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      PROLOGUE

      The warball field stretched out below the garrison like a dusty scar, and Raaze watched the warriors warm up, a sneer twisting his lip. His jaw ached from clenching it so tight.

      Holy trall. He’d been the highest-paid warball player in three generations. His face had been on billboards from Tarviisa to the outer colonies. Females of every species had thrown themselves at him after matches, and he’d had his pick. Now he stood on this gods-forsaken rock, watching amateurs fumble through basic drills while pretending he gave a draanth about their form.

      “Keep your spacing wider!” He barked the instruction without thinking. The warriors adjusted, and he hated how naturally the coaching came to him. Like his body hadn’t gotten the message that his career was over.

      A warrior stumbled over the practice sphere, they called it a ball, but it was more like a twenty-pound cannon shot, and Raaze’s lip curled. These idiots couldn’t last thirty seconds in a real match. I’ve seen better coordination from drunk mining crews.

      He ignored the cutting voice in his head. The diagnosis was wrong. It had to be. Blood Rage, they’d said. Exile to Parac’Norr. All for nothing. He’d never lost control, never felt the legendary fury that supposedly marked a feral. One bad game where he’d gotten too aggressive, one referee with a grudge, and his entire life had been ripped away.

      Just like that.

      His enhanced senses were just part of being an elite athlete. The slight elongation of his canines meant nothing; half the league filed their teeth for intimidation. The way his eyes sometimes caught the light was a trick of stadium lighting, nothing more.

      But try explaining that to the Latharian Genetics Council. They’d looked at the referee’s report, run their tests, and condemned him without letting him speak. Now, instead of signing autographs and counting his millions, he played babysitter to warriors who thought they understood violence.

      What a draanthing joke.

      The whine of approaching engines pulled his attention from the field. Construction shuttles descended toward the landing pad adjacent to the training ground, their hulls gleaming despite the dust that coated everything on this miserable planet. He’d seen dozens of these deliveries since he’d arrived. Same efficient movements, same protocols.

      Except this time, something made him look closer.

      The lead shuttle’s canopy slid back, and a small figure climbed out. Female, obviously… the body shape was unmistakable even in the bulky flight suit. She moved with precision that came from years of practice, hands flying over the shuttle’s external controls as she powered down the engines. No wasted motion, no hesitation.

      Another shuttle landed beside the first, and another pilot emerged. This one was taller, her dark hair pulled back in a severe bun that did nothing to hide the elegant line of her neck. She called out something to the first pilot, who laughed and gestured at the garrison.

      And that’s when Raaze’s mind shifted gears.

      These weren’t the construction grunts he’d dismissed before. These were pilots. Trained, skilled, with access to ships that could leave the planet’s atmosphere.

      The realization hit him like a warball to the chest. He’d been thinking about this all wrong. Human females would be easier to manipulate than males, and if charm failed, they’d be easier to physically handle.

      The shorter pilot pulled off her helmet, revealing a cascade of red hair that caught the afternoon light. Young, from what he could tell. The way she kept glancing at the garrison suggested nervousness… maybe her first time on an alien planet. Nervous people made mistakes. Nervous people could be manipulated.

      “Raaze!” One of the warriors called from the field. “You joining us or just going to stand there?”

      “Supervising,” he shot back, not taking his eyes off the pilots. “Someone needs to make sure you draanthic don’t hurt yourselves.”

      The warrior muttered something that was probably an insult, but Raaze had already dismissed him. His focus narrowed to the two females as they began unloading cargo containers. The taller one directed the operation calmly, but the redhead kept stopping to stare at the garrison’s architecture, at the warriors on the field, at everything alien and new.

      Tourist syndrome. Perfect.

      He’d seen it a thousand times in his playing days. Newcomers to the big arenas, overwhelmed by the scale and spectacle. They wanted to belong, to be part of something larger. They were easy marks for anyone who knew how to play the game.

      The redhead struggled with a container’s lock mechanism, her fingers slipping on the controls. The older pilot didn’t notice, busy with her own tasks. Raaze filed that away. The younger one wasn’t getting support from her colleague and isolated people were vulnerable people.

      His warball instincts took over. The dusty field below faded. He no longer saw warriors; he saw targets, weaknesses, angles of attack.

      Soft. Untested. She’d probably signed up for the hazard pay without understanding what hazard really meant out here.

      The taller pilot was different. She moved like someone who’d seen combat, or at least its aftermath. She’d be harder to approach, harder to manipulate… but she also carried exhaustion, the kind that came from too many long flights and not enough rest.

