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Jade Fleet Headquarters, New Mornag, Jade Zone

DAKU NIGHTWYN STOOD alone in the middle of the utilitarian grey courtroom. A trickle of sweat ran down his back as the glaring lights beat down on him. Five of the highest-ranking officers of the Jade Fleet sat in a raised semicircle above him, with a stern-faced Admiral Laxarn presiding over the court-martial. Several administrative staff moved between the officers, their voices an indistinct murmur, and one sat off to the side transcribing the proceedings.

He shifted his clasped hands, running his finger over one of the mag-cuffs attached to his wrists. The metal was cold to the touch and disconcerting. But if it made them feel more comfortable, and if it meant they’d look favourably on him for not resisting and cooperating fully since going into custody, then so much the better. As Yan had said, he needed to keep his cool and stay calm.

Two of the senior officers had their heads together, murmuring while glancing at Daku. He straightened his spine and squared his shoulders. Even if dread rode him about the outcome of this trial, he wouldn’t let them see it.

His thoughts flicked to Kara Valkaith, as they so often had during the past few weeks. He wondered where she was. He hadn’t heard from her, and his chest tightened. The familiar constriction in his chest caught him off guard. It didn’t look like she was going to come for him any time soon. Maybe ever.

Admiral Laxarn tapped a finger against his section of the long desk that wrapped past him. The bright lights caught on the jade braiding on his sleeves, the only bright spot of colour in the otherwise drab, grey and muted-blue space. Vice Admiral Jeeka, who sat on the admiral’s left glanced at her screen on the desk. The light washed out the colour of her scales, making them a sallow yellow. Her antennae flicked back and forth, before she stilled them, and addressed Daku.

“Commander Nightwyn,” the Ghelpen Vice Admiral said. “You are here because you disobeyed a direct order from Admiral Laxarn. You put not only yourself in danger but also risked the lives of your crew, and the potential loss of the IMJS Agate to enemy hands. If what you claim is true.” She clicked her scales at him, a Ghelpen gesture of displeasure, before continuing. “These are not the actions that a commander of the Jade Fleet should take, and we cannot condone them, which is why you have been remanded into custody.”

The other officers made various gestures of agreement. Rear Admiral Huan, a human male, leant forward. “You claim Dark Raiders attacked Outpost 7JZ and kidnapped several of the settlers,” he stated, his lips thinned. “It is of the opinion of this court that this is implausible. They are outcasts and traitors from the Colony Wars, stealing our cargo ships and maiming those on board. Raiding our remote settlements in hit-and-run attacks. But they have never traded in people.”

Daku clenched his jaw, biting back the urge to lash out at them. He’d provided evidence. He’d made sure Yan had given them a copy of the security vids from the attack on Geejo and the Outpost, showing the Dark Raiders capturing people and taking them to their ship. How could they deny what was obvious? But both Yan and Kara’s warnings rang in his mind. He had to cooperate; yelling and alienating his superiors would not do his team any good or help protect the settlers.

Keeping that thought firmly in mind, he modulated his voice, keeping it calm. “I understand your disbelief at the Dark Raiders’ actions.”

Daku looked from one officer to the next, keeping his gaze steady. “I thought the same at first, as well. There’s never been a report of them taking Imperial citizens, but I couldn’t ignore the evidence on the security vids that played out in front of me. I couldn’t ignore that they had kidnapped our citizens. That’s why I took the Agate, and a small team, and set out in pursuit. As a commander of the Jade Fleet, I could not let Dark Raiders defy us and get away with taking our people.”

“That’s all very well and good,” Vice Admiral Jeeka interjected. “But you abandoned your post. You failed to contact HQ and report this supposed kidnapping. And when Admiral Laxarn did finally contact you, you then proceeded to ignore his directives.” None of the officers looked pleased.

Daku shifted, the urge to move, to act eating at him. “How could I risk their lives? The IMJS Pyrite was at least a day out, and I had a lead that was about to go cold. How could I risk losing the settlers?”

“Enough,” Admiral Laxarn cut in, his voice cold and firm. “You claim your primary concern was the lives and well-being of the settlers, and yet, if what you say is even true, you put them all in danger by pursuing this supposed Dark Raider ship.” He flicked his hand over his screen, clearly referring to information on it. “The Agate is only a small Doshee-class patrol ship, clearly ill-equipped for a rescue mission. Yet you supposedly defeated a much larger Dark Raider ship.”

