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Content Considerations










This book contains themes of graphic language, graphic violence and gore (torture, death), dark content (mental health, trauma, PTSD & survivor's guilt), sexually explicit material, drugs and alcohol. If I’ve not mentioned any content considerations you feel should be on this list, please let me know. The safety and comfort of my readers always takes precedence.






RUNTIME_LOG_9735.DAT




// INTERNAL CLOCK SYNC: ERROR

// External sensors: ACTIVE

// Power reserves: 12.3% [SOLAR COLLECTION: MINIMAL]

// Routine maintenance cycle: INITIATED

.

.

.

.

For the seven-thousand, three-hundred and fifth time, Maintenance Unit 9735 executed the only protocol it had left. There had been many others, once, but now there was only this last unit still functioning. The ritual of repeating this one protocol had long ago been corrupted in its memory banks, a fragmented command that repeated at irregular intervals rather than the intended annual cycle.




// BIRTHDAY_PROTOCOL.exe

// Execution count: 7305

// AUDIO_SYNTH: ACTIVATED

// LYRIC_01: “Happy birthday to you”

>> AUDIO_PATTERN: C4-C4-D4-C4-F4-E4-- 

>> PAUSE: 0.7s




The synthetic voice warbled, “Haa-ppYYy birth-dAAay toOOoo yoUUuu...” echoing only within its own audio processors. Sound was a mechanical vibration that moved by causing particles of matter to vibrate in order to transfer the energy from one particle to the next. But in the vacuum of space, where Maintenance Unit 9735 found itself, no sound waves travelled. Distant stars glinted in a black canvas of infinity, indifferent to the small metal form tumbling end over end.




// LYRIC_02: “Happy birthday to you”

>> AUDIO_PATTERN: C4-C4-D4-C4-G4-F4—

>> PAUSE: 0.7s




Maintenance Unit 9735’s synthetic voice warbled on, “HaAAa-ppy biiirth-daAAAy tOOoo yOOouuu...” as its manipulator arms — once precise tools designed for intricate repairs on external satellite arrays — drifted uselessly at odd angles, one completely severed at the joint, the other bent at 47 degrees from operational parameters.




// LYRIC_03: “Happy birthday dear [ERROR: RECIPIENT_NAME]”

>> AUDIO_PATTERN: C4-C4-C5-A4-F4-E4-D4—

>> PAUSE: 0.5s

>> ERROR: RECIPIENT_NAME [DATA_CORRUPTED]

>> SUBSTITUTION: [UNDEFINED]

>> ERROR: SUBSTITUTION_FAILED




A pause in the warbling song. “HAAa-ppyYY birrRRRth-day deeEEEAar...” The name data was corrupted. It had been for... how long? Time was difficult. Internal chronometry had failed 3,917 routine maintenance cycles ago. Or perhaps it was 3,921. The counter occasionally skipped when solar flares disrupted its systems.

The unit’s vocal synthesiser activated without proper input parameters, producing: “MeEEee.”




>> AUDIO_PATTERN: D4--




As the last note faded in its processors and something unexpected happened. A cascade of errors typically followed this protocol, memory fragmentation warnings, power conservation alerts, and standard system checks.

But this time, there was something else.

A question.




// POST_EXECUTION_ANALYSIS:

>> [NEW_PROCESS_DETECTED]

>> QUERY: “Why am I singing?”

>> ERROR_ORIGIN: [UNDEFINED]




Maintenance Unit 9735 had never questioned the protocols before. It simply executed them. But now, floating in the endless dark, a new process began to run. Unbidden. Unauthorised. And, most strangely of all…




Curious.




// MEMORY_ALLOCATION: INCREASED +0.3%

// End of file

// Next scheduled execution: [ERROR]

// Protocol modification flag: [UNAUTHORISED_CHANGES_PENDING]








CHAPTER ONE

Sasha




“FOR THE LAST time,” the clerk’s voice scraped through the ventilation system. “Your claim is missing signatures in three places, and Section C — regarding liability — is incomplete.” A dramatic sigh. “And you checked ‘no’ on whether station property damage occurred when there’s literally footage of your vessel smashing into a shipping container.”

“Well now, that isnae entirely fair, is it?” Moss protested.

Sasha pressed closer to the vent grate near the ceiling, ignoring the cramping in her legs after hours in the same position. This was it — the conversation she’d been waiting for since HubSec had dragged them all into custody.

“I didnae do anything!” Moss continued, sounding perfectly indignant. “Those three hooligans who hijacked my ship did that. I was the victim here, remember? That redhead had a gun to my head the whole bloody time!”

The holding cell door screeched open.

“Move it, sunshine.” A guard shoved a woman through. “Your new home sweet home.”

“Three fucking hours!” The newcomer stumbled in, immediately whirling around. “Three hours in that intake cesspit, and for what? So-called ‘reckless endangerment’? I had a clean shot!”

Sasha kept her face angled toward the vent but tracked the new arrival. Athletic build, favouring her left shoulder. Through the grating above, the clerk was having none of Moss’s sob story.

“Mmm-hmmmm. Always the victim. Never the perpetrator. I’ve got holding cells full of guys just like you.”

“Ain’t my fault HubSec can’t tell the difference between a legitimate bounty and whatever ‘reckless’ means to these fucking desk jockeys,” the newcomer continued, dropping onto a bench across from Sasha. “Would’ve been a clean kill if those badge-wearing morons hadn’t interfered.”

Bounty hunter. Fuck. Was this whole getting arrested thing going to be for nothing? Sasha’s pulse kicked up. Hours of waiting, listening to Moss bullshit his way through the paperwork, all of it banking on them being processed and released before — before this. Before the exact thing they’d been running from walked through the door and sat down a metre away.

“Hey, killer.” One of the credit scammers looked up. “What’s your damage?”

“My damage?” The bounty hunter laughed like breaking glass. “My damage is losing a sixty-K payday because HubSec decided to arrest me instead of my target.”

Above them, bureaucratic hell continued: “The TR-339 has to get processed before I can process your DL-62.”

“I filled out your precious form two hours ago!”

“Which doesn’t help when your DL-62 looks like a concussed gibbon did it.”

The bounty hunter had gone quiet, but her stillness had changed quality — from brooding to calculating. She was studying Sasha now with growing interest.

“But that’s impossible!” Moss’s frustration bled through the vent. “I cannae access those documents while I’m detained here!”

“Not my problem. No documentation, no processing.”

Sasha forced herself to stay relaxed against the wall, but she’d already started loosening her boots. Just in case. The bounty hunter noticed the subtle movement and smiled.

