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			For the ones who are too badass to fit the standard mold. 

			We ride at dawn.

		

	
		
			“There are things in this life far worse than death. I’m one of them.”

			- Vega Ortiz
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			2881-2895 — War of the Stars

			Regional conflicts in the galaxy escalate into the largest, most destructive war in human history. The battle claims billions of lives, destroying entire worlds in the process. Fallout from untested weapons causes a severe and deadly breakdown in DNA integrity, which results in mutations, disease, and low birth rates. Unable to maintain a steady population growth, humanity faces extinction. 

			2899 — Formation of the Interplanetary Council of Governance

			In response to the existential crisis, the sectors come together and form a new government with the express purpose of stopping and reversing humanity’s decline. The Interplanetary Council of Governance (ICG) allocates all available resources toward medical research into the effects of the fallout, as well as potential treatments and cures. 

			2921 — The Chem-Treatment

			After two decades of research and study, scientists have perfected the most viable solution to restoring population growth. When administered directly after birth, the “chem-treatment” stabilizes a child’s DNA for the duration of their lifetime. However, while up to 90% effective, the genetic correction is not inheritable.

			Chem-treatments become mandatory for every child born. 

			Genetic research continues. Over time, prison worlds are restructured into sophisticated laboratories where inmates are secretly used as involuntary test subjects in unethical studies designed to push the human body to its limits and beyond. 

			3000 — The Rise of Chem-Resistance

			Eighty years of data indicate a declining trend in the effectiveness of chem-treatments across the population. This growing “chem-resistance” presents in different ways. In the worst cases, it causes genetic defects and lifelong diseases that do not respond to common cures. However, in other cases, it enhances physical or mental abilities. 

			While population growth remains constant, chem-resistance is considered a rare outlier condition. Treatments address the symptoms, but not the underlying cause.

			3005 — Canaries in the Coal Mine

			Two members of the ICG observe an increase in societal unrest, particularly in urban centers with high population densities. 

			With a gift for predicting the future, up-and-coming Senator Matthew Griffith blames the unrest on the growing number of chem-resistants in the population. He concludes that those with unique mental abilities (mind reading) will eventually unite and render existing laws unenforceable. He recommends that the ICG take action against them. 

			Secretly a mind reader himself, Special Liaison John MacMurphy recognizes the stigma against chem-resistants as the greater threat to society as a whole. He advocates for integration and social reform to address the current lack of resources for an increasingly diverse population. 

			The ICG takes their feedback under advisement and does nothing. All issues pertaining to chem-resistance and its impact on individuals and society as a whole are swept under the rug.

			3006 – The Shadows Are Born

			Senator Griffith begins building the brutal Shadow army in secret to further his political agenda. His troops are slotted into one of two ranks: Hounds or Hawks. The majority are Hounds, brute force foot soldiers with the sole purpose of wreaking as much death and destruction as possible. The much smaller percentage of Hawks are further honed into subversive infiltration operatives who undermine or eliminate target spaces from within, leaving no trace of their presence once the mission is complete. 

			To maintain absolute control, all Shadow soldiers undergo repeated treatments of electromagnetic-chemical mind control (EMC), which involves disrupting target neural pathways in the brain with electromagnetic shocks and a chemical injection that prevents them from reforming. This leads to memory loss and an unquestioning obedience to the Shadow directive. However, repeated treatments cause brain damage that can render soldiers obsolete, necessitating ongoing aggressive recruitment, often by force.

			3007 – The Special Unit

			Witnessing the rise of the Shadows under Senator Griffith’s command, John MacMurphy realizes that genocide against chem-resistants is inevitable. Driven to take action and protect others like himself, he resigns from the ICG and begins to form the Special Unit (SU). The communal organization provides both protection and resources for telepaths, allowing them to integrate undetected within the general population. However, his obsessive focus on mind readers excludes all other forms of chem-resistance, leaving the majority of affected individuals to fend for themselves.

			Outside of the SU’s limited reach, chem-resistant individuals driven to insanity by the late onset of unique mental abilities begin to disappear from urban centers. Their absence goes largely unnoticed and unreported.

			3018 — Green 24

			Shadow outpost Green 24 is wiped out overnight. The lack of discernible exterior damage suggests the outpost was attacked from within. Of the six hundred soldiers on base, five hundred eighty-seven are found dead. The remaining survivors are psychologically compromised beyond any hope of rehabilitation. Those who don’t suffer fear-induced heart attacks are eventually euthanized. The incident is recorded as a telepathic attack and used as a case study in the ongoing radicalization of Shadow soldiers everywhere. 

			3028 [Blood Moons] — A Public Scandal

			As more cases of chem-resistance arise, people begin to question the effectiveness of chem-treatments. Parents refuse them for their newborns. Protesters gather around clinics. The growing unrest leads to ostracism for chem-resistants whose differences are noticeable, good or bad.

			Librarian and mind reader Dara Frost is arrested for reporting a crime she didn’t commit. On the prison world of New Alaska, she is assigned to Dr. Amelia Chase, whose DNA studies revolve around shape-shifting. Dr. Chase’s first and only partial success is Dara’s cellmate, Tristan Hunt. Also a telepath, Tristan helps Dara hone her abilities and, in the process, reveals that he was the one responsible for the massacre at outpost Green 24. 

			When Tristan begins to transform and the murderer that Dara reported strikes again, proving her innocence, Dr. Chase and both of her patients transfer to a minimum-security prison for further processing. 

			Dara is exposed as a telepath and taken back to Earth to help John MacMurphy’s SU find the real murderer. Tristan masters the painful process of shifting into a tiger and back, escapes, and follows Dara. He saves her life and kills the murderer, earning himself a special release. 

			Dr. Chase secretly leaks the experiments being performed in New Alaska to news outlets, sparking public outrage.

			3032 [Blood Trails] — DNA Augmentation: The Chase Serums

			Protests against the chem-treatment industry are turning into large “antichem” rallies on every major world. While a handful of communities embrace chem-resistants and make moves toward inclusion, most shame and shun them.

			Without permission, Dr. Amelia Chase’s sister, Hailey, changes the shape-shifting serum formula and uses it on herself. The new version takes effect immediately, but its most crucial part begins to degrade over time. On the run from the consequences of her actions, Hailey’s body loses the ability to heal the damage of rearranging into a new shape. If left unaddressed, the transformations will eventually kill her. 

			Dr. Chase hires SU’s Special Agent Jeremy Calen to find Hailey and bring her back for her own good. The sisters then work together to create a new serum that restores Hailey’s healing abilities. Both serums only work on chem-resistant individuals. 