      Overworked people made poor decisions. Exhausted people missed warning signs.

      A third shuttle landed, and Raaze’s pulse quickened. Another pilot, this one older. She moved with the careful precision of someone nursing chronic pain—the way she favored her right knee, the slight hunch to her shoulders. Medical discharge from military service, he guessed. Now flying cargo runs to pay for treatment that never quite worked.

      He smiled.

      Desperate people made the easiest marks of all.
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      CHAPTER 1

      Good plans needed time to cook, and this one was still raw.

      Raaze turned his back on the landing pad, the itch between his shoulder blades staying right where it was. He needed time to map every angle on that slabcrete before he committed to a play that would either get him off this rock or get him killed. But it didn’t matter. He’d been studying the comings and goings for weeks, and the departure window for today was closed.

      Which meant those pilots weren’t going anywhere. He had time.

      Which was good. Because right now, he was stuck babysitting a bunch of over-muscled toddlers who thought tripping over their own feet constituted a tactical maneuver.

      Crossing his arms, he surveyed the disaster area the garrison laughably called a warball pitch. Calling it a pitch was an insult to pitches. Hell, it was an insult to dirt. It was a patch of baked misery, hard enough to shatter bone and hot enough to fry eggs. Every idiot out here, him included, was baking.

      Which was almost enough to distract him from the fact that the drills the team was running were worse. Almost.

      “Left!” He bellowed. “Cover the draanthing left, Bravnak! Lady’s tits, you’re leaving a gap big enough to fly a dropship through there!”

      Bravnak scrambled to adjust, his feet skidding on the loose shale. The player on his left wobbled like a drunk on payday, corrected the wrong way, and the pass went wide.

      For draanth’s sake.

      Raaze hissed through his teeth and scrubbed a hand over his face. Pathetic. Absolutely pathetic. Back in the leagues, this kind of incompetence would have had them running perimeter drills until their lungs bled.

      Just another Tuesday in hell.

      Draanth it, what did he care? He didn’t. He wasn’t their captain. He wasn’t their coach.

      But he couldn’t help himself as he tracked the play. Automatically, he dissected angles, calculated velocity, and spotted the weakness in the defensive line.

      “Again,” he barked, ignoring the glares aimed his way. “Draanth’s sake, try to at least look like you’ve seen a sphere before.”

      They reset. Daavyn, a big draanthic of a male who relied on mass over mechanics, lined up opposite Sorrath. Raaze narrowed his eyes. Trall. Those two had been circling each other for weeks. A grudge looking for an excuse. Daavyn was all heavy shoulders and resentment; Sorrath was leaner, altogether meaner, and unfortunately had a mouth that moved faster than his brain.

      “Ready… break!”

      The sphere flew through the air. Daavyn lunged forward. Sorrath sprinted toward him.

      Neither of them even pretended to go for the sphere. Daavyn dropped his shoulder, driving hard into Sorrath’s chest a full second after the pass was gone.

      Sorrath didn’t stumble. He whirled around and faced up to the bigger male with a snarl. “Watch it, you piece of trall!”

      “Watch yourself, runt.” Daavyn shoved him.

      Sorrath shoved back.

      Then the claws came out.

      Snick-snick-snick.

      Black, serrated razors extended from both their fingertips, glistening in the harsh sun. The other males on the teams scrambled back. Standard procedure. When the claws came out, you got clear, or you got bled.

      Oh, for draanth’s sake.

      Raaze moved before the thought finished and hit the gap between them. Sorrath was winding up, telegraphing a strike that would gut Daavyn like a fish. Raaze didn’t bother grappling. He didn’t waste the energy. Instead, he drove his shoulder into Daavyn, checking him back a step as he slammed a flat hand into the center of Sorrath’s chest.

      “Enough.”

      The word wasn’t a shout. It didn’t need to be.

      Sorrath froze, his chest heaving and eyes blown wide as he focused, locked onto Daavyn. The black tips of his claws were inches from Raaze’s ribs.

      “Back down,” he snarled. “Unless you want to explain this little… misunderstanding to Kraath.”

      Sorrath vibrated with tension, rage rolling off him in waves. Raaze didn’t flinch, didn’t look at the claws. He just looked Sorrath in the eye.

      Go on. Try it mother-draanther. See what happens.

      Sorrath blinked, and the focus broke as he looked down at Raaze. The claws didn’t retract fully, but the lethal intent wavered.

