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Chapter One

Jade Project

 

 

 

 

The Sky Labs scientists were anxious when they entered the room. She could sense it in the way they moved, their footsteps, their hushed voices.

Subject 12-99-Janus-18—the scientists just called her Subject Eighteen, though she preferred Janus—didn’t move when the team arrived. She remained still with her back pressed to the cold metal table, eyes closed, giving no indication that she was conscious.

“—and prioritize the final physical exam. I just got off a call with Governor Starr.” Janus recognized the haughty voice of the project’s head scientist Dr. Morr, a North Kronosian distantly related to the Starr family. “He wants her sent out this pentasol.”

“To catch Van Terra?” another asked. This voice belonged to a maroon-skinned East Kronosian woman. “Or does she have orders to kill?”

“Starr is interested in a conversation with Van Terra,” Morr replied. “Subject Eighteen is to attempt capture first. Should her attempts fail, plans may be adjusted.”

Janus opened her left eye. Her brown one. A stray piece of her long, white hair hung at the edge of her vision, and she resisted the urge to brush it aside.

“Why now?” the second scientist asked. “Is it because of the leaked audio file? I thought he had that under control.”

“His team can only do so much. And if we can prevent something like that from happening again, all the better.”

“Are we sure this is a good idea?” a new voice asked. Male. Apprehensive. Janus didn’t recognize this one. Probably a newer member of the team. “Fighting fire with fire? We’ve never tried dealing with our enemies this way before.”

Morr replied, “We do what Starr asks.”

“But…this whole project was his idea, and he’s a politician, not a scientist. And Van Terra’s unpredictable. If this backfires—”

“This is about serum compatibility, not personality. We’ve been preparing Subject Eighteen for nearly two years. She’s shown far more promise than the other subjects.” Morr’s voice lowered. “And if she succeeds, everyone on the Jade Project will be rewarded.”

Morr crossed the room to the metal table and clapped his hands. “Subject Eighteen. We have an assignment for you.”

Janus opened her other eye and sat up. “About time.”

“I hope you’ll be just as confident when you’re face-to-face with Van Terra.” Morr grabbed the tablet tucked under his arm and held it out to her. “I know you’ve already been through her files, but it’s all here in case you’d like to take another look. You’re to bring her in alive.”

“Anything new?” Janus asked as she took the tablet. She began swiping through the clips of Van Terra she’d seen dozens of times already. The Jade Project had pieced together decacycles of articles and net posts and security footage to assemble a rough history of the villain’s life on Kronos. And the other places in the Janus system she’d left a mark. There were even pieces of her origins in another star system.

“She was last spotted here on Kronos, at a place called the Discovery Center. Take a look at the footage from this morning.”

Janus opened the newest video in the folder. “But still no idea where she lives?”

“Nothing on that front. You may have to lure her out of hiding.”

A smirk touched Janus’s lips. She’d already expected that, and her plans were already in motion. 

She’d been anticipating this assignment for some time now. And now that it was official, she could assume that the Jade Project scientists were done putting her through tests and training and simulations. Disorienting, painful simulations. Janus had spent her entire life trying to guess the scientists’ motivations. The ones they gave her were obviously lies.

Even with all of the games meant to screw with her memory and make her doubt herself, Janus had figured out that the lab hadn’t created her to be a hero like they claimed. They’d made her to be a weapon. A weapon designed to destroy Jasper Van Terra.

It wasn’t enough to play dumb or act like she was happy to be here. Governor Starr and his team would never trust her fully. Hence, the tracker in her arm, the camera in her right eye that the scientists could tap into whenever they wanted, and the pulse device that would shock her into unconsciousness if she tried anything they didn’t like. 

Not that any of it was a problem for her, anymore. Thanks to some outside help, the tracker and camera could now be manipulated so that Janus’s other plans could be laid out without the Jade Project having any idea. And the pulse device had been quietly deactivated, though it still sent out a signal suggesting it was online.

Everything Governor Starr himself had told Janus was a lie, too. Well, except for the fact that he really hated Jasper Van Terra. But Van Terra was far from the worst villain out there. Starr’s vendetta was obviously personal, not stemming from any moral obligation to protect the people he ruled. It was also self-defense, in a way. He had to take her down before she destroyed him. Which, judging by her recent actions, was likely her goal.

Based on her initial assessment, Janus didn’t think Van Terra had much of a chance at beating Starr. 

But that wasn’t Janus’s job to worry about. Despite everything Starr said about her having the opportunity to work by his side, to be a member of Kronos’s elite, to be the star system’s first hero in decacycles, she was nothing more than a tool to him. Even if she convinced him she truly wanted to help him, he would never see her as anything more than that.

He hadn’t even given her a name. She’d given herself one, instead. 

And someday soon, the whole star system would know it.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

The Kids Might Be Alright

 

 

 

 

The blue hoverbus dropped from the traffic stream above and descended toward the walkway in front of the Diamond District Discovery Center. Jasper Van Terra watched from said walkway, leaning back against the giant silver model of Kronos that stood in front of the Discovery Center’s front doors.

“You guys almost here?” she asked her team over comms.

“We’re a couple levels up, but we’ve got eyes on you,” Holly replied. “We’ll be there before the bus.”

“Good.” 

In the few weeks that had passed since the fight with Ringmaster on Iros, Jasper was doing her best to stay optimistic. But she couldn’t stop replaying that night in her mind. If she’d only been a little faster, if she’d stopped Ringmaster from going into the warp—

She shook off the thoughts before they could spiral. It was still a victory. At least Ringmaster was out of the picture. Starr couldn’t use him. And her team had his data drive. 

Unfortunately, most of the incriminating evidence that would tie Ringmaster and Starr together had either been wiped from the drive, or was never there in the first place. All Ringmaster had kept were the lab records he’d stolen from Sky Labs behind Starr’s back, and some of the warp research he’d found. Thea did come across one promising piece of evidence, though. A single file.

As much as Ringmaster sucked, he wasn’t exactly on Starr’s side, either. Their partnership had been mutually beneficial, but you didn’t make it to Ringmaster’s level if you weren’t smart enough to keep dirt on allies that could turn on you at a moment’s notice.

So, Ringmaster had kept an audio recording of a conversation between him and Starr. Well, part of a conversation. It was unlikely Starr had spoken directly to Ringmaster often—hiding behind written messages was much safer. But the brief discussion between the two just might be enough to get the public to turn on Starr.

The conversation snippet consisted of…Starr directly asking Ringmaster for progress on the “warp converter test,” apparently referring to the giant dish Ringmaster had stuck on top of the Ferris wheel at his carnival.

Okay, it admittedly wasn’t much. But given the headlines around the disaster on Iros, people were bound to make the connection and realize Starr was partially involved. Thea could help with that, but she could only make so many fake news articles and net posts drawing attention to the matter. And she had to transmit the audio file, first. 

