

[image: Illustration]




 


 


 


Amanda Bouchet is a USA Today bestselling author of Fantasy Romance and Sci-fi Romance. She was a Goodreads Choice Awards top 10 finalist for Best Debut in 2016 with her first novel, A Promise of Fire. For more about Amanda’s books with equal parts adventure and kissing, connect with her at www.amandabouchet.com.


Visit Amanda Bouchet online:


www.amandabouchet.com
www.facebook.com/AmandaBouchetAuthor
@AuthorABouchet




 


 


 


By Amanda Bouchet


The Kingmaker Chronicles
A Promise of Fire
Breath of Fire
Heart on Fire


The Endeavour Trilogy
Nightchaser
Starbreaker




[image: Illustration]




 


PIATKUS


First published in the US in 2020 by Sourcebooks, Inc.


First published in Great Britain in 2020 by Piatkus


Copyright © 2020 by Amanda Bouchet


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


ISBN 978-0-349-42090-5


Piatkus
An imprint of
Little, Brown Book Group
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company
www.hachette.co.uk


www.littlebrown.co.uk




 


 


 


For Callie,
Our chances of meeting were slim, so I’m pretty sure
the universe gave us to each other on purpose.
Thank you for being my friend.




CHAPTER


1
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TESS


WHERE’S DANIEL AHERN?


My leg bounced under the table as I discreetly scanned the crowded restaurant for the hundredth time. Our contact wasn’t here. Fashionably late crashed and burned a good forty minutes ago, and I was ready to take care of my own business now instead of his.


“Ahern’s not going to show,” I muttered tightly into my com.


“We don’t know that.” Shade’s deep voice rumbled softly from his wristband into my earpiece. My eyes flicked over to where he sat, meeting his honey-brown gaze from across a sea of heads and indistinct chatter. “Sit tight.”


I took a deep breath, trying to settle my jangling nerves. Movement blurred in my peripheral vision. My lungs squeezed as I darted a look at the door. A soberly dressed unsmiling trio walked in. Not who I was waiting for.


“You look like you’re about to jump out of your skin,” Shade murmured. “Act normal. Eat your soup.”


I scowled. My lunch had a better chance of landing on Shade’s head than in my stomach if he told me to eat again.


“I can’t.” My necklace picked up my almost inaudible whisper, transmitting it not only to Shade but to Jax and Fiona, who were somewhere outside, and to Merrick, who’d stayed on the ship. “We shouldn’t even be on this mission.”


Shade’s soft grunt of agreement didn’t change the fact that we were stuck. “Can’t say it seemed as though we had much of a choice.”


No, and that was just one of the weird things about it. We weren’t spies. The Endeavor wasn’t a ship housing soldiers and moles. We were Nightchasers on a big old cargo cruiser, rebels who brought food, medicine, and other supplies to people who needed it around the galaxy. This wasn’t a mission for us. So why did the head of the rebel council suddenly decide that we were the ones who needed to go meet some guy about freeing his incarcerated wife from the Dark Watch?


I toyed with my soup to look busy, little surges of adrenaline spiking inside me and keeping me on edge. I’d been here for an hour and had worked up a sweat and lost my appetite—the opposite of what you wanted in a restaurant where the food smelled so freaking good.


While Shade polished off his lunch, I used my spoon to poke at a few recognizable vegetables and what the menu called beef. Steak and beef were just generic terms for red meat these days. I didn’t know what kind of cattle—another generic term—they raised on Korabon for food. I’d never been here before, had never planned on coming. Shouldn’t be here now. Time was running out.


I set the spoon back in the bowl. A glance toward the basket of thickly sliced trigrain bread made my stomach flip over, rejecting even that. Anxiety killed my appetite as fast as a Dark Watch patrol showing up and barking out “Background checks!” to everyone in the room.


Shade sighed. “Baby, it’s more suspicious not to eat.”


I sighed back at him. “It’ll make the return trip if I try.” The few bites I’d managed weren’t sitting well. “Do you really want a soupatastrophe on your hands?”


His quick smile blazed across the room. It ignited a little flame in my chest that helped ease some of the tightness there. “Given the choice, there are other things I’d rather have in my hands.”


“I didn’t say in, I said on. There’s quite a distinction.”


“Ah. My mistake.” He wiped his mouth with his napkin, probably hiding a grin.


I mashed my lips together and forgot to be nervous for a second. I even managed a bite. Just one, though.


Shade took a moment to look at me hard. I got the message he couldn’t say out loud over the coms. Eat. Keep your strength up. He and I were the only ones who knew I’d drawn more of my unique A1 blood.


Or maybe it wasn’t that unique. Maybe these Mornavail I’d heard about were out there somewhere, healing faster and never getting sick. Like me—an evolutionary step up. And also like me, hiding from the Galactic Overseer, who wanted our blood to create an army of super soldiers.


Fun times across the eighteen Sectors. My grimace had nothing to do with my soup this time.


“My picture was just all over a database for bounty hunters. Now, you have my enormous bounty on your head. How can you eat?” We should be lying low and delivering the food we still had for the Outer Zones, not sitting in a restaurant on a highly monitored rock.


“I may be new to life in the Dark, but I’m a fast learner. Fresh food only comes around so often in a space rat’s life. It’s tragic to waste it.”


“Shade’s right,” Fiona whispered over the coms. “Eat the damn soup,” she hissed.


“Shhhh!” Jax scolded quietly.


A laugh churned inside me. Briefly, my eyes collided with Shade’s again. It was hard not to focus on him. A handsome man treating me to a meal in a not entirely shabby establishment had never happened before today. Too bad we couldn’t sit together and only one of us had an appetite.


“Fine.” I steeled myself and took a bite so that everyone would stop hounding me. “Happy?”


Shade huffed, evidently unconvinced.


I forced down another mouthful, chewing and swallowing carefully. At least my battle with the soup got my mind off Ahern. And the food would do me good. The six bags of blood I’d taken from my own veins in as many days hadn’t totally wiped me out, but I hadn’t been able to completely shake it off yet, either. Beef—or whatever this was—would help.


The two women occupying the table next to Shade’s threw him flirty glances and leaned over to ask him a question about desserts. The waitress immediately joined in, having already attempted to draw Shade into conversation twice. I got it. It wasn’t often that tall, dark, and smoldering sat alone in a restaurant.


They finally left him alone after deciding on a choco seed dessert loaf to share. The waitress went to get it.


“Wow, you really are a wanted man,” I grumbled, a hint of tartness in my voice.


Shade’s small snort vibrated over the com, tickling my eardrum. “I want their dessert.”


“You are their dessert.” He was six foot two of solid yumminess with a healthy appetite, broad shoulders, a square jaw, and scarred knuckles that said I can protect you with my bare hands. I’d even bitten him and knew for a fact he tasted good. “But trust me, neither wants to share.”


Humor sparked in his eyes, and for the first time in an hour, I forgot why we were here.


The happy lapse didn’t last. My heart kicked when the door opened again. An older couple walked in, and the waitress for my corner threw me a dirty look, clearly wanting me to get lost so she could give my table to someone who might actually eat something.


I’d love to, I growled inside my head. If Daniel Ahern would just show up.


If Ahern wanted us to rescue his scientist wife from her extended stay in the imperial prison system, he needed to get his rebel butt in here and give me his new intel before a Dark Watch patrol spotted two of the galaxy’s Most Wanted through the floor-to-ceiling windows, stormed in, and Shade and I were toast.