Daku frowned, his muscles tightened. His stomach churned. Saliva pooled in his mouth as the sick feeling rose from his stomach, trying to choke him. “Sir, we’d tracked them down when they weren’t expecting us. We had the upper hand with a surprise attack and a swift boarding party. And shouldn’t the most important point be that we rescued the settlers and returned them safely to Geejo?”

The senior officers remained impassive. An icy worm of dread burrowed deeper into him.

Admiral Laxarn glared down at him from his position above Daku. “You disobeyed my direct order. We had sent the IMJS Pyrite to investigate your claims. Do you think you are above us, exempt from protocol and the chain of command?” Again, he tapped his finger against the metal desk, the sound ringing out hollowly.

He didn’t give Daku a chance to defend himself and instead continued to speak. “We have received a detailed report from the Pyrite, and they could find no evidence of a Dark Raider ship in that sector, nor any other evidence of civilians being kidnapped.”

Daku started but clenched his hands into fists to fight back the urge to scream at the admiral and Fleet HQ. Yan had told him to play the game, and he might have failed so often before, but he couldn’t afford to now. Cursing them and calling the captain of the IMJS Pyrite a liar or incompetent probably wouldn’t go down well. He dug his nails into his palms, but it wasn’t enough, the words still bubbled on the tip of his tongue. He bit the inside of his cheek. The copper tang of blood filling his mouth worked to suppress the urge to lash out at them.

“The Admiral is correct,” Vice Admiral Jeeka said. “No other report from anywhere in the Jade Zone indicates Dark Raiders are kidnapping citizens. As Huan said, Dark Raiders don’t kidnap people. They take our supplies and waste our resources chasing them down. Either this is an unfortunate and isolated event, or you have concocted this entire story under the belief it will get you out of suffering the consequences of disobeying orders.”

“Why would I make this up?” Daku snapped, blood roaring in his ears. “What other possible reason would I have to take the IMJS Agate out of my sector?” He stared them down. Silence befell the high-seated superiors, yet it felt like Daku was looking down on them. The aides had frozen in place, only their wide eyes darted back and forth as the room seemed to take a collective breath.

But his sense of disquiet was growing. Maybe he should have made a run for it when he had the chance.

“Your record is far from perfect Commander Nightwyn,” Rear Admiral Huan finally broke the silence, words pushed past his clenched jaw. “Your entire career is dotted with minor infractions, and not so minor ones.” He glanced down at his screen and tapped his finger on it a few times, before raising his head again. “In fact, you’ve been reprimanded and put on notice several times before, including, most tellingly, for having taken leave without approval. According to your previous superior officer, you have a wilful disregard for order and abiding by the correct procedures. We need to take this all into consideration, and all current evidence points to you having skipped out without leave to spend some time at a commercial spacestation. So far, it appears to us that you are attempting to cover up your infraction by inventing this scaremongering tale of Dark Raiders stealing people from their very homes,” Rear Admiral Huan concluded and his voice rose in anger and displeasure by the end.

Daku tried to swallow, but his mouth had gone dry. He stared up at them, from one person to the next, trying to find a glimmer of understanding, of support. But it looked like his days in the Fleet were seriously numbered. All because they couldn’t accept that Dark Raiders had changed their pattern of attacks. If only he’d listened to Yan sooner and cared more about his career. Anger boiled up inside him and before he could think twice, it spilled out.

“The Dark Raiders attacked Geejo and took my people! I gave you the vids that showed them being carted off like supplies. If you can’t see that—if you can’t accept that maybe, just maybe, you’re wrong—and that the Dark Raiders might be acting differently, then you could be putting even more citizens, especially settlers, at risk!” Daku yelled, his breathing fast and choppy. “Sure, slap me on the wrist, tell me off. Go ahead and discharge me. But that won’t change the fact that it happened. Ignoring it won’t change it, and it won’t protect anyone.”

His chest rose and fell in agitation, and he knew what he’d said wasn’t the smartest thing to do, but then, he’d always known his time in the Fleet could end abruptly.

The officers glared at him and Vice Admiral Jeeka rose from her seat, her antennae twitching madly from anger. “Be silent,” she snapped, slashing two of her four arms through the air. “You will say no more, unless we ask you a direct question.”

He opened his mouth to argue but snapped it shut again, a small part of his brain trying to salvage the situation. Instead, he nodded.

Vice Admiral Jeeka marginally relaxed and sank back into her chair. She flicked her gaze to the other officers, but her attention moved to an aide that was swiftly approaching the desk.