      Raaze turned his head slightly to lock eyes with Daavyn. “Pick up the sphere.”

      Daavyn bristled, fists still clenched. “He started it.”

      “And I’m ending it. Pick up the draanthing sphere.”

      Daavyn hesitated for a second, his gaze flickering to the males around him. None of them would meet his eyes so he looked at Raaze. He saw the moment sense finally filtered through Daavyn’s thick skull. The big feral grunted, bent down, and snatched the heavy practice sphere from the dust.

      Raaze turned back to Sorrath. “East perimeter. Two laps. Now.”

      “I didn’t⁠—”

      “Now.”

      Sorrath snarled, a wet, ugly sound, but he turned and started jogging toward the perimeter fence.

      Raaze stayed where he was for a long moment, watching them separate. He didn’t relax his stance until there was fifty yards of dust between them. He checked his hands. Steady as a rock. No red vignette bleeding into his peripheral vision. No adrenaline spike. And definitely no draanthing Blood Rage.

      See? Nothing to see here.

      He turned and walked back to the edge of the pitch with a swagger.

      “Show’s over,” he called out to the gawking team. “Reset the line. We go again.”

      The players shuffled back into position, eyeing him warily. Let them stare.

      He ignored them, dragging a hand over the back of his neck, feeling the grit of dust and sweat. He should walk away. Go down to the landing pad and start working on the redhead. That was the smart play. That was the escape route.

      Yeah, if you want to go in there half-cocked and draanth it all up, yeah… sure. Knock yourself out.

      Ignoring the thought, he turned back to the field.

      “Bravnak, if you drop that pass again, you’re running with Sorrath,” he yelled.

      Twenty minutes later, every drill he had them run disintegrated into stupid mistakes and bitching about the heat.

      “Okay, ladies, we’re done. Pack it up and let’s get out of the sun,” he yelled, shaking his head when they didn’t immediately break for the road back up to the Garrison on the cliff above them.

      He shook his head and let them go. He wasn’t their keeper. If they wanted to stand around in the baking sun talking trall, that was their business.

      Collecting the practice spheres was grunt work. Rookie shit. The kind of thing he used to pay people to do so he could save his energy for the cameras. But here he was, bending over in the dust and cleaning up after amateurs who wouldn’t know a defensive formation if it bit them on the ass.

      Professional athlete to babysitter… hell of a career trajectory.

      He lobbed a sphere into the nearby crate and was reaching for the next when something in the chatter behind him snagged his attention.

      “You’re full of it, Bravnak,” Daavyn rumbled.

      “I’m telling you, I heard them,” Bravnak insisted. “The boss was furious. Veins popping, the whole show. But Prince Isan didn’t back down. He told the Commander that we needed to be in the Summer League.”

      Raaze froze.

      Summer League. There was only one Summer League. It was the celebrity warball competition broadcast across the entire Empire every midsummer. Every major clan, every celebrity team, every scout looking for the next big contract would be in it.

      “Summer League?” Sorrath scoffed. “They’d never let us play. We’re monsters, remember? The Empire would have a stroke if they saw an Izaean on a pitch. They pretty much piss themselves every time they’re forced to rub shoulders with us on the battlefield.”

      “That’s what Raalt said,” Bravnak shot back. “Said it was too risky. Said if the Empire sees us, like really sees us, then we’re in a shitload of trouble. They’ll do for us like they did for the Vorrtan.”

      Straightening, Raaze walked toward the group. He kept the sphere in one hand, passing it from hand to hand with a casual looseness.

      “You’re hearing things, Bravnak,” he said, hurling the sphere at the crate in the middle of the chattering group. It hit dead centre with a sharp ‘crack’. “I reckon the heat’s cooked your brain. What’s left of it, anyway.”

      Bravnak bristled. Predictable as a sunrise. “I heard it clearly. I was patching the comms unit. Raalt said we’re a liability. But Prince Isan… he said we shouldn’t be prisoners for a mutation we were born with. He said it’s time we took our place in the Empire and made them respect us.”

      Raaze crossed his arms. “The prince said that?”

      “Word for word. Said we could field a team. Show them we’re not just animals.”

      Well. Trall.

      He’d written Isan off as a pampered royal. Raalt’s silver-haired son who’d probably never had to fight for anything harder than a better table at a restaurant. A pretty face for the garrison’s PR. But standing up to Raalt… who no one would argue was the scariest mother-draanther on the planet… Arguing for respect for a group of exiles the Empire had already flushed down the drain? He hadn’t expected that.

