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      She's used to bringing death. Now she has to learn to live.

      Nyx was created to be the perfect killer. A cyborg assassin with violence encoded in her DNA. After years of tests, torments, and trials designed to push her to her breaking point, she’s survived by focusing on one thing – revenge.

      He broke the law to find her… and that was the easy part.

      Eric made a promise, and he intends to keep it. But freeing Nyx was supposed to bring him closure, not introduce him to the woman of his dreams. She’s beautiful, damaged, dangerous, and he’ll do whatever it takes to protect her from any threat, including herself.

      Now she’s free, Nyx isn’t looking for a safe, comfortable life, not even if it comes with a man as sweet and sexy as Eric. She wants to make her captors pay for what they did to her…even if it costs her everything, including her chance at love…
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      In a galaxy filled with different species, cultures, and governments, there is only one constant: trade.

      In the aftermath of the Resource Wars, the surviving corporations grew strong enough to rival any government, affecting everything from colonization plans to intergalactic law.

      To counter their influence and check their powers, the Interstellar Armed Forces created a new division, Nova Force. Their mission – ensure the corporations play by the rules, by any means necessary.

      Welcome to Nova Force. The last line of defense between the citizens of the galaxy and the corporations who believe that the laws are flexible, and everything is for sale, for the right price.
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      Nyx was shoved through the door into her cell by her silent guards, and she barely made it to the bare cot at the back of her cell before her legs gave out. She collapsed onto the bed, her lips sealed against a groan. She had blocked the pain for now, though it was a temporary reprieve. Not even her cybernetic modifications allowed her to ignore pain forever.

      The door slid into place, leaving nothing but a blank wall. There was an almost invisible seam marking the entry, so fine she couldn’t fit a hair between it and the hardened steel of the wall. She’d tested the strength of both door and wall more times than she could count, but it had defeated her. It had taken her captors years to manage it, but they’d finally built a cell she couldn’t escape.

      Not that getting out of her cell accomplished anything except staving off the boredom for a little while. She was being held on a space station far from the standard shipping routes, a fact she’d been able to ascertain from the crew’s complaints about the lack of fresh food and other supplies. Her rations consisted of flavorless food tabs and the occasional bowl of synthesized algae broth. It kept her alive, but she had no idea what fresh anything was like. Her water and air were recycled, and the jumpsuit she wore had been laundered so often it had lost all traces of shape and color.

      She stayed sprawled on the cot until her legs stopped shaking and her hands were steady. The tests always did this to her. She might not feel the pain, but her body still recognized the trauma she endured as they tried to force her mind to accept the programming. Today’s trials had included replacing one of the implants at the base of her skull. They needed her awake and aware during the tests so they could assess their progress and any changes. She’d learned early on that if she didn’t cooperate, they’d deactivate her ability to block pain. It was a brutal lesson, one she never wanted to experience again. There were other ways to defy her captors.

      Nyx got to her feet. If she stayed down much longer, it would look like weakness.

      She went to the tiny sink and cleaned up as best she could, using the trickle of tepid water and a washcloth she’d liberated from stores during her last escape. For some reason, they’d let her keep it.

      They. Them. After all these years, she still didn’t know who held her prisoner. She’d been created by the Astek Corporation about a year before the war ended, but she’d been separated from her batch siblings once her unique abilities were discovered. Since then, she’d been moved from lab to lab, subjected to a lifetime of tests, trials, and torments. All she had was a name whispered into her mind by one of the strongest of her clones during a moment of telepathic connection. The Gray Men.

      There were no mirrors in her cell, so she used her fingers to assess her injuries. Her medi-bots had already sealed the wounds, and she estimated they’d be fully healed in two hours or so. If they fed her, it would happen faster, but she doubted that would happen. It was in their best interest to keep her weak, so they made sure she never got enough food or rest to be at her best.

      Despite that, she stayed strong. They hadn’t broken her yet, and they never would. She’d die before that happened, and she had no intention of dying until after she’d taken her revenge. In the words of an old Earth poet whose work she’d encountered one of the rare times she’d been allowed books to read: she had promises to keep and miles to go before she could sleep.
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      Eric was convinced that weddings were a special kind of hell. It was bad enough the members of his team seemed to be falling in love like it had the gravitational force of a black fraxxing hole, but to celebrate the fact, he had to don his dress uniform and go make polite conversation with groups of beings—most of whom he had to salute,  including the bride and groom.