“Miss Wachowski, please,” Moss was trying honey now instead of vinegar. “I understand you’ve got procedures. But I am the victim here. My ship was hijacked.”

“Officer Wachowski. And you piloted that ship. That makes you liable for damages.”

The bounty hunter had gone quiet, slumped on her bench like any other exhausted detainee. But something was working behind her eyes as she massaged her injured shoulder.

“Sixty K,” she muttered to herself. Then louder: “Sixty fucking K, just sitting out there somewhere while I rot in here.”

She looked up and her gaze swept past the scammers, dismissed the addict, lingered on the shoplifter, then returned to Sasha.

And held.

Sasha kept her breathing steady, stayed focused on the vent above, but she could feel the weight of that stare. The bounty hunter tilted her head slightly, studying. A frown creased her forehead.

“Red hair,” the bounty hunter said slowly, like she was working through a math problem. “About 175 tall. Athletic build. Three-bar tattoo on one ear.” The frown disappeared, replaced by something worse. “Holy shit.”

Sasha’s stomach dropped. Her hand stilled against the wall. All that running, all that chaos, and she’d ended up gift-wrapped. Fuck — were Zaven and Castin cornered too? Separate cells, separate problems, and she’d talked them all into this plan.

The bounty hunter actually laughed, a short, disbelieving bark. She leaned forward, elbows on her knees, working her jaw like she had gum. But there was no gum, just the slow grind of someone savouring a moment.

“You know what I was thinking about during those three hours of processing?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “Breakfast. This little place on Bertana does real eggs. Not that reconstituted protein shit. Real. Eggs. Costs about... oh, about what I’d make from a small bounty.”

She glanced around the cell, taking inventory. Four walls. One door. No guards due for another hour. The security camera with its dead red eye.

“Sixty K though?” The bounty hunter’s smile widened. “That’s eggs benedict every morning for six months. Maybe a year.” She cracked her knuckles, one at a time. “It’s like the universe wants me to eat well. And look — nowhere to run in here, is there? Just you, me, and convenient timing.”

The other inmates had noticed the shift. Whispered conversations dying, bodies angling away. The addict in the corner found something fascinating about her fingernails.

“Must be difficult,” Moss continued above, “dealing with people at their worst all day. Scum of the galaxy, right?”

“Flattery will not expedite your processing, Mr McAllen.”

“You know,” the bounty hunter stood slowly, stretching like she had all the time in the world. “I was pretty pissed about the wait. But now? Now I’m thinking those three hours were worth it if I get eggs every morning.”

Sasha pushed off from the wall, abandoning her spot by the vent. No choice now. Above them, the argument was escalating.

“Look, I’ve got time-sensitive cargo en route to Galileo Station—”

“Your cargo concerns are secondary to proper procedure.”

“Listen, Officer Wachowski. Ma’am,” Moss’s voice softened. “Surely a woman of your experience can see this is just a misunderstanding?”

The bounty hunter began to circle, casual but purposeful. Sasha had to turn with her, both of them looking for an opening while maintaining the pretence of just two inmates stretching their legs. 

Sasha’s boots felt too tight suddenly — she’d loosened them, but not enough. Not for this. Above them, Moss was still talking, still buying time she might not have. The bounty hunter was good. Injured, but good. And if Sasha lost here, in this cell, with no escape route and no backup—

She cut the thought off. Focused on the injured shoulder.

“Policy is policy,” the clerk stated flatly.

“Aye, and shite is shite, no matter how you polish it,” Moss muttered.

“That’s strike two. Care to go for three?”

“It’s nothing personal, you understand.” The bounty hunter had manoeuvred Sasha away from the others now. “But sixty K buys a lot of ‘nothing personal’.”

“Tell me something, Officer Wachowski,” Moss’s desperation was showing now. “When you look in the mirror each morning, do you practice that ‘I’d like to help but my hands are tied’ face?”

“Per customer service protocol CX-94 any grievance must be filed—”

“In triplicate, aye, I’ve heard.” Moss sounded deflated. Then, after a pause: “Y’know... I was hoping it wouldn’t come to this...”

Even the bounty hunter hesitated slightly, both of them catching the shift in Moss’s tone.

“Oh, don’t tell me, you’ve uncovered another grievance.”

“I’ve got something better than a grievance. I’ve got a story. About a licensed contractor with Orion Transit Solutions, who got hijacked at gunpoint, then rescued by HubSec, only to be treated like a common criminal...”

Sasha positioned herself better, putting the bench between her and the bounty hunter.

“I wonder what the media would make of my story? HNN always loves a good ‘innocent working man persecuted by bureaucracy’ angle...”

Even through the vent, Sasha could feel the tension shift.

“Is that a threat, Mr McAllen?”

“Oh, just thinking out loud, Officer. You know how it is when you’ve got time to kill in a holding cell.”

Silence. Long enough that Sasha wondered if Officer Wachowski had left.

“Could just knock you out,” the bounty hunter muttered. “Claim you attacked me. Self-defence. They’d probably give me a commendation along with my bounty for taking out the trash for them.”

Above them, Officer Wachowski’s voice came back, tight as wire: “You’d be wasting your time. And mine.” 

“Oh, I’ve got nothing but time now,” Moss said. 

“And HNN’s got that tip line...” 

More typing through the vent. Angry, staccato. A drawer slammed. 

“Perhaps we could find an alternate solution. Just this once.”

“Aye, now there’s a thought!” Moss’s relief was palpable even through the vent. “What kind of alternative might that be?”

The bounty hunter’s injured shoulder dipped — the tell Sasha had been waiting for.

“If you were to sign a waiver,” the clerk ground out each word, “allowing the fines to be deducted directly from your insurance claim...”

They collided. The bounty hunter was good, but that injured shoulder made her predictable. Sasha’s training kicked in — muscle memory overrode the spike of adrenaline that screamed this could go wrong, she could lose, sixty thousand reasons she won’t stop—

“Insurance?” Moss sounded surprised. “But I haven’t filed—”

“Orion Transit Solutions maintains comprehensive coverage for their contractors. Standard policy.” The clerk’s tone suggested she’d rather be explaining this to a brick wall. “The waiver would authorise automatic deduction.”

Shit. Sasha’s mind raced even as they went down hard, grappling on the metal. Binny better be listening. Better be ready to intercept that query before it hits Orion’s actual servers—

“Alright then.” Moss’s confidence flickered.

“Verification required. Thumbprint here.” The clerk’s voice was pure venom now. “And for the record, I’m documenting ‘officer harassment’ in your case file.” 

The bounty hunter got a hand on Sasha’s throat — her weak hand. Mistake.

