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CHAPTER 01


THE SPACEPORT’S CASINO WAS THE PERFECT SPOT FOR THE deal to go down.

Jeth Seagrave knew it the moment he stepped inside. The place seemed to envelop him, the lights so bright they made it almost impossible to see and the noise a constant vibration, everything from the hum of the slot machines to the shouts of dealers calling for bets. Some kind of mild, hypnotic music played in the background, blending the sounds together in a reassuring soundtrack—time does not exist here, it seemed to intone. Here you are safe. Here you belong.

Jeth knew better. There was nothing safe here. Everything was suspect, and that was all right. His shady dealing would be one among dozens.

He made a casual scan of the room, getting his bearings in the maze of tables, gaming booths, and gamblers. Then he turned to the right and headed for the casino cage, which held more than a dozen cashier windows. Even though Jeth had seen his share of casinos, he couldn’t help but be impressed by the size of this place. Of the few Independent spaceports in the galaxy, Nuvali was the biggest and the hardest to get to, which gave it the dubious honor of being the favored hub for drifters, criminals, and expatriates seeking refuge from the tyrannical reach of the Interstellar Transport Authority.

A sardonic smile crossed Jeth’s face as he realized he could be described by all three. But any humor he might’ve felt at the notion dissolved at once. For the last eight months the ITA had been hunting him and his crew. Life on the run was wearisome and fraught with sacrifice. Even now his belly felt like a pinched, hollow ball. He hadn’t eaten since yesterday, and that meal had hardly been enough to take the edge off his hunger, let alone assuage it.

The smells in this place weren’t helping. The sweet, sharp aroma of steak frying in garlic butter, the salty tang of roasting peanuts, and half a dozen other scents, wafted out of the kitchen entrance a few meters down from the cage. Jeth sucked back saliva and fought off the almost overwhelming urge to forget the deal and just enjoy his first full meal in weeks.

Except he wouldn’t. There were cheaper ways to eat, and despite his protesting stomach, he hadn’t yet reached the limit of his endurance.

Jeth stopped in front of the first open cashier and pulled a roll of unis out of his left pocket. “Two thousand, with a sixty-twenty-twenty split, hundred high,” he said. This was the last of the reserve money. He didn’t want to gamble with it, but he had to play the part until Wainwright arrived. He had a couple hundred in his boot, just in case, but that was it. It won’t matter if I lose some, he reassured himself. Just so long as the deal goes down the way it’s supposed to.

“There you are, luv,” the woman behind the counter said as she finished loading the carrier with his requested breakdown of tokens. She smiled broadly at him, her teeth artificially bright in the lights overhead.

Jeth cracked the knuckles of his left hand and schooled his expression to something close to eager. Time to play the part. He picked up the carrier and turned back to the action on the floor. He did another sweep, this time searching for a game to join.

His gaze slowed when he spotted two of his crew standing side by side in front of one of the retro slot machines. Sierra and Celeste had arrived some ten minutes before, part of the backup plan in case the deal went sideways. Old habits died hard. Before they’d become fugitives, Jeth and the original members of his crew, the Malleus Shades, had been professional thieves for one of the most powerful crime lords in the galaxy. Tonight they would deal with another criminal organization, and Jeth wasn’t leaving anything to chance.

Jeth’s breath caught as he watched Sierra raise one slender, bare arm and pull the lever down, setting the digital reels to spinning. He’d never seen her dressed like this, in a glittery, fitted thing that made her look all curves and nakedness. There wasn’t any reason for her to dress that way aboard Avalon. Spaceships made for cold homes.

Jeth knew that both she and a similarly dressed Celeste were armed, but he couldn’t imagine how or where. Well, he could imagine it, but this wasn’t the time or place for that sort of distraction. Especially when he was carrying two thousand unis’ worth of tokens around a roughneck spaceport casino without a firearm of any sort. Wainwright’s men would surely pat him down before they entered the final stage of negotiations.

As if she sensed him staring, Sierra glanced over her shoulder, her eyes meeting his at once. Celeste caught Sierra looking at him, and she stepped in close to whisper something in Sierra’s ear that made a blush blossom over her fair skin and set her to grinning. To an outsider they were just two girls flirting with a stranger.

Grateful for Celeste’s ruse, Jeth started to look away, but then he saw her gaze flick past him, her smirk deepening into her own grin. Jeth followed the direction of her eyes and spotted Vince sitting at the bar, his eyes fixed on the video screen overhead while he idly sipped a beer. The personal comm unit hanging from his belt was the backup for the backup plan.

More like the doomsday plan, Jeth thought, noting Vince’s position. He doubted Celeste had meant to point Vince out to him. She just couldn’t help herself. No more than you can, he mused, stealing another peek at Sierra.

Finally moving on, Jeth spotted an open seat at a poker table toward the back, not far from the private rooms where he would join Wainwright later. Exactly how much later, he wasn’t sure. Wainwright had been sketchy on the details.

Jeth raised his right hand to his head and pretended to scratch behind his ear, activating the comm patch fixed to his skin. The touch of his cybernetic fingers always brought on a surreal feeling of detachment, as if the hand belonged to someone else. He’d had the prosthesis for more than six months now, but he didn’t think he would ever get used to it.

Ignoring the feeling, and the shimmer of painful memories it brought to the surface, he said through the comm, “What’s the buy-in three rows from the back, two over?”

“Hang on,” Lizzie’s voice answered a second later from her position aboard Avalon. The ship was moored in one of the short-term docks several floors below, the closest spot they could get to the casino. Not that location mattered so much. Jeth’s genius of a little sister could have hacked into the spaceport’s security and surveillance systems from anywhere.

“Okay, looks like that table’s . . . ouch, a thousand.” She paused. “But two down is only five hundred and the guy with the blue hair is just leaving.”

“Right,” Jeth said, disguising the word as an exhale. He kept his voice low and hardly moved his lips at all. It was a trick he did well, from years of practice. “But give me some help with that omniscient vantage point of yours.”

“That’s cheating, you know.”

“Consider it a tactical advantage, unless you like skipping meals.” They might be preparing to make a gold mine of a deal, but they wouldn’t be able to access the money right away. It would take time and caution, a transaction like that liable to draw attention. They would need every uni they could hold on to for food, supplies, and fuel.

“Good point.” Lizzie fell silent again, but Jeth had heard the hint of something more in her voice and he braced for what was coming next. “Are you sure we want to go through with this?”