Daku observed the aide. The man quickly walked to Admiral Laxarn’s side and leant down to whisper into his ear, his brows pinched. The Admiral frowned at him, raising his hand to brush him off in annoyance. But the aide lent down again and continued urgently whispering. Admiral Laxarn suddenly stiffened, and for a split second, a tiny fraction of time, his control slipped, and a spurt of fear and shock flittered across his face. If Daku hadn’t been watching so closely, he might have missed it.

Laxarn’s hands clenched, and he nodded to the aide before abruptly rising to his feet. “This case is adjourned until further notice. Take Commander Nightwyn away,” he said, gesturing to two Fleet security personnel. The other senior officers looked at him in surprise and a little confusion. “Everyone is dismissed,” Laxarn said, already striding from the room, with the aide hurrying along behind him.

Daku’s wrists jerked together as the mag-cuffs activated. The two bands of metal were firmly attached to each other now, and short of chopping off his own hands, he wouldn’t be able to separate them. The security personnel flanked him and escorted him from the chamber. All the while, he wondered what had made the Admiral storm out of the court-martial so precipitously.

Maybe now he had a chance of stating his case again and having them believe him. He really needed to contact Yan. She’d know what to say, but then, he might already be beyond saving.
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PRINCESS ISRA PACED before the large viewport in her mother’s suite aboard the royal flagship, the pale mauve carpet muffling her steps. Of course, only a very select few of the crew even knew she was on board, otherwise, the security risk would have been too high. The heir was not supposed to travel with the ruler, in case the entire ship went up in a ball of flames, or they all got spaced. So, she had to remain sequestered away from the eyes of the crew. The forced confinement was not helping her already strained mood.

Hidden away. From prying eyes, from threats—from living. All because she must be kept safe for the future of the Empire.

She stopped and braced one gloved hand on the viewport. She spread her fingers, pressing her palm flat against the cold surface. Stared at the glove covering her hand. Even in private she wore them. Always, the need for discretion reigned supreme. Always, she was reminded of her place, of the need for stability. For continuity.

But was this needed by the Empire or her mother?

Yet she must pay the price, her life held in stasis. The promise of tomorrow never came.

The doors behind her opened with a faint swish. The pressure of expectant silence built, but Isra did not respond. She stared at her hand, ignoring her mother’s presence reflected in the viewport.

Finally, her mother moved forward, the pale blue fabric of her gathered silk skirt swirling around her legs, crystal beads faintly clinking together. She came to stand beside Isra and reached out, gently wrapping her own gloved hand over Isra’s and guiding it down with gentle pressure. Isra turned to face her mother, their hands linked between them.

“Dearest daughter, you know this is best for all of us,” Samorn said, her voice lilting soothingly. “You need to return to the Seven Temples of the Eternities on Dalor. Your presence there comforts our people.”

“I am no child to be sent to my room,” Isra sighed. “But that is how you are treating me, and you know it. Have I not proven myself, time and again?”

“Being the queen is a delicate art,” Samorn answered. “You know I must ensure the balance is maintained. Your presence at the Temples reassures our citizens that the Empire’s traditions are maintained and, more importantly, it appeases the Council and makes them feel they have power over the Royal Family.” Samorn faintly snorted in derision. “As long as they believe that, then we can maintain our power far more completely over them. Neither of us needs them questioning the Royal Family or investigating our actions. Especially yours, daughter. Or do you wish them to find out about the Elites and your escapades?”

Isra yanked her hand from her mother’s and stalked away from her. She circled a couch in the room, before gripping the headrest, her fingers digging into the upholstery. “Of course I don’t want them investigating us.” She sucked in a deep, calming breath. “I know the risks and the consequences as well as you. But I am tired of you treating me like a disobedient, wilful child. I am far older than you were when you originally took the throne of Rhaslok, and no one was sending you to a temple then. And don’t say I’m not doing what is best for the Empire. I have done what you have asked for years.” The years stretched innumerable behind her and unbearable in front. The couch cushion bunched in her tightened grip. “How long have I already spent within those temple walls? How many traditions have I observed, and created, for longer than I care to think of?” Isra stared Samorn down, daring her to disagree, to refute her.

Samorn turned her head away this time, gazing out of the viewport. She raised her fingers to her brow, lightly massaging them back and forth as she stared into the distance. “You have always been a dutiful daughter. I have never doubted your loyalty and commitment to Rhaslok,” she murmured.

“Then stop sending me away,” Isra demanded. “The minute there are any rumblings of discontent in the Council, I’m the one that has to toe the line and abandon everything else I am engaged in. We would be stronger standing together.”