Jasper thought it would be easy enough to just drop the file on the net, but that suggestion had sent Thea into a long rant that the rest of the team didn’t fully grasp. Apparently, what it amounted to was that dropping a file on the net was “a great way to let it drown in all of the noise being posted constantly.” Maybe they’d get lucky and the clip would go viral, but it was far more likely to slip by unnoticed. Even if Thea slapped it on the front page of a popular netsite, Starr would have his own programmers checking for new mentions of him and deleting anything harmful before it could spread.

So, they had to get it everywhere at once. Which was, as Thea put it, “technically possible.” However, she needed more power, and a way to boost her signal. And she already had something in mind.

It would only require some light breaking and entering.

The hoverbus was close enough now for Jasper to read the words “North Diamond Starting School” on its side. She rested a hand on her hip. “Seriously, guys,” she said. “We have to be here to greet the kids when they—” 

Holly dropped from a balcony above Jasper and landed at her right. “I told you a million times we’d make it.”

Thea came down after her, followed by Dax, and then Grace. Jasper breathed a small sigh of relief.

She and the team had dressed plainly, hoping to blend in with the crowd. Granted, “plain” took many forms in a place as chaotic as Kronos. For Jasper, it was black suit pants and a black blazer over a long-sleeved hot pink button-up. The outfit could have passed for Earth clothing, if it weren’t for the strange shimmery material the pieces were made of. Her black hair was pulled up, as usual, but she’d twisted it into a bun and hidden it under a cap with the Discovery Center’s logo on it.

“And no signs of Red Blades, right?” Jasper asked as she picked up the stack of other hats she’d borrowed from where they’d waited at her feet.

Dax shook his head. “Nope.” He seemed the most chipper of the group today, which wasn’t unusual.

“You’ve said yourself they don’t patrol the upper districts,” Holly added as she grabbed one of the hats and pulled it on over her braided crimson hair. “What are you so worried for?”

Jasper’s gaze flickered to Grace. “They don’t usually leave Kronos either, but they came after us during the races. If anyone caught wind she’s here—”

“Isn’t a fight what we’ve been training her for?” Thea cut Jasper off, only briefly glancing up from the tablet she held, golden eyes glinting. She adjusted the strap of her backpack with her other hand. “Besides, you’re usually the one telling us not to worry.”

Jasper rolled her eyes. “I was just checking. She still hasn’t had that much experience. Angel, you good?”

“I’m okay,” Grace said, her gaze focused on the hoverbus as it came to a screeching halt. “I mean, no one’s tried to kill me yet today.” She shrugged.

Before Jasper could respond, the bus doors slid open.

“The signs!” Jasper hissed. “You know, the ones you four were grabbing?”

Holly reached into the bag at her side and handed out the signs. They were made of a material that reminded Jasper of cardboard, but there was something slightly off about its texture. “Do we really need all five of us on this field trip?”

“It’ll be the easiest way to do this,” Jasper told her. She held up her sign and waved it above her head. “Trust me.” The others put their signs up, too.

“I’m not exactly a big fan of children,” Holly said as she lifted hers.

“The rest of us can handle any troublemakers.”

“And I really don’t think you should be in charge of children.”

“What makes you say that?” Jasper asked, moving her free hand to adjust one of the daggers hidden at her side.

Holly shot her a sideways glance. “Just try not to be a bad influence. The chaperones will be watching.”

The first of the kids spilled out of the hoverbus. There were roughly twenty in total, and most were Kronosian species, though a few looked to be descended from aliens of other planets in the Janus System. The chaperones that followed struggled to herd the kids toward Jasper and the others, pointing out the signs they’d stolen that read “North Diamond Starting School Field Trip.”

“Welcome!” Jasper exclaimed. She gestured to the front doors of the Discovery Center. “We have a super fun tour planned for you today.”

The team led the field trip through the front doors. Jasper surveyed the lobby as they entered. A couple of other tour groups were within their line of sight, and there were undoubtedly plenty more wandering about the massive museum-planetarium-zoo-library combo that took up nearly twenty floors of the building they were in.

“Today we’ll be taking a path through the planetarium—” Jasper began.

One of the chaperones—wait, no, the name tag labeled this woman as the kids’ teacher—cut her off. “We requested a museum tour, actually. They’re learning about the Silver Age of Kronos right now—”

“Yeah, yeah, we’ll get there,” Jasper said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “We just have to cut through the planetarium. And who doesn’t love space, right?”

The kids were completely disinterested. Some chatted with each other, while others stared off into space, bumping into their classmates every few seconds as the group stopped and started in the struggle to navigate the crowded lobby. The teacher nudged a boy who was playing games on his tablet.

The group finally made it past the front desk. Jasper offered a small wave, and the receptionist didn’t give her a second glance. That was the beauty of massive facilities like this one. With so many employees, no one could be expected to know all of them. It was easy to get lost in the shuffle. No need to stand in front of the cameras at the front desk and offer up an ID in order to get admission 

Jasper had no idea if their path through the planetarium would actually take them to the museum, and she didn’t really care. The team’s destination was the retired satellite transmission device that Thea needed to project the audio file. From what they’d been able to gather on the Discovery Center’s net page, the device was located somewhere between a massive model of the Janus System and the fake space warp pads that lit up when kids jumped on them.

“Kids, don’t forget you have to complete your papers,” the teacher said. “If you pass something interesting, ask one of the tour guides. They’ll be able to answer all of your questions.” 

“This is boring,” one of the kids complained.

Jasper glanced around the large hall they were passing through. “Aw, it’s not all boring,” she said. “Hey, look, over there!” She stopped and pointed to the empty pedestal sitting in the middle of the corridor.

“It’s empty,” a girl said blankly.

“Yeah, read the plaque on the pedestal.” Jasper paused. “Wait, can you kids read? How old are you? Four? Twelve?”

Grace leaned toward Jasper and lowered her voice. “Pretty sure they’re all about ten years old.” Thank god she’d gotten good at the starcycles-to-Earth years translation.

Jasper cleared her throat, momentarily forgetting her tour guide persona. “So, they can read?”

Grace blinked. “Uh, yeah.”

“Right, well.” Jasper lifted her chin and gestured to the pedestal. “This once housed the most valuable artifact in the entire Discovery Center. A shiny, triangular shard of mysterious metal uncovered in the Iros mines. It would have sold for untold amounts of money on the black market, thanks to its potential as an immense power source.”

Dax frowned. “How do you know all of this?”

“I was going to steal it a couple starcycles ago, but some bastard beat me to it—”

“Jasper, language!” Holly hissed. “Children, remember?” 

“Yeah, yeah, okay.” Jasper folded her arms. “Anyway, that’s interesting, right kids? Someone pulled off a heist and swiped the thing right out from under security. Like a cool action movie!”