I chewed my lower lip, wondering what was really going on. “Why the short notice? Why us?” I murmured. We only just found out about this mission, giving us barely enough time to wrap up the ship improvements Shade had been working on in the Fold, make the jump to Korabon, dig out the old coms I kept aboard the Endeavor, and get a few hours of sleep. We’d arrived in the dead of night here and couldn’t do much else.


“Been asking myself the same questions, starshine.” Shade’s low curse told me he was still livid about not having more time to prepare. “Giving us this little to work with feels like we’re being set up to fail.”


“I don’t believe that.” I couldn’t.


The sudden attention from Loralie Harris and her rebel council didn’t surprise me, even if the last-minute nature of this odd assignment did. We’d just managed the coup of the century, stealing Overseer Novalight’s entire supply of super-soldier serum and bringing it to the rebel leaders in the Fold. We’d dealt the biggest blow in living memory to the tyrant I used to call Dad, and now we were apparently special enough to get “the good missions”—just when I needed to be left alone.


Still, that didn’t explain the lack of information or support tech. All we got from the rebel council was a picture of Ahern and a meeting place. No handy gadgets. Nothing about Korabon or the Dark Watch here. Maybe it didn’t matter. We weren’t tourists, and the military on Korabon would be like anywhere else: all over the place.


Right now, I was more worried about bounty hunters coming after my boyfriend. I probably wasn’t all that recognizable outside of Shade’s ex-circle of elite hunters. Images of the Overseer’s supposedly long-dead daughter popping up on screens across the galaxy would raise questions that even a shut up or blow up dictator might have trouble answering. But Nathaniel Bridgebane, top Dark Watch general and the Overseer’s right-hand man, had threatened to go after Shade with a vengeance—and my uncle always did what he said.


I stole a look through the windows but didn’t see Jaxon or Fiona. They’d hunkered down somewhere discreet and weren’t muddying up the coms with unnecessary chatter like we were.


My mouth puckered. I was more than ready for all of us to get back to the Endeavor.


To hell with it. There had to be a time limit on waiting for informants. I couldn’t sit here anymore, stewing in my own fear about getting where I needed to go with those six bags of blood by tomorrow, universal time, or I’d lose one of the most important people in my life. I was done here.


I wiggled a hand into my back pocket and grabbed some of the currency units Shade had handed me earlier to cover the restaurant charges. I was broke after paying for repairs on the Endeavor. Paying Shade, actually. But he was finding ways to give the money back, such as buying and installing top-notch hot-water tanks for the Endeavor’s kitchen and bathrooms and getting my room a bigger bed.


Four nights together—that was all we’d had since I decided to give Shade a second chance.


Bringing cat toys to Bonk had helped melt some of my lingering reservations after Shade nearly cashed me in to the Dark Watch. On our first day in the Fold, he’d come back from hardware shopping with a pair of rodent-shaped mechanical playthings that did tight little flips. Bonk kept presenting the now half-mangled fuzzy gray robots to me like gifts.


I caught Shade’s eye again, murmuring, “Five more minutes and I’m done.” The coins I’d counted out hit the table with a clink. I put what was left back in my pocket.


Merrick’s voice came through for the first time along with a faint crackle of static. My coms were shit—a hodgepodge of old pieces we’d connected to the same signal. “Something must’ve held Ahern up. You can’t leave until he shows.”


I shook my head in silent rejection. I could, and I would. Either Mareeka’s or Surral’s life hung in the balance while I sat in a restaurant in Koralight Crown, one of the ten most disliked cities in the galaxy—or so I’d read during my negative two seconds of prep for this.


“Easy, partner. You’ve got this.” Crazy as it seemed, Jaxon’s voice helped. I still couldn’t see him—he might be a block away or five—but I could feel him inside me, reassuring me and untangling some of the knots in my stomach. We’d been partners in prison. We were partners on the Endeavor. There was no one I trusted more than Jax.


“Just sit tight, Tess. A little longer, that’s all.” His voice lowered to the soothing tones I remembered from when I was nineteen, terrified for my life, and tossed down a mine shaft on top of him. Keeping me safe on Hourglass Mile, both above and below ground, had been the only thing that stopped Jax from totally disintegrating in the face of his grief after just having lost his wife and children. “Fi and I can see you through the windows now. We’ve got your back.”


After a slight hesitation, I gave a quick nod. It mirrored the one Shade gave me from across the restaurant, reinforcing what Jax said.


As much as I wanted to give up on Ahern, they were right. I couldn’t bail on the first job the rebel leaders had specifically assigned to my crew, even if interrupting a prison transfer was an odd choice of tasks for us. Nightchasers weren’t part of the rebel forces. More like the rebel periphery. We pursued our own missions, mostly scouring the galaxy for food and medicine. We believed in a more equitable distribution of both, even if that meant theft. We also believed in training and prep work, so being slapped with our first spy mission only hours ago and just when I needed to be somewhere else really sucked.


Shade wasn’t impressed. I’d heard him mutter earlier that poor planning and shitty gear were how alive people turned up dead.


I wiped my clammy palms on my lap. The need to move spidered down my spine and into my legs. The thought of missing my clandestine—and frankly treasonous—blood exchange with my asshole uncle was eating a hole in my hide.


How much longer do I have to wait? I didn’t want to ask. Everyone would just tell me to stay put.


Merrick would be so much better at this. He’d done some spy work for the rebellion, but then he got caught, shot up against his will with the Overseer’s experimental enhancer, and turned into a seven-and-a-half-foot-tall, faster-than-the-eye-can-blink, barrel-chested, muscle-banded super soldier who’d escaped the Dark Watch. The big black man didn’t exactly blend in.


Soft and low, Shade’s voice whispered over the com again. “You’re on, starshine.”


My head whipped up—the exact opposite of playing it cool. Daniel Ahern walked in, or a man I was ninety-nine percent sure was him. Adrenaline ripped through me. I’d been waiting for this, just wanting it to be over, but now, I didn’t feel ready in the least.


This guy fit the picture Loralie Harris had shown us in the Fold. Tall and slim, with a head of thick silver hair, a long face, and green eyes. Eyes the color of grass, according to the rebel leader. Grass colors varied from planet to planet, and a lot of places didn’t have a single blade, but when people said something like that, they meant green. Generalizations always went back to Earth. It was our one common denominator after generations of expansion across the stars.


Ahern swept a casual glance around the restaurant. Only two people dined alone. His eyes lighted on Shade first but didn’t stop. They got to me and locked on. Someone must have told him to look for a woman.


What else does he know? More than we did wouldn’t be a stretch.


He headed straight toward me, and I took him in as he walked. He was about sixty years old, distinguished-looking, and sharply but conventionally dressed. His brown suit and stiff white shirt matched the plain colors the Overseer favored, but he’d folded a rebellious red handkerchief into his breast pocket. It just peeked out and looked like a bloodstain on his chest.


I swallowed. Logically, there was no reason to fear this meeting—this wasn’t the hard part—but nerves still gripped my throat in a stranglehold.


Had someone followed him here? Could he have made a dirty deal to exchange me for his wife? What if he wasn’t who I thought, or who he said, or a friend at all? Could it all be lies? It wasn’t as though that hadn’t happened before.