“The Council holds much power and the ability to sway their home planets against us,” Samorn said. She moved to a lounge seat, settling the folds of her skirts neatly around her in an automatic, but graceful gesture as she sat. “I cannot allow that. You know how much stock many of our citizens, especially the Ghelpen, place in traditions and following protocols. Why else would I be on a royal tour? Councillor Methji mentioned, in their very blunt manner, that I was past due to visit the Ghelpen sector, and in particular Jeekoo.” She waved her hand dismissively. “This is but one price I must pay as their ruler.”

“As always, you are the Queen first and foremost. Are you not tired of it all?” Isra said, her fingers biting deeper into the couch.

“Isra, please think about this calmly. Do you want discontent to grow into disobedience and civil unrest?” Samorn raised one eyebrow in query, but she left Isra’s question unanswered.

Isra shook her head but remained standing. She knew this had been a futile conversation, yet she’d had to try all the same.

“I thought not. And as you said, you are quite definitely no longer a child. So, I expect you to not act like one either and do what is needed for the greater good.”

“And Daku Nightwyn? Are you telling me I should just let him suffer, despite what he has done for us?” Isra asked through gritted teeth. “We will be near New Mornag. It would be a simple matter to add it as a stop on this tour and interject on his behalf.”

Samorn drummed her fingers against the armrest, the soft sound loud in the silent room. Eventually, she replied, “That is a different matter. The Jade Fleet will resolve it.”

“Really? He’ll lose his command and faces being dishonourably discharged. The Shadow’s report was thorough, and clearly stated he disobeyed a direct order from Finn Laxarn. They will not look favourably on that, not at all, and you know it,” Isra accused.

She straightened up and went back to pacing, in part to irritate Samorn.

“And what would you have me do? Tell the Admiral to waive the charges against one lowly commander?” Samorn shook her head. “Do you think that won’t cause a stir? That it won’t lead down paths we don’t want to tread?”

“That’s always your excuse for not acting. Well, let them ask. We should support those that have been most loyal to us.” She thumped her hand to her chest, holding it there as she held her mother’s gaze. “Not punish them because you are afraid!” Isra sucked in a deep breath but stood her ground.

“I have the entire Empire to think of, not just one person. Remember that.” Samorn went tight-lipped, the skin around her mouth paler, her eyes narrowed.

“How can I forget? You love to remind me so often of that fact. But I refuse to accept that we must abandon Daku Nightwyn and let the Shadow down, all for the good of the Empire.” Isra raised her fingers, making derisive air quotes at the last words. “They have both sacrificed for us. The Shadow more so than any other, and I won’t let her down now. When has she ever asked for anything from us?” She paused, waiting for Samorn to refute her.

“She knew when she joined the Elites what would be required of her. She will learn to accept this too,” Samorn said, again her fingers beating out a sharp tattoo on the armrest.

Isra barked a short, bitter laugh. “You can’t keep expecting people to toe the line, to be loyal and obedient, unless you support them in return.” She suddenly narrowed her eyes at her mother. “But this isn’t really about them, is it? You aren’t really concerned with protecting your citizens or the Empire. This is about protecting yourself. It always has been.”

Isra stabbed a finger towards Samorn, her frustration spilling out. “I am sick of it. I am sick of being controlled by your fear.”

She spun away and went back to the viewport, bracing both of her hands on the sill.

Samorn was still behind her, her image blurry and indistinct in the viewport. Isra watched her mother’s reflection slump forward, bracing her head in her palms. Isra didn’t move. They remained locked in silence and stillness for a long time.

The soft brush of recycled air from the climate system cooled her heated cheeks and stirred the fronds of a plant next to her. She ran one finger over the broad, deep-green leaf. Even through her glove, she could feel the smoothness of the plant.

Finally, Samorn raised her head and spoke softly to Isra’s back.

“I only want what is best for you. All I have done is to protect you.” She faintly sighed, a soft sound of near defeat and old weariness. “Everything is changing, but nothing is different. There is unrest in the Empire, and Dralden’s on our borders. I am worried, Isra. I don’t want anything to happen to you. You are my baby; you always will be. I am sorry I try to hide you away from harm, from everything, so much.”

Isra turned around in remorse for having lashed out so strongly. “I know...but please, Mother, listen to me. Hear me.” She went to her mother’s side and sank onto the carpet at her feet, leaning into her legs in silent understanding. Samorn raised her hand and softly stroked it through Isra’s hair, the gesture gentle and caring. They stayed together, Isra pressed into her mother’s knees, quietly reconciling her thoughts. Samorn continued to stroke her hair, in an age-old ritual of support and love.