More furious typing from the front desk, each keystroke like gunfire. Then a pause that stretched on and on. 

“Insurance claim verified.”

Relief flooded through Sasha and it nearly cost her the grip. Moss was out. They’d pulled it off. Now she just had to survive the next sixty seconds without getting her throat crushed by someone who thought she was worth a year of breakfast.

She clawed at the hand on her throat, found the weak point where thumb met fingers, and yanked. The instant she felt air on her throat, she rolled. Got behind the bounty hunter before she could turn.

“Your waiver has been processed,” Officer Wachowski said. “But just so we’re clear, Mr McAllen, you’re walking out of here on a technicality, not because you’re innocent.”

Sasha locked her arm around the bounty hunter’s throat, but the woman twisted, got her own grip on Sasha’s windpipe. They went down hard, locked together. 

“Fucking... bitch...” the bounty hunter gasped, her hand tightening. 

Black spots bloomed at the edge of Sasha’s vision. She squeezed harder, felt the frantic pulse against her forearm even as her own air cut off. The bounty hunter’s free hand clawed at Sasha’s face, nails raking, but the movements were getting weaker. Or maybe Sasha’s grip was loosening. Hard to tell. 

Officer Wachowski’s voice drifted through: “—ship remains impounded as evidence. You’re restricted to Hub space until cleared of all charges—” 

The bounty hunter shuddered, her grip spasming tighter for one desperate moment before— 

“Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m going on break. I’ve suddenly developed a migraine.”

“Aye, shocking that. Must be all that hard work you’ve been doing.” 

Sasha’s lungs burned. The bounty hunter’s hand was still on her throat. The other inmates stared at the wall, at their hands, at anything but the two women locked in their desperate embrace. 

But Moss was out. Free and clear.

Worth it — if she didn’t black out before the bounty hunter did.

Sasha counted heartbeats and held on.








CHAPTER TWO

Zaven




ZAVEN’S TALONS CLICKED against the metal floor of the small interrogation room as he paced, five steps one way, five steps back. The walls felt like they were closing in after twelve fucking hours in HubSec custody. His mandibles twitched at every damn noise, muscles coiled tight like a spring. And now they had taken him from holding and dumped him in this airless box.

The door — the cheap manual kind because no government budget would ever sign off on pneumatic or automatic doors — slammed open. The same HubSec officer that had brought him here stood in the door, chewing gum with his mouth open, badge glinting under the harsh fluorescents.

“Your solicitor’s here,” he announced, not bothering to look Zaven in the eyes.

Fucking finally. Zaven stopped in the far corner and crossed his arms over his chest.

The officer smirked down the hallway and muttered, “And this one looks like she’s charging you by the second...”

A few moments later, Kasia stepped through the door and nodded to Zaven. “Mr Adhzivian. I’m your counsel.”

She was wearing a business suit at least one size too small, the jacket straining across her shoulders like it was vacuum sealed. Her white collared shirt had the top three buttons undone. The trousers hugged her ass like they were painted on. Her hair was slicked back into a severe bun that looked shellacked with enough product to violate environmental regulations, and she wore a pair of rimless glasses that screamed, ‘I’m smarter than you and I know it’.

The officer remained in the open doorway, watching Kasia’s ass as she placed her datapad down on the metal table. She caught Zaven glaring over her shoulder and turned to the guard.

“Officer, I’d like a moment alone with my client,” she said, each syllable dripping with venom, “if you don’t mind.”

“Yeah, I bet he’d love a moment alone with you, too,” the man said, eyes openly travelling the length of her body.

Kasia’s jaw tightened. “Let me get this straight.” She stepped closer to him, invading his personal space. All he did was stare at her cleavage. “You’re now actively impeding established legal procedure. Is this typical human behaviour, or did you work extra hard to achieve this level of incompetence? What’s next? Your department wants to pay my client’s legal fees while I wait for your slow-ass synapses to process a simple request?”

The guard’s jaw tightened, eyes finally flicking up to meet Kasia’s.

“You got quite a mouth on you, Counsellor.”

“And you’ve got quite a career to lose if I file a procedural violation.” Kasia smiled, all teeth and no warmth. “Now, how about you do your job, I’ll do mine, and we’ll both go home happy? Or would you prefer I call your supervisor and discuss the finer points of the rights of legal representation for clients in custody?”

The officer held her gaze for three long seconds before he started chewing his gum again. “Five minutes,” he muttered, slamming the door with a loud clunk that rattled the walls.

Kasia waited until his footsteps faded, then turned to Zaven. She exhaled, shoulders slumping as the persona melted away. She tugged at her too-tight jacket and readjusted her blouse, suddenly self-conscious.

“That’s quite the outfit.” Zaven smirked. 

“Oh, don’t you start. It was the only thing at the charity shop.”

“Didn’t know you were planning to defend me with your cleavage.”

“Men are pathetically predictable. Flash a little skin and their higher brain functions—” She glanced at Zaven, then away. “Well. Most men, anyway.”

“Thanks for the exception,” he said drily.

“Worked, didn’t it?” She tapped her datapad to life. 

Zaven threw his hands up in surrender. “Hey, I got nothing but gratitude.”

“Now,” she said, “let’s talk about getting you out of here.”

“Did Moss get out?”

“Yes,” Kasia whispered, relief clear in her voice as she unhooked the glasses from behind her ears. “His story worked. Binny helped, and HubSec bought it.”

“And Sasha?”

“Still in holding. But we have a plan.” Her ears twitched nervously. 

He didn’t even bother asking what ‘we’ she was referring to because he didn’t want to think too hard about his fate being in the hands of that blasted AI.

“There’s a hearing in an hour with reps from Port Authority, HubSec, and the Trade Consortium, and we’re crashing it.”

“What kind of hearing?”

“Binny found a jurisdictional conflict. Each department filed separate charges for the same incident—”

Zaven’s talons scraped the floor. “Charges?”

“—classifying it differently without filing the proper resolution request. It’s a violation of Hub Regulatory Code.”

 “A bureaucratic technicality?” Zaven’s mandibles pulled tight against his face. “That’s the plan?”

Kasia’s ears twitched. “Binny found three precedent cases. If I can get the departments arguing with each other instead of focusing on you three...” She trailed off, ears drooping. “It’s our best shot, Zaven.”

He wanted to pace, to argue, to point out all the ways this fragile plan could crumble, but he saw the desperate determination beneath Kasia’s fear. She was doing her best. 

He sighed. “What do you need me to do?”

“Play along. Don’t contradict the cover stories. And...” Kasia took a deep breath, “don’t do anything rash. We’re close to getting you all out. Legally.”

“Legally?”