I glanced at Shade, a sharp jerk yanking at my heart. I trusted only a handful of people or let them anywhere near my personal space, and Shade—the man I fell for with the speed and recklessness of a meteor on a collision course—had messed with that. In the end, he’d saved my life and was trying to make up for his deception, but sometimes, the hurt and betrayal came roaring back and knocked the air from my lungs.


The silver-haired man stopped beside my table and peered down at me with a pointed look. “It should be a fine night for stargazing.”


Considering I could barely breathe, the required response slid surprisingly easily from my tongue. “The city lights are too bright. You’d have better luck at the Mercury Tides Planetarium. I hear they have a great show.”


He nodded and pulled out a chair. “I’ll try that,” he said, sitting down across from me. “Thanks.”


I exhaled slowly and unclenched my fists, flexing my fingers under the table. I can do this.


The waitress appeared, flashing a welcoming smile at Ahern as she brought up the menu on a lightweight portable screen. He ordered a coffee, and she left with a frown. The corner table in the back wouldn’t be a profitable one for her this afternoon.


“Are you who I think you are?” Ahern asked.


That depended. Who did he think I was? “Tess Bailey,” I answered. I’d been using the name for eighteen years. I certainly wasn’t going to say Quintessa Novalight and open that whole can of worms.


Sitting back, Ahern folded his arms across his chest. “Captain of the Endeavor, right?”


He’d heard of me? And my ship? I might have blushed.


“She’s old and beat up but gets us where we need to go,” I confirmed with a nod.


The corners of his mouth lifted, a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I understand the Demeter Terre refugees can thank you for feeding them.”


In our four-and-a-half-minute briefing with the rebel leaders, we’d learned that Daniel Ahern and his wife, Reena, were DT natives. There weren’t that many left. Ahern and his wife had gone farther afield and risen in the rebel ranks, but most survivors of the Demeter Terre massacre had stuck close to their ruined home and colonized its nearby moons.


“We’re not the only ones,” I said. Plenty of Nightchasers brought food and supplies to the barely inhabitable rocks orbiting the ex-agricultural giant of Sector 18. From what I understood, Reena Ahern was the only scientist in the galaxy who’d come anywhere close to figuring out how to decontaminate Demeter Terre after the Overseer poisoned the atmosphere.


“Did you know that Sector 18 lost ninety percent of its population?” Ahern asked.


I nodded. I was too young to have lived through the final Sambian War, but I knew my history. When the imperial hammer pounded down with extreme violence and a total disregard for human life, it obliterated the strongest resistance to military rule. Sectors 17 and 18 finally fell, and the Overseer—a.k.a. thank-the-Powers-that-man-wasn’t-my-father-after-all—only stopped when my mother bargained her future and her body away for the safety of what was left of the Outer Zones.


Ahern wasn’t the only one who wanted his wife back. If Demeter Terre could produce again, Sector 18 could repopulate.


The waitress arrived with Ahern’s coffee, and we kept silent while she set it in front of him with a couple of compacted sugar disks and a self-heating tube of milk— luxuries we couldn’t afford aboard the Endeavor.


Well, maybe Shade could, but sweetening and creaming my coffee with Dark Watch earnings might ruin my favorite drink.


Ahern picked up a spoon and stirred in a bit of both milk and sugar.


He smiled at me again, seeming to sense my anxiety and wanting to put me at ease, but a bleakness remained in his features, somehow etched in. I knew enough about the DT survivors to know they didn’t sing lullabies to their children. They sang songs of revenge. But while I relished the idea of the Overseer toppling from his imperial throne probably more than just about anyone in the galaxy, I hated the idea of another generation drowning in bloodshed. That reservation had made it very hard to turn over the lab full of enhancers to the rebel leaders, despite wanting to give my friends and allies an edge in this seemingly endless fight.


“How’s the soup?” Ahern asked.


I frowned at the bowl of congealing food. What a mundane question. It seemed out of place. “Cold.”


He chuckled, erasing a decade from his face. “I apologize for being late.”


“It’s fine.” It totally wasn’t. I was a nervous wreck.


He tipped his head to one side, studying me. “My sister has three children. They’re alive thanks to you.”


My brows drew together in question. “I’m sorry… I don’t know what you mean.”


Ahern leaned forward, lowering his voice until the din of the restaurant nearly swallowed up his words. “That first haul you brought in? About five years ago? You had a few dozen cure-alls, too. You passed them over to the food coordinator on Mooncamp 1 along with a huge supply of canned goods. Said to give the shots to whoever needed them most. Said you were sorry you didn’t have more.”


I nodded. I remembered. Who forgot their first heist? It was a big one. The DT Mooncampers couldn’t believe their eyes when the never-before-seen Endeavor suddenly showed up with three cargo holds’ worth of food. With that delivery, we became Nightchasers in more than just name. I had a ship, a crew, and a purpose—everything I’d dreamed about while hacking unstable minerals from the disgusting bowels of a prison mine.


“The kids were in bad shape. My sister, too. Some kind of lung infection had gone around the DT moons and hit their household harder than most. Those vaccines saved them. Four people are still in my life thanks to you.”


The shock of heat that seared my eyes from behind took me by surprise. I blinked away the burn. I didn’t know what to say, but I was glad Jax and Fiona could hear this. “I’ve got a great crew. It’s a team effort—every time.”


Ahern acknowledged my words with a slight dip of his chin. “Then you can thank them for me also.”


A white-hot stab of grief speared me. If only I could. Half my crew was gone. Miko and Shiori weren’t listening in from the ship. Miko would never hear anything again, and we had no idea where the Overseer had locked up Shiori, or if she even lived.


I inhaled and exhaled with deliberate evenness. Emotion in. Carbon dioxide out. We needed to get to the point of all this. “I hear I can maybe help you again.”


Ahern’s cautious green gaze darted around the restaurant. No one was paying attention to us, but his voice stayed barely audible in pitch. “It’s not a transfer, like I thought. That already happened days ago, and I just found out. That’s why I was late. But I know where she’s being held. I’ve got someone on the inside who can help.”


A bad feeling sank through me. Interrupting a transfer would be easier than breaking into a prison. There was potential chaos in movement. It didn’t require sneaking into a lion’s den. “Where?”


His features tensed. Lines bracketed his mouth. “Starbase 12. Somewhere on the lower prison levels.”


I felt the blood drain from my face. He couldn’t be serious.


In my ear, the tiny com transmitted someone’s soft curse. Jax’s maybe. Shade’s eyes met mine for a startled split second. Both of us looked away fast. Reena Ahern was in the most secure place in the known universe. This was an impossible task. A death sentence. No one broke into Imperial Headquarters and lived.


I’d been there before. Of course I had. It orbited my birth planet, and the Overseer had shuttled us back and forth between Alpha Sambian and Starbase 12 all the time. Mom had hated it—said the place stank like doom. At the time, I didn’t understand what she meant. I’d liked the trips up. They got me out of our prison of a home with the basement lab where the man who was supposed to love and protect me strapped me down and stole my blood.


A boulder of sheer dread pinned me to my chair. For the first time in about eighty minutes, I stopped fidgeting and stared. “We’re supposed to break her out. How?”


Ahern drifted closer, his crisp white shirt nearly hitting the rim of his untouched coffee mug. He drummed long fingers against the table—a sound that went straight to my nervous system and exploded there. “Ten days from now, my contact will deactivate the plasma shield alarm on Landing Platform 7 at nineteen hundred hours, universal time. Slip in, slip out. The alarm will reactivate three hours later. Be out, or you’re done for.”