      Oh… so pretty boy does have a spine. Well, trall. That’s annoying.

      It was so much easier to despise the whole system if everyone in charge was an asshole.

      “So when’s the tryout?” Daavyn asked, looking at his claws. “If the Prince is setting it up…”

      “He’s not.” Bravnak deflated. “He left. Middle of the night, last night. Took his ship and vanished. Raalt was shouting about that, too.”

      “He left?” Raaze kept his voice flat, but his fingers dug into his own bicep until the muscle ached.

      “Yeah.” Bravnak nodded. “Gone. Probably halfway to Lathar Prime by now.”

      Gone.

      Plan A. That had been Plan A. Since his second day here, he’d been tracking the docking schedules. Planning exactly how he was going to charm, barter, or stow away on the Prince’s personal transport. The only ship with diplomatic clearance. The only clean way off this rock.

      And he’d slept through it.

      “Draanth,” he muttered.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.” He pushed off the crate. “Just marveling at the incompetence of our leadership. Losing a prince seems somewhat careless.”

      Turning, he walked to the edge of the pitch. He needed space. Needed to not punch Bravnak in his loose-lipped mouth.

      The Summer League.

      For four seconds, okay, maybe five… he let himself go there.

      The lights. The roar of the crowd that sounded like static in your bones. The smell of the turf and the electric tang of the energy barriers. He could lead this team, he knew he could. Whip these idiots into shape. He knew the plays, knew the politics, knew how to work a referee until he gave you the call just to shut you up. He could be Raaze again. The celebrity. The legend.

      Then the reality crashed down.

      He wouldn’t be Raaze the celebrity anymore. He’d be Raaze the Izaean.

      And he’d be leading a team of exiles in an exhibition match designed to make the Empire feel benevolent.

      Yeah… Look at the monsters playing their little game. Look how well-behaved they are. They haven’t even tried to eat anyone yet.

      Every pass, every tackle, every interview would be him signing his name to the lie. Yes, I belong here. Yes, the Council was right. Yes, I am a monster who got lucky.

      Trading his freedom for a gold-plated cage and a pat on the head.

      Draanth that.

      He looked across the pitch. The heat haze danced over the landing pad beyond. The humans were still there. The redhead was moving around the hull of her ship, a small, bright spot of color in the drab landscape.

      Plan A was gone. The Prince and his diplomatic immunity were halfway across the sector.

      The Summer League was a trap wrapped in a ribbon.

      That left the humans.

      Raaze’s jaw tightened, and he started down the slope toward the landing pad. Walking away from the pitch toward the only way out he had left. His gaze swept over the three haulers sitting on the baking pad as he walked, assessing them. Heat haze rippled off their hulls, distorting the air like his vision after a bad concussion.

      The veteran on the far right was flying a brick of a heavy lifter, scarred and ugly. The pilot was tall, dark hair pulled back tight, and she moved like someone who’d seen the sharp end of things. Raaze had seen her earlier directing the cargo op without breaking a sweat. Competent. Alert. His eyes narrowed. That one was too sharp. She’d spot a hustle before Raaze even opened his mouth.

      The middle berth was an older female. Bad knee, favoring the right side. Chronic pain meant distraction, maybe painkillers, but she was arguing with the fueling drone like a drill sergeant. Mean enough to chew through a hull. Also a no.

      Then there was the redhead on the end. His attention shifted to her. She was small even for a human female, and plain. Uninteresting.

      Hers was the smallest ship. Patchwork repairs that looked like they were held together with spit and prayer. It was easy to see that she’d landed rough as well. And, more importantly for him, she was working alone.

      He grinned. She was the gap in the line… The defensive hole he could drive a shuttle through.

      Sunlight caught the vibrant fire of her hair, making her impossible to miss against the drab metal of her freighter. She was wrestling with a panel on the hull, her movements jerky. She was focused. Not looking at the pitch.

      He grinned. Perfect. She had no idea she was being watched.

      Adjusting his tunic, he rolled his shoulders to loosen the tension in his neck. His breathing slowed, and his vision narrowed as he let the peripheral world fall away until there was nothing but the target.

      He started down the slope. It wasn’t much of a plan. But it was the only play left on the pitch, and the clock was running out.
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      The sun blazed down, white and blinding. The heat sucked the moisture right out of her eyes and tasted of dust and hot metal that caught in the back of her throat.

      Cait shaded her eyes against the glare and sighed. The ship was listing. Of course, it was listing. The port side landing gear had hit the pad with a groan that had vibrated through her teeth during touchdown, and now the whole vessel was canted three degrees to the left like a drunk.