      As happy as he was for his commanding officer, Dax Rossi, and his new wife, Trinity, being at this reception stirred memories he didn’t want. The last time he’d been at a wedding, he’d met Echo. She’d been special. Then she’d died, and he’d learned she was an assassin with a long list of targets, some of them his friends.

      He shook off his stormy mood, shoved the memories aside, and headed for the bar at the far end of the reception hall. If he was stuck at this party for another few hours, he wasn’t doing it sober.

      He took in the decorations while he walked, and grudgingly admitted the place looked good. Nova Force’s operations base out here on the Drift was small and utilitarian, like everything else on the space station. The drab walls of the largest briefing room had been festooned with red and gold bunting, and light cubes filled the space with cheerful lights that shifted slowly between colors, adding a festive air. Tables were draped with red tablecloths strewn with some kind of glittery golden confetti the janitorial bots would probably be trying to eradicate for weeks. The room wasn’t that large, and he had to navigate a crowd of well dressed and exuberant wedding guests to get to the bar. By the time he made it, he was downright parched.

      The bartender looked up and grinned at him. “Hey, Magi, one of your usual?”

      Eric grunted an affirmative and claimed a seat. “Make it a double. I didn’t expect to see you behind the bar tonight, Kit. I thought you’d be enjoying the party with your wife and brother.”

      Kit shook his head as he worked. “Not tonight. This is our gift to the newlyweds. Luke and Zura handled the food, and I’m providing the drinks.”

      “Who is watching the twins?”

      “They’re with Nan.”

      “No one is going to mess with those kids with Nan on the job.” One of his teammates had gone on an undercover mission and come back with a new life, including a girlfriend and a little boy they were in the process of adopting. Faced with the daunting task of juggling an instant family and a military career, Dante had ended up hiring Nan, a surprisingly spry senior, to help out.

      Kit snorted as he set Eric’s drink in front of him. “She’s something else. I heard she’s banned from the male strip clubs across the station. I don’t want to know why.”

      “Me either.” He took a sip of his drink. “Did you know Dante caught her teaching Nico how to pick locks the other day? When he raised hell about it, she informed him that she was teaching the boy the practical application of physics.”

      Kit cocked his head to one side. “She’s not wrong about that. Just do me a favor and don’t mention that to Royan or Owen. They’ll try to corrupt my kids a thousand different ways if they think they can justify it as educational.”

      Eric put his drink down and tapped his fingers. “They won’t hear it from me. I’m a professional keeper of secrets.”

      “More like the professional finder of secrets. Not that I’m complaining. The work you and your team do makes the galaxy a safer place.” Kit’s normally cheerful expression turned solemn. “You know why our bar is called the Nova Club?”

      “No, actually.”

      “It’s not a coincidence. My batch siblings and I were freed without any issues, but we know many weren’t. Nova Force were the ones who put their lives on the line to save the cyborgs from the corporations. We named the club for all of you.”

      Eric let that sink in, a little stunned. “You never said anything before. Do the others know?”

      “I’ve never mentioned it to anyone until now. I just thought you looked like you could use a bit of good news.” Kit leaned in. “Memories?”

      “Yeah.”

      Kit’s family had been Echo’s employers. They’d been wounded by her betrayal too.

      “You getting anywhere with your side project?”

      Eric took another pull at his drink before answering. It didn’t totally wash away the bitter taste of defeat, but it helped. “It’s slow going.”

      “Echo believed in you. If anyone can find this Nyx person, it’s you.”

      “A couple of months ago, I’d have agreed with you.” He mustered a grin. “I’m one of the best at what I do, after all, but there’s someone out there who’s at least as good as I am, and they don’t have to play by the rules I do.” And that was the fraxxing problem. He was bound by galactic law and military protocol.

      Kit grunted in commiseration. “It’s frustrating, but you’ll think of something. It’s what you guys do, right?” More guests approached the bar, and Kit stepped away to serve them, leaving Eric alone with his thoughts.

      Protecting people from the corporations was what they were supposed to do, but he hadn’t done that for Echo. She’d left him one last message, and her words still haunted him.

      “I’m sorry, Eric. What we had was never meant to be. I was dead before we ever met. If I meant anything at all to you, save her. You’re the only one who can.”