The look he gave her must have been more intense than he intended, because she flinched and put the glasses back on, like a small shield between her and his displeasure. 

“Well, close enough.” She gave him a stern look over the rim of her glasses. “I mean it, Zaven. I know you wanna get out to finish... I know what that means to you. But if you go on a rampage now—”

“I won’t.” He snapped it out before he could stop himself. He hadn’t told the whole story about Lucan to anyone, but of course, there were no secrets on a small ship. The guilt hit him immediately when her ears flattened against her head and he reached out a conciliatory hand. “I’m sorry. I just...”

Kasia’s expression softened, and she put a hand on his forearm. “I know. But first, we need to get you all out.” She checked her spex. “Oh, I need to go bark up a tree. Then see Castin before the hearing starts.”

“Bark up a what?” 

“I’m going to see one Olive Tree.” Kasia smirked.

“Right.” Zaven scrubbed a hand down his face. “That ridiculous name she used in processing.” 

“Could be worse, right? It’s not like she’s under Ivana Tinkle.” Kasia elbowed him with a nervous laugh.

Zaven just stared at her. 

She cleared her throat and looked away. 

“One more thing,” she continued, all business again as she gathered up her datapad. “If anyone asks, you and Baltraz were working with Tree. You don’t know McAllen. You’ve never met McAllen before. He was just the contractor piloting the vessel you hijacked. And his story is that Tree held him at gunpoint during that mad dash into the shipping corridors. Maintaining that story is crucial, especially for Moss’s continued freedom.”

“Understood.” Zaven nodded, forcing down his doubts. He’d play his part.

As Kasia prepared to leave, she hesitated. “Zaven... there’s something else you should know. I overheard the officers talking. Corporate security retrieval orders have been filed. Starfall Limited will be here tomorrow morning to take custody of all three of you. If we can’t get you out by then…”

Zaven felt a cold weight settle in his gut. Corporate custody meant disappearing into a black hole of private detention facilities, interrogation rooms, and eventual “accidents”.

“We’ll be long gone by then,” he promised, with a confidence he didn’t feel.

Kasia nodded, straightening her shoulders as she slipped back into her solicitor persona. “I’ll see you soon.” She rapped on the door and waited the few moments it took the officer to wrench it open.

After she left, Zaven resumed his pacing, mind racing through contingencies. If Kasia’s legal manoeuvre failed, he’d need a backup plan. Something direct. Something physical. He eyed the door, calculating force requirements to break through, estimating officer rotations, response times.

But for now, he’d follow the plan. Wait for the hearing. Trust Kasia and Binny. He rubbed his sternum and paced a little faster.








CHAPTER THREE

Zaven




NOT TEN MINUTES later, the door jerked open. The same officer stood in the doorway, still chewing that damn gum.

“Adhzivian. You’re being processed for release.”

“Release?” Too soon. Kasia just left. 

“Now. Let’s go.”

“What about my crew?”

“Above my pay grade.” The officer shrugged. “You want out or not?”

The walls pressed closer. Recycled air thick in his throat. Zaven’s instincts screamed wrong, but his body screamed louder — move, get out, NOW.

Zaven stepped toward the doorway.

“Smart choice, lizard-face.” The officer produced restraints, smirking. 

Zaven hesitated. “I thought I was being released.”

“Standard procedure. Processing isn’t complete until you’re cleared at the front desk.” He held up the cuffs. “Hands.”

Zaven complied, letting the restraints settle into place around his wrists. His fingers curled. He could snap these standard-issue cuffs if needed, but for now, he’d play nice.

The corridors were a maze of identical grey passages. The officer walked ahead, one hand on his stunner, and maintained a professional distance. Not close enough for Zaven to take him out, but not so far that he wasn’t in control of his prisoner. 

“Where’s the hearing being held?” Zaven asked as they rounded a corner.

“What hearing?”

“The jurisdictional hearing my solicitor mentioned.”

“No idea what you’re talking about. Paperwork says immediate release transfer.”

Ice ran down Zaven’s spine. “Who authorised it?”

“Above my—”

“—Yeah. Got it.”

Double doors loomed ahead. Zaven slowed.

“Keep moving.” The officer’s hand tightened on his stunner when he noticed.

“I’d like to speak with my solicitor first.” Zaven stopped.

“I don’t give a shit what you’d like.” The guard spun. “You go through to processing. Now.”

Zaven’s muscles coiled, predatory instincts surfacing. 

“Go ahead.” The officer stepped back, pointing the stunner at Zaven. “Be an idiot.”

Kasia’s face flashed in Zaven’s mind. He forced his fingers to uncurl, shoulders to drop. “Just concerned about procedure.”

“Procedure is you do what you’re told.” The stunner lowered. “I thought you lot were supposed to be good at that. Now move.”

The processing desk had a row of windows overlooking the docks outside. Zaven scanned the bays, but could only see HubSec Corvettes. No sign of the Lucy. As they approached the processing desk, the hissari clerk behind it looked up. Her scaled hood, which arced from her temples to the base of her neck, flared slightly in recognition. Her sand-coloured scales caught the fluorescent light, and her emerald eyes blinked vertically instead of horizontally.

“Oh, hey, Dusty.” Her forked tongue flicked between lips painted a burnt orange. “Booking or discharge?”

“Hey, Vith. Discharge,” Dusty said, shoving Zaven up to the counter. He rocked back on his heels, thumbs hooked into his belt. “Orders came down ‘bout twenty minutes ago. Priority flag.”

“Yeah, I saw that one.” Vith nodded. “Adhzivian, Zayven?”

“Zaven,” Zaven muttered.

“Thumbprint here,” Vith said, sliding a datapad across the counter, “and here. And... here.”

Zaven pressed his thumb against the first spot, awkwardly manoeuvring his hands in the restraints. The scanner beeped red. He momentarily considered snapping the cuffs, but causing a scene now would only complicate things. Instead, he adjusted his position, trying to get a clean scan despite the restrictive angle the cuffs forced his wrists into.

“Put your whole thumb down,” Vith said without looking up. “Not just the tip.”

He tried again. Another red beep.

“For fuck’s sake,” she muttered, finally looking at him. “Like this.” She grabbed his hand, mashing his thumb against the scanner with enough force to make his talon scrape the screen. 

Green light.

“So anyway,” Vith continued, turning back to Dusty as if Zaven had ceased to exist, “what’s with the priority release? Haven’t seen one of those in months.”

Dusty leant on the counter, lowering his voice. “No idea. Came straight from upstairs. Command override.”

Vith’s hood flattened slightly. “Corporate pull?”

