to reach my bike. Too long. By that time, the DECA officers would have contacted the Andaress-4 Central Command. How long did that give me until they grounded all planet-to-orbit transports? Thirty minutes, if I was lucky, and luck hadn’t been my friend in a very long time.
My hoverbike purred to life, rising two meters off the ground while I secured my helmet. The UV-reflective face shield had the added benefit of blocking my profile from the city cameras. I glided into the skylane and matched the speed of other LAVs—low altitude vehicles—until I reached the Brin city limits. Then I swung north toward the barren salt flats and punched the throttle to full blast.
The setting sun transformed the stark-white desert floor into a golden sea. A plume of salt dust arced behind me. It would be visible from kilometers away, but there was no helping it. Cutting through the salt flats was the fastest way back to the port city of Salin where I’d docked my ship and the only way I’d make it off the planet before the authorities performed a ship-by-ship inspection.
“Felix, display timer as a visual.” The software in my helmet connected with my cuff and the timer displayed in the upper-right section of my visor. 13:58. It would be tight.
The city appeared as a tiny speck on the horizon and grew larger as I neared. Sunlight glinted off the metal and plastiglass surfaces of the buildings. Salin sat at the edge of an ancient salt-water sea that was drying up, due in part to the large desalinization plant on the west side of the city. A tangled mass of pipes and storage tanks rose into the sky. I remembered the spacedock was near it and veered left.
“Felix, unmute. Scan all frequencies for the words homicide, barricade, detaining ships, fleeing suspect, in pursuit, or Jarrett Viorel. Use the decryption program JV10. Report in audio.”
He didn’t respond. I swore to the great dark void that I’d kill whichever programmer thought giving simulated emotions to a ship’s computer system was a good idea. “Felix, I’m in a jam here.”
“Scanning . . .” Felix replied, his synthetic voice sounding hollower than normal through my helmet but still as pouty. “Your search yields one hundred and twenty-six results. Shall I play them in chronological order?”
“No. Limit search to the last fifteen minutes and sectors eight and nine.”
“Seven results.”
“Transcribe and display. Continuous update.”
Text scrolled across the bottom third of my visor. “Next. Next. Next. Wait! Stop. Go back and play the third one.”
A woman’s voice came on. “This is Officer Patel. We have a homicide at the intersection of Eighth and Market. Suspect fleeing on foot. Female, midthirties, black jacket, cap. Last seen heading west on Market. In pursuit.”
Midthirties! Officer Patel needed her vision augmented. “Felix, add Officer Patel to the search. Prioritize her communications. Play.”
“Patel to Dispatch. Lost visual of suspect . . . Patel to Dispatch. Unable to track the suspect. I’m returning to secure the scene . . .” 
“Dispatch to Officer Patel. Lead Agent Grayson Wright is assigned to this case. Coordinate efforts with him.”
“Pause,” I instructed Felix and slowed the hoverbike to merge into traffic. My close-quarters cutting technique didn’t thrill the LAV behind me, and the pilot gave me the traditional three-fingered hand gesture to express his displeasure. I returned the sign as I accelerated past the next vehicle. My eyes flicked to the timer. 20:22.
“Felix, I’m coming in hot. Begin preflight check.”
“Initiating preflight check. Systems coming online.”
The spacedock came into view. Nothing more than a glorified parking garage, but all ships capable of interstellar travel landed there to refuel. Central Command controlled arrivals and departures and handled customs issues for incoming cargo. Normally, all great things. I loved Central Command. Happy to work with them. Except for today. Today, they were going to be a giant pain in my ass.
“Felix, lower the cargo door and patch me in to Central.”
“Central Command.” The woman’s tone was curt and efficient.
“Hey, Central. This is Captain Reliance Sinclair of the Soteria, requesting permission to launch.” I counted the seconds waiting for Central to respond.
“You’re cleared for takeoff in ten minutes, Captain Sinclair. We’re waiting on a passenger ship ahead of you to vacate the launching zone.”
“Thanks, Central. Sinclair out.”
I slowed to a near crawl as I passed through the security gate. Above me, an armed security drone swept for explosives and contraband. My heel bounced against the gearshift.