They both raised their heads at the same time as the door chimed Isra rose, smoothing down her clothes, and Samorn leant back in the chair, her brow pleated in concern.

***
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Kara waited for the doors to the royal suite to open. The faint hum of the ship’s engines permeated the corridor, but luckily no one else was present. She couldn’t afford to have any of the crew see her in front of the queen’s stateroom.

Just as Isra had been lying low and avoiding notice, so had she. She’d almost exposed herself on Gaklun Two, she couldn’t afford another mistake. The past few weeks, she’d focused on her cover of being nothing more than an aide. One more nameless, faceless member of the support network that helped the queen on any state tour. But she had to turn this visit to her advantage. Surely, Isra wouldn’t be on board if she didn’t have a similar goal?

She slipped through the doors as soon as they opened. Tension hung thick in the air. Was she making a mistake?

But what other choice did she have? She had to save Daku. She’d made a promise.

“Shadow, what are you doing here?” Samorn snapped. “You’re supposed to be naught more than an aide.”

Kara bowed. “Forgive me, Your Majesty.” She flicked a glance at Isra. “I am concerned about Daku Nightwyn.”

“Hmph, I know well that you have formed a personal relationship. You aren’t impartial anymore.”

“Mother, let her speak,” Isra said.

She flicked Isra a grateful look but didn’t waste time. “I know you think of Daku as just a commander from a minor outpost, but he knows what I am. Can we, the Elites,” she flicked a hand between her and Isra, “risk leaving him in the Jade Fleet’s hands?” She pushed down the strange and sudden uncertainty swamping her. Daku needed her. “Please, let me help him. It’s too dangerous to abandon him.”

“And what would you have us do?” Samorn raised a brow. “What can we do that wouldn’t immediately draw all the attention that we are trying to avoid, straight to us? If I step in, all the Fleets will protest and the Council will use this as an opportunity to curb my authority. Is that what you want, Shadow?”

Kara bowed her head, the futility getting to her. What was the point of being a bio-cyber, with undetectable augments, if she couldn’t even help the one person who meant so much to her? “There must be a way we can help him. It doesn’t have to be overt.”

“Let’s say we did something, then what?” Queen Samorn stared her down.

“We could go to the secure base on Dalor,” Isra cut into the conversation. “I will go to the temples, and Kara and Nightwyn can stay in the base in secret. You wanted me there, didn’t you?”

“That base is a last resort and haven for us,” Samorn snapped. “I will not have him there. What guarantee do you have that this commander hasn’t already been compromised? You could lead the traitors straight to it.”

“Daku would never betray the Empire,” Kara said. He cared for those under his protection—under his command—too much to forsake them. “He loves his home and was prepared to die to stand up for it.”

“You say that, yet how easy is it for someone to change? How little would it take to turn him?” Samorn shook her head. “You haven’t seen him in a month. He very well could have joined our enemies in that time, if it meant his survival.”

“No.” Kara stood before her queen, her breaths choppy. “No, he wouldn’t.”

“No?” Samorn leant forward. “And what if they threatened his parents? His sister and nephew?”

Kara licked her lips, her certainty wavering. He loved his family. Could he betray the Empire, for them? She gathered her shaken thoughts. “We have no way of knowing if the traitors have contacted him or not unless we speak to him. Aren’t we at greater risk, right now? He may have been contacted, he might not have. And if he hasn’t, we need to make sure they never get their hands on him.” She stared Samorn down, sure of her words. “If we don’t intervene, what you fear will happen. Do you want anyone outside the Elites to know what he’s learnt?”

Samorn turned away from her, but Isra nodded her head. Some of the weight lifted from her shoulders. She was getting through to them. “We are better off having him where we want him.” What if the Fleet or the traitors made him disappear? She had to make them agree.

But before she could continue, the doors swished open and the Sword and Shield glided in, their amorphous plasma bodies confined behind matching dark blue skinsuits. Doctor Tarsk Delkie stalked in on their wake, his tail swishing.

“What’s going on?” Isra demanded.

The Sword and Shield emanated a serious, uneasy vibe. We apologise for the rude intrusion our Queen. Your Highness, the Sword sent telepathically to all present in the room.

But it is urgent, the Shield finished the message, worry lacing the thoughts.