Jeth drew a deep breath and let it out slowly. Lizzie had sprung this argument on him yesterday, just moments after they’d finalized the deal to hand over the Mirage Cipher to Wainwright for a three million payoff. The amount wasn’t the source of her protest, though it should’ve been: the cipher would give Wainwright the ability to decrypt all transmissions sent by the Mirage Corporation, including flight path information on shipments. Mirage was the leading weapons manufacturer in the galaxy, making the cipher the proverbial golden goose for a crime lord in the arms business. It was worth double what Wainwright was offering. But criminal beggars couldn’t be choosers, and Wainwright’s deal was the best they were going to get.

Lizzie’s protest, however, was more sentimental.

“I’m sorry,” she continued, “but it just doesn’t feel right, not knowing what he’ll use it for.”

“You mean supplying criminals and terrorists with military-grade weapons?” Jeth said as he headed farther into the casino toward the five hundred table.

“To put it not mildly—yes.”

He sighed. “This is what we do. It never bothered you before, when we were working for Hammer.”

“That was different. We didn’t have a choice, and it felt less . . . personal.”

Jeth didn’t respond. He knew exactly what she meant. When they worked for Hammer, it had been like a game. They never had to witness the consequences of their crimes, the impact it had on real lives—people caught in the crossfire of warring gangs, workers laid off when a targeted company chose to cut their losses from the bottom rather than the top. They had just been following Hammer’s orders.

Now, the blood would be on their hands. Jeth swallowed, the memory of what they’d gone through to get the cipher threatening to upset his cool.

He pushed it away. Yes, the decision to steal the Mirage Cipher and then hand it over to a man like Wainwright hadn’t sat well with him either. But there was nothing for it. The story of my life.

Wanting to end the argument once and for all, Jeth said, “Do you want to free Mom, or not?”

“I . . .” Lizzie’s voice caught. “You know I do.”

“Then drop this.” He didn’t mean to be cruel, but they had to make the deal. They needed a big score like this to buy a stealth drive for Avalon. It was the only way to complete their next—and last—job: rescuing their mother, held captive these past eight years by the ITA. Not only was the ITA the most powerful entity in the universe, but they were keeping her in a fortified lab on First-Earth, the most congested and heavily monitored planet in all the systems. Getting her out of there would be tougher than anything they’d ever faced with Hammer, damn near impossible.

Like trying to steal a piece of raw meat from a school of sharks. He’d seen something like that when they had been working for Hammer, back in the aquarium at Peltraz Spaceport. A man who had crossed Jeth’s old boss had been sliced open from nose to navel and dropped inside the tank.

With Lizzie silent once more, Jeth approached the table and set the token carrier on the empty space. “Mind if I join?”

The five players looked up in near unison. Their expressions as they assessed him were dubious, but Jeth knew what they saw: a young man, still a boy really, with plenty of tokens to burn. Even more, the prosthetic pieces he wore on his face to disguise his identity made him look faintly aristocratic. He appeared an easy mark.

He flashed an arrogant smile, encouraging the belief.

The dealer, a pretty brunette in a black tuxedo dress, gestured for him to sit. Jeth did so and pulled out five hundred worth of tokens, setting them in front of him. The dealer dealt the cards and, moments later, Jeth was down three hundred unis. Lizzie offered a few tips but he let them slide, afraid of drawing attention with too much good luck too soon. He had to blend in until Wainwright arrived.

With his thoughts on the meeting, Jeth slid his hand into the pocket of his flight jacket, his fingers closing around a false token. He waited to make sure no one was paying any attention, then slid it from his pocket and placed it on the table near the small pile he’d made with some of his real tokens. The new token looked exactly the same as the others except for a tiny deviation in the anchor emblem imprinted on the top. It was so small no one would notice unless they were looking for it.

“Remember not to bid with that,” Lizzie said.

Jeth grunted at the reminder. He reached out and snagged one of the real tokens, a matching blue one. He waited a second, once again making sure no one was watching, and then slid the normal token into his pocket before returning his full attention to the game.

Sometime later, with his patience beginning to wane in direct correlation to the growing strength of his hunger pains, Jeth made another scan of the room. The arrival of four newcomers drew his eye. There was nothing conspicuous about the men, stopped a few feet inside the doorway, other than their complete lack of conspicuousness. They wore plain suits of varying shades of drab. They were neither large nor small, their expressions neither eager nor guarded.

“I think those are Wainwright’s men,” Lizzie spoke into his ear.

“I know,” he whispered, and turned back to the game.

The player directly across from Jeth, a man with dusty-colored hair and an indistinguishable accent, slid forward a tidy stack of black tokens, raising the bet. The man to the left shifted in his seat slightly, although his eyes did not move off the cards in his hand.

Jeth tapped his finger twice on the table, the sign Lizzie had given him to use when he decided he was finally ready to employ her tactical advantage.

“Call or raise,” she said a few seconds later. “They got nothing.”

Jeth called, keeping his gaze focused on the cards in front of him, even when he saw Wainwright’s men moving toward the hall of private rooms out of the corner of his eye. He wondered if Wainwright was already inside. Probably, he decided.

“Incoming,” Lizzie said, and a moment later, Jeth felt a tap on his shoulder. He looked up to see one of the men staring down at him. The man handed him a card that bore an invitation to a private game in the Ruby Room. Jeth pocketed it without a word and the man walked away.

Once all bets were in, Jeth showed his two pair, winning the hand just like Lizzie had predicted. This time his grin was genuine while he gathered the tokens in the pot.

“That’s it for me. Seems I’ve got another engagement.” He tapped his jacket pocket, then returned the tokens to the tray, making sure the false one was on top of the smallest stack, within easy reach.

He headed for the Ruby Room. Two of Wainwright’s men stood guard just inside the door, but neither moved to stop him when he entered. The door slid shut behind him automatically, but he didn’t hear the click of the lock. In a casino like this one, he doubted the doors could be locked by patrons.

It was darker in here, the air murky with pipe smoke. Jeth breathed in, managing not to cough thanks to years of living with his uncle Milton, who favored the same noxious pastime.

“Come in, Jeth, come in,” Wainwright called from where he sat at the single round table in the room. His wide, welcoming smile emphasized the narrowness of his face. The warmth in that smile did not extend to his eyes, which remained locked on Jeth as he stepped forward and set the token carrier on the table next to a tray of food. The sight of the food—fruit, cheese, vegetables—set his mouth to watering.