I gaped at him. We ran stolen food around the Dark. We pilfered cure-all vaccines from the military to give to children. Sometimes, I stole books. We’d rescued a few rebel prisoners from the Dark Watch, but that had mostly been dumb luck!


Panic surged up with an acid burn of half-digested soup. I’d made the decision to bring the enhancers to the Fold. I’d spouted off about free will and choices, trying to make sure the rebel leaders didn’t force the body-altering serum on anyone like the Overseer had. A few days later, they handed us a suicide mission. What the fuck?


My voice shook. “There must be a crew more qualified for this.”


“You’re here. I’m here.” Daniel Ahern dropped a few coins on the table for his coffee and stood. “Someone chose you, and I’m counting on you to get my wife back.”


I stared at him in utter shock. Had I condemned us all? Were the people I’d believed shared my values and ideals really no better than Simon Novalight? Ready to flatten any bump in their road without a second thought?


Ahern adjusted his suit jacket, his back to the room, his voice hushed, and his grass-green eyes cutting into me like chips of glass. “Break into Starbase 12. Bring Reena back to me. She’ll save Demeter Terre, and the Outer Zones will be free again.”


With that bold statement, he turned and strode out the door while I choked on my own dry throat and my heart pounded like the drums of war.




CHAPTER


2
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SHADE


I WALKED ACROSS THE CROWDED RESTAURANT TOWARD a shell-shocked Tess. Her pale face reflected the stiff, cold panic echoing in my chest. Could Nightchasers say no to missions, or was the rebellion like the Dark Watch—you took your orders and shut up?


When I reached her side, I held out my hand. Tess slipped her fingers into mine. “Time to go.”


She gave a jerky nod as I drew her up, her blue eyes huge and haunted. From day one, everything about her had struck me as younger than her twenty-six years—her faint freckles, her heart-shaped face, her stubborn hope that justice still existed—except for those eyes. They’d seen too much to stay innocent.


The restaurant staff threw us confused looks as we left. My almost-too-friendly waitress narrowed her eyes at me over the top of her menu tablet, and the women still sitting at the table next to mine glared at Tess.


A quick pause at the door revealed no obvious danger outside the restaurant. Jax and Fiona were already on their way back to the Endeavor. Their presence had been a precaution, just in case the meeting with Ahern turned into something we weren’t expecting. We headed out a little behind them.


The moment we hit the street, sunlight beat down on us from two stars, one redder than the other. Tess squinted and angled her face away from the heat. Not me. I liked it. Air as thick and heavy as the inside of a steam sauna clung to my skin, making perspiration pop out and bead along my hairline. The sweltering humidity reminded me of the full-blown summer I’d left behind for the Dark, although Albion City rarely got this hot.


My nostrils flared on a breath that smelled of baked pavement and mild pollution. The atmosphere back home was better. It didn’t leave this chalky aftertaste.


Images of Albion 5 flashed through my head, so vivid and intense I could almost reach out and touch them. A hollow feeling spread through me, and I bit down hard, stopping it. Missing a place I could never return to didn’t help me any more than thinking about my dead parents, or regretting the questionable choices I’d made over the last ten years—all for nothing.


My docking towers were gone. I’d lost them, and now there was no buying them back. I’d wanted Tess safe and hopefully with me more than I’d wanted the urban empire my family had built from the ground up. People were more important than buildings. The sorry state of the whole fucking galaxy was more important than buildings. Once I figured that out, there was no going back. Now, I was a rebel, an outlaw. The only thing I truly had left was universal currency, and sometimes, when Tess looked at me with wary eyes that couldn’t quite let go of the past, I wished I didn’t even have that.


She glanced at me, no smile on her lips.


“Relax, starshine. We’re almost done.” The empty words left a bad taste in my mouth.


“Almost done?” Tess let out a soft snort, keeping her voice low. Her gaze cut to mine, bright blue and sharp. “This is the easy part. How can we possibly do what he asked?”


I squeezed her hand. “One thing at a time.” We had to take care of Bridgebane and the blood exchange first. “We’ll figure it out.”


Her Yeah, right expression told me I could shove my platitudes up my ass. At least her annoyance was better than her wide-eyed trust and misplaced faith in me that had torn me up day and night on Albion 5.


Tess remained on edge, gripping my hand harder than she probably realized. Our palms sweated. Our fingers stuck. But I’d take any contact that bound us together. I’d had her underneath me last night. She’d been on top this morning. She was trusting me with her body again, but I couldn’t tell if her head and her heart were really following.


I looked over at the woman who’d turned my life upside down in the best way possible. The worried crinkle between her eyebrows was deeper than usual. I increased the pressure on her fingers, hoping the weight of my hand would show her she wasn’t in this alone—unless she chose to be. So far, I’d been lucky. She’d kept me around despite my bounty-hunting past and decade-long ties to the Dark Watch.


I scanned the neighborhood as we walked, my eyes peeled for danger and my ears cocked for the sound of a military patrol. We’d paid for a platform on a docking tower near the meeting point with Ahern, trying to avoid using the crowded, tubelike shuttles racing all over the place. The multilevel network ran both above and below ground and was huge and complex. A twenty-minute walk through the grid-patterned city center had seemed easier, but now I was thinking it might’ve been a mistake. The walk to the restaurant had already seemed strangely quiet, and from what we were seeing again now, Koralight Crowners didn’t stay on the streets. They either went inside or got in a tube, funneling toward the frequent shuttle stops at a quick pace.


We’d only had a few daylight hours to observe the city, and things had looked different from two hundred and fifty-two levels up. If I’d had more time to prepare, I would’ve known the people here didn’t go anywhere on foot; they took the damn shuttles. The fact that Tess and I had just walked by two stops was already suspicious.


Seeing a cross street that looked mainly residential, I guided us off the main avenue toward a neighborhood I hoped had fewer obvious transportation hubs.


While they’d been acting as lookouts and watching over us, Jax and Fiona had instinctively headed inside, rotating between the several shops and large food emporium in the area around the restaurant. I increasingly understood their urge to take cover as we made our way back to the Endeavor. Outside just didn’t feel right.


They hadn’t checked in for a few minutes, which meant they were on track to get back to the ship soon. We’d all gone mostly silent after Ahern dropped his bomb, blasting to smithereens what little safety we thought we’d gained after passing off the enhancers to the rebel leaders in the Fold.


The Fold. I still couldn’t quite wrap my head around that place. Untraceable except for a big, dark gravity field. Constantly moving around the Outer Zones. Expanding to fit whatever was inside it—right now, an entire rebel base. It hurt like hell going in and just as badly on the way out. Somehow, it knew friend from foe. Unfortunately, the Overseer’s serum made any enhanced soldier able to cross the barrier without suffering from the aneurysm that usually took out enemies on their way into the rebel stronghold.


They’d have to find it first, though. As far as I could tell, the Fold was the best-kept secret in the galaxy. Being inexplicable probably helped. If you weren’t born there or brought there, the human mind just wouldn’t conjure up an alternate pocket in space like that.


I lifted Tess’s hand and brushed my lips against her knuckles. It was only partly an excuse to talk into my piece-of-shit wristband. I kissed her every chance I got.


“Coms still on?” I asked quietly. The silence was eerie when we were supposed to be connected.