			3032 [Blood Debts] — The Chase Serums Perfected

			Dr. Amelia Chase comes home after saving her sister’s life to find a stranger with a gun in her apartment. Gabriel Connors is a gladiator in the brutal neomodern version of Rome. To get out, he needs Amelia to make him into a shape-shifter like she did with Tristan Hunt.

			Amelia agrees under duress and proceeds to combine her research with Hailey’s to restructure her original formula into two separate serums: one to enhance healing and one to produce shape-shifting abilities. Despite the Caesar’s interference and the pair’s abduction to Rome, both serums turn out to be a success. Gabriel and Amelia escape, and Rome falls.

			3036 [Blood Hunt] — The Shadows Emerge into the Light

			Antichem rallies have now evolved into full-scale riots in larger cities, prompting local law enforcement to take action to contain damage. It is clear that despite continued support from the ICG, the chem-treatment industry is finished as society teeters on the brink of full-scale conflict. 

			During an antichem riot, telepath and SU member Emma Calen gets trapped and abducted by the Shadows. She discovers that the army has developed technologies to protect itself against telepaths.

			Shadow Hawk John Wayland is tasked with overseeing Emma’s stay. But when she begins to break down, he defies all orders and escapes with her, taking refuge with the SU—the first instance of a Hawk defecting from the Shadow army. 

			With the whole galaxy on a tipping point, Tristan Hunt takes Dara and their children into hiding. Gabriel Connors and Dr. Amelia Chase quickly follow suit. Both couples disappear.

			A faction of chem-resistants who were overlooked and rejected by John MacMurphy and his SU enters the spotlight, naming themselves the Evolutionaries. Guided by Michael, whose precognitive abilities border on prophetic, the chaos they create escalates antichem riots into a full-scale war with the Shadows. 

			Michael dies during an attack on the newly rebuilt outpost Green 24.

			In a last-ditch effort to put a quick end to the conflict, John MacMurphy takes out his long-time rival, the Shadows’ Commander in Chief, Senator Matthew Griffith. 

			It doesn’t work.

			John MacMurphy disappears. 

			In his absence, Emma Calen takes over as the Acting Director of the Special Unit.

			3039 [Shadow Hawk] — Rebel Shadows

			Three years into the war, humanity’s worst traits shine once again. Infrastructure is in shambles. People suffer without access to basic resources. Having crippled society as a whole, the Shadows now focus their attacks only on the chem-resistants. Under the guise of reconstruction, the ICG turns a blind eye.

			Deserted Shadow Hawk Finnegan Rowe returns to his hometown to find it in ruins. His old cohort, Latham Bigellow (also known as “Talon”), has assembled a radical and unhinged unit of rogue Shadows that terrorizes the region. Their primary target is Finn’s childhood sweetheart, Laura McNally, and her small group of refugee survivors.

			To get Laura and her people out, Finn summons the SU for help. They win the battle, but Talon escapes. The surviving Shadows opt to integrate into the SU. Finn deems Talon a persistent threat and assigns former Shadow Hound Vega Ortiz to hunt him down.
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			May 6, 3038 – Blue Lake Village, Anamtaigh     

			There were lines a soldier wasn’t supposed to cross. 

			Vega Ortiz had been watching the Shadows under Talon’s command jump rope with those lines for months. But this…

			No other choice.

			Not one she could live with, anyway. 

			As if that made a difference.

			Her knees quivered as she walked back out into the night, breathing through her nose to keep down the bile churning in her stomach. 

			It was so quiet. 

			The others clocked her exit, and Wight spoke into her com. “What’s the status?”

			Better me than them.

			But was it? Dead was dead.

			So fucking quiet.

			Vega measured her footsteps around the corner and heaved in relative privacy beneath an awning. She had to get the shakes under control. If she showed remorse, any sort of weakness, they’d eat her alive. Fuck, she needed a hit. Two of them. Fifty of them. Just keep them coming until the sound of that last sigh stopped vibrating her eardrums to near-bursting. Anything to erase the sight of that pulse beat going still. 

			But no. 

			This was on her. 

			Vega rolled her shoulders beneath the impossible weight and used it to ground herself until her breathing evened out. She let it settle over her features, turning her face into a death mask, leeching all emotion from her voice as she replied to Wight, “Abort mission.”

			“The fuck?”

			Sorrenson peeked around the corner from the back of the house and threw his hands up in question.

			Higgins stepped out from behind the civilian transport in the driveway, frowning at her. “What’s going on?” he whispered. 

			Aleric would be somewhere near the hedges—he liked to lurk.

			She was surrounded. They’d expected her to run. 

			“The asset is non-viable.” 

			She could feel Sorrenson tense and suppressed a shiver.

			Higgins jerked back, and his face went hard as he quietly entered the house. A couple of minutes later, his hushed voice came through the coms. “Confirmed. Asset non-viable.” 

			Her stomach heaved again, but she swallowed it back and marched out from the darkness toward the hover waiting above the park green at the end of the block. Higgins slammed the front door shut as he exited the house and fell into step on her right, tension radiating from him in furious, pulsing waves. 

			On her left, Sorrenson still hadn’t said a word, but his jaw twitched in a rapid beat.

			Aleric brought up the rear. With all their footsteps naturally aligning into one uniform rhythm, the sound of his knife slapping against his palm made her eye twitch.

			No response from the others. 

			Vega didn’t notice while she grappled with the invisible weight, trying to somehow settle it on her soul in a way that wouldn’t crush the last, tattered bits of it into oblivion. 

			And then she heard the scream. 

			She didn’t look back to see the lights turning on all over the house—all over the street. She didn’t pause when the wailing cries of a grieving mother filled the air. She didn’t hesitate to board the hover as concerned neighbors began to spill into the night. 

			She found her seat so easily and sat there perfectly calm and composed as the hover rose into the sky and returned to the Roost with no one below the wiser. 

			The others were pissed. No one was talking to her or even looking at her. 

			Fuck them.

			Vega pulled a knife to sharpen. Keep her hands busy—that was the ticket. Keep her thoughts on other things. 

			The first stroke of the honing stick along the blade sounded out a sigh. The sigh. The final exhale of life as it ebbed out of the body of a thirteen-year-old girl. 

			The hover touched down in the saddle. 

			Vega was first out of her seat before the engines stopped whirring. She was on the ramp before its edge had touched the landing pad. She marched into the vault with her eyes forward and her hands loose at her sides. 

			Someone must have reported ahead of their arrival. The chest-pounding music had been turned off, and the women were gone, but the air was still thick with the musk of sex, alcohol, and vomit. The main vault chamber was filled with sour-faced soldiers who glared at her like it was her fault. Every time she met one of those gazes head-on, a tiny bit of weight lifted. But it left behind a dark void where something should have been. Honor, maybe? Or compassion. 

			Vega’s life had always been a shitshow. But how the fuck had it managed to come to this?

			A blow to the back of her head sent her face-first to the ground. 