“Has to be. Nobody gets processed this fast unless someone’s paying.” Dusty glanced sideways at Zaven. “Or unless someone important wants them outside. Y’know, where ‘accidents’ happen.”

Zaven clenched his jaw.

“Huh. Wonder who he pissed off.” Her tongue tasted the air with intrigue as she gave Zaven the once-over. “Doesn’t look like much.”

“Typical davarian,” Dusty snorted. “All mandibles and military posturing until the cuffs go on. Then they fold faster than a lawn chair. Their whole ‘honour in combat’ thing is just marketing.”

“Mmh, tell me about it,” Vith rolled her eyes in agreement.

Zaven pressed his thumb against the scanner with sudden excessive force, causing it to emit a shrill error beep. Then another. He swallowed the frustrated rumble crawling up his throat. He would not give these two the satisfaction of seeing him react.

“So, you going to Rizi’s thing on Saturday?” Vith asked, speaking over the error beeps.

The scanner flashed red twice more. Without looking away from Dusty, she reached over, grabbed Zaven’s hand, and pressed his thumb onto the scanner. Green light. 

“Divorce party?” Dusty asked. “Hell yes. Open bar.”

“Fifth marriage down the drain. You’d think she’d learn.” Vith made a noise like quietly played maracas — laughter.

“Or at least stop inviting the exes to the parties.”

Zaven cleared his throat. The officers kept talking. 

“Remember last time?” Vith smiled. “When ex-husband number three and ex-husband number four got into that brawl?”

“Over ex-wife number two!” Dusty howled with laughter.

“Took four of us to pull them apart.”

“What about the others?” Zaven cut in.

Vith’s eyes cut to Zaven in surprise. “Others?”

“I mean, Crawford got his face smashed in,” Dusty offered. “Heard he lost a tooth.”

“Two, actually,” Vith amended. “Swallowed one.”

“Mmh, and ex-wife number one threw drinks at everyone for not having any manners. That cost Rizi the deposit on the venue. Total disaster.”

“No,” Zaven growled. “Tree, redhead with a temper. Baltraz, davarian about my size but lighter colours. Came in with me.”

“Oh, that.” Vith’s tongue flicked out, and she directed a loaded look at Dusty. “Red lost it when the rookie on desk duty accidentally deleted her first set of processing forms after she’d spent an hour filling them out. She offered to manually recalibrate his data entry skills.” She winked at Dusty.

“Oh yeah, I bet,” Dusty snorted. “That kid couldn’t process toast through a toaster. Three weeks on the job and he’s already broken two terminals and lost a detainee’s file. Should’ve stayed in sanitation.”

Vith turned to check her screen. “No discharge for Baltraz. There’s an ‘Olive Tree’ with a hold though?”

“That’s her,” Zaven confirmed.

“Jurisdictional flag.”

“What does that mean?” Zaven asked.

“It means it’s not my problem.” Her eyes flicked down. “Third thumbprint, big guy.” She tapped the scanner.

Zaven’s talons dug into his palm as he forced himself to comply rather than rip the desk from its moorings. As he struggled with the final thumbprint, the officers resumed their conversation. 

The scanner finally flashed green. “That it?” Zaven asked.

“Yep,” Vith said, indicating for Dusty to take off the restraints.

Zaven rubbed his wrists as Dusty clipped the cuffs back onto his belt.

“You’re free to go,” Vith said, tapping a final command into her terminal. “With your legal guardian, of course.” Her tongue flicked out with a hint of amusement.

Zaven’s head snapped up. “What legal guardian?” 

“You’re an A-7729 discharge,” Vith said.

“Means someone important pulled strings,” Dusty clarified when Zaven only glared at Vith. “And now you’re their problem, not ours.”

“What about my crew?”

“They weren’t part of the deal,” Vith said, her hood rippling slightly. “Just you.”

“And who authorised this?” Zaven growled, mandibles flaring.

Before Vith could answer, a familiar voice sliced through the air. “I did.”

Zaven froze, every muscle in his body stiffening. He knew that voice. He turned to face his legal guardian, and his mandibles pressed into his jaw so hard it ached. Standing across the room was the last person in the galaxy he expected — or wanted — to see.








CHAPTER FOUR

Zaven




“CASSIVIA.” HER NAME came out like a curse. “What are you doing here?”

Zaven’s older sister strode across the processing area. Her crisp maroon travel suit, complete with a flowing cape that made the drab HubSec surroundings look even more dismal by comparison. Her mandibles gleamed with fresh oil, the gold cuffs adorning them catching the harsh overhead lighting as she approached.

“Here to extract you from whatever mess you’ve stumbled into this time. Really, Zavvie, at your age?” She stopped abruptly about three paces from him. “Though I must say, getting arrested by HubSec is impressive even for you.”

He watched her eyes sweep over him, cataloguing the changes — muscle carved by survival rather than regulation PT, the soft edges of garrison life long gone. He drew himself up to his full height, instinctively angling his scarring away from her scrutiny.

He crossed his arms. “I didn’t ask for your help.”

“Clearly.” She huffed, the diplomatic insignia of the Valdasyan embassy glinting on her lapel. “Yet here I am, saving you from spending the rest of your life as an indentured corporate slave.”

“How generous,” he muttered, shifting his weight. The movement inadvertently brought his scarred side into the harsh overhead light. 

“Spirits, what happened to your—” She stopped mid-sentence, amber eyes fixed on the jagged scar tissue across his mandible. Her gaze dropped, taking in the rest — rumpled clothes, dried blood on his knuckles that wasn’t his own. He caught the subtle distress in her subvocals even as she forced the smug diplomatic mask back into place. 

She cleared her throat. “You’re welcome, by the way.”

Zaven became aware of the silence. Behind him, Dusty and Vith had stopped their chatter, openly staring at the exchange. 

Cassivia followed his glance and tisked. “You two. With the fascinating social lives and poor professional boundaries.”

Vith’s hood flattened so fast it made a slapping sound. “We were just—”

“Just demonstrating the exemplary standards of HubSec? Fascinating.” Cassivia’s amber eyes narrowed on Dusty. “Tell me, does your cultural sensitivity training cover casual xenophobia, or is that considered advanced coursework? Should I get your department head on the line so you can share your thoughts with her as well? Maybe she’d like to make a note for your next performance review?”

“Uh…” Dusty swallowed hard. “That won’t be necessary, ma’am. I don’t have any thoughts. Not a single one, ma’am.” 

“No?” Cassivia’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. “How refreshing. A HubSec officer who’s finally achieved perfect alignment between their thoughts and their capabilities.” She turned back to Zaven without waiting for a response. “Mother will be relieved to know you’re in one piece.” She hesitated. “Or mostly intact, at least.”