      Save her. He’d been trying for months, but so far he hadn’t been able to find Nyx, never mind mount a rescue. Her name had been in the files Echo had given to his side just before she died, but a name was all he had. That, and a mention of something called the Fury Project, which appeared to be related to the creation of cyborg assassins like Echo.

      So far, he hadn’t found anything that the higher-ups would accept as actionable intel, and every time he got close to something solid, the trail would fizzle out faster than a shooting star. Someone was playing games with him, and he was running out of moves.

      He stared into the dark crimson liquid at the bottom of his glass. No, that wasn’t accurate. He was out of legal moves.

      He drained the last of his drink and stood, suddenly certain of what his next move would be, and the risks that came with it. He’d joined the IAF to avoid going to prison, and they watched him carefully to make sure he didn’t revert back to old habits.

      If he was going to do this his way, he’d have to be smart about it. Good thing he was one of the best hackers in the galaxy, or this might be a challenge. He could almost feel his data ports tingling in anticipation. He was going to find this missing cyborg and fulfill a dying woman’s last request. He hadn’t been able to save Echo, but he would save Nyx.
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      Old habits really do die hard.

      Eric was done playing by the IAF’s rules. It was time to get this done – his way.

      It had taken him less than an hour to find an abandoned data node on one of the maintenance levels, secure the area, and set up a simple warning system to alert him if anyone came too close.

      Once that was done, he jacked himself into the station’s systems, being careful not to trigger any of the security measures put in place to stop anyone from doing exactly what he was about to do.

      Fortunately for him, he was one of the people who had helped put those measures in place.

      It had been a few weeks since he’d last entered cyberspace, and he indulged himself in a few glorious moments of pure freedom before getting to work. It was impossible to explain the digital world to the normals. They were grounded in reality, where data was linear and the laws of physics held sway. When he was jacked-in, he was free in a way other beings could never be. He could soar without wings, dive into oceans of data, and change his reality with a thought or a wave of his hand.

      This is what the others couldn’t understand. They thought he was a freak because of his implants—a data junky who had to be protected from his own abilities. That wasn’t true. It wasn’t information he craved, it was the freedom. There were no rules in this place, no restrictions. Leaving cyberspace for reality was like waking from a wonderful dream and being dumped straight into an ice bath on a high gravity world. The transition sucked rocket-fumes and every movement was too slow and took too much effort.

      He revelled in his few minutes of digital delight, zipping through the station’s datasphere and dancing across digital rivers of information that flowed through the system like ribbons of light. As tempting as it was to stay, it wasn’t safe to linger too long, so eventually he went to the digital fortress he’d built for himself inside cyberspace and got to work. A data matrix containing everything he knew about Nyx, who might have her, and where she might be located was already there within the fortress, but this time he didn’t stick to authorized methods. He sent out an army of digital sprites to pry loose information from every source he could think of, every one of them capable of hacking systems and bringing down firewalls on their own. It was highly illegal technology, banned throughout the galaxy. If he was caught using it, he’d be back in a cell so fast he’d break the sound barrier.

      Of course, that hadn’t stopped him from hiding the software instead of handing it over when he was arrested the first time, and it wasn’t going to stop him from using it now.

      Once the sprites were on their way, he unplugged himself and braced for the unpleasant transition to what he thought of as ‘slow-time.’ Reality. Ugh.

      After that, he packed up and went back to the team’s ship, the Malora. It was where he spent most of his off-duty time, tucked into the cubby he’d claimed for himself. It was his workshop and office, crammed full of equipment he’d scavenged, some of it repairable, most of it only useful as spare parts for new projects. Some of those projects were not exactly Nova Force approved, so he kept those hidden and only worked on them when he knew he wouldn’t be interrupted. He had plenty of other work to do in the meantime. It kept his hands and his mind engaged, and he donated the refurbished gadgets and toys he built to the only school on the station.

      He was repairing a racing hover-bot when Lieutenant Commander Kurt Meyer walked up to the open doorway and rapped on the metal frame. “You got a minute?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      There was barely room for another person in his cubby, but Kurt came inside and leaned up against the bulkhead, somehow fitting himself into the available space. “What are you working on?”