With an effort, he swallowed and forced his gaze away, making a quick scan of the room. It had earned its name. The walls were a uniform red, broken only by a couple of gold-trimmed paintings and the four vid screens hung in each corner. Red glass shaped like teardrop rubies decorated the chandelier centered over the table.

More noticeable than the decor were the two men standing behind the crime lord. Jeth couldn’t see any weapons, but he knew they were armed. He cocked an eyebrow at Wainwright. “I thought this was supposed to be a private game? Looks more like an interrogation.”

“I find life itself enough of a gamble.” Wainwright waved to the man to his right. “Check him, Albert.”

The man came around the table at once and began to pat Jeth down. As Jeth had hoped, Albert checked his pockets, soon pulling out the token. He tossed it onto the table.

Wainwright scooped it up with one small, feminine hand and examined it. “Is this what I think it is?”

Jeth adjusted his jacket and sat down. “We are here about the cipher, yeah?” He grabbed a grape off the tray and popped it into his mouth, doing his best to stifle a moan of pleasure as the taste burst over his tongue.

Wainwright cleared his throat. “I’d prefer to think of the cipher as just the opener.”

Jeth’s hand stilled midreach for another grape.

“What does he mean?” Lizzie’s voice whispered in his ear.

Jeth recovered quickly, but instead of a grape he picked up a die from beside the tray, its gold and silver surface glittering even in the murky light as he rolled it between his fingers. “I don’t recall any talk about further business. The deal was for the cipher.”

“It was.” Wainwright picked up the pipe resting in the stand next to his elbow and took a long drag, filling his cheeks with smoke that he let out slowly a moment later. “But from what I hear you have something much more valuable to offer than the Mirage Cipher.”

Jeth slid the die into his pocket for safekeeping then leaned back in his chair as if bored. Beneath his cool surface, his heartbeat began to quicken, sweat stinging his armpits. “Hate to contradict you, but you heard wrong.”

Wainwright set the pipe down and brushed off ash from the sleeve of his pinstriped suit. “I have it from a reliable source that you possess something of great importance to the ITA, something to do with the failing metatech.”

Jeth didn’t move, didn’t breathe, not until he managed to corral the thoughts stampeding through his mind. He knows about the Aether Project. Word was bound to get out sooner or later that Jeth possessed a data crystal that contained all of the ITA’s secrets about space travel and the metatech that made it possible. But the timing couldn’t have been worse.

He composed himself. How much did Wainwright know? If all he knew about was the data, things would be okay. But if he knew about Cora . . .

With a deep inhale Jeth let a slow, cocky smile stretch across his lips. “No offense, but if I had something that valuable, I wouldn’t be wasting time on a deal as small as this one.”

Wainwright rubbed his thumb and forefinger over his dark mustache, his expression inscrutable. “Perhaps. But my source was quite reliable. An undercover ITA special operative one of my captains found tracking an unknown target, one he later revealed to be you. He was a tough one, didn’t want to tell me what he was after, but it’s amazing how forthcoming a man can become when you start to remove his skin.”

Jeth was too familiar with crime lords and their methods to react. He widened his grin, baring teeth. “Oh, I’m sure he talked a right storm, but you should know better than to believe he was telling the truth. ITA special ops don’t break so easily. He fed you a story. An easy one to swallow, given my reputation, but that doesn’t make it any more true.”

Wainwright let out an exaggerated sigh. “I sincerely hope not. If you don’t have the information I’m after, there’s no point in our talking further.”

Trying to ignore the flush spreading up his neck, Jeth shrugged. “If that’s how you feel. I’m sure the cipher will be worth something to someone else.”

Wainwright tented his fingers in front of him. “Wrong. The cipher might have been worth something if you hadn’t left all those witnesses alive. Witnesses tend to talk, and it’s only matter of time before word of the theft gets back to Mirage.”

Jeth clenched his teeth. Not all of them were still alive. Not that stupid woman. Why did she have to— He stopped the thought and forced his jaw to relax. “Mirage won’t be able to modify their encryption software overnight. There’s plenty of time to gather flight intel and to intercept enough shipments to make it worthwhile.”

Wainwright shook his head. “Mirage will double the security on all flights and give their pilots authority to fly unrecorded routes. No, the cipher is practically worthless already.” He sat back in his chair, crossing one leg over the other. “This metatech information on the other hand, that would be worth a great deal. Rumor has it that the ITA has no idea why so many metadrives are failing. If things keep on the way they are, there won’t be any shipments for my people to intercept at all. Travel in the universe will come to a complete halt. But if you have the key to changing that . . .”

Jeth racked his brain for a response. It was all true. The metatech was failing, and he did have the key to stopping it. But he wouldn’t hand it over. Not for all the money in the worlds.

He opened his mouth to deny it once again, but before he could, the vid screens in the corners flickered to life, flashing a uniform red. For a second, he thought it was some part of the room’s design, but then the star and eagle emblem of the ITA appeared across the screen. Gooseflesh broke out over his skin at the sight of it.

“What is this?” Wainwright said, turning.

No one answered as the banal background music cut off and a message began to play. For a second, Jeth couldn’t make sense of it. This was an Independent spaceport; they had no obligation to broadcast ITA special bulletins. But then with a sickening wrench in his gut, understanding clicked. The bulletin was an announcement of a newly posted ten-million-uni reward for the capture of an ITA fugitive. Nuvali was Independent, but it knew its clientele well.

Too well, it seemed, as Jeth watched his own face and name flash across the screen.





CHAPTER 02


HIS FIRST THOUGHT WAS, HELL, FOR THAT SORT OF MONEY, I should turn myself in.

His second was that the image looked nothing like him. The dark brown hair was the same and the green of his irises, but the boy in that picture was too young, the eyes too soft. And Jeth was certain an honest smile as carefree and cocksure as that one hadn’t graced his lips in a long time.

Nevertheless, it was indeed him. He recognized the photo as one Hammer had taken two years ago for a fake ID Jeth needed for a job. He couldn’t remember which; there had been so many. The next second, panic blossomed in Jeth’s chest as a hot, thrashing spasm ready to explode out from him in a bellow.

He held it back, his body absolutely still in his desperation to stay calm.

Wainwright glanced at him, smirking. “Heard wrong, did I?”

Jeth didn’t reply as Wainwright returned his attention to the screen. Jeth looked too, overtaken by the same curiosity. So far none of his crew had been mentioned. Instead, the bulletin had gone on to detail Jeth’s crimes that ranged from extortion (true) to acts of terrorism (what the hell?). This last, they claimed, was for the destruction of a C-93 Strata cruise ship carrying more than four thousand civilians—an act supported by video footage.