“Come on, come on,” I muttered as pilots ahead of me leisurely split off in either direction toward their own ships. Now wasn’t the time to draw attention to myself.
The guard inspected my bike, scanned my cuff, and waved me through.
The Soteria was docked at the end of row G. Felix already had the rear cargo door lowered, so I flew straight in and landed the hoverbike in its stand on the port side. I cut the engine and tossed my helmet on the handlebars.
I scrambled up the metal-rung ladder to the upper deck and sprinted down the short corridor to the bridge where a thigh-high metal cat greeted me. “Talk to me, Felix.”
The computer interface switched over from my cuff to the ship’s avatar. “Preflight check is complete. Electrical systems go. Guidance systems go. Communications go. Environmental levels go. Oxygen and nitrogen tanks at eighty-seven percent. Batteries at twenty percent. Sinnafuel cells at thirty-four percent. Recommend additional fueling before takeoff.”
Well, that wasn’t going to happen. “We’ll have to tighten our belts.”
“Reliance?”
“Never mind. Close the cargo door and begin cabin pressurization sequence.” I woke the console from standby mode, synced my cuff, and aerial scribed in my authorization code. The dashboard lit up. “Update on frequency recordings.”
The playback continued with a man’s voice, low and with a Ritruvian accent. “Wright to Patel. Pull surveillance feeds from satellite 62AC-B . . . Patel here. We found her, sir. She’s on a hoverbike heading toward Salin. Officers redirected to the city’s southern limits. Sending you visual recordings now . . .” I checked the time stamp. They were seven minutes behind me.
I felt the rear hatch lock into place and began the launch sequence. The floor vibrated when the engine engaged, then the entire ship rocked back and forth as the thrusters lifted us the first meter off the ground.
“Come on, baby, you got this,” I coaxed. The Soteria was as space-worthy a vessel as they came, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t a drama queen. She eased out of our hangar into the open air.
Felix jumped into the copilot’s chair, his metal-scaled tail curling around the armrest to secure him to the seat.
Agent Wright’s voice came on over the playback, sounding rough and annoyed. “Patel, she’s not going into the city. She’s making for the spacedock.”
I powered up the boosters and eased us down the row to the launch pad.
An announcement from Central Command interrupted the recording. “All ships are grounded until further notice. Power down and await further instructions. I repeat, all ships—”
The roar of my engine drowned out the rest as the Soteria lifted off and blasted toward the sky.
My body slammed into the seat. “Harness, harness,” I said, clicking the straps into place.
Energy rolled up from the engine, shaking the walls, floor, and chairs. That was always the worst part. The force increased, and I felt like a dry, brittle leaf clinging to the end of a dead stick in a gale-force wind.
Red lights blinked across the dash. My baby was not happy about the cold start. Teeth rattling, I forced my skull away from the headrest and input manual adjustments to keep the princess ship from throwing a full-blown tantrum.
Within minutes, the sky transitioned from evening blue to deep indigo and then the blackest of blacks. When I broke through the thermosphere, I went from a cacophony of noise and lights and being tossed about so hard my bones felt as if they might shatter—to nothing. It was as if I’d gone deaf; the silence was so absolute. And then, for the briefest moment before artificial gravity kicked in, I was weightless. It was my favorite part of flying.
Today, however, I had zero time to enjoy it.
“Star chart, now. And prep the warp drive. Skip the safety checks while you’re at it.”
Felix threw a sector map on the main screen. His heterochromia eyes stared at me without blinking. “There are seven recommended safety—”
“I said skip it, Felix. Authorization Sinclair-Foxtrot-Mike-Lima-Ten-Four. And stop judging me.”
The drive kicked on, sending a shiver of anticipation through the ship. My panel lit up like the sky on Exploration Day. I aerial scribed in the commands to make the warning signals go away. Then I peered down one last time at the blue-white ball of Andaress-4.
“I promise I’ll find who did this to you, Jarrett, and I will make them answer for it.”
The indicator light for my warp drive turned from red to blue, signaling it was ready. I turned back to the sector map to choose a destination, and my screen went dark. So did my control panel, the main cabin light, and the auxiliary lights, plunging the bridge into total darkness.
“Felix, what just happened? Where’s my power?”