Two masculine voices immediately answered with “Check.” Jax and Merrick.


“Fungi!” Fiona said, her tone enthusiastic but hushed.


A small laugh bubbled out of Tess. It was just a little huff, but it loosened her shoulders. Her stride lengthened, less tense. The Endeavor’s botanist had accomplished what I hadn’t all day: a real smile from Tess.


Moments like this drove home how new I was to this group, still finding my place. Merrick was new, too, but it was different. He’d been a rebel all along, and he’d never set out to deceive the crew of the Endeavor. Lies, subterfuge, and near-betrayal—that was all me. They hadn’t kicked me out on my ass, but real trust didn’t come back fast, if ever.


“Where are you guys?” Tess’s softly spoken question echoed through my earpiece a fraction of a second after I heard it in real time. I frowned, wanting to bury this material back in the dark ages where it belonged.


“We veered off to blend in with some people,” Jax answered. “They all stopped at the first shuttle entrance, though. Now, we’re alone.”


“Us too.” Tess freed her hand from mine and pushed a tiny hinge on her bracelet. The polished green stone slid aside, revealing a flat, dark surface. She pressed another button, and a gridgram linked to our coms sprang up in front of us.


Shit, that’s huge. The equipment I’d kept below my shop in Albion City was a hundred times more sophisticated than the things the crew of the Endeavor could afford. I’d spent ten years accumulating the best gadgets on the market so I could be discreet and efficient, and now here I was, walking down the street next to a holographic map twice the size of my head.


Wariness pricked the back of my neck as I glanced from side to side. The deserted street didn’t help assuage the cold unease growing inside me.


Two dots advanced together a couple of blocks ahead of us on the neon-green gridgram. Merrick’s speck remained stationary on the ship. The whole thing blinked in and out like a beacon, especially in the shadowed alley. I was two seconds from covering Tess’s wrist with my hand when she flicked her bracelet closed, cutting off the ginormous pyramid of light.


“You’re a lot closer to the ship than we are.” She tucked her loose hair behind her ears and started moving faster. “Merrick, can you power up? ETA is fifteen minutes.”


“Will do,” Merrick answered.


“Eight for us,” Jax said.


“Wait… Is that purple clawberry?” Excitement electrified Fiona’s whisper. “Most people don’t know the fruit is edible and just use the bush for shrubbery. I need a cutting. This is too good to pass up.”


She needs a plant? Tess’s gaze snapped to mine. Through her lightweight but long-sleeved shirt, she tapped her still needle-marked inner elbow twice and then flapped her hands like a bird, not making a sound her necklace would pick up.


I nodded. I got it. We had to fly away fast and bring her A1 blood to Reaginine by tomorrow or her uncle—a fucking Dark Watch general and my ex-boss—would arrest one of the two women Tess considered a mother. Mareeka or Surral. Nathaniel Bridgebane would take one of them to Hourglass Mile if Tess didn’t deliver the six bags of blood that were currently hidden in a cooling unit on my little star cruiser, and I was pretty sure the safety and well-being of the Starway 8 orphanage, the kids in it, and the two women who ran it meant more to Tess than anything else in the entire universe.


We still hadn’t come up with a good excuse for the two of us taking off on our own to the Grand Temple on Reaginine. Announcing that we had to go hand over a cooler full of the base ingredient for the Overseer’s super-soldier serum wasn’t going to cut it. I could say I needed to pray at the home of the Church of the Great Star, but needing to pray right now was kind of ridiculous. And everyone knew Tess was firmly agnostic. The fact was, she’d stolen the Overseer’s supply of enhancers, and Bridgebane had blackmailed her into giving some back—or at least the means to make several new batches.


Now, I just had to make sure she didn’t get caught—by her Dark Watch enemies or her rebel friends. Either would be disastrous.


With a questioning shrug, I held up five fingers and mouthed Five minutes? It wouldn’t make a difference at this point, and Jax and Fiona were already ahead of us on the walk back to the ship.


Tess bit her lip and then said, “Sure. But be quick, Fi. People don’t seem to hang around outside in this place. Jax, watch her back.”


“Always, partner,” Jax said.


“I can’t quite reach it from the street,” Fiona muttered a few seconds later. “There’s a high fence. I have to go into the park for it.”


“Park?” Tess hesitated midstep before letting her long strides eat up the pavement again. “There could be surveillance.”


“It’s empty,” Fiona assured us over the coms. “Not a soul in sight.”


A bad thought suddenly ignited like gunpowder in the back of my mind. The ambiance on Korabon—the crowded restaurant but the empty streets, the swarming shuttle system but no real pedestrian traffic—was starting to scratch at something in my memory, something from one of my early hunts. I tried to remember… Could Korabon be on parole?


Tess caught my brooding look. “What is it?”


“Do you think this place enforces any AGLs?” I asked.


Her eyes widened. Worry shot through her expression, and she immediately spoke, low and urgent. “Fiona, I think you should stop. Merrick, check my tablet. Have any additional galactic laws been imposed on Korabon? Something that would explain why people keep off the streets?”


“They’re not common, but I’ll check,” Merrick answered.


I swore under my breath. This was the shit that happened when you went in blind.


“I’ll be quick,” Fiona said.


“Leave it, Fi.” Tess turned toward where we knew the others were, despite it not being our best route back to the ship.


I followed, matching her rapid pace and letting my limbs loosen and my body warm up. Something told me we’d be running before we finished this walk.


Paroled planets generally kept a low profile, trying not to attract anyone’s attention, let alone the Overseer’s. I’d studied up on a lot of places for different jobs, but I didn’t know the situation of every rock in the Dark. Nearly a decade ago, I’d followed a prize to a planet required by the Overseer to prove good behavior for a fifteen-year period in order to benefit from galactic financial and medical assistance again. Now that I thought about it, the unnerving emptiness I’d encountered outdoors there had felt a lot like this.


“I’m seeing incident reports,” Merrick relayed from the Endeavor. “Riots and uprisings in Koralight Crown about twelve years ago… Iridium deposits around and underneath the city… Nonviolent sanctions to preserve the continued exploitation of the element…”


Ir? I’d worked with it once. “Iridium is used in the manufacture of hyperdrives.” My engineering studies didn’t feel like a lifetime ago, even though in some ways, they were. I’d expected to use them again, just not like this. “It’s expensive and difficult to shape but extremely durable. Even at two thousand degrees Celsius, it won’t corrode or melt. A hyperdrive reactor lined with iridium lasts on average three times longer than one that’s not.” Essentially, the silvery-white metal was one of the only things able to withstand some of the severest conditions technology or nature could create.


Tess looked at me, her mouth pressed flat. I nodded, furious also. With just a little more time to prepare, to ask ourselves the right questions, we would’ve known this. Better yet, someone in the Fold could’ve handed us a fucking file with the information we needed. Even Ahern might’ve mentioned it.


“This has AGL written all over it.” Tess nearly broke into a jog and checked herself at the last second. “Everyone to the ship. No stops.”


“It’s okay to steal when it follows your agenda?” Fiona snapped. “We take risks every day for orphans and the Outer Zones, but I see a fruit-bearing plant and I can’t have it?”


“Of course I want you to have it,” Tess ground out. “But AGLs don’t pop up in cursory searches, and we didn’t have time for anything else. If there are additional galactic laws here, the Dark Watch will be twice as nasty as everywhere else. It’s free rein to terrorize people. Fines. Imprisonment.”