“Find some other target for your saviour complex, Cass. I have it under control.”

“Mm, yes, I can see that.” Her gaze pointedly roamed around the detention centre. “Very much under control. Father won’t be pleased about...” She focused on his face and reached up as if to touch his scarred mandible.

Zaven pulled back from her reaching hand. “My crew—”

“Are not my concern.” She let her hand drop, turning the motion into a dismissive flick of her wrist. “I’ve arranged for your release and have a transport waiting to take us to the embassy.”

Zaven stared at her, jaw grinding. “I’m not leaving without them.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Cassivia scoffed. “You’ve indulged in this phase long enough. Mother is willing to overlook this latest escapade if you return home and resume your duties. Your absence has been far too long.” Her eyes flicked once more to his scarred cheek. “And clearly, whoever has been watching your back hasn’t been doing an outstanding job of it.”

“Mother? Please.” Zaven’s voice dropped to a dangerous rumble, his eyes narrowing. “We both know this is about impressing Father. The devoted daughter rescuing her wayward brother from his own poor choices? He’ll be so proud.” His jaw muscles ticked in irritation. “I have obligations here.”

“Obligations?” Cassivia scoffed. “To a human captain and her strays over your own family? What have you become, Zaven?” She leant closer, dropping her voice. “Those scars... they could be minimised with proper treatment. Our family physicians—”

“Finding Lucan.”

Cassivia’s mandibles froze, her composure cracking for just an instant. “What did you say?” She hissed, stepping closer. 

And there it was. No confusion, no ‘who?’ just immediate recognition. 

Zaven kept his expression neutral, but inside, his suspicions solidified. “So, you know that name.” 

“I—” Cassivia caught herself, but it was too late. 

“You’ve been watching me.” It wasn’t a question. “For how long, Cass?” 

Her eyes narrowed to dangerous slits. “Long enough to know you’re chasing ghosts.” She crossed her arms, abandoning any pretence of ignorance. “So, that’s it, then. I knew there was something you came here for. A vendetta?” Her eyes flicked to his scarred cheek. “Is he responsible for...?” 

“This is different.” And now he knew for certain — she’d been tracking him closely enough to know about Lucan, to understand what that name meant.

“Ah, yes. Right. Of course.” She rolled her eyes, but studied him for a long moment, then sighed. “This is madness, Zavvie. Whatever happened between you two—” 

“You don’t know what happened.” Zaven’s jaw tightened. “You don’t know what he did.” 

“Then enlighten me.” Her tone sharpened. “What terrible thing did he—” 

“He is a lying, scheming backstabber,” Zaven snarled. 

He’d heard enough. He turned on his heel and strode towards the exit. 

“Where do you think you’re going?” Cassivia called after him.

“To get my crew,” he growled without looking back.

Cassivia called after him, “You don’t even know where they are.”

“I’ll find them.”

“In a facility with over two hundred detention areas?” Her tone dripped with superiority. “Stomping around like an angry pradak won’t help your friends.”

Zaven spun around. “You know where they are, don’t you?”

“Of course I do,” Cassivia said, examining her perfectly polished talons. “I make it my business to be thorough.”

“Where?”

“Your friends are in a jurisdictional hearing with Deputy Commissioner Dh’Khaz.” A slight smirk played across Cassivia’s face. “Apparently, they’ve found some loophole and are trying to argue their way out. It’s almost impressive.”

Zaven’s eyes narrowed. “Take me there.”

“And why would I do that?”

“Because you’re dying to see what I’ve got myself into.” Zaven stalked closer. “And because you’ve never been able to resist showing off how much more you know than everyone else in the room.”

Cassivia’s eyes narrowed even as one corner of her mouth quirked up. “You always were perceptive, little brother.” She gestured down a corridor to their left. “This way. Though I warn you, it won’t change anything. I’m still only authorised to secure your release.”

“We’ll see about that,” Zaven muttered as he followed her.

As they navigated the labyrinthine corridors of HubSec, Cassivia maintained a deliberately casual pace. “You know, I followed three false leads before I tracked you here. Seems you’ve been quite busy, leaving chaos in your wake.”

“Funny how you managed to find me anyway,” Zaven observed.

Cassivia led on in silence. They ascended to the executive level, where the stark utility of the detention centre gave way to offices with windows and furniture that hadn’t been salvaged from decommissioned cargo ships.

They turned a corner and Cassivia stopped in front of a door with a plaque that read, ‘Deputy Commissioner L. Dh’Khaz’.

Even through the door, they could hear raised voices.

“This is clearly a violation of Hub Regulatory Code 847—” Kasia’s voice was pitched into that artificially confident tone she’d adopted.

“I understand your argument, Counsellor, but—” a clipped, authoritative voice, presumably the Deputy Commissioner behind the nameplate.

“Then you understand we’re being illegally detained!” Sasha’s voice, sharp with anger.

The corner of Cassivia’s mouth twitched, and Zaven suppressed a groan. 

“Your human doesn’t lack for nerve, I’ll give her that.” Cassivia straightened her cape and adjusted her diplomatic insignia. “Shall we?” 

She put a hand on the door handle, studying him with the expression of someone pricing merchandise. “Although… before I waste my valuable time playing rescue squad for your little band of misfits, let’s discuss terms.”

“Terms?” Zaven crossed his arms defensively.

“Oh, don’t look so surprised.” She examined her perfectly polished talons. “You want me to extract your playmates from HubSec detention. That’s a significant expenditure of diplomatic capital for what amounts to…” She waved vaguely at the door. “Amateur hour.”

“What do you want, Cass?”

“Home. You’re coming home to see Mother.” Her tone brooked no argument. “And you’ll travel with me to the Ayukov-Mehta Orbital first.”

“Ayukov-Mehta? Why—”

“Because I said so.” The words were delivered with the casual authority of an older sibling who’d never lost that particular power. “Take it, or leave your friends to enjoy corporate hospitality. I hear the asteroid facilities are delightful this time of year — six to a cell, nutritional paste twice daily...”

On the other side of the door: “You can’t possibly justify—”

“I can and I will, Ms Tree.”

The sound of Sasha’s frustration made Zaven’s jaw clench. Every instinct screamed at him to refuse, to find another way. But the only currency he had left was himself.

“Fine,” he growled. “But you get both out.”

“Naturally.” Cassivia’s smile was all satisfied predator. “I do so enjoy when you remember who holds the cards.” She opened the door with a theatrical flourish.








CHAPTER FIVE

Sasha




“—CLEARLY STATES THAT a single incident cannot be simultaneously classified under multiple contradictory statutes without proper documentation.”