Felix didn’t respond, and I stuffed down the fear threatening to overwhelm me. No power meant no lights, no comms, and no air exchange. Heat would also become a problem, as the thermal control system ran off the batteries.
Hoping it wasn’t a full-system failure, I felt around for the lever that would release the backup interface from its nesting place within the desktop. It was created for emergencies like this and connected to an independent power source. I found the lever on the outside wall near my knee and pulled. A tray dropped, coming to rest centimeters above my lap. My fingers brushed over the square buttons, trying to recall which ones did what. I hadn’t used a physical keyboard since I tested for my pilot’s license as a teenager. My fingers struggled to find the correct keys.
Not that it mattered. Nothing I tried worked. Not flicking the power toggle back and forth, not stabbing my finger at the buttons, not even kicking the stand with the toe of my boot. That only left one other option.
Gah! I’d been so close. Another minute and I would have been out of the system. I hadn’t thought such a backwater planet like Andaress-4 would have remote ship-disabling technology. Salt thieves couldn’t be that big of a problem to justify the expense.
Darkness settled around me like a living, breathing thing. It had a weight. A presence. Without my console screens, I couldn’t even see the light of the planet. My fingers felt stiff, and the tip of my nose itched with cold. I told myself that was ridiculous. The ship wouldn’t lose heat that fast. Even though it seemed longer, it had only been a few minutes.
Logically, I knew it was a power move, carefully timed and orchestrated to manipulate my emotions. That didn’t make it less effective.
Finally, my main screen lit up with an incoming communication link. The staccato notification sound echoed throughout the bridge.
I squinted in the sudden light, waiting for my eyes to adjust. When I was sure my face wouldn’t betray my emotions, I accepted the comm.
The hard-edged face of a man appeared on my main screen. Midthirties, clean shaven. He had a regulation uniform, a regulation haircut, and a regulation stick shoved so far up his ass I was surprised he could still sit in a chair. Intelligent eyes gave nothing away, and there was an air of authority about him that likely made all the little rookies swoon and piss their pants in turn.
“Captain Sinclair,” he said. “I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Lead Agent Grayson Wright, and I’d appreciate a word with you.”






  
  Chapter 3

“What can I do for you today, Agent Wright?” I kept my face neutral but let a hint of impatience color my tone. No one enjoyed being detained by the authorities, even one as attractive as Agent Wright. 
“You left the spacedock after Central Command grounded all flights.”
“Did I?” My eyes widened in faux surprise. “Weird. There must be a glitch in my comms.”
“They seem to work fine now.”
“Hmm, that’s so strange.” I opened the screen in front of the copilot chair and initiated a systems check, using the control panel beneath the desk and out of Wright’s view. Diagnostic code scrolled by faster than I could read. “Thanks for letting me know. I’ll have that looked at the next time she’s in for repairs.”
Grayson Wright leaned forward until his face filled the screen. His neck and jaw muscles clenched, making the veins pop to the surface. I had that effect on men.
“You’re wanted for questioning in the death of Jarrett Viorel,” he said. “We launched a DECA ship to escort you back to the Salin spacedock. Officers will seize control of your vessel and transport you to the precinct for questioning. Do you understand?”
Oh, I understood all right. That move was straight out of the Department’s handbook. Once they dragged me back to a holding cell, they’d let me sit for hours or even days, while they tore the Soteria apart looking for evidence that didn’t exist. Well, except for the data dot I’d taken from Jarrett’s shoe. Credits to crispers it related to the work Jarrett did for me and was what got him killed. I stood the best chance of figuring it out, and I sure as hell couldn’t do it from the inside of a holding cell.
My copilot screen stopped scrolling. I opened the subfolder and cursed under my breath. Sodding agent was using the satellite to scramble my navigational instruments. Even if I got full power back, without the nav system, the Soteria couldn’t get a three-dimensional fixed point of our starting location. No starting point meant no ending point. Between the universe expansion, rotation of the galaxy, and orbits of billions of planets, the risk of flying through a rock or burning ball of gas at warp speed was too great.
I smiled at Wright, showing a lot of teeth. “Now’s not really a great time. Any chance we can reschedule for next week?”