      “Great,” she muttered, wiping a line of sweat from her forehead before it could sting her eyes. “Just freaking great.”

      Starting a slow walk around the exterior, she did a visual assessment. The hull plating scorched her palm, and she snatched her hand back quickly. Dammit, it was cooling way too slowly. Tapping a panel near the rear thruster, she winced at the hollow thunk. Something had shifted behind the plating for sure.

      She’s a sturdy old girl, her brother had said. Just needs a firm hand.

      She snorted. Sturdy her fuc-fudging rear end. The H4-RPY was a heap of scrap held together by patch jobs, spite, and a maintenance schedule that made Fred’s diagnostic subroutines weep. But she’d been the only ship available for the Parac’Norr run.

      Atmospheric entry stress exceeded recommended parameters by fourteen percent, a dry voice rasped in her right ear. Fuel consumption during descent was… inefficient. To put it mildly.

      That wind shear was at least forty knots, Fred, she thought back. You want to fly it next time, be my guest.

      I lack the requisite appendages to throttle the person who calibrated these thrusters, Fred grumped. However, I am logging the desire to do so. Post-flight diagnostic coming through.

      Data scrolled down the left side of her vision, a translucent green waterfall of bad news overlaying the landing pad in front of her courtesy of her comms lens. Red flags popped up next to the fuel efficiency markers; there was an amber warning for the hull plating integrity, and a flashing red icon for the port-side landing strut.

      Structural integrity on the strut is marginal, Fred continued. And by marginal, I mean I am surprised we are not currently sitting on the pad with the strut sitting in the cargo bay.

      She tilted her head, pausing mid-stride as she studied the load-bearing calculations scrolling past her vision. It held, she shot back. Marginal is still functional. Log it.

      Logging it under ‘Miracles and Blind Luck’ he retorted.

      Just log the fuc-udgeing data, Fred.

      Language, Cait.

      Rolling her eyes, she ignored him. Fred had been stuck in her head since she was fourteen, and he still acted like she was a teenager stealing her brother’s speeder. Reaching the starboard access panel, she yanked the release lever, and grabbed the torch from her belt.

      “Right,” she said, clamping the torch between her teeth. “Let’s see what the damage is.”

      The heat radiating off the slabcrete under her feet was brutal. It soaked through the knees of her flight suit the second she crouched down, baking her from the bottom while the sun beat down on her head. Sweat trickled its way down the center of her back. Shit, she felt like a rotisserie chicken out here. Her hands were already slick with grease and sweat, and she hadn’t even opened the main housing yet.

      Sliding onto her back, she wriggled under the hull. It was darker under here, but no cooler. The air sat stagnant, smelling of hot hydraulic fluid and dust. Wonderful, just fuc-fudging wonderful.

      Scanning hydraulic pressure, Fred murmured. Lines one through three are stable. Four is showing a variance.

      She grunted, reaching up to trace line four. Her fingers came away slick with fluid. A leak. Brilliant. Wiping her hand on her thigh, she kept moving, checking the power relays and the fuel line couplings. This was the grunt work. The part her brother never did because he had technicians for it, and the part her father assumed she couldn’t do because she was a girl who should be in the office filing manifests.

      But out here, far beyond civilized space, the logic was simple. Things broke and you fixed them. Or you didn’t, and then you died in deep space. Simple.

      She glanced through the gap between the landing gear and the slabcrete at the other ships. A heavy lifter on the far left, scarred and ugly, was piloted by a veteran. A mid-size hauler in the middle berth, run by an older woman Cait had clocked arguing with a fueling drone earlier. They were nowhere to be seen. Which meant they were smart and inside… out of the sun.

      Cait.

      Fred’s voice changed. The dry snark vanished, replaced by a clipped, precise tone that made the hair on her arms stand up.

      The diagnostic on the port line is reading a pressure loss inconsistent with gradual wear.

      She froze, her hand halfway to a coupling. Define inconsistent.

      The loss pattern suggests a sudden failure point rather than a seal degradation or stress fracture.

      What do you mean? Has it snapped? Shimmying out from under the hull and ignoring the scrape of concrete against her shoulder blades, she scrambled over to the port side housing and popped the panel.

      She managed to duck in time as red fluid splattered onto the pad surface at her feet.

      “Holy sh⁠—”

      Hydraulic fluid had sprayed the inside of the casing, coating everything in a slick, red sheen. Ignoring the mess, she aimed the torch at the main line.