Most of the kids still looked pretty dead inside, but a few near the front seemed intrigued.

They moved on to the first room of the planetarium and passed a model of a star system Jasper wasn’t familiar with. It must have been either the Ra System or the Aquila System, the other members of the Star System Alliance besides Solar and Janus. 

“Excuse me!” One girl raised her hand. “What’s that giant blue planet over there, with all the rings?”

Jasper paused, put her hands on her hips, and looked the thing over. After a long moment, she said, “No idea.”

“Oh, I actually know this,” Grace said. Quieter, she added, “The astronomy tutor Starr gave me specialized in the Ra System.”

Jasper frowned. “Why’d you have an astronomy tutor?”

Grace shrugged. “I had a lot of tutors.” Turning to the kids, she said, “That’s the planet Eripme. It’s the third from the Ra System’s sun, and the most heavily populated…”

Jasper couldn’t help but be impressed. She’d never been able to keep geographical stats like that in her brain. Grace must have found the planet’s details interesting, though, because she animatedly continued talking about it for a minute before trailing off.

“Jasper,” Thea said.

“Huh?” Jasper glanced Thea’s way.

“Did you hear what I just said?”

“Uh, no.” Jasper’s gaze darted around the room. “I was looking for the…gift shop.”

Thea lifted an eyebrow. “Gift shop?”

“Yeah. I want a keychain.”

“Okay then. Well, my equipment picked up the transmission device’s signature. I’ve got its exact location.”

“Lead the way, then.” Jasper looked over the crowd of kids. “Come on, let’s keep it moving!”

Grace fell into step at Jasper’s right. “Sorry, I know we’re on a time crunch.”

“Oh, no, not really.” Jasper slid her hands into her pockets. “Probably best if we sell the tour guide thing, anyway. So, uh, good job.”

Jasper and Grace caught up with Holly and Dax. “You two ready to play security?” Jasper asked quietly. Holly gave a thumbs up.

“Think we’ll run into trouble?” Dax replied.

“My head says doubt it, my gut says it would be just our luck for something to go wrong on such a simple job.” Once again, Jasper found herself surveying their surroundings. Scanning for Red Blades. “But I really just don’t want security questioning Thea.”

Holly and Dax slipped away to the nearest restroom to disguise themselves as security guards. Meanwhile, Thea led the tour group around a corner and stopped. “Here we are,” she said, a hint of a smile on her face.

The transmission device didn’t stand out among all the other spacey equipment in the display. It was a simple gray box connected to an array of wires, several of which led to the massive satellite dish on the Discovery Center’s roof for the occasional demonstration.

“It’s not connected to a power source, obviously,” Thea said, quiet enough that only Jasper and Grace could hear. “But I brought a battery with enough power to handle that. It’ll last long enough to get the signal out.” As she made her way to the device, ignoring the “Please Don’t Touch” signs, Holly and Dax returned in guards’ uniforms. They kept a short distance away from her, ready to step in if needed without drawing unnecessary attention.

“We’re really doing this in the middle of the day, with all of these people around?” Grace asked. Apprehension flickered across her face as she looked around.

“Don’t worry. No one expects criminals to go after an old transmission device. Especially in a building that’s got way more valuable stuff.” Jasper tipped her head back to study the balcony that surrounded them on all sides, offering a glimpse into the floor above. “Speaking of which, I heard there’s some pretty killer pieces in the art wing.”

Either Grace missed the implication that Jasper wanted to steal art, or she didn’t care. She glanced over her shoulder at the group of confused kids and chaperones. “What about the tour group? If the teacher complains, someone who actually works here might get involved.”

Good point. Jasper whirled around and waved for the group to follow her. “All right, time to get to what you came here for! Onto the history museum!”

“Aw, but I wanted to look at the spacecraft models!” someone complained.

“Too bad.” Jasper clapped her hands together a couple of times and moved forward. They left the space stuff behind and were soon passing historical images of Kronos. Skyscrapers halfway through construction, crowds at important political speeches, fashion from earlier decades. Jasper didn’t pay any of the photos much attention, too distracted by new concerns. What if Thea couldn’t get the audio file out? Or, what if she did, and it didn’t do them any good?

The idea of everyone realizing Starr was responsible for the destruction on Iros, that he was working with Ringmaster…it was nice, but would it be enough to get him thrown out of office? The people with the power to do that were largely on his side.

God. Jasper had been so close to taking him down a decade ago. If only she’d been a little more patient. She could have gotten that footage to someone who could actually do something about him. Theoretically, anyway. She still hadn’t exactly figured out how to contact whoever was supposed to be holding governments in the Star System Alliance accountable.

“Let’s stop here,” a teacher said, bringing the group to a halt in the middle of one of the smaller museum rooms. “This is what your quiz tomorrow is on, remember? Let’s read some of the photo descriptions.”

While the kids milled about, Jasper and Grace stood at the edge of the room.

“You know, life was pretty nice at the Governor’s Palace,” Grace said after a minute. She rubbed her arm. “Food was brought to me, I had tutors, no one tried to kill me. I didn’t spend my days on the run, committing crimes, trying to bring down the most powerful man in the star system.”

Ouch. “Yeah, I know the apartment isn’t great,” Jasper said, hoping her tone sounded casual. “But like I said when I busted you out of jail—”

“No, sorry, it’s not that,” Grace interrupted. “What I mean is, I didn’t really have a purpose. I had no idea I was from Earth or that my wings were given to me in a secret lab. All I could do was learn as much as I could about Kronos and try to figure out a job I might want when I was old enough to leave the palace.”

“Not that Starr would have let you do that,” Jasper muttered.

“Right,” Grace said. “Anyway, I guess what I’m saying is, it’s nice that I have something to work toward now.”

Oh. Grace wanted to have a serious conversation about…hopes and dreams and all that. “Sure,” Jasper said. “I just hope we can take down Starr sooner rather than later.”

“I don’t just mean that.” Grace folded her arms and looked down. “When Kara Callisto was breaking me out of the palace, she mentioned that I matched up with a missing persons file.” Her gaze flickered briefly to Jasper. “Somewhere out there, people are looking for me.”

Jasper’s heart dropped. 

She had to tell her. She should have told her before she got all these ideas in her head about Earth and her family and—

Jasper swallowed. “Why bring this up now?” she asked.

Grace nodded toward the massive Starr family tree hanging on the wall across from them.

Jasper detested the way her blood instantly ran cold, how the numbers in her vision flashed to warn her that her heart rate was jumping. She scanned the portraits on the tree, realizing just how long the Starr family had held Kronos in their grasp. Generations of them had replaced their ancestors as governor, ever since the first took over the city from—well, Jasper couldn’t remember the name. She’d never dwelled much on Kronos’s history.