“This isn’t up for negotiation, Captain Sinclair. We will bring you in. By force, if necessary.” His look would have quelled many suspects. I had one of those looks myself, although his was better. It came naturally with that whole alpha-male thing he had going on.
“Is your eye twitching?” I asked, squinting. “Because you might want to get that looked at.”
Wright made an indecipherable grunt, and I could practically feel him trying not to blink those hazel eyes.
He leaned back and checked something off-screen. “We disabled your navigation system. However, you can still land your craft using line of sight.”
An alert flashed across my screen, warning of an approaching vessel. Wright wasted no time getting that ship into orbit. I minimized the warning and got to work blocking the interference from the satellite. Luckily for me, the Salin DECA office hadn’t bothered updating their software in the last year, and I knew a backdoor into the system. Well, not luckily. A rather clever smuggler had once exploited the same weakness against me, and I kept a copy of the program she’d used. For educational purposes, of course.
My heel drummed impatiently against the metal floor as I waited for the virus to upload. In a few minutes, that satellite would be nothing more than a two-thousand kilo hunk of space trash—at least until they called in a repair crew.
“Grayson—can I call you Grayson? I’m sure this is all a big misunderstanding.”
“You fled the scene of a homicide.”
There wasn’t any point in denying it. Every security camera from Jarrett’s apartment to the spacedock had recorded my wild ride back to my ship. All Wright needed to do was request the footage.
“Jarrett was my best friend. I didn’t kill him.”
“Then why run?”
Typical asshole agent with space dust for brains. “Jarrett died at least four days ago. I didn’t even arrive on Andaress-4 until this morning. You can check the docking records.”
Wright’s blond brows knit together. “How do you know when he died?”
“Fleshflies,” I explained. “They’d already hatched. But you’d know that if you’d done your job. Jarrett worked for DECA. He was one of your own. Didn’t anyone notice when he didn’t show up for work? How is it I’m the one who found him?!”
“You’re not in a position to be asking questions.”
“At least I’m asking them. He lay there for four days while his killers had plenty of time to escape. Four days!” I sucked in a sharp breath, cutting off the rest of my retort. First Cavender, now Jarrett. The law enforcement agency was corrupt or incompetent, or both. Either way, I couldn’t rely on DECA to bring Jarrett’s murderers to justice. He deserved better than that.
Wright’s voice sounded tight. Guilt? Shame? “Be that as it may, you will begin reentry procedures or my officers will board your ship. Don’t make this more difficult than necessary.”
A light flashed on the side of his screen, momentarily bathing half his face in pale red. The accompanying alarm signaled that the virus had wormed its way into the satellite’s system. His fingers flicked through the air in front of his console, the silver nerve impulse cuff around his forearm translating the aerial scribes into digital commands.
Off-screen, a feminine voice rattled out a string of curses that would make a freight hauler proud.
“Agent Leahy, report.”
“There’s a void-be-damned bug in the satellite, sir. I’m losing control.”
“Get it back.”
“I’m trying. It’s going to take a minute.”
“Problems?” I asked sweetly.
A creative string of obscenities poured through the communications link. I swirled my little finger to refresh my diagnostics screen as the rest of my lights powered on. I smiled for real this time. “Gee, I’d love to stick around and chat, but I’ve got places to go and things to do. You know how it is.”
“Sinclair, don’t—”
I waved my hand in front of the console, cutting off Agent Wright’s reddening face.
“Felix, put up the feeds from the external cameras. I want to see that DECA ship. Then show me a list of all the star systems within range, given our current fuel supply. And get that warp drive going again.”
My side screen flickered black and then a dull gray ship appeared in the center. It was a skiphopper, designed for interplanetary system travel. Fast and agile, they held two people and were ideal for patrolling low-orbit space. Central Command probably had one on standby for situations like this. I’d flown one a time or two and liked how they handled.
“Calculating closest stars,” Felix said. “We’ll run out of battery before fuel. The dock workers never got around to hooking me up to charge.”
“Of course they didn’t. That’s what I get for telling them I’d be on the planet for a few days.”
Three star systems popped on to my screen. I picked the middle one, a white dwarf with no habitable planets. “Do we have enough energy to get to Beta Rahn?”