			She must have blacked out for a second. When she came to, her cheek was pressed into the vault floor, and she was pinned with her hands at her lower back and a heavy weight between her shoulder blades. Her ears rang too much to make out the voices around her, but she was acutely aware of the many Shadows looming over her. 

			Vega had no leverage, and only a vague sense of self-preservation fluttering through her mind, trying to tell her she was in danger. 

			Someone was yanking on her braid. Someone else’s hands were groping along the back of her waistband, tugging up her shirt. A Shadow fell over her vision as someone hummed garbled words in her ear on a blast of hot, moist breath. 

			“…take away our entertainment, guess what you become, bitch.”

			Vega flexed against the body that pinned her down, finding no leverage, no angle to exploit, and no opening for escape. This wasn’t a typical mob falling over her. These were Shadows. Trained from youth to kill before they got killed. Pitted against each other and taught to exploit each other’s weaknesses—so they would know that none of them was better than the others. 

			And now all that violence was about to be unleashed. 

			On her. 

			Vega couldn’t tell which of the animals was currently on top of her, but she felt him shift his weight to undo his pants. He had to let go of her hands to pull down hers.

			A fatal mistake. 

			Vega still had her knives strapped all over her body. And she only needed one. 

			Muscle memory brought her palm to the handle of a knife. She yanked it out and blindly stabbed at the body on top of hers. Her position and the angle of her limbs limited her range of motion, but she did strike true. Somewhere. 

			The Shadow shouted and reared away, but before she could take advantage of the opening, he was back, his big hand on the side of her face, shoving her down into submission. 

			And then he was gone.

			The pressure eased as his weight tipped off her and collapsed sideways, blank eyes staring at her. She could see the others backing away through the smoking hole in the middle of Aleric’s head. 

			Silence.

			And then he spoke. “We may be Hounds, but we will not turn on each other like dogs.”

			The proclamation was met with an uproar of protests as Vega attempted to raise herself off the floor. 

			Someone stepped forward, reaching for her, and promptly dropped. 

			No arguments. No mercy.

			This time, the silence lasted.

			Vega held still, fighting through the dizziness, trying to think her way out of this death trap, but part of her didn’t want to. No more bodies on top of her, but that impossible, invisible weight was still there, pinning her chest to the floor. It weakened her limbs too much to escape the pull of the grave they were about to shove her into, probably in pieces. 

			“Disobeying a direct order from your commanding officer is a corporal offense. Get her up.”

			Two soldiers split off from the crowd. Each took hold of one of her arms, dragging her up from the floor. They didn’t take her far. A few feet, maybe. Then they deposited her face-first onto a gurney. Mechanized shackles locked around her ankles and wrists. Flexible straps whipped across her lower back and shoulders, tightening until she could barely breathe. 

			She recognized the rhythm of Talon’s footsteps as he approached the gurney and tossed her braid aside to bare the back of her neck. The barrel of something cold and metallic kissed her spine, and she squeezed her eyes shut. No way was her last sight in this universe going to be some brainwashed, sadistic asshole’s crotch. 

			Only she had no more pleasant sights to call up. Her memories were a cesspool of shit and horror, swirling in a haze of misery. She desperately sought her mother’s face, but time and countless EMC treatments had eroded her image to a blur of caramel skin and long, black hair curled into big, glossy waves around her face and shoulders. Vega remembered the dress she’d used to wear and the smell of her perfume, but that was it. 

			She had nothing.

			She was no one.

			No, that wasn’t quite true. She was something—a murderer. 

			The trigger compressed, and Vega felt the impact of the payload stab through the back of her neck. For one terrifying moment, she lost all feeling from the neck down but remained fully alive and conscious. Her heart raced, but her lungs wouldn’t expand to accept air. 

			And then electric fire seared down her spine. It scorched her nerve endings, made muscles all over her body contract and twist, contorted her fingers and toes while the rest of her was immobilized. It went on for so long that Vega’s eyes started to feel like they were cooking out of her skull. Her teeth cracking in the unbreakable vise of her locked jaw barely registered.

			When it was over, Vega could breathe again and wished to fuck she didn’t. She got a five-second reprieve before the electric current struck her again, trying to arch and break her back. 

			She screamed, tasting metal on her tongue as tears overflowed without her say-so. 

			Another pause. 

			Another jolt. 

			By the time the force released her, Vega’s mind was shredded beyond any ability to reason or comprehend. Her entire body was one massive muscle spasm, with only her restraints keeping her prone. Her chest hurt with every breath she forced in and out of her lungs. Her dry eyes burned, even as the tears kept coming. 

			She blinked, and there was Talon, with his blond hair and bloodshot eyes, without a hint of ire on his face. “Your little stunt cost me two good men today,” he said. 

			The fuck did he expect her to do? Apologize? Far as Vega was concerned, two out of sixty-five was a piss-poor score. Let me up, motherfucker. I’ll take you all out before I let you lay a finger on a fucking child. 

			She couldn’t tell whether her fury translated to her face when it was so completely numb. Whether he read her silence as resignation or mutiny, Talon sighed. “The punishment is regulation. Not giving you to them—that’s mercy. I own you, pretty bird. And you will not disobey me again.” He stared her down to make sure she got the message. Then he pushed to his feet, and she was once again eye-level with his crotch. “Your job is to follow orders. If you forget, the leash will remind you. Let’s make sure the lesson sticks.”

			 And for the next five days, all Vega knew was pain.

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: break image]
				

			

			- 2 -

			
				
					[image: header frame bottom]
				

			

			October 20, 3039 – Station, Persephone 5

			Tripping balls on Bliss was so much better at a Mile High. The music had color. Ethereal butterflies fluttered all around, trailing sparkling lights. Laughter prickled Vega’s tongue like champagne, and she felt love envelop her in a cloud of warm mist that showered her skin in millions of tiny fairy kisses. 

			The air swayed her hips into the rhythm of a new song. She liked it. A lot. It matched the whoosh of blood coursing through her veins. Vega raised her arms, and her breath caught at the gorgeous rainbows she traced in their wake. She brought them down, then up again, then held them out and twirled around and around, laughing as the butterflies in her chest took flight, bursting out of her in an explosion of magical confetti. 

			She knocked into something. A tall glass spun off a table, struck the floor, and turned into glittering diamonds. 

			“Heeyyyy, waaatch it…” 

			Vega glanced up at the speaker. A troll who’d been slowed down until she could barely make out his words. She smiled. It wasn’t his fault he was so ugly. 

			He pushed to his feet. “Whaat diid youuuuu saaaayyy?”

			Had she said something? Vega reached out to touch his cheek in consolation, but he knocked it away. Angry sparks struck out from the impact. 