“Oh, you mean a regular day in the galaxy,” Fiona shot back.


“No, I mean worse.”


“Fruit, Tess. Fresh fruit on board. Think about it.”


“If you can make it grow,” Tess said.


Fiona scoffed. Tess let out a tight breath.


I stayed out of it. I understood the allure of a berry bush for a space-rat botanist. Hell, I’d only been living like a Nightchaser for a matter of days, and I already missed the food, fresh air, sunshine, and comforts of planet-dwelling life. But Tess was right. The Overseer didn’t want his draconian AGLs headlining as anything unusual on the rocks he’d imposed them on. For the citizens of Korabon, these laws were simply the norm, and outsiders just shouldn’t come here.


The thing was, we hadn’t come. We’d been sent—and someone should’ve warned us.


I ground my teeth in frustration. So far, the rebel leadership seemed as full of assholes as the Dark Watch.


“I’m almost there.” Fiona’s stubbornness didn’t surprise me. It seemed an automatic extension of her perpetually swinging ponytail.


“Jax!” Tess didn’t say more. One word was enough.


“Let’s go, Fi,” Jax said.


“Not without my plant.”


“Now.” Steel laced Jaxon’s voice.


“Ow!” Fiona sucked in a sharp breath.


Tess’s pace turned furious. “What?”


“I forgot it had thorns. Cut myself,” Fiona said.


“Someone’s coming,” Jax warned.


Shit. I broke into a run, my heart boom-booming with a surge of adrenaline. Tess didn’t run; she sprinted. I stretched my legs to keep up.


“Oh no, they’re here.” Fiona’s quiet horror made my hair stand on end.


“Sit on a bench. Hold hands. Look natural,” Merrick said from the ship.


We turned a corner and caught sight of the park. An eight-foot-tall spiked fence closed it off from the street. I didn’t see a gate.


Reaching out, I gripped Tess’s wrist and pulled her to a stop. Silently, I signaled for her to wait. She twisted out of my grasp with a scowl. I shook my head. If we barreled in, we could make things worse. I tapped my ear, telling her to listen to what they said. She nodded but continued toward the park at a determined walk.


“There are no benches!” Fiona’s hushed voice rose in pitch.


“Then hold hands walking around,” Merrick said.


“I’m not armed,” Jax mumbled.


None of us were. It was a risk we’d all taken. Guns weren’t illegal, but they were the height of suspicious. Getting caught with one meant an automatic interrogation for anyone without clear ties to the Dark Watch.


“Are you bleeding?” Tess asked.


“A little. Jax is hiding my hand in his.” Fiona’s almost inaudible response faded into a mere hint of sound as a whistle blew in the background. Its shrillness shot me through with tension. Tess flinched but didn’t slow down.


A masculine voice replaced the screeching whistle. “Loitering is prohibited under AGL, Regulation 19.”


“Isn’t this a public park?” Fiona asked.


“Are you talking back?”


Typical Dark Watch. Even asking a question was a risk.


“We’re new to Korabon,” Jax said after a beat of silence. “Are parks off-limits?”


“I guess you should’ve read the Citizen’s Code if you moved here. The only place it’s legal to gather outdoors is at the shuttle gates.”


“But we’re not gathering,” Fiona said.


“I see two people,” a woman sneered. “That’s a gathering.”


Tess’s head swiveled my way, her jaw dropping in silent protest.


“She giving you attitude, Drake?” a different male voice asked. “The captain told you loitering’s prohibited. That’s a fine.”


“Three hundred units.” The captain again, Drake. “Pay up and we’ll walk away. Pretend we never saw you.”


“I want to see this code,” Jax grated. “And the fines by regulation.”


The goons all murmured. Someone snickered.


“More attitude,” the female said with an audible sniff. “That’ll be six hundred units, since there are two of you… loitering.”


“Six hundred!” Fiona cried. “That’s ridiculous!”


“You bleeding?” one of them asked. That was a fourth voice, another man. The Dark Watch rarely went anywhere with fewer than three goons if they were on duty. The typical foot patrol was a unit of five.


“I tripped and cut myself.” Fiona’s carefully even tone only highlighted her hostility. “Accidentally broke a branch.” I pictured her holding out a thorny stick to show them.


“Disorderly behavior,” someone barked. “Misdemeanor, a night in jail, and full background checks.”


“This is harassment,” Jax ground out.


They laughed. Of course it was. That was the point.


Tess was done listening. She started running again. I took off alongside her, looking for a way in.


Fiona suddenly gasped. “Jax!” she cried out.


“Don’t. Touch. Her.” Pure volcanic fury boiled in Jax’s voice.


“Or what?” one of the men asked.


“Or you’ll find out,” Jax growled.


Tess and I shot through a stretch of fraught silence. Light steps. Pounding breath. The gate!


“Eight hundred, and I forget I just heard that threat,” the captain snarled.


“Extortion!” Fiona fumed.


“Big word, bitch. We charge extra for those.” The captain and his goons all grunted and snorted like animals. The Dark Watch really was the devolution of humankind. “That’s a thousand now, or we drag you both off.”


“Try.” The word rumbled from Jax like a landslide.


“Five of us. Two of you—and she obviously doesn’t count for much.” The captain paused. “You wanna say that again?”


Jax didn’t bother. A crack I’d recognize anywhere snapped over the audio, the bone-crunching sound of fist to face.


A quick and angry uproar followed. The hum of shock wands sent a buzz of electricity into my ear. Shock wands hurt like a bitch and could incapacitate. Having them probably meant this group wasn’t carrying guns.


Tess and I whipped through the gate and sprinted into the park together. Five goons surrounded Fiona and Jax.


Two turned, sensing new prey. They started toward us. One had the gall to smile, all teeth and confidence. A blue-white current sizzled at the top of his two-and-a-half-foot-long club. The second soldier widened his stance and lit up his stick also.


They had a lesson coming if they thought being armed meant victory. Jax was a solid wall of muscle, Tess was comet-fast and ferocious, even if she lacked fighting finesse, and I was willing to water this nice grass with Dark Watch blood if it meant getting all of us to safety and away from this parody of peace the Overseer had created.


I smiled back, all teeth and disgust. This was Novalight’s grand galactic gift? The calm we should all be so grateful for? The last ten years of my life suddenly made me so sick that I wanted to kick the shit out of these goons and make them pay for my regrets.


Tess didn’t slow down at all. She rocketed toward the closest soldier like a missile with coordinates locked in. He raised his shock wand, either to attack or defend. It didn’t matter. She went low, sliding in underneath it to knock him down. He hit the ground with a harsh grunt of surprise. Tess wrenched the shock wand from his hand, tossed it to me, and pounced like she was going to eat that goon alive.


Who’s the animal now, asshole?


Narrowing my eyes, I lit up the stick and slashed it at the other goon who’d come at us. He parried with his own, and for a second, we stayed locked in place, weapons crossed, both of us pushing hard. Hot light crackled in my face. The searing energy made my hair vibrate. He was strong, and I was done with this. I spun out of the deadlock, shifted my weight, and kicked him in the gut. He doubled over, exhaling.


I glanced at Tess. She was still on the ground, behind the goon now with her arm in a tight V around his neck. Her other arm pushed his head down as she increased the pressure on his arteries. He flopped but couldn’t shake her. In seconds, her sleeper hold knocked him out without even touching his windpipe.