Jeth watched transfixed as the massive, cumbersome ship appeared on the screen, a giant innocuous whale in a tranquil sea of stars. A moment later, a brilliant burst of light exploded out from it. One second fire and chaos filled the screen, and the next there was nothing but space.

The footage was chilling, but the idea that he could be responsible was laughable. Jeth Seagrave: Super Villain. In truth, Jeth had been lucky to make it off that Strata with his life—his resulting cyborg hand proof enough of the close call. And the Strata hadn’t been carrying innocent civilians but renegade soldiers, scientists, and mercenaries. Jeth hadn’t even known the ship had been destroyed—the footage could have been real or doctored. Either was possible when it came to the ITA.

“Oh my God,” Lizzie’s voice filled his ear. “What are they doing?”

Flushing us out, Jeth thought. It had been inevitable. The ITA had been pursuing them for months, growing more and more desperate in their attempts to recover what he’d stolen from them—both the Aether Project data file and his little sister Cora. First it was ITA soldiers and special operatives, then covert mercenaries. But this was their most desperate move yet: enlisting the public.

There’s still a way out of this, Jeth said to himself. There’s still a way out of this.

But then the bulletin reached its final segment, guidelines for catching and approaching the armed and deadly Jethro Seagrave.

Capture his ship, the bulletin said and flashed a picture of Avalon.

Jeth’s heart tumbled into his knees, and he choked on a sudden intake of breath. He might be able to get away from Wainwright, but there was no protecting his ship, no way to keep her hidden. Black and streamlined into a fierce, predatory shape, Avalon was unmistakable. Unforgettable.

And parked within firing distance of every bounty hunter, crime lord, and wannabe criminal in the entire Nuvali spaceport.

“So,” Wainwright said, turning back to him. “Shall we try this negotiation again?”

Jeth swallowed, reading Wainwright’s gaze. The man had no intention of negotiating anything. Why should he, with Jeth in easy reach? He could have the Mirage Cipher, the ITA reward, and the Aether Project if he played it right.

To hell with that. Jeth placed a hand on the table, ready to give the signal that would have Vince, Sierra, and Celeste bursting through the door.

Lizzie’s panicked voice buzzed in his ear. “They know we’re here! They’re locking us down. Security’s on the way.”

Jeth didn’t think, just moved. He jumped to his feet, grabbing the tray of food and flinging it across the table at Wainwright’s head. Wainwright ducked, colliding with Albert, who was moving to protect him. Spinning away from them, Jeth grabbed his chair, hoisted it into the air, and hurled it at two more men moving to intercept him. The chair struck the first man in the knees, and he went down, tripping the other on the way. Jeth hesitated long enough to grab the token carrier from the table and leaped over them both, charging through the door.

“Get us prepped to fly and get everybody back to the ship,” Jeth said through the comm.

“Already on it.”

Back on the main floor, Jeth spotted Celeste, Sierra, and Vince moving toward him, and he waved them away. They turned at once and headed for the door. He hurried after them, walking as quickly as he could. There might be holes in Nuvali’s security when it came to weapons, but there weren’t when it came to the guards. Any sign of someone trying to make a break for it, and they would close in, suspecting a thief. It was a fact Jeth remembered, but Wainwright’s men did not. They charged after him, making it just a few steps before Nuvali guards converged on them.

Jeth pressed on, his breath coming in rapid pants as adrenaline charged through his system. His friends exited just as he was passing the casino cage. He glanced at the empty cashier window, wishing he could stop and change out the tokens. But he couldn’t, not now. They would have to find a way to come back and change them out later.

“You there,” one of the Nuvali guards called as he reached the exit. “Where do you think you’re going? You can’t remove tokens from the floor.”

Jeth halted, eyeing the gun at the man’s side. Instinctively, he pulled the false token out of the carrier, keeping it hidden in the palm of his hand, as the guard looked him up and down.

“Why are you in such a hurry?” the man asked, his gaze narrowing.

Trying not to think about how much he would regret this, Jeth threw the token carrier at the man’s face then bolted through the door.

All that money gone. He gritted his teeth against the thought as he ran down the deserted corridor beyond to the elevator that would take him to the mid-level decks. The money didn’t matter. Not when his ship was in danger. His ship and all the precious cargo she was carrying. His crew. His uncle. And both his sisters.

He made it inside the elevator before the guard could catch him.

Panting, Jeth said through the comm, “Talk to me.” When Lizzie didn’t immediately answer, fear made his head spin. He leaned against the back rail to steady himself. He’d been in dozens of fights and close calls, but nothing like this. Everyone in the galaxy must’ve seen his face by now. And all of them would know his ship.

Lizzie finally answered, her voice calmer than before, though still with a note of breathlessness. “I’m trying to get us unhooked from the dock, but they’ve turned on the automatic override. It’ll take time for my hack to complete.”

“What about the others?”

“Shady and Flynn were already back before the bulletin aired,” Lizzie said, forgetting to use their call signs. The lapse made Jeth’s fear spike again, and he took a deep breath. The elevator had almost reached K Deck, and he needed to be calm and focused before the door opened.

“The rest of you are trapped outside,” Lizzie went on. “There’s a bunch of dock security goons blocking the dock on both sides. They’re trying to get into Avalon, but that ain’t happening without explosives.”

Jeth licked his lips and stepped toward the front of the elevator as it came to a stop. He had no doubt that the guards wouldn’t get through the security on Avalon’s door—Lizzie had designed the code herself—but with ten million unis on the line, he didn’t think explosives were out of the question.

“Can you shut down all the elevators to K Deck and close off the corridors to the dock?” Jeth said, a plan forming in his mind.

“Sure. Elevators are no problem, and I can trigger the bulkhead doors to seal the corridor.”

“Do it then, but far enough away none of the guards outside Avalon notice.”

Jeth turned right out of the elevator and moments later came across Sierra, Celeste, and Vince holed up in one of the observation nooks in between the various docks. He slipped into it, joining them. Avalon was moored several docks down, blocked from sight by the nearest ship. He scanned all he could see of the open space beyond the window, looking for incoming patrols, but so far the area remained clear, nothing but black dotted with starlight.

“Did you stop for some sightseeing?” Sierra said, stepping close to him automatically, their shoulders touching. A relieved smile crossed her lips, and he leaned into her, drawing comfort from her nearness.

“Ran into trouble with a casino guard.” Jeth inclined his head toward Avalon’s dock. “What’s it look like?”