“Yes, if I run on minimal power.”
“Good, plot a course. Get us as close as possible without frying us.” The Beta Rahn system didn’t have any Goldilocks planets, but I could park myself in the star’s orbit and charge the batteries long enough to get to somewhere more hospitable. There should be enough sinnafuel left for one, maybe two, jumps.
A visual of our plotted course popped up on an auxiliary screen. “The warp core will be ready in thirty seconds.”
More warning alarms flashed on the copilot’s screen as the skiphopper moved to intercept. The crew wouldn’t risk boarding the Soteria while she was still mobile, but they might do all sorts of nasty things to keep me from leaving, like scattering mines in my path or using their rail guns to damage my ship. I used a precious bit of fuel to maneuver out of their direct path.
Agent Wright hailed me over the comms. I swiped my hand across the screen, declining the request.
“Talk to me, Felix.”
“Twenty seconds.”
I punched through a series of commands that would ready the ship for warp travel.
“Ten seconds.”
Wright hailed me again. The man was persistent.
The skiphopper swung around, using its superior speed to dart in front of me. Weapon flaps opened along the forward section of its hull.
“Shit.” Inertia would carry me right into the line of fire. I burned my port thruster and prayed I had enough fuel left to make the jump. If I didn’t, well, the warp bubble would collapse somewhere in the void. There were worse ways to go, but stuck between stars and thousands of light-years from civilization was high on my list of things to avoid.
“Five seconds. Four. Three.”
The warp core went from gently vibrating to rattling the ship from stem to stern. I clenched my teeth to keep them from clacking. Pressure built until my ears felt like they were going to pop.
The DECA ship fired. Felix tracked the slug, displaying its course on my screen. The round was only the size of a loaf of bread, but even pebbles caused massive damage at high speed. Something that size would easily breach the hull. The blinking light advanced toward the Soteria, but all I could do was watch.
“Two. One.”
I held my breath as the icons for the slug and my ship occupied the same fraction of a centimeter on the screen.
My body slammed into the back of the chair as the warp drive kicked in, hurtling us forward as it built the warp bubble. I rocked to the side, the shoulder harness jerking me to an abrupt halt. Not my most graceful moment as a captain, but nothing blew up, caught fire, or got sucked into the vacuum of space. I counted that as a win.
The skiphopper wasn’t designed for travel outside of a single planetary system, so I didn’t need to worry about immediate pursuit. Even if Wright sent a ship after me, it would take him at least a day to requisition a larger ship, supply it, and pick up my trail. That might take him two days. I had breathing room.
“Felix, damage report.”
“All primary systems operating within normal parameters. Fuel at twenty-six percent. Estimated level at arrival: twenty-one percent. Batteries at thirteen percent. I recommend restricting your movements to the bridge and shutting down all nonessential systems in other areas of the ship to conserve battery life.”
I stared at the map on the main screen, the little ship representing the Soteria following a direct path to Beta Rahn. The clock beside it estimated eighteen hours until arrival. We’d be lean, but we’d get there.
“Reliance, did you hear me?” Felix’s huge, metal paw reached delicately across the space between our seats and tapped on my armrest.
I unbuckled my harness and stood up. “Engage autopilot and alert me to any issues.”
“Reliance? Where are you going? We need to conserve energy.”
“Just . . .” My voice came out sharper than I’d intended, even if he was just an avatar. I grimaced and tried again. “Give me a minute, okay? Then we can shut everything down like you suggested.”
Adrenaline flowed freely through my veins, but I’d crash soon. Before that happened, I needed to secure my hoverbike in the hold and make some safety checks. The slug may have damaged a noncritical system.
I walked down the short hall between a storage closet and environmental control system and climbed down the ladder to the lower level. The maintenance console was near the rear hatch. I opened the protective door and set it to run a full systems diagnostic.
A visual inspection of the interior revealed a few toppled containers from the rough jump and a broken gasket on a pipe leading from the gray-water tank. It looked like I’d be enjoying sonic showers for the foreseeable future. A minor inconvenience, but hot showers were one of the few luxuries I indulged in.