Syrus Starr’s frozen gaze bore into her. Above him was his father Ryse, who’d died just about fifteen years earlier, and then Ryse’s father Tyrso. The one who’d sentenced Jasper to her living hell. The one who was still alive, living somewhere on Sagev while his grandson ruled the star system and carried on his work in Sky Labs.

Grace was talking again. “Do you—do you still really need me? I mean, if this audio file is enough to make people want Starr out of office, do we still need my cybernetics as evidence of the lab experiments?”

Jasper’s gaze darted further up the family tree. Generations. Governor was technically an elected position, but no one outside the Starr family had won the title in centuries. Once you were in, you were in for life or until you chose to retire. Unless, for whatever reason, the people were able to convince the council of district leaders to host a new election.

But district leaders were other members of Kronos’s elite. All friends with the Starrs. What chance did Jasper’s team have? Even if the audio file convinced every citizen of Kronos that Starr needed to go—

Jasper finally processed Grace’s question. “Uh, well, even if this does work, the audio file only connects Starr to Ringmaster and the warp converter, not Sky Labs. We still need to get that shut down.”

“Should we try to find that Earthguard group Callisto mentioned?”

“Doubt they’ll be of much use.” Jasper’s fists clenched at her sides. “I mean, this has been happening for decades, maybe even longer. What the hell are a bunch of people on Earth supposed to do?”

“But Kara said—”

“Look, Angel, I’m betting all Earthguard planned to do was take you to the people running the Star System Alliance and get them to do something about Starr. Why bother with the middleman when we could do that ourselves?”

“Can we do that ourselves?” Grace asked. “I thought it was super hard to contact them—”

“I’m looking into it,” Jasper told her.

Grace’s hopes of returning to Earth reminded Jasper that she wasn’t the only one who’d been ripped from her home. Thea and Dax had once had families on Earth, too. Families who had no idea what had happened to them. But after spending forty-five years in a spacetime warp—was there anything for them to return too? Their parents had to be dead, or close to it. Though their siblings were likely still alive…

One of the chaperones caught Jasper’s attention, distracting her from her churning stomach. Her too-fast pulse. “Excuse me, we’re going to get food in the cafeteria. You can handle the kids until we get back, right?”

Damn it. Jasper had been planning to slip away from the group as soon as Thea said she was done. “Uh, yeah, sure,” she said. “Why not. How long do you think you’ll be?”

But the chaperone was already gone, leaving Jasper and Grace alone to deal with twenty children.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

A Spork In A Gunfight

 

 

 

 

Somehow, Grace found herself dragged into a debate that had broken out in a group of kids on whether or not giant outer space neoworms—something she’d never heard of—were real. Despite her insistence she didn’t know what they were talking about, both sides desperately tried to persuade her to tell the other they were wrong.

“They’re not real, they were made up for that Star Conquerors show,” one girl insisted.

A different girl shook her head. “My uncle works on cargo ships. He said he saw one one time—”

“You also said your uncle was a bodyguard for the governor, you liar!”

“That was a different uncle!” 

Thea appeared at Grace’s left. “I got the signal transmission ready to go,” she said. “A few last things are processing, and then the file will be sent out automatically.”

“Oh, uh, cool?” Grace glanced around. “Where are Holly and Dax?”

“Guarding the device until I get confirmation the file was sent out. I just came to let you guys know.”

Grace’s brow furrowed. “Why are you telling me and not Jasper?”

“She looked a bit busy teaching that group of kids how to pickpocket.”

Uh oh. Grace turned and watched Jasper wave around a random wallet as she talked to the group of kids that had taken an interest in her. She did appear to be having fun, but that seemed to be a bad thing with Jasper, more often than not.

“Jasper,” Grace said, hoping her voice was loud enough to catch Jasper’s attention without drawing too much attention.

To her surprise, Jasper jumped and nearly dropped the wallet. “Yeah, Angel?”

Grace jutted a thumb toward Thea. “We’re almost done.”

“Oh.” Jasper shoved the wallet into her pocket. “Lesson’s over, kids. Go work on your essays, or whatever it is you’re supposed to be doing.”

“Can you take us to the fossil exhibit?” one of the kids asked.

“I wanna see your dagger again!” another exclaimed.

“Sorry, kids, but I have to talk to my coworkers.” Jasper backed away from the group and joined Grace and Thea. “How much longer?”

Thea checked the gold watch on her wrist. “Thirty seconds. Holly noticed a real security guard eyeing her and Dax, so they’re going to take a different path out to lose the guy without drawing attention to us.”

“Great,” Jasper replied. “We’ll meet them in the corridor outside the cafeteria. There’s an exit to an alleyway that’ll be the best way out for us.” She rested her hands on her hips. “Thea, can you check cameras to make sure no one else is onto us?”

Thea pulled up a screen projection from her watch for Jasper to look at. “I wasn’t able to access all of them with the time I had, so I focused on the ones in our area.”

While she and Jasper studied the cameras, Grace shoved her hands in her pockets and went back to studying the Starr family tree. She’d learned most of the Starr family history in her time at the palace. Of course, her tutors had left out the stuff about kidnapping kids to use as lab experiments and palace servants.

Grace hadn’t known about the servant part until Jasper casually mentioned it a few days earlier. She’d been thinking about it a lot since. The abductee servants mostly worked behind the scenes, somewhere out of sight. How much of Grace’s food had been prepared by them? Her laundry? Every dish she’d eaten off of had probably been cleaned by a kid who’d been taken from their home.

“Excuse me,” a young girl said, waving a hand to get Grace’s attention. “I’m supposed to be writing about Ryse Starr.”

Grace’s lessons came back to her in a surge. Ryse. Syrus’s father. He hadn’t been governor very long before getting sick and dying of a rare but deadly disease, forcing his son to step into power at a young age. Well, Syrus did have to run for governor in an election, but he won in a landslide against the few candidates who were brave enough to oppose him. No one had expected anything else. 

“What do you need to know?” Grace asked the girl.

“I’m supposed to talk about one of the laws he passed.”

Grace racked her brain for something useful among the patchwork of knowledge she’d retained from her tutors. Ryse’s short term as governor meant that he was rarely discussed. “Well, he did pass a law that forced hospitals to offer more payment options for people with low income. That was pretty controversial, though.” Now that she thought about it, most of what Ryse had actually accomplished had been controversial. At least, according to her tutors. They’d given her a list of reasons why Ryse’s laws had been poor economic choices, but she was having a hard time recalling what those reasons were. Or if they’d really made sense.

“Thanks, Angel,” the girl said.

Grace was taken aback for a moment. “Oh, uh, my name’s actually…” Could she use her real name? Would this kid make the connection to the famous Grace Alvarez who’d gone missing roughly a month ago? Did she even know who Grace was? “…Lark.” There. That was plain enough.