			Oh, there was another glass. Vega picked it up, shushing the troll’s little goblin as she held the glass up to the strobing lights. Where were the diamonds? Meh, this one was boring. She dropped it and turned away. Dancing was better. 

			But the troll grabbed her arm and spun her around as he pulled back his fist. 

			Sooooo sloooow.

			Vega punched him in the nose. 

			He squealed. Or someone did. And then there were five more trolls, climbing over and around their tables toward her. They looked ridiculous with their stumpy fingers, big, flat noses, and green mouths snarling around tusks.

			Vega laughed, and the sound echoed, then split into a separate version of her. They laughed harder together than on their own, and the ugly trolls’ eyes shrank and started to glow red. She danced her other self away from the first troll who grabbed for her. The twirl turned the butterflies into a tornado. She didn’t see the next hit coming until it was almost too late. 

			Vega ducked under the swinging log of an arm, ended up behind the troll, and watched him punch another troll. But there was a third one, and he had smoke billowing from his flippy ears. He pointed a banana at her, and when he squeezed it, an invisible demon hit her in the chest.

			She flew back and collided with a wall with arms. They caught her up and held her there with her feet dangling off the floor and her head drooping back against the shelf. This was not a good position. The ceiling spun too fast, and her stomach roiled with angry, angry rats. 

			Vega brought her head up and forward. The trolls were buggy-eyed, backing away from her and the wall. The goblin didn’t like that. It yapped, flinging its hair and pointing sharp fingers, but none of the trolls moved. 

			The wall set her down and gave her room to turn around. She blinked at the surface of a suit. Why was a wall wearing a suit? Tracing the collar up, she found a neck and then a head carved out of stone. Marble eyes glared at her. “You got it out of your system now?”

			Not good. She didn’t want to leave yet, and the wall could make her. That was its job. She thought. Maybe not. It looked familiar, but it was hard to tell with the stone cracking when it moved to speak. 

			Better safe than sorry. She had one more shot of Bliss waiting for her at the bar. Couldn’t let it go to waste. Smoothing a hank of hair behind her ear, she pulled back her shoulders and said, “Yyyep.”

			The wall let her go. 

			Vega whirled and flew at the trolls with a banshee wail that made them scatter. 

			The wall caught her back up again, and she laughed as it swung her to drape over the shelf. She bounced up and down to five steps off before her stomach let out the rats. 

			Quinn VanWarren stopped and closed his eyes for a second to gather his patience, then kept going. At least she wasn’t squirming anymore. Probably passed out cold. A pair of bouncers ran up after the fighting was long over, shouting at him to get out. Where the hell did they think he was heading?

			The strobing lights gave him a headache and made everything look the same. He got turned around twice before he found the exit and breathed a sigh of relief as the soundproof door closed behind him. The hallway was blessedly quiet and illuminated by soft, steady lighting. He stopped at the coat check and adjusted Vega in his arms. Sleeping like a baby doused in perfume. A side effect of Bliss, but not usually this strong. Quinn pressed each of Vega’s fingers to the pad, but none of them worked. She hadn’t left anything there. 

			His personal transport was waiting out front. The black finish, polished to a mirror shine, had attracted some attention, but when the looky-loos saw who was coming for it, they prudently removed themselves to gawk from a safer distance. 

			He tried not to hold it against them. Even in this new age of DNA manipulation and extreme body modification, it was rare to see someone of his height and build walking around town. But, no matter how often he reminded himself of it, it never did anything to ease the old, bitter resentment. Nobody liked being the freak in the ointment. He didn’t snarl and bark at them only because it tended to make things worse. 

			The door opened automatically, and the vehicle raised higher off the ground in deference to his height. Handy feature. One of many. Quinn laid Vega on the back seat, checking her pulse to make sure she still had one, then shucked out of his vomit-covered jacket before getting in after her. Vega didn’t stir once.

			“Good evening, sir,” the AI navigation greeted through the speakers. “Did you enjoy the Mile High?”

			“Predictably, no.”

			“I’m sorry to hear that. Shall I set course to a different establishment? I have a number of recommendations. Or would you like to return home?”

			“Hospital.”

			“Right away, sir.” The transport pulled away from the curb, and an emergency blue light blinked on the dashboard. It allowed the vehicle to circumvent traffic rules by rising above the street to take the fastest, most direct route to a preapproved location. “The closest hospital is Boma Centrale. I have notified them of our ETA.”

			The temperature rose inside the cabin, and Quinn opened the top three buttons on his shirt in deference. The heat was probably good for Vega, but he was sweltering. 

			They arrived at the hospital in ten minutes and pulled over in the parking space assigned to them. Quinn pulled Vega out and carried her through into the emergency room. An android nurse was already prepped with a glass tablet displaying Quinn’s personal information ready for his approval. He canceled it—he wasn’t the patient. The next screen that popped up had only one question: How will you be paying today? Quinn passed the back of his hand over the screen to scan his chip. His identity checked out, and a confirmation message wished him a good day.

			“How can I assist you?” the android asked.

			“My friend needs a detox.”

			“I see. My sensors indicate a possible overdose. I have called for a medical consult. ETA: two minutes and fifteen seconds. Please stand by.”

			The doctor arrived with a gurney and didn’t waste time. “What do we know?”

			Quinn laid Vega on the gurney and stepped back so the doc could scan her. “She threw up and passed out at a club. Bliss. Possibly other stuff.”

			The scanner started flashing red all over the place. “Woof. Must have been one hell of a party. All right, let’s get her on some fluids.”

			The gurney followed the doc as he turned to lead the way down the hall. He didn’t ask any questions. As long as they got paid, all doctors cared about was fixing the problem and sending the patient on their way. “I need her detoxed, not stabilized.”

			“Are you sure?” the doc asked dryly. “It’ll ruin a hell of an expensive high.”

			Quinn frowned. “How expensive?”

			“At this point, her blood is about point fifteen percent Bliss.”

			“Isn’t that deadly?”

			The man shrugged a careless shoulder. “Yes, no, maybe.” Such a caring soul. “I’ve seen it kill at a fifth of these levels. I’ve also seen a guy dosed up twice this much walk in, get his broken arm fixed, and head straight out to another den. Individual tolerance levels vary.”

			Quinn breathed down his frustration. Of all the stupid shit he’d seen people do in his life, drugs were the stupidest. He’d thought Vega was smarter than this. “Just get her detoxed. We don’t have time for a hangover.”

			The doc nodded. “In the tank she goes.” But he stopped before a door to do something medical with the scanner. “What the…?”

			“What?”

			The doc didn’t answer, so Quinn came around to his side to see what he was staring at. The screen showed an enlarged scan of Vega’s cervical spine and a crazy, alien-looking device attached to it with a lot of thin tentacles. 

			What the fuck was that? 