“Five on each side, give or take,” said Vince from where he stood next to Celeste. “Didn’t get much of a look before they turned us back. But I think it’s all local security.”

Jeth nodded, processing the scene in his mind. Local security was better than mercenaries. They would move and react as a team, making them easier to manipulate.

“Elevators shut down and bulkhead doors closed,” Lizzie announced through the comm.

“Good,” Jeth said, then returned his attention to Vince. “How far apart are the guards standing?”

Vince rubbed his chin. “Fifteen meters, probably. What are you thinking? Little Felix?”

“Yep, unless one of you has a clever way out of this.” Jeth eyed the others, some of the pressure easing now that he knew that all the ways into the dock were locked down.

Sierra frowned up at him. “How are you going to get close enough to set it off?”

“Easy.” Jeth pulled one of the prostheses off his nose and tucked it into his pocket before moving on to the next. “Vince will pretend he just captured the ITA’s most wanted. That should put us in range for Felix.”

Celeste’s mouth opened in a grimace. “That plan takes first prize for dumbest ever. Those security guards can’t possibly be that stupid.”

Jeth hid a wince. “I didn’t say it was brilliant, but it’ll work.”

“Yeah, it will,” said Vince, crossing his muscular arms over an equally muscular chest. “Even if they don’t believe us, it’s not like they’ll shoot us on sight.”

Celeste pinned Vince with her dark-eyed gaze, a look capable of rendering most people temporarily awestruck with its ferocity. “You can’t be sure of that.”

A wide grin spread over Vince’s lips and he winked. “Sure we can. With looks like mine, they’ll know at once I’m too pretty for deception.”

Celeste’s face contorted as she fought back a smile. “Whoever said you were pretty?”

“What? You don’t think so?”

To Jeth’s astonishment, Celeste blushed. In the years he’d known her, he could count on less than three fingers how many times such a thing had happened. But then, Celeste and Vince had been circling one another for weeks now, the flirtation getting more and more obvious. Jeth couldn’t understand what was taking so long. Normally, once Celeste set her eye on someone it was a done deal. Boyfriends were her hobby, a way of unwinding and passing time. She’d always been the type to go after what she wanted. But with Vince she’d been holding back, as if afraid. Of what, Jeth didn’t know. She certainly liked him, that much was clear.

Jeth shook his head and snapped his fingers. “Can we focus, please? Besides, if the guards try to turn us away or if they suspect something, we can just toss Felix at them.” It wasn’t a great plan B, considering how hard it was to be accurate with something as inconveniently shaped as a personal comm, but it would work, nonetheless.

“That’s right,” Vince added. “And there’s no way they could guess we have a Little Felix anyway.”

Jeth nodded. The nerve bomb alone was hard to come by, and the antidotes needed to be immune to it were even harder. Jeth’s uncle and a little bit of money had made it possible. Once upon a time Milton had been a doctor and scientist for the ITA, a background that gave him the know-how on unusual things like nerve bomb antidotes.

Sierra laid a hand on Jeth’s arm, drawing his attention. “They might not fire on you at first, but if you don’t take all of them out with Felix then they definitely will.”

“I know.” Jeth placed his right hand on top of hers. And for once, touching her, the hand felt like his and not some stranger’s. “That’s why I’ll need your gun. Vince and I will take care of any stragglers.”

Sierra’s mouth closed, the tight line of her lips signifying her disapproval. She might be quieter in her protest than Celeste, but to him that just meant it went deeper, mattered more. Most times Sierra was the lull before the storm, exaggerated calm and silence. That was, until she became the storm itself. He loved her both ways.

Jeth tightened his fingers around hers, careful not to hurt her with his artificial hand. “I’ll be okay,” he said. “I won’t miss.”

“I know.” A nameless emotion crossed her face. Or perhaps it was a memory, the same one that appeared in his mind—of her surrogate father lying dead in a shock of blood. So much destruction from a single bullet, one shot from Jeth’s gun. Wainwright might’ve been right when he said leaving witnesses alive was a mistake, but Jeth didn’t regret it. He didn’t want to add to the blood already on his hands. He wished he could’ve left all of them alive.

Sierra pulled away from him and then slid her hand behind her back, emerging again with a gun clenched in her fingers. The M.U.L.E. .32 was small enough that the bulge it created in her dress had been hidden by her long blond hair, but it was big enough to take down the Nuvali guard easily.

“Okay,” Jeth said, as he loaded the mag then tucked the .32 into the front of his pants, hidden beneath his flight jacket. “You two stay here until Vince and I have cleared the road.”

Celeste glowered, that ferocious look back in her eyes. “Next time I get to play Capture the Most Wanted.”

“I certainly hope so,” said Jeth.

Vince touched Celeste’s arm, his playful manner from a moment ago turning serious. “See you soon.”

She started to nod, thought better of it, and took hold of his face with both hands, drawing him down for a kiss. Vince recovered quickly from his momentary surprise and began to kiss her back in earnest. Celeste seemed to melt into him, her fingers sliding through the disheveled lengths of his hair, as black as her own.

Jeth scoffed. “Now? You pick now to finally do this?”

They broke apart, both a little red in the face, but not from embarrassment, he could tell.

He shot them a halfhearted scowl before exchanging his own good-luck kiss with Sierra.

He stepped out into the corridor and said through the comm, “We’re heading in.”

“I’ve got eyes on you,” Lizzie replied. “And I’ve almost got Avalon free.”

Vince joined Jeth in the corridor, and Jeth put his hands behind his back, letting Vince grab hold of his wrists with one hand while the other pressed the barrel of his gun against Jeth’s back.

“You want me to wait for your signal?” asked Vince.

Jeth shook his head. “I trust your judgment.” Before joining the Shades, Vince had been an ITA soldier, part of an elite combat unit.

“Right. Let’s go.” Vince nudged him forward hard, getting into character.

Moments later they came within sight of the Nuvali security guards. To Jeth’s momentary panic they were indeed fixing explosives to Avalon’s door. He tamped down his alarm and looked away, assessing the rest of the situation.

Most of the guards stood in a wide semicircle around those laying the explosives, but three of them were a couple of meters down on the other side of the dock, confronting a man whose long brown robe marked him as some kind of priest or holy man. He had the hood pulled over his head, but Jeth could see enough of his face to tell he was old, his cheeks sunken and face skeletal.

“We told you already,” one of the guards was saying, “if you need to get to your ship you have to go around. We can’t let you through.”