“Oh.” The girl frowned. “But the other tour guide called you Angel.”

Grace’s gaze flickered to Jasper, who was still studying the security cameras with Thea. She’d gotten so used to the nickname Jasper had given her that she’d all but forgotten it was a nickname in the first place. It seemed to be one of Jasper’s weird jokes at first, but she’d never dropped it.

Jasper looked up and waved her hand. “Ready to go?”

“What about the kids?” Grace asked. “We can’t just leave them here alone.”

Jasper opened her mouth, closed it, glanced at the kids, and sighed. “Chaperones said they were getting lunch, right? We’ll just take a quick detour through the cafeteria and tell them, uh…”

“We could say our shift’s ending and a different tour guide will meet them soon,” Grace suggested.

“Ha. Nice one.” Jasper smirked. “You’re really getting the hang of this, aren’t you?”

Grace wasn’t sure how to feel about that. This was a bad thing to be good at, right? Lying and stealing? Maybe their mission was for the greater good, but that didn’t matter to the people around them. 

Now wasn’t the time for another debate with herself. Grace turned around and raised her voice. “Come on kids, we’re going to the cafeteria!” They’d be excited about the idea of food, right?

Sure enough, a wave of excited chatter rolled through the crowd of children.

“Uh, can three of us really manage that many kids from here to the cafeteria?” Thea asked.

“Sure! We just gotta keep their attention.” Jasper’s hand moved toward her pocket.

“Let’s stay away from weapons,” Grace said.

“Yeah, we still have to avoid catching the attention of any security guards,” Thea added.

“Okay, okay.” Jasper pulled her hand back out of her pocket.

The three managed to herd all of the children down a level into the cafeteria, where they handed them back over to the chaperones after Jasper spit out the lie about their shift ending. After that, Grace and Thea followed her down a few major corridors, through the gift shop, and into a relatively quiet and narrow hallway.

“And now we wait.” Jasper’s hands moved into her pockets. “Thea, do you have eyes on Holly and Dax?”

“Yeah, they’re about a minute away,” Thea answered.

Jasper began pulling things out of her pockets. A handful of pins, a sticker, a couple of keychains, a tiny plastic spaceship… 

“Where did you get all of that?” Grace asked.

“Gift shop.”

“You stole all that while we walked through?”

Jasper shrugged and held up one of the keychains. The small astronaut charm attached to it swung back and forth. “Yeah? I don’t usually condone stealing from museums, but this place is fully funded by the government, in exchange for stuffing the history section with Starr propaganda.” Seeing the look on Grace’s face, she added, “Oh, come on, I thought you’d be used to this by now. You break the law too now, right?”

Grace was used to the thievery, but she was still surprised by Jasper’s boldness. “Yeah, to stop Starr. Do you even use keychains?”

“I can always start.” Jasper fastened one of the pins to the front of her shirt. A tiny image of Earth floated on the backdrop of space. She held out a second matching pin to Grace. “Want one?”

Grace stared at her blankly. Then something clicked, looking at the Earth pin. It meant something to Jasper. And Grace supposed it meant something to her too, now. Their real home.

Grace took the pin and attached it to her jacket. Surprise flickered across Jasper’s face, but she quickly hid it with a grin.

Despite all the chaos, Grace didn’t feel as trapped as she had when she first got roped into helping Jasper’s team of villains take down Starr. She’d made her choice. Starr had tried to kill her, and she’d see through his destruction to the end.

Maybe, when it was all over, she could become a real hero and make up for the crimes she committed along the way.

Thea cleared her throat. “Uh, Holly and Dax are here.”

Jasper looked the two over as they approached. “Well, that went…suspiciously well.”

“Hey, it’s about time something went right for us,” Dax replied.

Holly folded her arms. “I wasn’t as worried about getting the signal out successfully as I am that this is all going to be a giant waste of our time.”

“You don’t think this’ll do any damage to Starr?” Jasper asked.

“I think it might do some damage to public perception, but the public doesn’t exactly have much power.”

That was a good point, Grace realized. Did Jasper have a plan to deal with other people in power? The ones who actually had the ability to remove Starr from his position as governor? Or the ones who would take his place if the team brought him down?

“We’ll see how the public responds and go from there,” Jasper said.

That didn’t sound like much of a plan.

Without any further elaboration, Jasper headed toward the exit. “Come on, let’s head out.”

“News on the file should be hitting the net about now,” Thea said. “Do you want me to start reading—?”

“No,” Jasper cut her off. “Let’s get back to the apartment before we worry about that.”

They slipped out the exit, crossed a skywalk to the next building, went up a few levels, and stepped onto a rooftop where Jasper could summon the car. Before they’d reached the center of the roof, though, a door on the opposite side flew open.

Red Blades had found them.

They didn’t bother with introductions. Ten Blades raced toward the team, drawing their weapons. Grace hardly had time to process their arrival before the first Blade reached her, picked her up, and slammed her against the rooftop.

For a heartbeat, she was reliving the memory of that first day she’d encountered the deadly gang. Jasper had just broken her out of jail, and Grace had had no idea what was going on. All she’d known was that the planet’s governor wanted her dead and had an army of criminals ready to carry out the task.

Things were different now. Sure, the most powerful man in the Janus System still wanted her dead, and he still had the Red Blades on his side. But in the weeks since the fight with Ringmaster on Iros, Grace had been training.

She couldn’t take on a bunch of Blades at once—not like Jasper could—but she could keep up in a fight, at least for a few minutes. She did have enhanced strength, after all. Maybe she would never be on Jasper’s level, but she certainly had potential far beyond what she’d ever known living a quiet life at the Governor’s Palace.

As the Blade moved to stand over her, Grace pushed up with her legs and kicked him square in the chest, knocking him backward—right into Jasper’s dagger.

“Oops. Better watch your step, pal.” Jasper pulled her blade free and gave the guy a hard shove to the ground. “Nice one, Angel!”

Grace glanced around the rooftop as she climbed to her feet. Thea, Dax, and Holly were already disarming Blades with ease. And of course, Jasper could handle several on her own. Ten was hardly a problem for the team.

“Alvarez!” a four-armed, purple-furred woman yelled as she stepped through the door onto the roof. Three more Blades followed.

Jasper moved to Grace’s side and raised her dagger. “Are you doing okay?”

“Yep.” Grace raised her fists. “So far, so good.”

“You want a weapon? I got plenty.”

Grace had started practicing with daggers and blasters, but… “I don’t think I’m quite ready for that.” The chances of her accidentally stabbing or shooting herself were still a little too high for comfort.

“Suit yourself.” Jasper flipped the dagger, caught it by the handle, and lunged forward to attack the new arrivals.