      And wasn’t that a loaded question. Eric opted to go with the obvious answer and hope like hell he hadn’t been caught already. Kurt had an annoying ability to know far more than he should about what every member of the team was up to at any given time. Eric lifted the small bot off his worktable. “The kids sent this poor thing hurtling into one wall too many. I’m putting it back together for them, and this time I’m adding more padding, so it survives longer between repairs.”

      “The way Nico pilots? You might want to consider putting a forcefield around the thing.”

      He snorted. “I suggested that. Dante pointed out that the only way the kids will learn is if they crash and burn.”

      “Which says a lot about our Buttercup’s upbringing,” Kurt said.

      “Yeah. But in Nico’s case, I think he’s right. Nico’s clever and fearless. If he doesn’t learn some restraint?” He pointed to himself. “He’ll probably wind up like I did, only without my amazing charm and good looks to help him sweet-talk the judge into leniency.”

      Kurt rubbed his chin. “Did anyone on this team have a nice, normal upbringing?”

      “Normal is a myth. Trin and Fido were raised in a hive city on Earth. What was the status quo to them would be strange to you or me. Trip’s dad runs half a fraxxing planet, so I’m damned sure none of us could imagine what his idea of normal looks like.”

      “You’re waxing philosophical. You only do that when you’re in a good mood. Does this mean you’re making progress on your side project?”

      “Some. I’m close. I know I am. I just can’t seem to find the last few bits of information I need to put it all together.” He ran a frustrated hand through his hair. “I need to find her soon, Sabre. I’ve got this feeling that time is running out.”

      “You’re not the only one feeling the pressure. Before he left for his honeymoon, Rossi spoke to Colonel Bahl. The IAF brass are looking for anything they can use to show we’re still making progress against the Gray Men.”

      He grunted. “I was wondering when that would start.” Nova Force was a specialized task force entirely focused on keeping the corporations in line. Since their team had been sent to investigate the theft of genetic material from the Vault of the Fallen, Eric and the others had been chasing a shadowy group known only as the Gray Men. They were powerful players in a game no one had even known existed, and now all of Nova Force were playing catch up.

      “So, I’m asking you, Magi, how close are you?” There was something in his tone, the way he stressed Eric’s nickname, that gave him pause. It wasn’t one he’d earned on the team. It had come with him from his time as a lawbreaking cyber-jockey.

      “I’m doing all I can, sir, but I’m up against someone with a lot of skill, and the information I’m looking for is well hidden. There’s only so much I can do without crossing any lines.”

      A muscle ticked in Kurt’s jaw. “I see.”

      Eric stayed silent and waited.

      “Our commander would never ask you to cross those lines.”

      “No, he wouldn’t. And if anyone ordered me to, they’d be risking their career.”

      Kurt fixed him with an intent stare. “No one’s ordering you to do anything.”

      “Good to know. I wouldn’t want anyone to get into that kind of trouble.”

      “And nobody wants you falling into old habits. We all know what would happen if you got caught doing anything illegal.” Kurt’s jaw ticked again, and Eric got the unsettling feeling Kurt knew he’d already crossed the line. But if that was true, why were they having this cryptic conversation?

      “I don’t want to do anything that would jeopardize my life as a free man, or as a member of this team.”

      Kurt nodded slowly, pushed himself off the wall, and moved close enough to drop a hand onto Eric’s shoulder. “We don’t want to lose you, either. So, be careful. Do you understand me?”

      Eric glanced at Kurt’s hand, then at his XO’s face. “I understand.”

      “Alright, then. Good talk.” He squeezed Eric’s shoulder then stepped back. “Oh, and a word of advice? Next time you go for a walk on the lower levels, you might want to consider wearing warmer clothes. It gets cold down there.”

      Son of a fraxxing starbeast. “Good suggestion, sir. Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome. Don’t want you getting sick. You’re too important to the team. And we really need a win, soon. I think you’re our best bet to get it.”

      He walked away without another word, leaving Eric to mull over what had just happened. He’d been caught, but instead of turning him in, Kurt was giving him unspoken permission to continue.

      Next time they were at the bar, he’d have to buy him a drink.
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      Her arms burned, and her shoulders screamed in their sockets, but she kept going, embracing the pain. She continued doing push-ups until she reached three-hundred reps, then rose and shook her hands until the feeling returned. The floor of her cell was only a few degrees above freezing, and exercise was the only way she had to stay warm. Her medi-bots would ensure no lasting harm was done, but she was far from comfortable right now.