      Her eyes widened.

      It wasn’t a rupture or a pressure-induced tear. It was a clean, straight slice through the reinforced rubber, deep enough to weaken it so it would blow the moment the system pressurized for landing.

      Ice flooded her gut.

      Run a comparison, she ordered, her mental voice tight. Check the damage pattern against standard failure profiles.

      Already running, Fred said, his voice devoid of emotion. The edge is too clean for a rupture.

      She stared at the line. Then her eyes drifted to the component next to it. A secondary power relay. The space where it should have been was empty.

      “What the⁠—”

      Reaching in, she picked up the mounting bracket lying loose in the bottom of the casing and held it up to the light, turning it over in her hand.

      The bolt holes were clean.

      If the relay had sheared off during the hard landing, the holes would be warped. The metal would be twisted, torn by the force of the screws ripping out. But these were perfect little circles.

      Someone hadn’t just neglected this ship. Someone had taken a wrench, unscrewed the bolts, removed the relay, and put the bracket back.

      Her brother’s face flashed in her mind. Standing on the loading dock, hands in his pockets, looking bored while she did the pre-flight. Just needs a firm hand, Cait. He’d smiled. The arrogant asshole had actually smiled at her as he said it. She’d give him a fuc-fudging firm hand.

      Then he’d sent her out here in a ship rigged to fail.

      Insufficient. The voice in her head was louder now. It sounded a lot like her father. You missed it. You let him do it.

      The bracket felt heavy in her hand, colder than the air around it.

      Fred. Tell me I’m seeing things.

      Accessing vis-comm lens. There was a pause and her vision flickered, just once, letting her know that Fred could see what she could. You are not seeing things. Primary assessment: sabotage.

      “Show me.”

      Micro-serrations on the incision. Consistent with a standard-issue maintenance multi-tool. There was a pause. Not like the first. This was heavy… loaded. Bolts are clean. No stripping. Someone didn’t just break it, kid. They took it apart.

      She set the bracket down on the access panel. Carefully. Because if she didn’t do it carefully, she was going to put it through the hull plating.

      Her hands shook. A fine, high-frequency tremor that started in her fingertips and vibrated all the way up to her shoulders. Not fear. Heat. Anger… no, this was fury, a nuclear fire that started in her gut and burned all the way up.

      Kian.

      The image of him on the loading dock checking his chrono and looking bored while she ran the pre-flight, hit her. She’d thought he was being his usual pain-in-the-backside self. The heir apparent, too busy for his little sister’s project. Too important to care about a supply run to the ass-end of the galaxy.

      Oh no, now she realised. He hadn’t been bored at all. He’d been patient.

      He’d handed her a coffin and smiled while he did it. Just so he could look at their father and say I told you so. Or worse—so she’d have to call for a tow, and he could be the hero who bailed out his incompetent little sister. Again. She’d thought she was the worst pilot in the galaxy… How many times had he done this before? How many times had he sabotaged her in the past?

      “Son of a…” She choked the word off. “Fuc-fudging bastard.”

      Language, Fred said automatically. I’m logging it. Secure file. Encrypted. The key is already randomized.

      “Good.” She picked up the bracket again, turning it until the sun caught the pristine threads. “Get every angle. Every tool mark. When we get home, and we are going home, Fred… I’m going to shove this evidence down his throat.”

      Straightening, she wiped the grease from her hands onto her flight suit and looked out toward the garrison. The heat haze distorted the perimeter fence, twisting the grey metal until it looked like a mirage.

      Parac’Norr.

      She knew what was on this planet. Well, she’d read the briefing… Blood Rage. Mad men. Alien monsters… all locked away where they couldn’t hurt anyone and only let out to go onto the battlefield.

      She’d signed up anyway. High stakes, high reward. It wasn’t about the money though. This was the kind of run that proved she wasn’t just a silly little girl kept around as eye candy.

      It was her audition. Her chance to prove she belonged at the table. So she’d signed up for the hostile planet… she’d accepted that the universe might try to kill her.

      But she hadn’t signed up for her own brother holding the knife.

      “Right.” The word scraped past the knot in her throat. “Okay. What’s next?”

      Hydraulic cylinder… port landing strut. Power relay… housing, starboard.

      She hesitated, then added a third item. Fuel line patch. Fred had flagged a weep during descent. It was a minor thing, barely worth noting in atmosphere. But minor became critical in the vacuum of deep space, and she was done underestimating what minor could do to this ship. Or to her.