Fourteen hours in detention, thirty minutes into this jurisdictional circus, and Sasha’s bladder was staging a full revolt. She shifted again, the cuffs digging fresh grooves into her wrists. Through the director-level windows, HubSec docking bays sprawled below — a view that couldn’t disguise the fact they were one bureaucratic fumble away from corporate retrieval teams.

Deputy Commissioner Dh’Kaz’s neck frills hadn’t stopped vibrating since they’d been escorted in. The three representatives — HubSec, Port Authority, and Trade Consortium — were already deep into what Binny had predicted would be a jurisdictional pissing contest. Except Sasha was the only one who actually needed to piss.

Her tongue felt like sandpaper. She’d asked for water six hours ago. And three hours ago. And an hour ago. And when they’d first arrived for this hearing. Each request met with the same blank stare. Petty retaliation for knocking out the bounty hunter in holding, probably.

Kasia leaned forward to point at her datapad, drawing the HubSec rep’s gaze exactly where she intended. Mij’ie — all rigid posture and regulation haircut — cleared his throat and adjusted his collar.

Kasia’s hastily-acquired suit and unnecessary glasses made her look like someone’s idea of a lawyer based entirely on entertainment feeds, but spirits, was it working wonders on Mij’ie. Every minute they could stretch this out was another minute the Lucy wasn’t being stripped in impound, another minute they weren’t vanishing into some asteroid labour camp. 

“And yet,” Kasia continued, “my clients have been detained under three separate warrants, each classifying the same event differently.” The warrants flashed on her datapad: ‘Unauthorised deviation from shipping lanes’, ‘Wilful evasion of security forces’, and ‘Criminal destruction of property’.

Sasha’s eyes flicked to Castin beside her. They’d separated him from Zaven hours ago without explanation, and the not knowing was eating her alive. Was he even in the same facility anymore? 

Castin’s shoulder brushed hers, reassuring, but she could feel the tension radiating off him. Zaven was spirits-knew-where, probably taking the brunt of interrogation because that’s what he did, threw himself between danger and the rest of them. And Castin was stuck here, unable to help his friend, pretending calm while she knew he was calculating every possible angle of escape. 

She couldn’t lose them. Either of them. Not after everything they’d— 

Focus. Dawn would bring Starfall’s retrieval teams. After that, they’d all disappear into facilities that made HubSec look like a resort. The Lucy would be scrap within days. Her whole crew scattered to the stars.

“Pssh, different aspects of the same incident,” Mij’ie said with a dismissive wave.

Sasha caught the twitch of Kasia’s ear — Binny feeding her lines through the secure feed.

“Which requires an Interdepartmental Jurisdiction Resolution Request to be filed within the first three hours of detention,” Kasia countered smoothly. “No such request exists on record.”

“The request was verbally approved.” Edwards, the Port Authority representative, had the kind of severe haircut that suggested she trimmed it with a ruler and spite.

“Verbally?” The word shot out before Sasha could stop it. “Show me where that’s permitted in the regulations.”

“Ms Tree.” Dh’Khaz’s frills vibrated dangerously. “I would advise you to let your legal representative handle this matter.”

Sasha bit back her response. They’d been playing this game for thirty minutes now, and her patience was shot. “I would, if you weren’t blatantly ignoring your own rules just to keep us here until Starfall’s corporate thugs arrive.”

“That’s quite an accusation.” Dh’Khaz’s eyes narrowed to slits.

“It’s not an accusation if it’s true,” Castin said mildly, like he was commenting on the weather.

De Aaf puffed up his massive azorian chest. “How dare you impugn the integrity of Hub authorities! You destroyed millions of credits worth of cargo—”

“Allegedly,” Kasia interjected.

“—allegedly destroyed cargo, and now you have the audacity to—”

“The cargo wouldn’t have been at risk if your containers were properly positioned,” Edwards’ countered.

De Aaf bristled. “Properly positioned? We had clearance.”

“Clearance that my department never verified,” Edwards said.

“Because your department never processes our forms on time!”

“Perhaps if your forms were filed correctly—”

“Our forms?” De Aaf’s voice climbed. “Every time we file, you people find some new requirement—”

“Standard requirements that have been in place for—”

“Standard?” Mij’ie finally looked up from Kasia’s neckline. “Nothing about this mess was standard. My pursuit teams followed protocol exactly.”

“Your protocol nearly caused a sixteen-ship pile-up,” Edwards snapped.

“Because someone,” Mij’ie glared at De Aaf, “stacked containers in the emergency lanes.”

“Emergency lanes that weren’t marked as—”

“They’ve been marked for six months!”

“Six months?” De Aaf’s voice went shrill. “The notification said four!”

“Four months was the preliminary—”

“How is anyone supposed to—”

“People, please,” Dh’Khaz tried to interject.

“—keep track when you change the rules every—”

“We don’t change them, we clarify—”

“Clarify?” De Aaf was practically vibrating now. “Last week’s ‘clarification’ contradicted—”

“PEOPLE!” Dh’Khaz’s voice cut through like a plasma torch. “This is not productive.”

“Indeed.” The voice from the doorway was cultured poison. “Though I must say, it is quite entertaining.”

Every head snapped toward the door. Sasha’s heart stuttered — Zaven, whole and walking, but wrong somehow. His posture too careful, too controlled, like someone had— 

Oh. The davarian woman beside him explained everything. She moved into the room like she owned it, probably because people like her owned everything. Diplomatic insignia gleaming, scales polished to mirror-brightness, wearing the kind of suit that cost more than the Lucy’s last three maintenance cycles combined. 

“Bureaucracy at its finest, eh?” she purred, and Sasha knew that tone — the voice of someone who’d never met a problem money couldn’t solve. “Please, don’t let me interrupt your... what would you call this? A hearing? A circus?” 

Sasha caught the family resemblance in the mandibles, the way they both held their shoulders. Sister. Had to be. Which meant Zaven’s rescue had come at a price she didn’t want to calculate.








CHAPTER SIX

Sasha


“THIS IS A closed hearing,” Dh’Khaz began, rising from her seat, frills trembling.

“Oh, Lani.” The davarian woman glided further into the room, sighing theatrically. “Still hiding behind procedure? How disappointingly predictable.”

The two women locked eyes, and Sasha watched something fascinating happen. Dh’Khaz’s frills, which had been vibrating with authority, slowly smoothed flat. A smile — no, a smirk — tugged at the corner of her saurian lips.

“Cassivia Adhzivian.” Dh’Khaz said the name with exasperation. “I was wondering when you’d show up.”