Kara watched as Tarsk activated the display screen in the room, her gut sinking. His ears were low on his skull, his ginger fur slightly puffed out. He pulled out a flexi and tapped it against the screen, instantly sending a file to the display. “You need to watch this vid. Right now.”
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THE HOLDING CELLS were at a pleasant climate-controlled temperature. The kind of weather one would enjoy on a day off, spending it outside with no jackets required. But that was the only nice thing about the cell Daku had been escorted to after the abrupt ending to his court-martial trial. The Fleet had confined him in this sterile white cell for days now. He had a cot in one corner, a toilet and basin in the other, and nothing in between. During what he assumed was the day, as there were no clocks here, bright lights lit up the room. At night there was a faint glow from the large energy barrier that sealed him inside the cell.

He’d taken to pacing the length of the cell, all five steps one way and five steps the other. Sometimes he walked in crisscrossing patterns. He’d been getting a lot of practice at waiting since his second in command, Yan Corth, had taken him into custody back on Geejo. The inaction ate at him.

Not knowing what was happening was worse though.

Daku stalked back to the barrier, being careful not to touch it in case they decided to electrify it. He glared out at the guard posted down the hall. “Why am I being held here when they haven’t even sentenced me?”

The guard remained stoic, his eyes facing the wall across from him, not even flicking his gaze towards Daku.

“Really? Oh, come on, I’m not a criminal. I’m a Fleet officer waiting on a hearing. And I know this isn’t SOP. You know it too.” Because it wasn’t standard operating practice to hold personnel in a cell for days without contact, and even more so when they hadn’t been formally sentenced.

The guard shot him a glance but then went back to standing at attention.

“Fine. How’s your day been?” Daku leant back against the wall next to the energy barrier, crossing his ankles. “Anything interesting happen on that wall you’re staring at so intently? Has the white paint started dancing? If it has, I suggest blinking. That’ll help.”

The guard’s lips twitched, and he flicked him a look again. He glanced the other way, marginally relaxing. “Look, I’m not supposed to talk to you. Nothing personal, I’m just following orders,” the man said.

“Well then, don’t talk to me. That wall looks like it could do with a chat though,” Daku replied, tipping his head back. “But why am I still here? No one’s said anything.”

The guard shrugged. He shifted towards Daku but quickly glanced back down the corridor again. “All I know is that the Admiral has been storming around, and everyone is trying to stay out of his way,” he said, keeping his voice low. “He’s got a real tirade going on. I don’t know what you’ve done, but you’re probably better off down here.”

“What happened?” Daku said. He frowned, thinking back to the admiral’s sudden exit during his trial.

The guard shook his head, his eyes flicking towards the main entrance, and went back to being stoic. Daku couldn’t draw him into a conversation again and eventually, he gave up and sank onto the cot. He let his head drop into his hands, his body sinking inwards. He sighed, defeated and despairing. How long would they hold him here, with no answers, and with no end in sight? He hoped his parents didn’t know about his court-martial. They would be devastated and worried that he hadn’t contacted them. He sat bent over for a long time, uncaring of the passing time, thinking about what he would do if he was kicked out of the Fleet. He wondered if Kara would have a place for him in her life, especially if he was a disgraced ex-Fleet officer. She was a council aide after all; would a relationship with him affect her career? He snorted and shook his head. He must be going loopy. They hadn’t even gotten to that point yet. Neither of them had brought up being in a relationship.

She’d held his hand. They had connected, but that had been while they were tracking down the Dark Raiders. They’d been fighting for their lives. Maybe now that they had been apart, and the adrenaline had worn off, she would no longer care for him. The thought further depressed him, because he may never get the chance to see where they could have gone. What they could have been.

For he admired Kara. His heart tripped and flipped over thinking about her. But he didn’t even know if he would see her again. He scrubbed his face with his hands before dragging them back across his hair. He tipped his head back, as thoughts of Kara filled his mind. She’d promised to help him back on Geejo, but he’d not heard from her since. He’d kept waiting and hoping.

But no news had come, no messages.

Nothing.

He linked his hands behind his head and leant back against the wall. The inaction ate at him, and he didn’t enjoy having to second guess everything. He glared at the toilet in the corner, annoyed at the situation, at his lack of privacy. At not knowing what was going on.

A flicker of movement flashed by the corner of his eye.

He blinked and snapped his head around to stare at the energy barrier. Nothing was there. He must be seeing things. But he’d been positive something had moved out in the corridor.

Daku pushed to his feet and walked to the security field before peering down both ends of the corridor. The guard from before was no longer there. Maybe he’d seen the man leave. Except the guy hadn’t been the quietest person when walking. He would have noticed him stomping past his cell. But no one was out there.