“Cuff him!” I shouted. He’d wake up almost as fast as she’d put him under.


Tess dug zip ties from a pouch on the goon’s belt while my guy lunged at me. I weaved, avoiding his fist. He blocked my jab and I spun into a kick, knocking him back a step. I pressed my advantage just as Jax roared like a monster. I looked over to see him taking a jolt in the chest to protect Fiona.


In the second I turned my head, the goon got me in the hip with his stick. The zap of electricity numbed my right leg to the ankle. Leaning into my left side, I threw a punch that split my knuckles and cracked his lip. He reeled backward.


Tess trussed her goon up, hands first and then feet when he came back to himself and tried to kick her.


Jax fought like a madman to keep the other three away from Fiona, all fists and growls until the Dark Watch captain sent him to one knee with another violent thump of volts. Jax’s shirt smoldered. He’d have burns on his chest. I needed to reach him.


The patrolman I was fighting popped up in front of me again, his face bleeding. Good. Let’s end this. I sidestepped his attack, grabbed him, and rammed my knee into his groin. He folded in half, and I brought my elbow down hard between his shoulder blades. He fell flat and coughed into the grass. Crouching, I struck the vulnerable spot in his neck that would knock him out. He didn’t move again. I found his own restraints and cuffed him.


With Tess beside me, I sprang toward the trio still trying to get the best of Jax and Fiona. From his knees, Jax threw up a thick arm to shield the scientist. In the big man’s shadow, Fiona didn’t even pretend to fight; she was fishing something from her vest pocket. The female goon suddenly hauled off and cracked Jax over the head with her stick. Already shocked into a stupor, Jax swayed and almost toppled. His lips pulled back in a grimace.


Pure rage ignited in Fiona’s face. Tess grabbed my sleeve and jerked me to a halt just when I would’ve jumped in to defend Jax. Before I could wonder why she stopped me, Fiona shot her hand out over Jax’s head and squirted something into the woman’s face.


The woman shrieked, a bloodcurdling scream that cut through the heat of battle. Pain. Fury. Fear. She stumbled back, swiping at her skin. Her fingers smoked. She dropped her hands, still screaming. Blistering face. Bubbling eyes. Fiona yelled like a banshee and whipped a thin branch across the woman’s burning face, taking off a chunk of her disintegrating nose with it. Fiona didn’t miss a beat, bringing her arm back around to slash the branch at the two men. They scrambled back, trying to avoid the thorny weapon.


Jax groaned, and Fiona stood protectively over him. In a flash, she squirted a second dose of acid and melted Drake’s face. He screamed like a baby.


“Tetrafumicfullerbehrenheim acid.” Fiona leaped in front of Jax and kicked the yowling man away from him. “There’s another big word—bitch.” Her ponytail flew as she twisted and clocked the last man over the head with her berry branch. She wouldn’t grow anything with that one. It was fucking magnificent.


The final goon yelped and started running. Jax lunged and grabbed the shithead’s ankle. He held on tight and I moved in. My kick might’ve cracked the guy’s skull. His eyes rolled back, and he hit the ground with a thud that echoed through me.


A hush descended. Breathing hard, I looked around me. Holy shit. That was the most savage fight I’d ever been in. No rules. At least two people dead. And here I’d thought my former colleagues Solan and Raquel fought dirty.


Something deep inside me recognized that this was the turning point. Or maybe the point of no return.


Before this, I’d just been living. Now, survival was a goal. I really was a rebel.


Tess’s goon was conscious but keeping damn quiet after all the face melting. I strode over and knocked him out again with a well-placed strike to his temple. He slumped in his cuffs, unmoving.


“We need to get going.” Tess looked worriedly at Jaxon, who struggled to his knees again. “Merrick, be ready for us. We take off the instant we reach the Endeavor.”


“No.” I grabbed Tess’s elbow, craning my neck to look over the park bushes. There were no new goons in sight, but there was no way one of these hadn’t pushed a panic button. Every Dark Watch soldier had one on their belt. Even I’d had one. “They’ll be scanning the docks for heat signatures. Power down the ship.”


“It’s already hot,” Merrick said. “They’ll see it even if I turn off the engines. Better to go if we can.”


Is it? “They’ll come at us with real firepower. Crowd us so we can’t jump out of here.”


A change came over Tess’s face, and I knew an idea had sparked. She looked at me hard. “We’ll hold them off in your cruiser. You and me. We’ll distract them while the Endeavor jumps away from here.”


Great Powers, she was a genius. I nodded, vowing to never underestimate this woman. She’d just given us our trip alone to Reaginine and a viable way off Korabon for everyone.


If we made it to the ship.


“We’ll rendezvous at the Mooncamp food drop-off in three days,” I said. “That way, we can all blur our trail from the Dark Watch before meeting up again.”


Tess nodded back at me, her face somber. Plan made. Now, to execute it.


Fiona helped Jax sit up straighter. She feathered her fingers just below the lump at his hairline, murmuring, “Thank you. I’ll fix you up.”


For just a second, he leaned into her, his eyes closing. Then he heaved a sigh and staggered upright. Fiona rose also. She turned, walked over to what must be the purple clawberry bush, and carefully snapped off another branch to work with.


I glanced left and right to make sure we still didn’t have unwanted company. It was a nice park. Too bad no one could use it without risking harassment, fines, and worse.


I slid a shoulder under Jax’s arm and helped him toward the gate. Tess and Fiona strode beside us, watchful and ready. Regret didn’t shadow their faces. Only determination. Fight for each other. Fight for what you believe in. One day at a time. Keep going.


That was my life now, except I had a feeling existence was going to be minute by minute until we escaped Korabon.


“Hovercrafts are already moving toward the docks in this area.” Urgency sharpened the usual low rumble of Merrick’s voice into a hard bark over the com units. “Get here fast, or we’re not getting out this time.”
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TESS


BOTH ICE AND FIRE POUNDED THROUGH MY VEINS AS WE left the park and headed toward the Endeavor. We’d just killed people. I’d never killed anyone before, although I knew Jax and Fiona had. I didn’t know about Shade. I was certain he’d turned over people to the Dark Watch who’d never been heard from again, so wasn’t that the same?


I glanced at my hands. Dirty but not bloody. A reflection of reality, I supposed.


“Take your next left,” Merrick ordered over the coms.


We all veered left, hurrying Jaxon along.


“Now right!”


We did as Merrick instructed, trusting him and the gridgram he must have up to give us the best route back to the ship. As a group, our feet made too much noise. Koralight Crowners peeked out at us from behind partially closed blinds, their brows lowered in frowns. Conscious of my grass-stained hands, I curled my fingers into fists and kept walking, trying not to make eye contact with anyone.


“Got any more of that acid, Fi?” Jax’s mumble-slurred words matched his stumbling footsteps.


“One more.” She glanced over at him. “Why?”


He cocked an ear. “We might need it.”


I heard the faint rumble of incoming hovercrafts, too. Jax’s body might have taken an electrical trouncing, but his hearing was just fine.


Shade looked around, scanning above and behind us. Fiona did the same with narrowed eyes. The street was empty. Anyone watching us was doing it from inside.


“Even that acid won’t take down a whole hovercraft.” Fiona focused forward again. “Not in the quantity I have.”