      “Read back,” she muttered, staring at the list as it scrolled through her eyeline.

      It was short and terrifying. She didn’t have the parts. She definitely didn’t have the credits to buy them but that made no difference on a prison planet.

      You missed the seal on the intake valve, Fred said, his voice flat in her ear. And the coupling for the lateral thruster shows stress fatigue. Also, we need coolant. A lot of coolant.

      She didn’t argue. Just added them. “Anything else?”

      A stiff drink and a new family, he suggested. But I suspect the budget won’t stretch.

      “Funny, Fred. Very funny.”

      I’m a riot. It’s the only thing keeping my circuits from frying.

      She snorted, the sound harsh in the quiet heat. Across the pad, the air shimmered, distorting the shapes of the other ships like reflections in a dirty puddle. The veteran on the far left had her ramp up, locked tight. Paranoia or just good sense? Probably both. But the older woman with the mid-size hauler, she had her cargo bay open. Crates stacked near the entrance.

      Inventory. Spares.

      She clipped the comp to her belt and slid the access panel back into place, locking it with a sharp twist of her wrist. The metal burned her fingertips and she hissed again.

      Cait. Fred’s tone stopped her before she could stand. Not his snark voice. The one he used when the math didn’t add up. I’m flagging the encrypted file to your solicitor’s secure channel. Immediate transmission.

      She paused, wiping sweat from her upper lip with the back of her hand. “Why? We can send it over when we get back.”

      Because if something happens to you on this rock, he said, there should be a record somewhere that isn’t on this ship. Somewhere Kian cannot scrub.

      She sat back on her heels, the grit of the slabcrete biting into her knees. Through the open cockpit door, she could just see the edge of the console where his cartridge was plugged in. A battered grey box, scarred from a dozen transfers, housed in a custom interface she’d built herself when the manufacturer stopped supporting his model. Her family called him defective. Glitchy. A liability. They’d tried to replace him three times.

      She’d told them where they could shove their upgrades.

      “Do it,” she said softly.

      Transmission complete. Receipt confirmed. There was a moment, then a second. Stay in visual range of the ship, Cait.

      “I always do, Fred.”

      I know. I just like to say it. Makes me feel all warm and fuzzy. Or something.

      “You’re a nag. You know that?”

      I’m a tactical flight AI with a robust survival protocol. Nagging is a feature, not a bug.

      She rolled her eyes, the tightness in her chest easing a little. “Yeah, yeah. Whatever you say.”

      Standing, she tucked the comp under her arm and started across the pad. The sun hammered down, turning the air into a solid pressure against her skin. Her boots crunched loudly on the gritty surface as she headed for the mid-size hauler and the woman moving in its shade.

      She had a plan, a repair list, a route home. When she got there, she had a case to build that would bury her brother so deep he’d need a mining permit to see sunlight.
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      CHAPTER 2

      Heat rolled off the slabcrete, cooking through the thick soles of Cait’s boots. If she wasn’t careful, they’d be Swiss cheese before dinner. Crouching down, she ducked under the edge of the hull and then froze as a shadow stretched out across the slabcrete in front of her. It was long and lean. Definitely not a cargo drone. It was human-shaped or humanoid at the very least.

      She didn’t flinch. Long experience taught her not to show all her emotions on her face. Instead, she just rocked back on her heels, adjusted her grip on her comp, and looked up.

      And then kept on looking up.

      The guy in front of her was tall, way too tall to be human. He had to be at least seven feet of lean, hard muscle blocking the sun from reaching her. Holy sh-he was right on top of her and she hadn’t even heard him approach. That was bad. Real bad. She knew from long experience that she had to keep her wits about her in places like this, but nobody had warned her about aliens who could creep up on you without making a fuc-fudging sound.

      She narrowed her eyes against the glare, trying to get a glimpse of his face. He was silhouetted by the sun, so all she could see was dark hair pulled back, but then he moved and her breath caught in her throat as her thoughts scattered.

      She’d been around attractive men in the past. Half her brother’s friends were wannabe holovid cover model types, obsessed about their appearances. She’d never given any of them even half a glance. But this guy… Shit, it was like any deity listening had taken a look straight into every wet dream she’d ever had, taken notes and built a guy custom-made for her own personal fantasies.

      Tall and broad-shouldered, he was utterly ripped, but not deadweight muscle kind of way. The kind of muscle that was built in a gym like her brother’s friends. No, this looked fast and lean, the dangerous, efficient kind of muscle that was built for a purpose rather than for show.