“I’m losing my mind,” he muttered in dark humour while shaking his head at himself.

He turned back to his uncomfortable cot, but right then the barrier flickered. Heart pounding, he froze. The barrier wasn’t supposed to do that.

The entire barrier dropped, leaving his cell open and unsecured. He jumped back, startled and wary. Was someone playing tricks on him? The cynical thought that Jade Fleet command were going to frame him with an escape attempt flittered through his mind. He shifted forward, uncertain and leery.

The wall at the side of his cell shimmered as if it had decided to move. Then a figure detached itself from the wall, coming into clearer focus. Though he had to blink several times and stare, as the person blended with the colour of the walls. His heart gave a hard thump.

Their face came into view, the white colour of the wall giving way to pale skin and grey eyes. Intense, serious eyes. Very familiar eyes.

“Kara?” His mouth gaped open.

He still couldn’t quite wrap his mind around her standing here in front of him, her body blending into the wall from the camouflage effect of her bodysuit. At least he thought that’s what was happening. “Am I hallucinating? I’ve conjured you up with my thoughts.” That had to be it.

She stepped up to him and grabbed his hand. It was very real; solid.

“I have to get you out of here, right now,” Kara said, her voice low and words clipped. “Come on.” She tugged on his hand, and he took a few stumbling steps forward.

She was real.

Elation and hope shot through him. She must have cleared his name with the admiral. Then he frowned. But if that was the case, then why had she appeared camouflaged and worried?

“You’re breaking me out, aren’t you?” His gut clenched.

“Yes. We don’t have time for this right now. I’ll explain later,” she said, before swiftly scoping out the corridor.

“I have to clear my name first. I’ll be in more trouble if I break out.” He reluctantly let go of her hand, wishing he could go with her. Now when the prospect of being discharged from the Fleet truly loomed, he’d realised that he didn’t want to leave it. He wanted to keep protecting the Jade Zone. And for that, he had to attend the court-martial and justify the rescue mission.

Kara went still and briefly closed her eyes as if she was debating with herself. She gave an almost imperceptible nod before turning back to him. “Things have changed,” she said in a flat voice. “Your life is at risk and you’ll not have a fair trial—if you make it to one.” She grabbed his wrist and pulled him forward with ease. “I won’t let you die. So, either you come with me right now, or I’m carrying you out of this cell. And you know I can.” Her face had gone taut and her eyes hard.

He swallowed and glanced down at her small hand wrapped around his wrist. Yes, the top of her head might only come to his shoulder, but he knew she had been enhanced and changed with bio-cybernetics. She most definitely had the strength to lift him, of that he had no doubt. But that’s not what convinced him to go with her. No, it was the small, soft caress of her thumb against his inner wrist. She was here because she cared.

Daku nodded and followed her out of the cell. All the while knowing that this would ruin any chance he had of remaining in the Jade Fleet.

They reached the end of the corridor, and Kara paused, tipping her head to the side, listening intently. He couldn’t hear anything beyond the normal creaks and murmurs of a building, but then he didn’t have bionic implants augmenting his senses.

“Do what I say, when I say it,” Kara breathed next to his ear. “Don’t hesitate.” She pressed the door release and swiftly moved through the doorway and to the left. Daku followed behind her, his nerves taught.

Because now if they were caught, it wouldn’t just be his career that got spaced. Kara’s very life was at stake. The Fleet would be ruthless in dealing with a bio-cyber. At best, they would lock her away in a maximum-security prison for the rest of her days. At worse, they would remove the implants, but—because by their very nature bio-enhancements were integrated completely into the individual’s body—removing them would kill her. He would follow her orders, without hesitation to keep her alive, but he had a lot of questions. Questions that would have to wait until they were somewhere secure.

They slipped down the next corridor, before making it into a stairwell. Daku moved towards the steps heading down, but Kara shook her head and took the flight of stairs going up. He glanced between the two, hesitant and wanting to ask why they were going up when freedom was below. She paused at the first landing diagonally above him and shot him a flat, commanding glare. He set off after her.

Several flights later, with sweat trickling down between his shoulder blades, they stopped again. Kara slipped up to the door leading back into the main corridor, pressing against the wall next to it. With a quick flash of her hand, she had him moving up next to her.

He quieted his breathing, knowing someone must be out there.