      She raised her voice and called out to whoever was listening. “You know my rules. No grabbing. I let him keep the hand, didn’t I? So why am I being punished?”

      She didn’t expect an answer, so when she got one, she nearly leaped out of her skin. “To remind you who is in charge. Your rules aren’t rules, Subject One. They’re requests that we can choose to accommodate or not.”

      “I have a name,” she muttered.

      “Which you gave yourself. Like the rules you’ve invented, they don’t apply unless we agree to play along.”

      She bit back an angry retort. As tempting as it was, it wouldn’t do anything except increase her misery. The owner of that smooth, cold voice had no mercy in his soul. In fact, she didn’t think he had a soul at all, just an icy void full of darkness and cruelty.

      “I take it from your silence that you are ceding my point?”

      She gritted her teeth. “Yes, Dr. Absalom. You are correct.”

      He hummed in approval. “Good. Since you’re in such a cooperative mood, you may have five minutes to shower, and I will end the suspension of your feeding schedule.”

      She knew what he wanted from her, and bile twisted in her empty stomach as she forced the words past her lips. “Thank you.”

      A smug little chuckle filled the room for a moment before it was cut off. She schooled her features, but she seethed with resentment. When it came time for her revenge, Absalom was at the top of her list. She’d save him for last if she could, and when his time came, she’d return every insult, hurt, and indignity he’d heaped on her, with interest.

      She stripped out of her one-piece garment, removed her socks, and waited. Sometime in the next few minutes, the door to the sanitation cubby would open, and the water would come on. If she didn’t move quickly, she’d lose precious seconds of her allotted time. It was yet another game they played with her, but it had been so long since she’d last had a shower, she was willing to play along this time.

      She marched in place while she waited, her breath frosting around her mouth and her bare feet stinging with the cold. The heat was back on, but it would be another hour or so before things warmed up to a tolerable temperature.

      When the door slid open, she sprinted through it and managed to get into position just as the first jets of water hit. It wasn’t hot, but it was warm enough to drive the worst of the chill from her bones. The door slammed shut as she filled her palm with cleansing gel from the dispenser and started scrubbing, racing against time in her quest to get clean.

      Her close-cropped hair only took a few seconds to wash, and she managed to get herself slathered in cleanser, scrubbed, and rinsed before the water shut off again.

      There was a single small towel by the door, and she used it to dry herself thoroughly. The sanitation cubby was warm enough after the shower, but in a few seconds, she’d be back in her cell, and if she went back in wet, she’d be even colder than she’d been before.

      When the door opened again, she padded over to her bed and got dressed as quickly as she could

      An opening appeared in the wall, and a tray was pushed through it. Hunger clawed at her belly, and she had to fight her instinct to dive for the tray and devour the contents. Instead, she took the tray over to her bed, sat down beside it, and assessed what she’d been given. Two food tabs, a liter of water, and a cup of algae broth that had already cooled enough it was starting to congeal around the edges.

      She drank the broth first and then started on the food tabs. They were dry, tasteless things that sucked the moisture out of her mouth as she ate them, but it was food, and it had been three days since she’d last been fed.

      She wasn’t halfway through the first tab when the headache started, and by the time she’d taken a few more bites she knew it would be a bad one. She kept eating, never letting her expression change or her movements slow. They didn’t know about the headaches, or what they heralded. If they did… She didn’t let herself finish that thought. She’d hidden it from them this long. She wouldn’t let them learn her secret now.

      She opened the connection slowly, gradually letting the cascade of thoughts and feelings flow into her. Anger. Fear. Confusion. She sighed inwardly. Another of her clones had become self-aware.

      She focused and tried to send a message to the other woman, letting her know she was not alone. Sometimes she could make them hear her. Sometimes, but not often.

      “Calm.” She sent the thought with as much force as she could manage. “You are not alone.”

      This time the message got through. She felt the moment the other one sensed her, their anger momentarily lessening. Questions flew at her as fast as thought, a flurry of demands she couldn’t answer, all of it wrapped in a growing sense of despair.

      The noise in her head grew louder, the anger exploding as the newly aware clone tried to wrestle with the knowledge of what she was and what had been done to her. Nyx took another sip of water, letting the emotions flow through her. She couldn’t help them. Couldn’t stop what would happen next. All she could do was bear witness.