Whether or not the old man listened, Jeth didn’t see as one of the nearer guards finally noticed their approach.

“Stop right there.”

“It’s okay,” Vince said, pressing Jeth forward. “I’ve got who you’re looking for, but I could use a little help.”

The guard appeared dubious for a moment, and then excited when his gaze alighted on Jeth’s face. “Captain Carson,” the man called.

Another of the guards, one in the center of the action in front of the door, turned and faced them. He wore the same navy blue, gold-trimmed uniform as the rest. The only thing distinguishing him as captain was a little extra gold on the sleeves and a dual-star insignia on the breast pocket.

Jeth drew a deep breath as the captain approached them. By his guess all the security guards were in range, minus the three with the old man, who hadn’t retreated but was still arguing with the guards in that belligerent way old people sometimes did. Three was doable, Jeth decided, and the old man didn’t present much of a threat. Now all he had to do was wait for Vince to come to the same conclusion and set their plan in motion. Jeth focused on the press of the .32 against his side, fixing its position in his mind and visualizing how he would grab for it when the time came.

Vince held still until Captain Carson was close enough they could count his nose hairs while he scrutinized Jeth. Waiting was a good decision; the guards farther out pulled closer, both to back up their captain and to satisfy their curiosity. To them, Jeth must have looked like a walking, talking paycheck.

“Thank you for turning him over to us,” Carson began. “We’ll take it—” The captain never finished speaking. Jeth felt Vince’s grip on him release, and there was a faint pop, followed by the chemical hiss of the Little Felix. A moment later, Captain Carson and the nearest guard were falling to their knees, eyes rolled back in heads, bodies convulsing with mouths agape, foam covering their lips.

Jeth pulled the .32 free and took out one of the guards next to the old man with a shot aimed at his right shoulder. Vince dropped the other two, but neither of them had the heart to strike the priest who raised his trembling, rheumatic hands in surrender.

“Back up against the wall,” Jeth said, aiming at the old man. “Stay put and you’ll make it out of here just fine, I promise.”

The old man nodded and backed up until he reached the wall. He slumped against it, looking tired and relieved. Keeping his gun fixed on the man, Jeth walked over to the three guards, making sure they were down for the count, and with his free hand, he relieved them of their weapons.

Satisfied the situation was secure, Jeth returned his attention to Avalon’s door, tucking the .32 into the waist of his pants again, within easy reach if he needed it.

“Come on out,” Vince called, and Jeth heard Sierra and Celeste running down the corridor toward them.

After a moment’s examination, Jeth discovered that the Nuvali guard had been applying plasma charges, stable and relatively harmless until activated by the frequency device. He pulled the charges off and set them on the floor away from the door. Then he signaled Lizzie through the comm. “All clear. Open up.”

“Your wish is my computer command.”

Jeth grimaced. “We free of the locks yet?”

“Almost,” said Lizzie as Avalon’s rear access door slid open.

He motioned to Sierra and Celeste. “You two head in. Vince and I need to scavenge what we can out here. Celeste, get us ready to fly.”

“We don’t have time for this,” Sierra said, a question in her eyes as she looked at him. Those blue eyes were gorgeous but far too keen. He’d known the others would be able to guess he’d had to leave the tokens behind, but he’d hoped the pressure of the situation would’ve let him avoid the reality for a little bit. He thought he might be sick.

“We’ll be quick. Trust me.” He inclined his head. “You should check on Cora.”

The mention of his youngest sister did the job of distracting Sierra. If Cora sensed how much trouble they were in at present, things might get exponentially worse. And nothing mattered more than keeping her safe. Especially now that the ITA had gone public with their search.

Sierra disappeared into Avalon after Celeste, and Jeth turned to the nearest fallen guard. The man’s convulsions had ended, and he had slipped into a coma. He, and the rest of them, would remain that way until their bodies were able to get rid of the poison, whether on their own or with medical aid. Jeth rummaged in the guy’s pockets, pulling out cards, cash, anything of value, and stuffing it into his own pockets.

“You had to ditch the tokens, didn’t you?” Vince asked as he searched the captain.

“Yes,” Jeth said, his gut twisting. He could think of no curse word strong enough to express how screwed they were. “The damn casino guard wouldn’t let me leave the floor with them.”

Vince started to respond, but the sound of a throat clearing stopped him. Jeth turned his eyes toward the noise and saw that the priest had lowered his hood, exposing his skeletal face and a head of thinning steel-gray hair. The tentacles of a silver brain implant curled around the back of his skull, just behind the ears.

“You know,” the man said in a crushed-gravel voice, “a wise man once said if you meet a thief, you may suspect him to be no true man.”

Jeth stood from his hunched position, his mouth opening into an “O” of surprise, followed by anger as his brain translated the odd sentence. “What do you know of it, old man?”

Across from Jeth, Vince too had stood up, his gaze fixed on the priest and his hand prone before him as he debated whether or not to draw the gun holstered at his side.

“Oh, I know a lifetime of truths,” the old man said. “I am the Storm that Rises.”

Confusion furrowed Jeth’s brow, the feeling made worse as Vince issued a strangled, panicked noise.

“Saar!” Terror filled Vince’s voice. “Run!” he screamed, even as his fingers closed around the hilt of his gun.

Jeth reacted at once. In that moment, he was reduced to a herd animal, instinct rendering all thought meaningless, his own gun forgotten as he raced for cover.

Over his shoulder, Jeth saw Vince take aim, but he was too slow, and the old man impossibly quick, as if he stood in the faster stream of a different timeline. In slow motion, Jeth saw the man take aim with a gun that seemed to have appeared from nowhere.

He fired.

For a fraction of a second, a moment of cruel relief, Jeth thought the old man had missed. But then blood blossomed like red roses on Vince’s shirt, over his heart.

Jeth drew his gun as his friend fell, the light in Vince’s eyes winking out.

But before Jeth could pull the trigger, the old man took aim at him and fired. The gun in Jeth’s hand exploded, shattered by the bullet. Hissing in pain and with no way to defend himself, Jeth ducked inside Avalon and slammed his hand against the door control.

He caught a final glimpse of the old man before it closed. He smiled at Jeth, a look of supreme confidence on his face. This is only the beginning, that look said.

For I am coming for you.





CHAPTER 03


SHOCK KEPT JETH STEADY AS HE RAN ACROSS AVALON’S cargo bay toward the ladder leading up.