He hated not knowing. He hated not being aware of what was happening. Daku glanced at Kara. At her emotionless face. Flat and hard, intently focused on the environs beyond the closed door. Her skinsuit wasn’t camouflaging with the walls right now, and the fabric had a faint sheen over the solid black material. He knew that despite how thin and delicate it looked, much like its wearer, it held hidden strengths and deep secrets. She’d survived the vacuum of space while wearing this skinsuit.

As they stood there motionless, he longed to ask her what the plan of escape was. But he curtailed his words and split his attention between the up and down stairwells in case someone decided to use them. He did not want to end up back in that holding cell. Not after breaking out.

Kara tensed, shooting a look up the stairwell. She briefly glanced back through the small clear pane in the door out to the corridor.

Indistinct sounds filtered past the door, coming increasingly closer to them. Daku’s heart rate kicked up a level. He looked up at the next flight of stairs. Surely they should get out of here? Fleet personnel were out in the corridor right now. All it would take was one of them looking through that small window, and they would be caught.

Daku hesitated.

Kara had her head tipped to the side, intently focused on the sounds coming from the corridor. Why wasn’t she moving?

He took a step towards the stairwell, but Kara shot her hand out, grabbed his jacket and flattened him back against the wall.

He bit back a grunt from the impact. He glared at her, flicking his eyes between the corridor and the stairwell. They had to move. The Fleet would seize them if they stayed here.

She shook her head. She pointed up the stairs, then held up two fingers.

There were two people above them. He swallowed back the curses he wanted to spit out. Unless they wanted to head back to the cells, they had nowhere to go.

Outside the door, heavy footsteps trudged past, voices rising and falling. Daku flattened himself against the wall, while Kara’s skinsuit rippled and matched it. Above them, a door clanged open, and a loud burst of laughter echoed down the stairwell.

Kara remained still, her attention focused on the corridor.

Daku controlled his breathing. He could feel his pulse pounding in his throat, the sound loud in his head. He had to bring his heart rate under control. Panic could end their chance of escape.

Boots clanged against the first set of steps heading down towards them. They were still out of sight, but as soon as the person came to the first landing, they’d be able to see Kara and him. Everything would be over.
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Chapter 4
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THE HEAVY TREAD of the person descending the staircase echoed hollowly around them. Daku’s heart thudded in his ears, and only his combat training kept him focused. Ready to act.

Kara surged forward, quickly opening the door out to the corridor. He tried to grab her. Soldiers were out there, too.

Yet she gestured for him to follow.

The person coming down the staircase came ever closer. So close, they’d see them in a few seconds.

He dashed through the door, praying to the Eternities that they weren’t running straight into a trap.

A lighting fast glance both ways down the corridor showed it to be clear. The guards must have turned the corner before she’d opened the door. He shot her a glance. He kept forgetting that she was a bio-cyber. Her hearing had to be inhuman and she must have known they’d passed by already.

Kara grabbed his hand and pulled him to the right. They moved at a fast clip, Kara leading them without hesitation away from the stairs.

For now, they had evaded detection.

His Fleet training at the fore, he moved quietly behind her. But she moved without a sound. It was eerie because he knew how beyond difficult that truly was. Without a doubt, Fleet Intelligence had trained her, even if she claimed they hadn’t. And to think when he’d met her a few short months ago, he’d thought she was just another half-useless bureaucrat out to make his life hell.

Since then, his world had been turned upside down.

A small reception area was ahead of them, with smaller corridors and offices branching off the main route. Several rigid, brown chairs were grouped around a side table that held a bedraggled plant, the broad green leaves drooping forlornly. The sign on the chest-high reception desk read ‘Logistics’ in large block letters. But the office was silent, the lights turned off for the night. The Fleet support staff must have already knocked off several hours ago and it would be safe for them to move through the area.

Daku followed behind Kara, but then suddenly paused. “Kara,” he hissed, staring up at the ceiling. A small security camera looked back down at them. His pulsed kicked up a notch.

She flicked a glance at it before shaking her head. “There won’t be anything on them that shouldn’t be,” she assured him and kept moving.

He lengthened his stride, catching up to her. “How can you be sure that we’re not going to be plastered all over the security net?”

She gave him an inscrutable look. “Because I have taken extra precautions. I will not be caught out again.”

He shrugged in resigned acknowledgement, wishing he knew what was going on. He cast the camera a last wary look, before leaving the reception area behind, heading through a maze of open-plan desks and past closed office doors. Kara didn’t slow down or hesitate once. Intently she led them on until they came to a small side room, clearly rarely used. A few unused desks were pushed together against one wall and a bunch of storage containers were stacked against the wall next to the door.
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