      There were only two ways this would go. Some of her clones – code-named furies - were strong enough to accept the truth and bide their time, fighting their conditioning for as long as they could, finding ways to warn their targets, and do a little good with what time they had left. They were the exception, though. For most, the knowledge that they were nothing more than tools to be used and discarded was more than their psyches could take. Those ones snapped, turning on their handlers in a rabid fit of fury that had given the project its name.

      This one wasn’t strong enough. She shattered beneath the weight of the truth. Emotions that weren’t Nyx’s ripped through her, and there was no way to push through the torrent to reach the mind of her clone.

      Not that it mattered. She’d seen this moment play out too many times. She knew what was coming. Fingernails bit into the flesh of her palm as she fought the need to howl in protest and rage.

      The end came quickly, which was a blessing of sorts. She only caught flashes of what was happening, the scenes so jumbled she couldn’t make much sense of them. There was a flash of a face twisted by fear and pain, the feel of hot blood splattering against skin, and then someone screamed a string of words she couldn’t quite make out. There was a moment of shared pain, and then her mind was quiet again, the link severed.

      “I will remember you,” she whispered and closed her eyes, committing the moment to memory. Then, she placed that file with the others, locking it away in a part of her mind Absalom and his cohorts didn’t know she had. She didn’t understand it, but it was there, a repository of memories and thoughts that allowed her to retain her sense of self no matter how many times she was reprogrammed.

      She finished her meal quickly, no longer hungry, but still aware that she had to eat to stay strong. She’d need all her strength soon, because with the loss of that clone, there was only one fury left. Absalom would need to create a new batch. She rose with a muffled sigh, drained the last of the water from her glass, and then placed the tray back on the floor by the slot.

      Each time a new group of clones left the maturation tank, she’d become aware of them. It drained and distracted her, especially in the beginning, when they were often here on the station and there was no escaping the psychic noise and the pain that almost always accompanied the connection. She couldn’t block that kind of pain, but she’d quickly become adept at hiding it.

      The pain wasn’t the worst of it, though. It was being teased with a vague kind of companionship. She got glimmers of insight into a world she hadn’t been part of in years. The furies were her only companions, and she filed away every experience and memory they shared with her. For the ones that never gained self-awareness, there wasn’t much to save, but for the rare few who managed to break their conditioning, there was more. Friendships. Laughter. Bittersweet moments made all the more poignant by the knowledge they could not last.

      She went over to a metal bar affixed to the wall and started doing pull-ups, using the exercise to calm her mind and give herself something else to focus on. It didn’t work. Memories assailed her, none of them hers. She let them drift through her awareness. One came back to her over and over. Laughter, and a man’s face, dark eyes gleaming with desire as he leaned in to steal a kiss. It was her favorite memory, even though it was tied to a sense of longing and regret so sharp it tore at her heart.

      She didn’t know the man’s name, only his smile, and the fact that he’d made one of her clones happy for a little while.
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      Eric checked his gear one more time, the routine of it giving his mind and hands something to do as the seconds ticked down.

      They were on their way to a set of coordinates so far out that it had taken the better part of a week to get there, even with the Malora’s engines at maximum.

      Despite every precaution, there was no way to be sure that the Gray Men didn’t know about this mission already. Speed was vital.

      He’d wasted months already, time he’d spent trying to work through official channels, keeping on the right side of the law. Two days after he crossed the line, the information he’d been looking for started appearing. Just the occasional snippet at first, but the data kept coming in, filling in gaps and giving him new insights.

      It took two more weeks to put it all together, but he knew he’d gotten it right. He’d found the base of operations for Project Fury. Somewhere on that station was Echo’s batch sister, and he was going to free her.

      His foot tapped out a staccato beat as he stood with the rest of his team by the airlock and waited for word from their pilot, Dante. Any second now, they’d be dropping out of stealth mode – a reflective shield that made them invisible to even the most advanced sensor arrays. If anything was going to go wrong, this was when the shooting usually started.

      “Stealth mode is off, and we’re on final approach. Defensive satellites appear to be deactivated.” Dante’s voice boomed over their comms a few minutes later.

      “I told you I had those handled,” Eric muttered, but he didn’t activate his comms. Dante didn’t need the distraction right now.

      Cris chuckled. “Don’t let him get to you. You know he’s just trying to get under your skin.”