“We’re on,” he said through the comm. “Get us out of here.” The use of the plural didn’t sting, not yet. What had happened couldn’t possibly have happened. Vince cannot be dead. He can’t be. He can’t.

The denial reverberated through Jeth with every step as he made his way to the bridge, two decks above. He didn’t want to go there, didn’t want Celeste to see his face and ask him what was wrong, but he had to.

At least he didn’t come across Sierra on his way to the bridge. Facing her would be worse. She and Vince had been raised together as brother and sister, a bond strengthened through years of suffering at the abusive hand of their guardian.

But when Jeth arrived on the bridge, all thoughts of Vince were driven out of his head by the view through the cockpit window. Avalon was only now coming free of the locks, and at least a dozen Nuvali patrols were waiting in attack formation just beyond the restricted area around the spaceport. Jeth knew they wouldn’t shoot to destroy—the ITA’s bulletin was clear that he must be taken alive—but they would do everything they could to disarm Avalon.

“Charge through them,” Jeth said as he raced past Lizzie at the nav station and sat down in the copilot’s seat.

Celeste didn’t even glance at him from her position in the pilot’s seat. Her hands were steady on the control column as she pushed it forward, Avalon’s engines roaring in response. The force of the acceleration pressed Jeth back in his chair. It was a risky move, but Avalon was a Black Devil, half the size of the Grenadiers that the Nuvali patrols flew. Jeth was betting they wouldn’t fire at her directly during a forward advance. They would have to wait to get behind her and take out the engines and thrusters.

“Liz,” Jeth said, glancing back at her, “turn nav control over to me and then get up to the crow guns.”

“Okay,” Lizzie said, her fingers flying over the nav station screen. “I’ve got the metadrive spooling up, but there’s no way we can make a jump with all these ships around.”

“Really? And here I thought we were hanging around just for kicks,” Jeth shot back as he flipped on the main comm. “Everybody to stations. We’ve got heat.” He realized too late that Vince’s station would remain empty, and swallowing, he added, “Milton, I need you on the starboard guns.”

Now Celeste did look over at him, only for a second, but it was enough for him to register her alarm.

“He’s busy,” said Jeth. “Don’t worry.” The lie hurt, the truth of Vince’s death finally breaking through his shock. I left him behind.

Desperately, Jeth schooled his expression into a mask. His shame deepened at how easily Celeste believed him, her focus returning to the scene before them as she banked hard to port, avoiding a crash with one of the patrols that had flown toward them on a collision course.

Jeth took hold of the copilot guns, aimed at the incoming patrol, and pulled the dual triggers. Gunfire lit up the space before them and slammed into the Grenadier’s starboard thrusters. Jeth’s aim was true, but it would take a lot more hits to penetrate the ship’s shields.

Once past the first patrol, Celeste banked again, taking a risky path in between two more patrols flying almost on top of each other. Avalon’s proximity alarms began to sound, filling the air with their shrill noise. Jeth would’ve liked to shut them off, but he was too busy with the copilot guns and trying to keep an eye on the metadrive system. As more gunfire burst out from Avalon, he knew the others were too busy, too.

A maelstrom of attacking ships enveloped them. Avalon’s only advantage was her smaller size and greater maneuverability. Celeste flew them in and out, avoiding most of the incoming fire, but not all of it. Soon more alarms began to sound, and the screen in front of Jeth lit up with countless warnings.

“This is not going to work,” Celeste said even as she sent them into a complicated spiral that was a Black Devil’s signature move. “We’re never going to get clear for the jump.”

Jeth knew she was right, and all at once it was too much—Vince’s death, the public manhunt, the hopelessness of their escape. Iron bands seemed to clamp around his chest, tightening into a vice that left him struggling to draw breath.

He closed his eyes, and with monumental effort, tried to force the feelings away. Hunger and exhaustion had robbed him of the resilience that had once been his mainstay, just as the consequences of the life they were leading had robbed him of the joy he used to take in the thrill of a close call.

Finally, too many seconds later, he regained control of his emotions and took a deep, full breath.

“Shit, oh shit,” Celeste said. “Engines six and seven are down.”

Jeth glanced at the screen, seeing the warnings. They either had to find a way to jump now or they’d be forced to surrender.

He reached up and turned on the main comm. “Flynn, see what you can do about those engines. Sierra, I need you on the bridge.”

It seemed like no sooner had he called for her, than she was there.

He locked his eyes on the screen in front of him and asked, “Remember when we talked about turning off the proximity restrictor on a metadrive?”

“You mean when we speculated about turning it off?”

“Time to put the theory to the test.”

“You want to jump right here?” She waved out the front window where even now they were surrounded by patrols that had tightened up the line. Celeste kept Avalon moving, but they kept gaining, pinning her in.

“Can you do it?”

When Sierra didn’t respond, he risked a glance at her, seeing the alarm on her face. It was true their speculation hadn’t included the possibility of actually making the jump, only whether or not she could jailbreak the system successfully. Neither of them had heard of anyone making a jump with so much interference, at least not with a traditional metadrive, but . . .

“Sierra, can it be done?”

“Maybe,” she said, a sharp edge to her voice. “But I have no idea what will happen. To us or them.” She motioned out the window toward the ships.

Jeth met her gaze, unflinching. “We’ve got to try.”

Sierra hesitated a moment longer, then swung around and darted for the nav station.

Seconds passed slowly. Jeth kept glancing behind him to see Sierra’s intent gaze focused on the nav station screen. She’d said that she didn’t think disconnecting the override would be difficult, but she might’ve been wrong.

Engine three went down in the continued onslaught, and now Jeth could feel the difference in thrust even though he wasn’t piloting. They were moving slower. Maneuverability was down by thirty percent and shields by eighty, according to the warnings flashing in front of him.

One more hit and we’re done. His hands were sweating on the gun controls. More sweat coated his brow and lined his back and arms, and yet he fought off the urge to shiver.

“It’s done,” Sierra said.

Jeth glanced back at her. “You sure?”

She nodded.

“Will the jump work?”

“If it doesn’t, we’ll be too dead to care.”

“That’s comforting,” said Celeste.

Ignoring her, Jeth switched on the main comm again. “We’re jumping. Get ready.”

He motioned at Sierra, and she engaged the metadrive. Jeth braced for the jump as he felt the ship shudder around him. He sensed the light that always preceded the entry into metaspace, and even though he knew he should shut his eyes, he didn’t. He clenched his muscles, waiting for the worst. With so much interference, the entry into metaspace could be affected. Part of the ship could be left behind or she could disintegrate entirely.