Grace tore her gaze from Jasper and reminded herself to focus. She might not have weapons, but she did have her wings. The next Blade swung at her with his knife, and she moved her right wing to block the blow. While the man staggered backward, Grace swung her fist and knocked him to the ground. Another Blade lunged at her and collided with her wing. She pushed it out to send the woman flying through the air.

Apparently, that was all the Blades had decided to send their way, for now. Jasper drew a smartsphere from her coat pocket. “Mia, summon the car.” With her other hand, she raised a blaster and took aim at the open doorway. “Keep your eyes peeled for more.”

Thea’s recent work on Mia’s vocal input must have been successful, because Mia responded with a chipper, “Summoning the car. ETA five minutes.”

Thea slid her tablet into her backpack. “Grace looked like she did pretty well in that fight.”

“Yeah, you’re really coming along,” Dax added.

“Thanks!” After spending her first couple of weeks with the team feeling like dead weight, Grace was a little too eager for praise from the others. It was nice to actually feel like…they might see her as one of them. Not something she’d ever thought she’d want from a gang of criminals, but here she was.

“Good to know training her isn’t a complete waste of time,” Holly muttered, folding her arms.

Well, that was about as much a compliment from Holly as anyone was going to get.

Over the past few weeks, Grace had found that doing combat training was a wildly different experience with each member of the team. Holly was completely business. She was easily the toughest, but Grace appreciated that. The more she got knocked down, the prouder she was when she managed to fight back. She actually felt like she was making progress.

Thea was pretty good, too, but she seemed to be going easy on Grace. Dax, despite his more timid demeanor, took Grace by surprise with his ferocity. That was probably because he was focused on improving his own abilities. He still wasn’t super adept at reversing the healing process. On the plus side, when he did succeed in injuring Grace, he was able to take care of it quickly.

Jasper was usually busy prepping for whatever she had planned next, but there had been a couple of times when she decided to hop in and give Grace some tips.

“You’ve got superhuman strength, you just need to learn how to use it.” Jasper had said once, resting a hand on her hip. “And you’ve got those wings. They’re your biggest advantage.”

“Really?” Grace adjusted them. “I feel like they’re going to get in my way in a fight.”

“Remember that fight with the Blades at Bibi’s, the day we met? A bullet bounced off your wing, right?” Jasper asked. “They’re bulletproof. Basically built-in shields. That metal is one of the better galaxium alloys I’ve seen.”

“But you’re swords are galaxium, too, and they can only take bullets until they shatter,” Grace pointed out.

“They’re small and thin, compared to your wings. But I mean, yeah, don’t go around trying to get shot.”

Jasper wound up being the most challenging to fight. Just when Grace thought she was getting good at blocking Jasper’s attacks, Jasper would switch things up. And Grace could never tell when she would drop her fists and go for a kick instead.

None of the blows were hard enough to hurt much, but they were fast, and Grace wound up on the floor more than a few times.

At least it wasn’t all for nothing.

Horns blared nearby, coming from the direction of a dense stream of sky traffic. Jasper’s sleek black car shot out of traffic, dropped until it was hovering a few feet above the roof, and came to an abrupt halt in front of the team.

“Thea, can you do something about the self-driving function on that thing?” Holly asked. “It’s a disaster!”

“What are you talking about?” Jasper asked as she opened the driver’s side door. “It works great.”

Grace circled the car to the passenger seat and climbed in next to Jasper. The others climbed into the back and pulled their own doors shut.

“So, the audio file’s online now, right?” Jasper asked. She hit the gas, sending them speeding toward the edge of the roof.

“Yep,” Thea answered. “We’ll see how long we have until it gets taken down, but a lot of people are gonna see it and make copies. I made it easy to download.”

Jasper nodded. She’d acted optimistic since the fight with Ringmaster, but sometimes her expression faltered when she thought no one was looking. And sometimes all Grace could think about was that night they’d come back to the apartment. The regret Jasper had felt. The fact that she’d admitted—to Grace, of all people—that she felt like she’d failed.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

The Rise of Skybreaker

 

 

 

 

This wasn’t going to accomplish anything. What a waste of time. A stupid idea.

Jasper shook off the thoughts as best she could. Ringmaster wouldn’t have held onto the file if he thought it wouldn’t be useful, right? There wasn’t much else you could do with a secret recording of conversation.

She rubbed her forehead. She’d fallen to the back of the group as they approached the apartment building, leaving her free to set aside her mask of confidence for a minute or two as she considered the state of her plans. What the hell did the public think of Starr? She’d been under the impression that while the elite supported him, most ordinary people knew he was hurting them with every move he made.

But maybe there were more people hovering in the middle than she thought, doing just well enough to not care if Starr was thrown out. People who benefited enough from current laws to be comfortable. People who didn’t want the risk that came with a shift in power.

Jasper’s mind wandered quickly from the topic of Starr, though. Back to what Grace had said at the Discovery Center, about finding her family on Earth. Family that didn’t exist. Not really.

Jasper had spent so much time lying about what she knew about the spacetime warps, about knowing Holly and Dax and Thea on Earth, about her age. If Grace found out that Jasper knew this and didn’t tell her, she’d think the worst of Jasper. Not that it mattered to Jasper—

No, she couldn’t lie to herself anymore. It hadn’t taken long for her to genuinely care about more than just keeping Grace alive. Maybe it was because she understood what Grace was going through, even if it had been decades since she was in that place herself.

Still, at some point they’d deal with Starr, and Grace would…well, where would Grace go?

She deserved a shot at figuring that out. As soon as possible.

But the thought of telling Grace the truth hidden in the Sky Labs files made Jasper feel sick. She wasn’t exactly good at delivering bad news. Easier to keep it to herself. Damn it, this was going to be rough. 

The team made it into the apartment. “All right.” Jasper collapsed onto the couch and closed her eyes, turning her attention back to the mission. “Did we accomplish anything today?”

“It’s certainly been…insightful,” Thea said.

That sounded like another word for “bad.” “Just tell me.”

“Based on what I’m seeing so far, a lot of people see this as yet another terrible thing Starr has done—or at least been implicated in—and they want something done about it.”

Jasper opened one eye. “That sounds good, right?”

“The problem is, that isn’t how it looks from the outside,” Thea said, scrolling rapidly on her tablet screen. “The average person who goes on the net here in Kronos is going to see a lot of articles and posts dumped by the government and upper-class citizens on Starr’s side. And I think there are people in the government posing as citizens in lower districts trying to sway opinions in favor of Starr.”

“How are they explaining the audio file?” Holly demanded. “It’s very clearly a conversation between Starr and Ringmaster.”

“They’ve spun it as some kind of trick by Ringmaster to make Starr look bad. I’ve seen claims that the audio is pulled from other clips of Starr, though no one’s presented any as proof.”

“Can you stop the government from making these posts?” Jasper asked.