The soldiers’ screams in the park echoed in my head again, and my stomach cramped at the carnage we’d left behind us. Those Dark Watch goons were power-abusing bastards, but I couldn’t quite bridge the gap in my head between knowing they were assholes and thinking they deserved that.


“Left,” Merrick directed, “then straight for two blocks, cross the big avenue, and you’re at the base of the tower.”


We turned left and had to walk by a shuttle stop at the next intersection. The few Koralight Crowners who remained outside because of the long line looked at us with curiosity when we didn’t move to join them. Their expressions turned wary and then accusing as we walked on without pause.


I watched them out of the corner of my eye. Yup—we’re the jerks who are about to get your parole extended. What an awful thought. Another how-many years of living inside or underground all the time? Poor people. I couldn’t wait to get off this oppressive and lifeless planet. There weren’t even any ships in the sky.


A man near the back of the shuttle line took out a personal camshot device and followed us with his gaze. The line shuffled forward, but he stayed put. Shit. The guy had informant written all over him from head to foot.


One of the hovercrafts we’d heard earlier appeared behind us and zoomed overhead in our direction. Hot air billowed beneath it, lifting grit from the street that pinged against my cheeks. Hair swirled in my face, and I ducked, panic wrapping its icy fists around my lungs. We were just far enough from that shuttle stop—and going away from it—to look incredibly suspicious.


I waited, tense and holding my breath. The hovercraft didn’t swing back around. It kept going toward the nearby docks. I breathed again.


Our luck didn’t hold. The guy with the camshot ran forward and pointed his device right at us. I had just enough time to block his view of Shade and Jax and turn so he got the back of my head. A stride in front of me, Fiona was right in his line of sight.


“Hurry!” I kept my face averted. “Fi, I think you just got tagged. Some jackass with a camshot.”


“Won’t be the first time.” The tension in her voice shot to hell her cavalier response.


A metallic whine buzzed toward us. “Do you hear that?” My brows snapped together. We all went quiet and listened.


“Drone!” Shade warned a second before a Red Beam military drone swooped down and nearly clipped our heads. The little craft swung around in front of us and sent out a crimson laser that scanned us all from head to foot.


“Shade Brian Ganavan. Wanted. Halt.” A tinny robotic voice barked out orders, and it was no secret that if you didn’t obey, the Red Beam would shoot. “Fiona Anne Winterly. Wanted. Halt. Jaxon Mitchell Boudreau…”


“Can you run?” Shade asked, glancing at Jax.


Jax nodded, pale but steadier on his feet now. Jax could always run. He’d die running, I had no doubt.


“…Wanted. Halt. Tess Bailey, captain of the Endeavor. Wanted. Halt.”


I have a title? Classy. And still attaching that name to this face in the Dark Watch system, even after last week’s showdown with my uncle and the Overseer, meant that someone in charge really didn’t want my true identity getting out.


That didn’t mean the drone wouldn’t shoot me. A stun blast from a Red Beam could incapacitate the hell out of a person and make those patrol-grade shock wands look like jokes.


“Go. Go. Go!” I urged the others as I took off at a sprint and jumped, catching the Red Beam by the snout. It was arming the stun blaster, and the gathering energy zapped a sharp yelp from me. A numbing heat ricocheted up my arm as I pulled down hard, slamming the drone into the pavement. The people who still couldn’t fit inside the underground shuttle stop gasped and scuttled back, not wanting to be implicated in any of this. That was the tricky thing about revolution—if no one stood up to fight, you just had a few fools causing mayhem and running for their lives.


My hand burned and throbbed. I didn’t even look at it as we raced for our docking tower. There was no point in trying to be inconspicuous now. Next to me, Shade shook his head, his mouth flat, his brown eyes like stones.


“I got rid of the drone!” I snapped in my defense.


“You could’ve lost a hand!” he snapped back.


“Then I’d have made myself a hook!” Tess Bailey: pirate. Sailing the galactic seas, stealing shit, and pissing off the authorities. All true.


“You think you’re funny?” Shade growled as we barreled into the arched bottom level of our tower. It was open to the outside with a set of six elevator tubes in the center.


Three hovercrafts converged on the lower part of the building just as we made it to cover. We skidded to a stop in front of the lifts. Jax slammed his hand down on a button.


I pushed a button on the opposite side in case it came faster, urgently rattling the little lighted square with my fingertip. “You think I’m not? Brian?”


Shade’s eyes narrowed. “The Red Beam didn’t name you. Not really.”


Of course not. The Overseer didn’t want to have to explain me to the galaxy, and Bridgebane didn’t want me getting hauled in before I handed over the blood he needed. Quintessa Novalight would probably spark one hell of a manhunt across the Sectors whereas Tess Bailey was just some rebel nobody stirring up trouble in random places. Red Beam facial recognition was unparalleled, so yeah—for the moment, no one wanted to correct my name in the system.


“Comeoncomeoncomeon!” Fiona hopped in place while we waited for an elevator to swoop down and rescue us from the invasion that was about to happen. Boots thudded outside—no doubt soldiers fast-roping it down from the low-flying hovercrafts.


I glanced at the emergency stairwell to the left of the bank of elevators. Two hundred and fifty-two flights of stairs weren’t an option. No way. No thanks.


Shade took hold of my hand and turned it palm up. The skin was red. There were two blisters. All in all, it looked better than I thought it would, but I already knew that superficial wounds healed quickly thanks to my A1 blood.


Footsteps scuffed and churned behind us. I looked over my shoulder, and fear spiked inside me as a team of goons spread out, blocking our exit.


“Stop! Stay where you are!” someone shouted.


Jax’s lift opened. We swept inside and flattened ourselves against the walls. The second we moved, the Dark Watch opened fire. Bullets slammed into the mirror behind us. Glass shattered, crumpling our images. Shards flooded the floor like water. I shot out a hand and pressed the button for our docking level. Sparks flew off metal, and I curled into the corner. Shade covered me with his body.


Shooting and shouting, soldiers sprinted toward us as the doors began closing. Tension locked me in place. Would the panels latch before they reached us?


A dozen goons bore down like a black cloud of destruction. My heart clenched so hard it nearly folded inward. A woman at the front lunged, her hostile gaze clashing with mine for an awful split second before the doors met in the middle. She thumped hard against them.


We started moving. Yelling snuck through the cracks in the elevator. I exhaled in a gust, my heart exploding back into beating. The voices faded, but the sudden quiet blew like an eerie wind around us, untrustworthy. Fear and gun smoke stung the back of my throat as I waited for the lift to lurch. To stop. To drag us down again.


I looked at Shade, trying to hide the volcanic terror inside me. He looked back, and I knew he saw it anyway. The hard set of his jaw turned his sweat-slicked face even grimmer. Short brown hair spiked in places, damp from exertion. Eyes that were always warm when he looked at me now blazed like bonfires. He lifted his hand to the back of my neck and kept it there, gently squeezing. I closed my eyes and leaned against him. We continued rising, thank the Powers.


“Everyone okay?” Merrick asked tentatively. I’d fear the worst, too, after hearing all that gunfire.


I opened my eyes and straightened. I hadn’t seen any injuries, but I took careful stock of my companions before answering.


“Yeah. Miraculously, no one’s bleeding.” My pulse still rioted as I watched the levels crawl by. Fifteen. Sixteen. Seventeen. We had a hellishly long ride ahead of us, and this had to be the slowest elevator in existence.
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