The light appeared, brilliant and burning against his eyes, and still he held them open. He watched as the light expanded out toward the four patrols directly in front of them. It reached the ships and then went through them, slicing the metal of their hulls open as easily as a bullet through skin.

When Jeth finally closed his eyes, that bodiless, lifeless feel of metaspace swallowing him, it was with the sight of those patrols drifting apart and then exploding burned into his mind. Each ship had a ten-man crew on board. All those people dead. Because of him.

Jeth Seagrave: Super Villain.

The idea wasn’t funny anymore.





CHAPTER 04


AVALON MADE IT THROUGH THE JUMP CLEANLY, BUT NO ONE celebrated when they arrived on the other side, light years away from the chaos and destruction at Nuvali. They had disintegrated those patrol ships. And while the decision to make a jump in the midst of that chaos might’ve been Jeth’s—his call, his guilt—he knew his crew too well to believe they weren’t sharing in it.

Or maybe it was just some collective, psychic sense that something was horribly, desperately wrong.

How do I tell them he’s dead?

It was a task Jeth had never performed before in all his time as head of the Shades. He’d lost crew members when they had aged out, back when Hammer had been running the show, and he’d even lost current members when his sisters had been kidnapped by a rogue ITA agent. But none of them had ever died.

What do I do? What do I say? He desperately wanted to hand off this burden to someone else. He considered Milton, the only real adult on board. Even now his uncle would be climbing out of the starboard gun station. Milton was a doctor. He’d seen death many times, likely even delivered news like this before.

Once again, he saw Vince falling. Once again the ache of leaving him behind filled his chest. No. Jeth steeled himself. Passing off the duty was the coward’s way out, and he refused to take it. He just needed a moment to prepare himself.

“Talk to me, Flynn,” Jeth said over the comm.

“We’re limping,” Flynn answered from the engineering deck. “I’ve got engine seven back up. But six and three are going to take longer, if I can get them running at all. It’s not like I’ve been able to stock up on repair parts lately.”

Jeth stifled a groan, remembering the lost money, both the reserve cash and the blown deal with Wainwright. Please let it end, he thought, teeth gritted. This wasn’t just a string of bad luck. This was the universe declaring war.

He forced his jaw to relax, remembering this was Flynn he was talking to, the Prince of Doom. “Eight out of ten engines is enough to keep us moving, right?”

Flynn huffed, the sound like rushing wind against the comm speaker. “Like I said, limping.”

“Good enough for now.” Jeth killed the connection.

“So where to, Boss?” Celeste said from the pilot’s seat. The smile she turned on him cut him to the quick.

He stumbled over his answer. “Back to the Belgrave.”

Celeste sighed. “I knew you would say that.”

She sounded nothing more than annoyed, but he sensed something darker beneath. She hated that area of space known, among other names, as the Devil’s Boneyard. The Belgrave was said to be haunted or cursed. There were hundreds of stories about disappearing ships and strange occurrences, some myth, and some truth, as Jeth and his crew knew firsthand. But scary or not, hated or not, the Belgrave had been their only safe haven these last few months.

“We won’t be in there long,” Jeth said, standing up. He switched on the main comm again. “I need everyone to meet me down in the common room in fifteen minutes. We’ve got . . . things . . . to discuss.”

Wincing at his stutter, Jeth switched off the comm and reluctantly faced Sierra, his heart a hard, heavy fist thumping against his breastbone. Her brother is dead. Why had he been so stupid? How could he have so underestimated that old man? He ought to have known better. Anyone who wore a brain implant wasn’t to be taken lightly. But I didn’t see it until it was too late.

Jeth swallowed and somehow located his voice. “Cora doesn’t need to listen to this. I’ll stop in and ask her to stay in her cabin.” Another lie. It wasn’t that she didn’t need to be there, but rather that he feared her reaction more than any other. Cora was dangerous when she became upset or angry or confused, capable of the same level of destruction as what they had just wrought on the Nuvali patrols. They would have to break the news to her carefully.

The blood leached from Sierra’s face, and he knew she sensed his dread. Her mouth opened, and he raised a hand against the question rising to her lips. “I’ve got news, but it’ll be easier for everybody to hear it at once.”

Sierra nodded, but as Jeth turned to leave she said, “Cora isn’t in her cabin.”

He paused and looked over his shoulder. “Where is she?”

“The engine room.”

“Again?” Jeth exhaled and turned away before Sierra could respond. He shouldn’t be surprised. Cora had been spending more and more time on the engineering deck these days. He couldn’t believe she’d been up there during the firefight with the Nuvali patrols rather than buckled into a seat, but it wasn’t like there had been time to check on her. And Cora wasn’t the most agreeable kid in the galaxy. If she didn’t want to leave the engine room, there was no making her.

Jeth exited the bridge and headed up the stairs to the engineering deck. Part of him wondered if his decision not to tell Sierra in private what happened to Vince was a cowardly one. He’d never been good at dealing with emotions, not his nor others’. Emotions were tricky, impossible things, complex and contradictory. And when they were at their height, they couldn’t be reasoned with or pacified. Emotions like that—rage, hatred, grief, love—were like wildfires. They blazed out of control, impossible to stop until they burned themselves out. Jeth would rather hide, or better yet, bury the emotions so deep inside that they withered and died.

But they never truly die.

Ignoring that inner voice, he stepped into the engine room. As usual, the place looked as if it had been ransacked by a pack of feral dogs. Loose cables were snaked over half of the floor in between the various equipment racks. At least four units in those racks were giving off sparks, and the whole place was as smoky as the Ruby Room had been. Jeth spotted Flynn standing a few paces down, in front of one of the more theatrically sparking units.

“Hey,” Jeth said, stifling a cough. “It looks pretty bad up here.”

Flynn glanced at him, his expression murderous on his ash-smeared face. “Isn’t that what I said? Limping?”

Jeth grimaced. “Words didn’t do it justice.”

Flynn snorted. The food rationing they’d been under the last few weeks hadn’t done his disposition any favors.

Returning his gaze to the equipment rack, Flynn said, “We were in the middle of a firefight five minutes ago. Please tell me you didn’t come here to check on my progress.”

“I came to see Cora.”

“She’s back there.” Flynn motioned to the far end of the engine room.

Jeth walked past Flynn, finally spotting Cora where he’d known he’d find her—in close proximity to the metadrive compartment. Today she was sitting directly in front of it, several pillows strewn under her as a makeshift sofa. She looked up as he entered, a tired grin brightening her face
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