Thea laughed, but it was cold and short. Not reassuring. “Me, against what must be a hundred or so government techs working around the clock? No. I can’t manipulate the entire net at once.”

“Right. Okay. Well, this is something.” Jasper rubbed her forehead.

Holly folded her arms. “Jasper, how much do you know about public perception of Starr?”

“Uh. How much do you know?”

Holly shrugged. “I doubt what I learned growing up was unbiased. And even if it were accurate for the time, I lost almost fifty years.” Her eyes narrowed.

“Yeah, yeah. Okay.” Jasper jumped to her feet. “I have a new plan.”

“Oh, boy,” Holly muttered.

“Thea, keep monitoring the net. I know you can’t do much to influence people, but I want to see how much of a chance we have. Even if the upper districts are on his side, if we can get enough power in numbers—”

“Whoa, wait,” Dax chimed in. “Are you trying to start some kind of…rebellion?”

“No,” Jasper said. “I mean, not yet. I don’t know. I want to get an accurate picture of the public’s thoughts before we try planning anything crazy.”

Thea nodded. “I’ll watch how things play out over the next few days. See what data I can put together.”

“Good.” Jasper began pacing back and forth. “Holly, Dax, get in disguise and get out on the streets. Talk to people. See what you can learn.”

“Sure thing,” Dax said.

Holly frowned. “And what are you going to be doing?”

“Angel and I have to take care of something.”

Confusion crossed Grace’s face. “We do?”

“Yeah.” Jasper tried to mask her anxiety. She didn’t want to worry Grace, at least not until they were out of the apartment. “I’d like to leave early tomorrow morning.” 

“What?”

“Care to tell us where you’ll be going?” Holly asked, eyes narrowing. “Or how long you’ll be gone?”

“Uh, I…” Jasper had to deal with this. How the hell was she going to deal with this? She needed to tell the rest of the team what was going on, or at least give them enough information for them to stop harassing her. “Angel, could you—?”

A loud beep resonated through Jasper’s skull. She yelped and pressed a hand to the side of her head.

“Jasper!” Grace exclaimed.

Jasper staggered backward and sank onto the couch. “I’m fine. That was just—loud. What the hell?”

Thea glanced at the black smartsphere sitting on the counter. “You’re connected to Mia. There’s probably—”

“Incoming signal detected.” Mia’s voice wasn’t much quieter than the beep had been.

“Mia, disconnect,” Jasper ordered.

Mia’s voice transferred from Jasper’s head to the sphere. “Incoming signal detected,” she repeated.

“From where?” Jasper demanded.

“Channel labeled ‘R1.’”

Jasper’s eyes widened. “What the hell?” she whispered.

“What is that?” Grace asked.

Jasper stood up again and stormed over to the counter, where she grabbed the smartsphere. “That’s the channel Ringmaster was broadcasting race information on. Mia, play the signal.”

There was a burst of static, followed by a deep, distorted voice that broke the tense silence that had fallen over the team.

“Villains of the Janus System,” the voice said. “With Ringmaster’s status unknown after his disappearance into the warp over Iros, it would seem that no winner was announced for the races. A real shame, considering how many were still in the running.

“For those who have forgotten the rankings,” the voice continued. “We had several prominent names neck and neck at the top of the list. Cutthroat, South Siren, Grim Machine—”

“Those are the top three?” Jasper muttered. She’d thought her victory on Sa Ren would put her higher.

“—Of course, we were unable to see the results of the last race.”

“Think it’s one of Ringmaster’s lackeys?” Holly asked in a low voice.

Thea lifted the tablet she was holding. “Let me get back to you on that.”

The distorted voice was still going. “I propose we see this through to the end. My name is Skybreaker, and I’ll be stepping in to run the races. And hand out the prize money at the end.” The voice chuckled. “I can’t say exactly what Ringmaster had planned for the rest of them, seeing as how he was apparently more interested in jumping into a hole in spacetime. But I have a few ideas of my own. More details will follow soon.” There was a pause. “This is going to be fun.”

The transmission ended.

Jasper’s hand tightened around the sphere. “Who could have gotten access to Ringmaster’s signal?”

Thea sighed. “I was never able to pinpoint exactly where Ringmaster was broadcasting from during the last few races, and whoever this is, their encryption is just as good.” She frowned. “Maybe even better.”

“Who cares?” Holly asked. “We only got involved with the races because Ringmaster was working with Starr, and Ringmaster’s gone now. I’ve never even heard of Skybreaker!”

Talk about terrible timing. Jasper blew out a deep breath of air. “Okay. Skybreaker hasn’t even provided details yet. We can worry about this later. Right now, let’s focus on Starr.”

Did Jasper want to get back into the races? They’d been brutal, much worse than she’d expected going in. She’d actually thought she would have fun, but everyone else just wanted to kill her, which was annoying.

On the other hand, if she didn’t show up, all those other villains might think she was giving up—

“If that’s all the planning we’re doing right now, I’m going to go shower,” Grace said. “Unless you wanted to share more details about where we’re going tomorrow.”

“I’ll get back to you on that,” Jasper said absentmindedly, still staring at the sphere in her hand.

Grace disappeared into the hallway. Once Jasper heard the distant sound of a door closing, she spoke, keeping her voice low. “I have to—” Jasper sighed. “You guys remember when I found you?”

“Yes.” Holly’s arms folded. “When my family held us prisoner and threw a bunch of researchers at us to try figuring out the spacetime junk.”

Jasper glanced at Thea. “I know we haven’t talked about it much since everything that happened on Iros. But Thea slipped and called me Jade on Sa Ren, and that’s the name I used at Laika Academy on Earth. I think the rest of your memories are buried somewhere. You might be able to figure out what happened after you went through the warp.”

“What does this have to do with wherever you’re running off to with Grace?” Holly asked.

“Oh. Right. Sorry, I got distracted.” Jasper shook her head. “I didn’t tell you guys the truth when I found you. I was just focused on getting you out of there and figuring out why the hell my crew was five years younger, forty-five years later on an alien planet. And then we were focused on Starr, and I could never bring myself to explain…”

They were all staring at her, their faces varying degrees of unreadable. Dax looked the most sympathetic, Thea didn’t give much away, and Holly looked only slightly less annoyed than usual.

“But Dax and Thea have families on Earth, presumably,” Jasper continued. “I guess I figured I had no way to get you back there, so what was the point in telling you what I knew? I mean, I spent decades trying to get back to my family only to…” She trailed again off as memories flashed through her mind. The hospital. Her parents. “What I’m saying is, I made a mistake.”

That last line did something. Thea’s eyebrows lifted, Dax’s eyes widened, and Holly looked…impressed? “The great Jasper Van Terra finally owns up to doing something wrong,” Holly said, her arms dropping to her sides.