      A rumble of amusement sounded in the center of his chest, and a deep voice said, “My eyes are up here, kelarris.”

      Annoyed to be caught staring, she snapped her gaze up and her eyes collided with his. What was left of her train of thought derailed completely. If she thought his body was amazing, then the face that met her gaze was…

      He had the face of a dark angel, which was a cliched phrase she’d heard in numerous holo-romance novels and always scoffed at, but it utterly fit here.

      Long, dark hair was pulled back from an almost cruelly handsome face with high cheekbones and exotically slanted eyes, a strong nose, full lips, and stubble… but the sexy kind, not the scruffy kind.

      He smiled as he stared down at her and his eyes flashed red.

      Shit. Make that an alien dark angel.

      Silence stretched out between them. He didn’t move. He just watched her, loose and relaxed as if he was waiting for her to do something, like maybe step back or apologize. Act like every woman who just found herself nose to nose with a huge guy unexpectedly. A huge, dangerous-looking guy.

      Which would really be the smart move, wouldn’t it? Especially when she was nose to nose with a huge, dangerous-looking alien guy on what was essentially an alien prison planet.

      She’d never been accused of having common sense, so she stayed exactly where she was.

      “Yes?” she asked, tilting her head to the side as she looked up at him. “Can I help you?”

      “You look like you’re having a hell of a morning,” he said.

      He had a smooth voice, deep and sounded more educated than she’d expected for a prisoner on a penal colony. Then he smiled, showing teeth that were white, straight, and a little too sharp at the corners.

      Everything within her went cold. There it was, the charm offensive.

      She’d long ago realised that men that looked like this did not approach women who looked like her. Not that she was concerned about her appearance or self-conscious in any way, but she was well aware that she was more girl next door than supermodel. Added to that was the fact that her brother had been pulling versions of this shit since puberty, and she recognised every play out of the book.

      The little smile, the relaxed body language. If he’d been near something that he could lean on, there would have been a lean, and possibly he’d have tucked his thumbs into his waistband for a little genital framing there to emphasize his virility. But what was the absolute clincher was the confidence that his mere presence was a gift to her.

      Yeah, she’d seen this before. This was charm that was weaponized… Smile, invade personal space, and wait for the poor little woman to melt at his feet.

      It was insulting. Did she look that stupid… or desperate?

      “My morning is just fine,” she said with a smile, making sure that her face stayed professionally blank and neutral. “Can I help you with something?”

      “Help me?” He laughed, the sound low and rough. Like an auditory caress, it tingled along her skin as if he’d actually touched her. “Was about to ask you the same thing, Red. You looked about ready to kill that access panel.”

      Red. Oh, hell no. No, they were not going there.

      “We’ve not known each other anywhere near long enough for nicknames, handsome,” she shot back.

      He’s too close, Fred commented. And he’s too big. I’m arming the cannon.

      He can’t help being as big as he is. Let’s not penalize the guy for that and blow his head off, she snapped back so quick it almost gave her a headache.

      Cait, Fred warned, his tone entirely unimpressed. Which was not a surprise, he’d been unimpressed with every male who’d had the audacity to approach her since she was about fourteen. He is a large unidentified male on an alien prison planet. More than that, he is blocking your path to safety. Let me tag him. The port-side cannon has a clear shot.

      I said no, Fred. Making sure to keep her expression the same, she kept her hands loose at her sides. No fidgeting. No backing off. Just run a scan. We are not shooting the locals and causing a diplomatic incident.

      Of course, Handsome Alien Hottie took her comment as encouragement rather than a warning to reel his neck in. With a smile, he took half a step closer to her. Just pushing in, and taking up that little bit more space, as he eased himself into her personal bubble.

      “We could know each other better quite quickly, I think,” he said, gaze drifting over her face with lazy interest.

      She arched an eyebrow. “Really? You think?”

      His grin widened to a smile that changed his hard features from merely devastatingly handsome right through to supernova apocalypse. Yeah, obviously designed to melt a poor little woman’s brain until she did everything that he suggested.

      “This heat… Awful, isn’t it?” he commented, not breaking eye contact. “Tends to make most people homicidal. Usually not the pretty ones, though.”

      Her eye roll was so impressive, they nearly rolled out of her skull. The pretty ones… Really? He was really going for it like that?

      Scan complete. No weapons detected. Fred informed her. No threat markers. He doesn’t even have a knife on him. Who walks around a penal colony without a knife?
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