My hoverbike lay on its side, new scuff marks gracing its red shell but otherwise in working order. I reactivated its anti-grav, tipped it up, and slid it into its rack along the wall. It needed to recharge, but that would have to wait. I added it to my growing list of things to do.
The diagnostics would take four or five hours to complete. That gave me time to change into something more comfortable, find a bite to eat, and maybe even catch a couple of hours of sleep. It had been—I did the math—twenty-one hours since I’d last slept.
My shoulders slumped. All the energy in my body suddenly drained out the soles of my boots like an uncorked barrel. It left me empty inside save for a burning knot of pain in the hollow of my chest. Tears, unbidden, slipped down my cheeks.
Why didn’t Jarrett say how urgent it was? I’d have dropped everything to get there. I could have stopped them. I could have done . . . something.
And to top it off, I really fucked things up with DECA. Agent Wright would find me. No doubt about that. I didn’t have the skills or credits to live on the run forever. Not that I would want to, anyway. That life would be even lonelier than what I had now.
Evading arrest and incapacitating the satellite had been stupid, but I didn’t see what other choice I’d had. The best I could hope for was evading capture long enough to find the people who killed Jarrett and see them answer for their crimes. And then I would have to answer for my own.






  
  Chapter 4

As I dropped out of warp in the Beta Rahn system, an image of two bluish-white stars appeared as bright dots on my screen. The binary stars were orbited by five planets, all of them far too hot to sustain life. 
I passed Beta Rahn-5, the outermost planet. Details about its topography, mineral composition, and notable features accompanied its image. Fuel companies had mined it and its neighboring planet, Beta Rahn-4, several decades ago for sinnalite, the energy-rich material that made faster-than-light travel possible. Everything of value had been stripped, refined, and hauled off to more civilized corners of the galaxy.
The inner three planets didn’t even warrant that much attention. There was no reason for anyone to be here, and more importantly, no reason for Agent Wright to suspect I’d chosen this system. He wouldn’t know I was low on fuel and power.
Beta Rahn-B—the nearest star—grew steadily larger over the course of the next thirty minutes. I switched to manual control when I passed through the orbital path of the innermost planet. The ship could operate solely on voice or digital commands, but I preferred the false sense of security that having my hand on the yoke gave me. Traveling at near light speed was always tricky. Even with the computer handling all the mathematical computations, the unexpected was always a possibility. Debris too small to be mapped could drift into the targeted landing area or a blast of stellar wind might knock us off course.
Felix padded onto the bridge, dragging an electrical wire the length of my arm. He jumped into the copilot’s chair and dropped the wire. One end dangled loosely over the edge. “Approaching destination coordinates,” he said, and batted at the swinging cable.
“Where did you get that?”
No answer. Fucking cat.
“It better not be from anything important.” I leaned over and gave it a tug. His paw snapped out, pinning it to the chair before it fell.
My stomach wambled as the reverse thrusters fired, dramatically reducing our speed. The ship settled a safe distance from the star. If I stayed here, the star’s gravitational pull would eventually suck the Soteria so close that it would burst into flames. However, I only planned on being here a few days.
“Extend both booms. We need all the sails this time.”
“Confirmed.”
The ship groaned as the side doors opened. Four telescoping poles extended out, two on either side. They jerked to a halt, sending a jolt through the ship. Long strips of silicon-infused fabric slid out between them on tracks. They drew taut and glinted a burnished copper when I adjusted them to absorb the maximum amount of stellar energy.
Sinnafuel provided the massive amount of energy required to break orbit and generate the warp bubble, but that much energy would fry the nonpropulsion systems, so batteries powered everything else. I’d planned on staying on Andaress-4 for a few days and using one of the cheaper slow-charge options at the Salin spacedock to top off.
“How’re we looking?”
“Main batteries are charging. Estimated time to full charge is one hundred forty hours and thirty-seven minutes.”
“We only need enough power to get us to the next charging station.”
“Where will that be?”
“I haven’t figured that out yet.”
That was the big question. I had to assume Jarrett’s murder related to the work he was doing for me. If that were the case, whoever ordered the hit probably came from another planet, because Jarret was my only connection to Andaress-4. That was good, because it would be almost impossible to investigate on that planet with Agent Wright dogging my every step. It was bad, because it left several dozen other planets as viable options.