“Ha, ha. Look, we’re dealing with a lot right now, but Angel’s got it the worst. And things are about to get even harder for her.”

“Why’s that?” Thea asked.

“I—found some information. And I have to explain it to her. First.”

“So, you’re not going to tell us?” Dax asked. He didn’t sound upset, just curious.

“Not yet. I want to see what she wants to do—I mean, she’s not gonna want to stick with us forever.” Jasper folded her arms, trying to sound nonchalant despite the fact that she was stumbling through her words. “And this whole team thing—it’s mainly to take down Starr. Thea, I know you’re trying to track down info from Earth on possible relatives of yours, and Dax’s.”

Thea nodded.

“And Holly—well, I don’t know what you want, but you’re not going to be full of teenage angst forever.”

Holly rolled her eyes.

“Will you at least tell us where you’re going tomorrow?” Thea asked.

“If I do, it’ll be right before we leave.” Jasper didn’t actually plan on sharing her and Grace’s destination until they returned. Yes, probably a stupid thing to say after her spiel about not keeping secrets, but this was different. It was about making this as easy as possible for Grace.

Would she have gone through this trouble when she first met Grace? That day they’d broken out of jail, Jasper had told Grace she was a cybernetic lab experiment without a second thought. She’d laughed at finding out Starr was after Grace, so focused on the idea of a new tool she could use against him.

God. Grace had watched her would-be rescuer die right in front of her, hadn’t she? Jasper felt another twinge of guilt. She’d nearly forgotten about that, but Grace probably hadn’t.

So, what? It’s not like much had changed in the past month. Jasper’s hopes for defeating Starr were starting to slip, but they just needed a new strategy. She’d been trying the same thing for years. Clearly, neither public opinion nor Earthguard were going to be of much use. 

It would take time to sort out the details, but a new plan was beginning to form in Jasper’s mind.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Five

Resistance Is Futile

 

 

 

 

Si Hera. The Waste Wars. The seemingly endless desert.

After Mylo died in battle and June—Jane—returned to the shack, she didn’t know what to do with herself. But she’d been here before. The emptiness. The well in her chest that stretched into unending darkness. She looked down into it, waiting for something to come out.

Years passed, blurring together under the blinding suns. Jane woke up one morning and realized it was 1989 on Earth. And she was here on a harsh desert planet, thirty-seven years old, still trapped in an unaging body.

Finally, the shack’s heating unit broke down, and she had to face the fact that she couldn’t survive out in the sands on her own any longer. Winter was coming, bringing frigid nights to accompany the cooler-but-still-sweltering days.

Jane wandered to Sagev, the bustling city that happened to be the closest piece of civilization to the shack. It had been evacuated during the worst of the battles, but now its citizens were back to drink and gamble and party. Jane easily slipped back into her old ways of stealing food and taking shelter in dark corners. She kept hidden from most people. The police didn’t catch her. Other criminals didn’t hurt her. Old enemies didn’t track her down.

But it wasn’t enough to stop Elexa from finding her.

Elexa was native to the Si Heran mountains north of the city. Her skin was tough, almost at odds with its pastel blue color. Her eyes, meanwhile, were a remarkably dark blue. Fluffy white hair fell from her head in layers past her tall, pointed ears to her chin. Her tail ended in a tuft of white fur, while her fingers ended in black claws.

“I spotted you on the roof of Silvium Tower,” Elexa had said as she’d dropped into the subtrain maintenance room Jane had been hiding in. “Their security is infamous. How’d you get up there?”

Jane barely restrained herself from jumping. Heart pounding—but voice cool—she asked, “What are you, a cop?” Her fingers twitched at her side as she rose to her feet, mentally mapping out the best escape route. 

“Absolutely not. Name’s Elexa.” Elexa swept her gaze over the dirty blankets and food wrappers and crumpled Nova Cora cans littering the room. Some of the hair Jane had hacked off the week before still clung to the cement, too. “I’m looking for people like you. People with skills.”

“And what makes you think I’m a team player?”

“You fought in the Waste Wars, didn’t you?”

That sent Jane’s already-racing heart skittering. “How did you know that?”

“I fought in them, too. Recognized you. We were in the same unit a few times, and humans weren’t exactly common.” Elexa crossed the room and stopped right in front of Jane. She was, surprisingly, a couple inches taller. She must have been young when she joined the Waste Wars—not that that was unusual—because she looked to be in her mid-twenties. Maybe a bit older. Jane wasn’t particularly familiar with her species, though, so appearance could have been meaningless. 

“You were good,” Elexa continued. “When I saw you again today, I knew we needed you.”

Jane’s eyes narrowed. “Who’s ‘we?’”

“The Waste Wars may have ended, but things aren’t exactly settled. There are still battles to be fought between politicians.” Elexa smirked. “And those can get just as bloody.”

Jane tipped her head to the side. “You gonna get to the point, or can I go?”

Elexa laughed. “Go where?”

“Literally anywhere else.”

“Okay, okay,” Elexa said. “I’m with the Resistance.”

“Really? The Resistance?” Jane asked. “You couldn’t think of something less…generic?”

“Well, the Third Si Heran Eastern Resistance, if you’re going to get nit-picky.” Elexa folded her arms. “How’d you like to have a reason to fight? A purpose? Instead of, well, this.” She gestured to the mess Jane had been living in.

“Rude,” Jane said.

“But true.”

Jane was about two seconds from wiping that stupid smirk off Elexa’s face. “Newsflash, I don’t give a damn about any of the warring governments on this stupid planet.”

“Then why are you still here?” Elexa jabbed a finger at Jane’s chest. “Listen, if you want to sit around and waste your life, fine. But people out there are suffering, because the guy who won the Waste Wars is shaping Sagev into a place for rich people on vacation and driving up the prices. People are being forced out of their homes with nothing to eat and nowhere to go.”

“What else is new?” Jane muttered, glancing down. She still wore her combat boots from the war, from that last battle. They’d been doing their best to fall apart on her, but some glue and stitches were currently delaying the inevitable. 

“Don’t you want to do something about it?”

Jane lifted her gaze from the floor to meet Elexa’s. The woman’s eyes burned with fury. It was a look Jane had seen in the mirror all too many times.

“Are you actually making progress?” Jane asked. She wasn’t sure she could handle another failed attempt at trying to fix one of the galaxy’s problems.

“Yes,” Elexa said. “We’re the ones who robbed that cargo ship last pentasol. We redistributed the food to the camps at the edge of the city.”

Jane wasn’t convinced. “That’s great, but that’s not going to do much to stop the government.”

“Which is why we’re planning a big uprising. We’re going to replace the planet’s current leader with one of our own. But we need all the help we can get.” Elexa lifted her chin. “Are you in?”

Maybe it was a longshot. Maybe they’d fail. But… she could always leave later
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