			The doc stiffened as he realized Quinn was standing beside him. He slowly looked up, his face turning ashy. Quinn saw the shudder go through him before the man swallowed hard and masked his fear. But he fumbled the device and almost dropped it when he reached for the scanloc to open the door.

			Quinn caught it, and the doc flinched away. The hell was his problem? “How much to get that thing removed from her spine?”

			The doc looked seconds away from pissing his pants. “Listen, I don’t want any trouble.”

			“And I’m all out of trouble to hand out,” he said in as reasonable a voice as he could muster while holding the device out to the shivering little man in a lab coat. “I’m asking you about the cost of a medical procedure.”

			The terrified doctor shrank a few inches more as he snatched his device back, slipped into the room, and pulled the gurney in after him, putting a lot of space between himself and Quinn. “Y-you’re here for a detox. That’s what we’re going to do.”

			A chorus of androids swarmed around the gurney, relieving Vega of her clothes. “The clothing articles are dangerously saturated,” one of them informed him. “We will remove any salvageable personal items and incinerate the rest in the biohazard furnace.”

			As it talked, the others carried Vega to a sophisticated medical tank that looked like a fancy one-person submarine turned inside out and filled with a thick fluid. They submerged her into it carefully, not so much for her sake, but so they wouldn’t spill the liquid. Quinn had spent a day or two in one himself—for different reasons. The artificially engineered amniotic fluid used in them was one of the most expensive substances in existence because it literally saved lives.

			“Your deluxe medical plan includes a complimentary replacement of any destroyed items,” the android continued. 

			Quinn ignored it and turned to the doctor. “So you’re just going to leave that thing in her neck?”

			The doctor swallowed hard and squeezed his eyes shut, nodding in a twitchy tick. “Yes. Yes, that’s exactly what we’re going to do.” He turned his back on Quinn to fiddle with the controls. 

			“The hell kind of a doctor are you?”

			Okay, maybe he’d said that a little louder than he intended. Still, there was no reason for the doctor to hunch over like he expected Quinn to beat him over the head. “Please, I have a family.” 

			“What are you talking about?” Quinn knew he could be intimidating, but this level of overreaction bordered on insulting. 

			“Boma Centrale has a strict non-involvement policy with the Shadows. We don’t touch your tech. We don’t want any trouble.” 

			Wait… “You think I’m a—”

			“The saturation levels will require a six-hour detox to clear everything out of her system and balance her hormone production. She will be placed under sedation for the procedure and for twenty-four hours afterward. I am prescribing a time-released nutrition booster and putting an auto-discharge on her chart. She’ll be ready to go when the bots remove her from the tank. Keep her warm and make sure she hydrates when she wakes up.”

			Rattling instructions off at the speed of light, the doctor edged around Quinn and fled from the room, leaving him speechless. 

			“New articles of clothing will be provided for the patient prior to discharge,” the bot said. “For your comfort, we have a waiting room down the hall with—”

			“I’m not leaving.”

			“As you wish. Please use the console at your convenience to request anything you need.” 

			The bots filed out the door, leaving him alone with Vega in an artificial detox womb, sound asleep and oblivious to the world. The glass had frosted over to obscure everything but her face as soon as they’d placed her into it. 

			She looked so different now than in the club. In sleep, her features relaxed not into peace but the careful blank mask she’d worn when he’d first met her a few months ago. 

			“You believe that guy? Two people in the room, and he pegged me as the Shadow.”

			Little had he known…
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			Vega reached for the gun under her pillow before she’d fully awakened. 

			It wasn’t there. 

			She kept her eyes shut, pretending to sleep while she took stock of the situation. The bed wasn’t hers. The pillow was too soft, the covers too silky. The lights didn’t flicker and buzz like the ones in her cheap apartment, and there was a distinct lack of any smells whatsoever. 

			Someone else was in the room with her. Vega heard them shift around in a seat—which she didn’t have. “I know you’re awake.”

			She knew that voice. But there was no possible way…

			Vega gave up the pretense and sat up, turning toward the stranger who was more familiar than he should have been. 

			“I’d say good morning, but we’re in flux.”

			She blinked at him, then got out of bed to pull back the thick drapes beside him. Sure enough, there was a pill-shaped window, sealed from both sides against subspace forces. “This ranks on a whole new level of suicidal.”

			“More like desperate.” He cleared his throat. “Would you mind putting some clothes on?”

			Vega raised an eyebrow at Quinn. “Weren’t you the one who took them off me?”

			He dipped his head, more to avert his gaze than nod, but conceded, “Fair point. I thought you’d be more comfortable sleeping without them.” He sat so still, as if he thought he’d take up less space if he didn’t move around. It didn’t work. 

			“Finally got that new heart, did you?” 

			He grinned and, damn, it was a good look on him. “Better than.”

			The last time they’d met, Quinn VanWarren had already been taller and wider than any soldier in Talon’s messed-up gang of miscreants. His unique genetic glitch had essentially gifted him with superhuman strength, but it had come at the price of a failing heart. Stuck on the backwoods planet of Anamtaigh, cornered and cut off by the Shadows, he’d suffered the defect for years, limited in ways that would have driven her crazy. 

			But all his former weakness was now gone. As big as he’d been a few months ago, he’d expanded at least three more sizes. His shoulders stretched the seams of his dress shirt, and his arms bulged in the sleeves when he set aside the digital reading device to give her his full attention. He kept his gaze firmly above her lack of a neckline. 

			“I assume you have questions,” he said.

			“Just one. How would you like to die?”

			Quinn’s gaze made a sweep down her body and back up. The answer he tried so hard to hide was written all over him: With my head between your legs. She might have obliged him if he had the balls to say it out loud. It had been years since Vega had had good, hard-driving, satisfying sex—not counting drugged-out escapades, which didn’t qualify as “good” or “satisfying” in any sense of the word. And, despite all common sense, there was something about Quinn that made her want to arch and purr. 

			It was his hands, she decided. They were huge—and capable. Yes, he could haul around mechanical equipment that usually took five normal people to budge, but she’d also seen him tinker with children’s toys without crushing a single one. 

			Vega’s gaze trailed down to his lap as she shifted her weight to one leg, cocking her hip. Say it, she silently willed him, her body priming for a hard, punishing ride. She could make his eyes roll back in his head. One word, and she’d climb into his lap and help him break that flimsy chair he sat in. Her body hadn’t felt this good, this ready, in a long time. And the way he was looking at her… Quinn VanWarren had never and would never flinch from her. He would take anything she dished out and give it right back to her, and, holy fucking shit, did that sound good right now. 

			He was staring at her thighs. More specifically, a pale scar from the knife wound Talon had gifted her last year for not giving him the fawning praise he’d expected from his minions. Vega rested her fingers over it, hiding the mark and drawing Quinn’s attention elsewhere.