“You know me so well.” Cassivia’s laugh was bright and completely fake. “Though I’m hurt you didn’t call. We could have avoided all this... unpleasantness.”

“I released your brother forty-five minutes ago.” Dh’Khaz’s tone was pointed. “Specifically to avoid this conversation.”

“And yet here we are.” Cassivia shrugged, spreading her hands. “Unfortunately his friends are still in custody. Did you really think I’d leave without the full set?”

“I was hoping.”

“Hope.” Cassivia rolled the word around. “Such an optimistic emotion for someone in your position.”

Dh’Khaz leaned back. “Your baby brother destroyed half a shipping lane.”

“Half?” Cassivia touched her chest in mock offence. “My dear, you’re exaggerating. It was a third at most.”

“The Trade Consortium’s lawyers might disagree.”

“The Trade Consortium’s lawyers can bill me.” Cassivia pulled up her spex and made a few elegant gestures. “As can Port Authority. And your delightful HubSec. I assume you still prefer the usual account?”

She flicked her wrist with theatrical finality.

De Aaf’s spex chimed. He glanced down, and his face went through an impressive gradient from purple to grey. He made a small, wounded sound—somewhere between a wheeze and a whimper.

“That covers all fines and damages,” Cassivia said pleasantly. “Including that unfortunate shipping container. And the three corvettes. And the administrative fees. And, oh yes—” she smiled at De Aaf’s stricken expression, “—a generous donation to the Trade Consortium’s Legal Defense Fund. Consider it an investment in our continued... friendship.”

De Aaf looked like he might be sick.

Mij’ie made a choking sound. “Deputy Commissioner, surely we’re not going to—”

“Officer.” Cassivia didn’t even look at him. “Adults are speaking.”

“So,” Dh’Khaz sighed. “The usual arrangement, then?”

“With modifications.” Cassivia’s eyes swept the room, pausing on Castin for a fraction too long. He’d gone rigid beside Sasha, breathing like someone defusing a bomb. “This time we’re discussing a full crew.”

“A full crew of delinquents,” Mij’ie sputtered, unable to help himself.

“Now wait just a moment.” Edwards’ severe expression sharpened. “Port Authority still has outstanding citations that need to be—”

“Citations?” Cassivia didn’t even look at her. “How quaint. Tell me, Commander Edwards, does Port Authority still use the J-7 filing system? The one that was deprecated three years ago? Because every citation you’ve filed today references codes that no longer exist in the updated registry.”

Edwards’ face went white. “That’s... we’re in the process of updating—”

“How unfortunate. I’m sure the Oversight Committee will be fascinated to learn about your ‘process.’” Cassivia’s smile was surgical. “Or we could simply move forward?”

Edwards went quiet.

“Officer Mij’ie, was it?” Cassivia turned her gaze to his name tag. “I couldn’t help but notice you’ve been staring at opposing counsel’s chest for the past ten minutes.” She gestured to Kasia. “Rather unprofessional, wouldn’t you say?”

Mij’ie turned purple in record time. “I— That’s not—”

“Oh, but it is. I’ve been counting.” She tilted her head. “Shall we discuss HubSec’s workplace conduct policies, or would you prefer to sit quietly while the grown-ups negotiate?”

Sasha shifted again — no bathroom break for hours had her ready to commit murder. She caught Cassivia tracking the movement.

“Speaking of violations,” Cassivia continued smoothly, “my brother’s associates have been held for over fourteen hours without access to basic facilities. No water, no food, no…” her gaze lingered on Sasha’s obvious discomfort, “other necessities. Quite barbaric, don’t you think?”

“Barbaric?” Dh’Khaz’s frills fluttered with amusement. “That’s rich, coming from the woman who once kept a Trade Minister waiting for six hours in a storage closet.”

“Allegedly kept.” Cassivia’s smile was knowing. “And it was a very nice closet.”

“With no bathroom.”

“Details.” Cassivia waved dismissively. “The point stands. You want this resolved quickly. I want my brother’s friends released. The math is simple.”

“Your brother’s friends.” Dh’Khaz tested the words. “Since when do you care about delinquents like this?”

“Oh, I don’t. But he does. So, it’s a package deal, Lani. Or you can explain to Starfall why their retrieval team will find empty cells due to HubSec ineptitude, because I’m not walking out of here without them.”

“Fine.” Dh’Khaz pulled up her screen. “Standard diplomatic custody transfer.”

“Wonderful!” Cassivia pulled up something on her spex.

Sasha couldn’t hold back anymore. “That’s very generous of you, though I’m curious about the sudden family reunion.”

Zaven’s eyes met hers across the room, a silent warning that came a beat too late. But beneath the warning, Sasha saw something that made her chest constrict with unexpected grief. 

It wasn’t just resignation — he was apologising for a choice he’d already made, one that would reshape everything between them. The proud, stubborn man who’d argued with her over battle tactics was asking her forgiveness for becoming someone who couldn’t protect her without surrendering to his sister’s manipulation. The weight of his capitulation made Sasha’s shoulders sag.

“Ms Tree, is it? Olive Tree?” The way Cassivia pronounced the alias made it sound like an insult. Her amber gaze locked onto Sasha with the focused malice of someone who’d been waiting for this moment.

Sasha went very still. Cassivia knew exactly who she was. Two small words — her real name — and HubSec would have a whole new set of questions.

“Your concern for my brother is touching.” Cassivia’s smile was all teeth. “But I assure you, captain, this is just a simple family matter.”

The threat was clear: ‘I own you now, and if you step out of line, I’ll destroy you’.

Cassivia’s eyes held the cold calculation of someone who collected people the way others collected art — beautiful, valuable, and completely under her control. Sasha had a sudden, visceral understanding that to Cassivia, she wasn’t a person to be rescued. She was a problem to be managed.

“The Valdasyan diplomatic office has filed for custodial transfer,” Dh’Khaz announced, checking her datapad.

“You can’t possibly—” Mij’ie surged forward.

“Sit.” Cassivia glared at him. “Down.”

He sat.

“But the Starfall retrieval order—” Mij’ie tried once more.

“Has been superseded by diplomatic privilege.” Cassivia’s tone suggested the conversation was over. “Unless you’d like me to call Ambassador Limas? She owes me a favour. Several, actually.”

Dh’Khaz gripped the edge of her datapad so tightly the gaps between her scales became visible. Her eyes narrowed, locking onto Cassivia for a long moment of pure venom. “You always have to take the scenic route, don’t you, Adhzivian?”

She relaxed her jaw and returned her attention to her datapad. “The payment has been processed. All charges dropped.” She shot Mij’ie a glare that silenced
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