      “Yeah. Buttercup’s grumpy because he has to sit this one out. You know he hates to miss a fight.” Aria was checking her own gear as she spoke, strong fingers flying over every piece of equipment with a confidence born of years of practice.

      “He’s also got an open comm channel and can hear everything you say. Behave yourselves, or I might accidentally fly us into some turbulence,” Dante said, his deep voice holding just a trace of laughter.

      “Not funny, Strak. There’s no turbulence in space. It’s a fraxxing vacuum,” their commander growled.

      “Yeah, just like the space between Trip’s ears.” Aria reached over to cuff the blond lieutenant on the shoulder.

      “Bite me, Blink,” Trip retorted.

      “Why Crispin Charles Caldwell, is that an invitation?” Aria almost purred in response.

      For a minute, Cris looked like he was going to say something, but he pressed his lips together and stayed quiet.

      Idiot. Everyone on the team had been watching the two of them dance around each other for what seemed like forever. He’d lost good money betting that they’d have gotten together by now, but for some reason, it hadn’t happened. Whatever madness had infected more than half the team, it hadn’t hit them yet. It would eventually, and when that happened, he and Kurt would be the last bachelors standing.

      Dax rapped his knuckles against the side of the ship. “Settle down, you lunatics, or do I have to ask Dante to pull this ship over?”

      They all laughed.

      “Let’s go over the plan one more time.” Dax pointed to Kurt. “Go.”

      “When we get close enough, we scan for lifeforms. Once we know where the bad guys are, we split into teams and go hunting. I’m with Blink,” Kurt stated.

      “Trinity is with me,” Dax said.

      “And Trip watches my back while I take control of the station’s systems. Then we’ll join the hunt,” Eric added.

      Dax didn’t react much—he just raised one dark brow. “That’s not the plan, Ensign.”

      Eric raised his chin and stood his ground. “With all due respect, sir, it’s not going to take me more than a few minutes to access those systems. Once that’s done, I request that Trip and I take part in the main mission.”

      “Taking down the station’s defenses and ensuring no one leaves is part of that mission,” Dax replied, his tone firm.

      “Yes, sir. I know, sir, but I…”

      “We wouldn’t be here without him, Fido. He’s earned the right,” Kurt said.

      “He’s too close to this,” Dax argued.

      “We’ve all been there.” Kurt’s gaze slid to Trinity, then back to Dax. The mission where the now-married pair had reunited had been a complicated one.

      “He’s got a point,” Trin said, the corners of her mouth turned up into a smile.

      Dax sighed. “Lieutenant West-Rossi, whose side are you on?”

      She gave him a sharp salute and then winked. “That depends if we’re in or out of uniform, sir.”

      Dax growled at her, straightened, and looked at Eric. “Alright. Once you’ve got the station secured, you and Caldwell can join us. I’ll assign sectors once we have a headcount and know where everyone is.”

      “Yes, sir.” He saluted the commander, then gave a small nod of thanks to both Kurt and Trin.

      “Moving into position now. Prepare for boarding.” Dante announced, and instantly everyone took their places.

      “Life signs?” Dax asked.

      “I’ve got blind spots, but…” Dante snarled a curse in Torski. “We’ve got incoming. There are ten life signs heading your way, moving fast.”

      “Get us inside now!” Dax commanded.

      “That’s what she said. I mean, yes, sir. Right away.” Dante brought the Malora in against the hull of the station, and Kurt activated the boarding clamps. They slammed against the hull with a teeth-rattling clang, followed closely by the torturous hiss of cutting lasers carving into metal.

      “Time,” Dax barked.

      “Eight seconds. Seven. Six. Five,” Kurt continued the countdown. At the two-count, the Malora’s airlock opened, and Eric tensed, adrenaline surging through his body, making everything sharper and brighter.

      The hull started to fall the second the lasers finished cutting, and they were on the move before the thick slab of metal hit the deck.

      The air sizzled, the metal still glowing as they passed through the newly created doorway. Alarms wailed, and the steady pulse of automated weaponfire sounded and then stopped as Trinity raised her blaster and shot out the first of the station’s defenses.

      His teammates fanned out and covered the hall, but he turned his back on the oncoming attackers and moved toward the nearest system access point. Cris was only two steps behind him, and Eric trusted him to watch his back.
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