			Say it…

			Quinn flushed and shifted in his seat to prop an ankle on his knee. “I have a proposition for you.” That didn’t sound like it was heading where she wanted it. And yep, there went his gaze, turning uncompromising as it met hers. He’d mentally shelved any possibility of something physical between them to keep things professional. 

			Vega almost sighed. “And the suicidal keeps on coming.” She left the window to explore the spacious, expensive-looking room, giving him a view of her back. Not that she was trying to torture him or anything. After all, he’d probably already seen every inch of her when he’d undressed her. But if he wanted to ignore this, she could, too. 

			“I think you’ll find some interest in what I have to say.”

			“Do you? Why’s that?” 

			Aha! Clothes. 

			Not her clothes. 

			“I’m not dead yet.” She could hear the shrug in his voice. 

			Vega sorted through the pile of garments, hoping her stuff was buried underneath. There was only one outfit, consisting of serviceable underwear, a nondescript black T-shirt, and pants. The socks were short and white, and instead of her good boots, someone had issued her neon green, lace-up running shoes. A matching jacket completed the outfit. 

			Standard issue hospital fare. Vega had worn her fair share of it in the past.

			She would be chucking it out of an airlock straight toward the nearest burning star.

			There were two doors to the room. One opened onto a sitting area with couches and an entertainment center. The other was the bathroom. She grabbed the outfit and closed herself in there to take care of business and wash off the neutral smell of a hospital with one of the many soaps and perfumes lining the shower.

			Six minutes later, Vega emerged to Quinn looking up from his reading device as if he’d forgotten she was there. She went through the bedroom straight to the sitting area. This place looked like a hotel suite rather than a shuttle unit. It even had a refreshments console with a long list of food and drink options. 

			“How are you feeling?” Quinn asked behind her.

			“Better than I should.” Which meant he must have spent a fortune on a total detox. “Second question: who’d you kill to get all this money?”

			Quinn winced. “It’s a long story. It’s actually what I want to discuss with you.”

			Vega made her selection through the console and, ten seconds later, retrieved a fresh-made hot breakfast of scrambled eggs, bacon, and toast with a steaming mug of coffee. She took it to the dining table, sat down, and waited.

			It took her raising an eyebrow in question for Quinn to understand that he should do something, like start talking. 

			“Oh.” He scratched the back of his head, then got his breakfast and brought it to the table. He walked with all the confidence of his formidable size but sat gingerly in deference to furniture that might not have been made to support his weight. 

			His eyes had acquired faint crow’s feet at the outer edges since they’d last talked. And there was a bleakness to him he hadn’t had when he’d been dying of a severe heart condition and fighting his way through a battleground of trained soldiers to save her life. Now we’re even, he’d told her that day. But they weren’t. Not even close. 

			“In your own time,” she told him sweetly because sitting in awkward silence, staring at each other, and not eating scrumptious food was getting old.

			“Why aren’t you mad?” 

			“About what?”

			“Being kidnapped.”

			Vega forked a fluffy chunk of eggs into her mouth and almost melted. Best thing she’d had in her mouth in months. “Is that what I am?” 

			“I suppose, with your background as a Sh—”

			“Don’t say it.” Fancy as this suite was, it probably had security monitoring every corner. And Shadows didn’t rank very high in humanity’s esteem at the moment. It was a wonder so many of them were still alive, herself included. 

			He compensated and continued, “—shit-kicking badass, you could get yourself free the second we land. Which is why I’m glad you have nowhere to run for another”—he checked his device—“twenty-nine and a half hours. We have time to talk.”

			Vega took a bite out of a crispy strip of bacon. Holy shit, when was the last time she’d had bacon? Thank the galaxy for her Shadow training. Without it, she’d never have been able to mask her reaction. It was almost worth losing the high she’d built up over the last two weeks. 

			Seeing she wouldn’t respond verbally, Quinn took a bite of his toast, chewed and swallowed, then blurted out, “I want to hire you. As a bodyguard and an investigator.”

			Vega stopped chewing for a full second. “I’m waiting for the punchline.”

			He took a deep breath and shook himself off a little, squaring up as if for a battle. “Okay, here goes. My family is rich. Not Laura-rich, but enough that none of my siblings, cousins, or their offspring have to even think about working.”

			“Father, Derek Kitsuto, famous director, married into mother, Holly VanWarren’s family fortune. Actress by trade, she inherited the bulk of her money from her parents, Amundsen and Beatrice VanWarren, the inventors of the motion-responsive 3D holoflick. You have two brothers, four half-sisters, and nineteen first cousins, all celebrities in some way, shape, or form. Most of it undeserved.” 

			The type of fame the VanWarrens enjoyed and got paid for was referred to as being a dashie. With the possible exception of Derek Kitsuto, none of them had done anything to earn their place in the galactic spotlight, but the notoriety of their name alone brought them money from advertising contracts and ensured instant success for any business venture they did endeavor at least in the short term. Which was why anyone marrying into the family automatically adopted their last name. They made their quick fortune using cash-grab rip-off deals with the VanWarren brand slapped all over them and then let the businesses run themselves to the ground while they sipped expensive drinks on their private islands all across the galaxy.

			“How do you…? Never mind.”

			“Your parents disinherited you at sixteen when your genetic differences started to manifest and kicked you out of the house. Your father divorced your mother soon after. You spent two years on the street, then signed up for a work-study program at the public library, which sent you to Anamtaigh, where you ultimately got stuck. None of which explains how you’re rich again.” 

			“Honestly? Not a clue. Last time I saw any of my family was eighteen years ago when they slammed the door in my face. Fast forward to earlier this year, I wake up after heart surgery on Torrey, to a lawyer sitting in my room, telling me my grandparents are dead and I’m the sole beneficiary of their entire estate.”

			Vega whistled.

			“And that’s when all the shit hit the fan.”

			“I’ll bet.” Her meal finished, Vega sat back to sip her coffee while he spilled the poison with an obvious distaste.

			“There was no explanation in their will, so, naturally, the entire family contested it and got nowhere. The document is ironclad. I was summoned to Ela to take over management of the estate because no one else is allowed to touch it, not even the estate manager—seriously.”

			Ela was the second planet in the Karos System and an orbital neighbor to Mai, where Laura McNally recently made her new home. Curious proximity. Vega would bet it wasn’t accidental. With two other planets in the habitable belt, the Karos system was considered something of a universal miracle. It attracted the rich, the famous, and the unscrupulous, keeping everyday rabble out with astronomic property prices and travel costs. Tourism was highly discouraged, but once in a while, a film crew got special dispensation to access restricted regions for movie projects, which only added to the system’s popularity.