Sensing a long night, I climbed down to the common area on the lower level to grab something to eat. A quick peek in the refrigerator confirmed nothing new had magically appeared since the last time I looked. I pulled out a frozen mycoprotein patty and threw it in the zapper to heat. Those were getting low, too, so I mixed a scoop of sugar, a nutrient pack, and five ounces of water into the proofing vat and added a pinch of fungi spores.
Lightweight, shelf-stable, and cost-effective, mycoprotein was a tasteless wonder of space travel. Later tonight, I’d 3D print the batch into pasta to go with the bottle of tomato sauce sitting in the back of the pantry.
The zapper dinged. I used my one-and-only fork to stab the patty out of the tray, dropped it on my one-and-only plate, and doused it with sweet chili sauce. Then I poured myself a generous glass of twenty-year-old, double-barreled whisky from a bottle hidden in a drawer below the utensils. If any night deserved a drink, it was tonight.
Back on the bridge, the captain’s chair creaked as I sat down. I cut off a chunk of patty with the side of my fork and tried a bite. It needed salt.
I raised my glass to my lips, hints of butterscotch and honey hitting my nose. The whisky stung the back of my throat before mellowing to smoother notes of caramel, vanilla, and oak.
“All right, Jarrett. What did you find?”
Six files from the data dot filled my screen. My hand hovered in front of the console, unsure of where to start. None were helpfully titled, “Read Me First!”
I pointed twice in quick succession with my index finger, and my neural impulse cuff sent a command to open the first file. It was the DECA report from my last case with Hal Cavender. It made sense that Jarrett would have started there. The first few pages I recognized. As the junior agent, it had been my responsibility to fill out the reports.
Ruana Sorelsdotter, twenty-five, worked as a financial adviser in Clava. She’d died on her way home from work one night, alone, in an alley, her pockets rifled and purse stolen. No sign of injury or trauma. If I closed my eyes, I could still picture her face—eyes wide and unfocused, lips parted, as if her death had come as a surprise.
The medical examiner removed the body for autopsy while Cavender and I searched her house. I started in the bedroom and bathroom, looking for anything obvious: signs of living beyond her means, an angry partner, drug abuse. The only thing I found was a sheet of postoperative medical tabs near her bed. Not exactly hard core. Still, I called out the find to my partner, citing the full name, date, prescribing doctor, and hospital in case he found anything related.
Right after, Cavender received an incoming comm and stepped outside to answer it. When he returned, he summoned me into the living room. I stepped out, holding the clear evidence bag with the tabs inside. I remembered thinking it was my last bag, and I needed to get more from our LAV. It’s funny which details your mind holds onto, even when you wished it would forget.
When I looked up from the evidence bag, Cavender had his blaster trained in my direction. Its high-pitched whine indicated it was charged and ready. At first, I’d thought someone must have snuck behind me. I’d spun and dropped into a crouch, drawing my weapon while giving my partner a clear field above me. But no one was behind me. His blaster clicked a split second before discharging. It had been my only warning.
His shot went high, tearing into the wall where my torso would have been had I not dropped low.
Reflex and training took over, snapping my arms up into position. He froze, shock wiping his face of all expression. Then he crumpled to the floor. Smoke wafted from the burn mark in his green DECA jacket. Three marks, actually. Center mass, like we trained.
It had stunk. A mix of ozone, charred meat, and melted synthetic material that I had never smelled before or since, except in my dreams.
The craziest part was that I didn’t even remember pulling the trigger. How could I not remember pulling the trigger?
My hand trembled from the memory, threatening the safety of the amber liquid in my glass. The remaining alcohol burned the entire way down to my gut. I coughed, wiped my sleeve across my mouth, and contemplated a second round to get me through the rest of the file.
Another agent took over the case after that. Internal Investigations carted me off for interrogation. Even though they cleared me of any wrongdoing, working for the Department hadn’t been the same after that. No one ever discovered the reason Cavender turned on me. He was a solid agent with a clean record.
It had happened so fast. There were days I questioned whether I had read the situation correctly.
No one willingly partnered with
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