			“So I dig into the books and find out that my grandparents had financed most of my family’s projects and ventures. The actual operations they left to the respective brain trusts, but they retained controlling interests in all of them. Every single one could be shut down or sold off in an instant, and the family wouldn’t be able to do a damned thing about it.”

			“And now you’re in charge of it all.”

			Quinn nodded. “The boy they kicked out into the cold to fend for himself has all of them by the proverbial balls.”

			“They try to take you out yet?” she snarked. 

			Rich people were a stratum of society she’d never wanted to deal with. Her experience with them was limited to what she’d seen represented in movies and holoflicks, and that was already more than enough for her. Vapid, petty, shallow, and vindictive, the people who controlled humanity’s wealth could barely be considered human themselves. 

			Which, naturally, meant that a good number of them had been included in the class whose interests the Shadows unknowingly protected. Luckily, any missions involving one of them required a level of finesse not included in Hound training, so the pleasure of their completion always went to a Hawk. 

			“Twice,” Quinn said with a bitter twist to his mouth, and Vega felt an uncomfortable chill race up her spine and into her hairline, making her scalp itch. 

			She set down the coffee cup to give him her full attention. 

			The moment he said it, Quinn felt the temperature in the room plummet. Vega’s veiled humor iced over, and she became the Shadow she was—one of the boogeymen lurking behind the scenes, watching, and waiting for the perfect time to strike. 

			Even three and a half years ago, the Shadow armies had been nothing but a rumor. People had whispered about them and threatened their children with them, but no one had believed they were real. 

			Until they’d decided to step out into the light and struck out with such malice, it had crippled society on too many worlds to count. The three-year war had been declared finished by most public media, but anyone with eyes, ears, and two brain cells to rub together knew better. The Shadows might have been scattered, but they were far from finished.

			And no one knew that better than Quinn. 

			“First time, they put a bomb in my new transport. I didn’t know how to work the controls yet and managed to trigger it from a distance.”

			He paused there to gauge Vega’s reaction. 

			She showed none. 

			She didn’t even blink, staring at him blank-faced, and he couldn’t tell if she would shrug it all off and go back to drinking her coffee or take an escape pod straight to his family’s mansion and burn it to the ground, along with everyone in it. 

			Slightly concerning.

			“At first, I figured it was someone with a grudge against the family. I would have made a prominent target as the newcomer without the dedicated security the rest of them have. Plus, my name had been on the news a bit. The long-lost heir to the VanWarren fortune.” He waved it aside. “But then a cousin invited me to dinner.”

			“Poison?”

			“I spent the night in the ER with the worst case of indigestion. Doctor said it was supposed to have caused cardiac arrest. Apparently, Cousin Elspeth remembered my bad heart from when we were kids. She didn’t know that I got a new one of the artificial variety and some additional modifications to my DNA.” Said modifications were the only reason the poison hadn’t caused permanent damage.

			Vega blinked. “Your new heart is artificial?”

			“The latest invention to come out of the laboratories of Dr. Hailey Chase-Calen.” 

			The younger Chase sister worked closely with the Special Unit on Torrey. Hailey and her older sister, Amelia, were legends among Quinn’s telepath friends for reasons no one wanted to discuss with him. All he knew was that the things they’d invented and engineered had changed the way the SU approached medicine for chem-resistants—people like Quinn, whose DNA didn’t stabilize with the government-mandated chem-treatments. 

			Hailey had taken over the research after Amelia had gone into hiding. Her methods were unorthodox, to say the least. But although her bedside manner bordered on sociopathic, she was still the most capable doctor Quinn had ever had. And, given the miracle she’d worked on him, he was willing to overlook a few minor character flaws. “It’s made with my DNA. But it works more like an engine than a pump. It doesn’t beat, it whirrs.” To make sure his body didn’t reject it, Dr. Chase-Calen had also administered some top secret and probably illegal serum to ramp up and calibrate Quinn’s healing. “Not, strictly speaking, approved for public consumption, but the all-benevolent Special Unit pulled some strings for me.” 

			In the absence of his own family, Quinn had been adopted into the organization made up of telepaths and “other freaks,” as their acting director, Emma Wayland, referred to them. Sweet lady. Bit scrambled in the brains department. He and everyone who’d made it out from under the Shadows on Anamtaigh owed her a great debt, which Laura, as their self-appointed matriarch, had decided to repay on their behalf. 

			Vega pushed back from the table and came to his side, bending over to put her ear to his chest. 

			Quinn froze as the hum of his new heart raised in pitch, the equivalent of an elevated heart rate. His body heated, and his face flushed. Just because the heart worked didn’t mean it was perfect. He was still getting used to the fluctuations in blood flow. And Vega’s cheek pressing against his chest wasn’t helping.

			The overwhelming flowery scent of Bliss had been detoxed out of her, but a trace of it still lingered beneath the citrusy perfume of whatever soap she’d washed with, and Quinn had an overwhelming urge to put his nose to her smooth, warm brown skin to look for the truth of her. 

			He knew her scent in ways that made him feel more animal than human. He’d dreamed of it more times than he cared to count. He’d smelled it in those last moments before the surgical anesthesia kicked in and thought for sure he’d never wake up again. And, when he had, it had been from a chemical coma and twisted dreams of her legs tangling with his, her mouth at his ear, and the scalpel-sharp edge of her blade at his neck.

			“Interesting.” Vega returned to her seat, ignoring his physical reaction. “Continue.” 

			“Like I said, the heart’s not approved.” Neither was the regenerative serum, which Dr. Chase-Calen had warned him not to brag about too much. “So, I had to pay off the ER doctor to keep it quiet.” The price of erasing all records of his visit had been a small fortune and a round-trip ticket to Mai. “Which means I can’t bring attempted murder charges against Cousin Elspeth.”

			“Hmm.”

			Now came the tricky part. “I have reason to believe the Shadows are involved somehow.” 

			Pause for a reaction. 

			None came. 

			Quinn kept going. “The doctor analyzed the substance used on me and found no record of it in any database. He had to feed it into a simulator just to figure out its structure and intended function. So, I went home and did some more digging. Because of the whole controlling interest thing, I have access to the family’s financial records. I found a pattern of recurring payments going back several years. There are many different source accounts, negligible amounts per transaction, and a seemingly random schedule. But it works out that the same total sum leaves the family coffers every month to untraceable recipients. And I’m talking down to a thousandth of a credit.” 

			“I’m not surprised.”

			“And that brings me to my point. I want the Shadows out. You’re the only one I know who has a chance in hell against them.”

			“Try again.” 

			“The SU said no,” he admitted. They were stretched too thin as it was, and after the victory they’d pulled off on Anamtaigh, they’d decided it would be prudent to lay low for a while.

			“What about the others? Rowe would have stepped in.”

			“Rowe’s been wiped,” he reminded her. The former Shadow had been captured by Talon shortly after Vega had led the attack on Quinn’s makeshift family. Rowe had had his entire past and identity ripped away, replaced by a mindless code of Shadow conduct. He’d retained enough of himself to turn on Talon and help the prisoners escape but not enough to remember the love of his life. “I don’t trust him.”

			“But you trust me.” The statement dripped with sarcasm. “You do remember what I did to you, don’t you?”

			“I remember you led the attack on the inn and then stabbed one of your own men to set Rusty loose.” The teenage girl he considered his little sister had come out of that fight with little more than a bruise. She was one of the lucky ones. “I remember you shot me and then restarted my heart. And I remember you took three of us prisoner but then released Miguel and me from the ledge and sent him off in a transport with five terrified kids.” Quinn remembered her hiding him from the other Shadows, saving his life a second time after that, and the battle she’d waged to protect Laura and the SU telepaths. “I haven’t forgotten any of it. And I meant what I said that day. As far as I’m concerned, we’re even.” 

			He could tell she didn’t like that. But instead of arguing, she said, “Catton and Zigmann jumped ship, too, didn’t they?”

			After the dust had settled and before all the blood had dried on Anamtaigh, only a handful of Shadows had remained standing—the ones Emma’s telepaths had chosen to spare. Two of those had ultimately decided to leave with the Special Unit, but only Brent Catton had stayed with them. “Zigmann’s disappeared. But I did ask Catton. He wished me good luck and hung up on me.”

			“Yep.” 

			What kind of response was that? “Here’s the thing. If I go in there by myself, I’ll get myself dead before I can find out where the money leads. And I don’t want to hurt the family, either. As shitty as most of them are, they do have kids who didn’t do anything wrong. I know I can bring at least half of the adults around to my side, but if I do that, and the payments stop—”

			“The Shadows will retaliate against all of you.”

			Quinn breathed out the air holding up his spine. Vega had just confirmed his worst fears in a straight-forward statement of fact.

			She took a sip of her coffee. “I’m assuming you have a plan?”

			Sort of. But to get Vega to help him, he had to make it worth her while. “I heard you’re still looking for Talon.”

			If possible, her face hardened even more.

			The leader of Anamtaigh’s Shadows had escaped the battle to save his own skin and left his men to die. He might have disappeared into thin air, but no one who knew him expected Talon to lay low for long. It wasn’t in his nature to accept defeat. He would seek out other Shadows to start rebuilding his forces again. The Special Unit, Talon’s surviving Shadows, and even Laura all agreed this could not be allowed to happen. But, of all of them, Vega was the most invested in hunting him down, and the evil-looking betentacled device on her spine was the most likely reason why. 

			Given the state in which he’d found her on Persephone 5, “I take it you don’t have any actionable leads as to his whereabouts.”

			Vega’s cup rattled slightly when she set it down on its saucer. “No.”

			“Well, I don’t know much about Shadows, but I would assume finding one to question would probably be helpful in your quest.”

			“Probably.”

			“And my current situation just so happens to give you the safest and most direct path to a Shadow—through me and my family. So, here’s the deal: you help me get the Shadows off my family’s back, and I’ll help you find Talon.”

			She looked duly unimpressed. “How?”

			Wasn’t it obvious? “With money. Tracking people requires information, travel, gear, bribes—everything you need will come at a significant cost. And I find myself burdened with a great deal of money at the moment, which I’m eager to put to good use.” He brought up a banking screen on his device and pressed his thumb to the corner for identification to unlock it. The screen refreshed to an authorization page. Quinn put the device on the table and pushed it across to Vega. 

			“What’s this?”

			“Thumbprint in the lower left, then scan your ID chip across the screen, and you’ll have full access to my estate bank account.”

			Vega raised an eyebrow at him. “The bank account which controls all your family’s resources?”

			“That’s the one.”

			“What if I decide to drain it and run?”

			Quinn shrugged. “I know how to live without money. And it’d be one way to get rid of the Shadows.” And ruin his family in the process. A small part of him almost wished Vega would do it, give them a taste of what they’d put Quinn through when they’d shunned him at sixteen for being too different to fit into their public lives. 

			But he knew she wouldn’t. He was betting his entire fortune and the lives of every last family member on the belief that, despite her hard exterior, her dark past with the Shadows, and all her arguments to the contrary, Vega Ortiz did, in fact, have a heart.
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			“How long have you been rehearsing that speech?”

			“A while. How’d I do?”

			Vega shrugged to cover for the shudder. Thanks to the detox, her mind was perfectly clear of any drug-induced haze, and it was reeling at his offer. Near-unlimited funds and one more chance to finish what she’d started. 

			Vega prided herself on her self-control, but at the moment, she had a hard time holding on to her stoic expression. Talon was a nightmare that kept her from sleeping longer than two hours at a time. He still had the trigger to her leash. As long as he was out there, Vega continued to live with the constant threat of pain and torment shadowing her every step. She needed to take him out, not only for the greater good but for her own sanity.

			And here was Quinn, offering her the means to hunt him down—at the cost of more time. Under normal circumstances, a month was enough to turn a minor irritation into a lethal threat. These were not normal circumstances, and Talon was much worse than an irritation. He’d already had several months’ head start. Months which Vega had spent in constant anticipation of a debilitating electric shock, followed by death at any moment. Truth be told, she’d been ready to call it quits in a way most permanent.

			But this offer changed everything. 

			“We’re headed to Ela?” That’s what the shuttle’s flight tracker said.

			“Yes, to the family resort on Crescent Island. They’re holding a reunion in my honor. Everyone will be there for roughly three Earth-standard weeks. It’s our best chance to find the Shadow link.”

			“We won’t.” If the Shadows were involved—and Vega wasn’t convinced—the payment plans would have been established at the height of their power before the war. And if the payments had kept up through the three-year conflict, then the VanWarren family was dealing with a well-funded, trained, and coordinated unit of professional assassins. They’d be more likely to find a unicorn.

			“We will,” he countered. “Someone gave Cousin Elspeth the poison she used on me and the necessary instructions to pull it off. Believe me, that bulb is not bright enough to have come up with it on her own.”

			Cousin Elspeth had overlooked a critical detail about his biology, implicated herself with her presence, and used a substance that not only failed to kill Quinn but also remained in his system long enough to be extracted and studied. Three mistakes a true Shadow never would have made. 

			Unless their plan had been to take out Quinn and Elspeth at the same time. “You think they made direct contact.” 

			“It’s the only possible explanation.”

			Vega rolled her eyes. “Yeah, sure. We’ll pretend that’s what it is.”

			“What else could it be?”

			“The Shadows aren’t the only criminals in the universe capable of building bombs and synthesizing poisons.” Quinn had no
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