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      I wanted to snatch the compass and run, but the pawnbroker was watching me. I figured I could smash the glass and take it. Although, what if alarms started ringing and metal bars came down around me? I could probably reach the door, but what then? My attempt at casually sauntering past the display case had failed miserably, and now we were dealing with unwanted attention. I felt guiltier than I would’ve if I’d actually stolen the compass.

      I pushed the information button once again, just to be sure I hadn’t misheard: Species locator. Insert blood sample to map nearby targets. Ideal for hunting enthusiasts.

      The first time I’d pushed it, I’d done it out of sheer boredom, but now my interest was piqued. I just wished I could’ve been a bit subtler about it; I might as well have been pressing my nose to the glass, from the way the pawnbroker was looking at me. There was a warning in her eyes, communicating to me that stealing the compass would be a very stupid idea. If only we had some money…

      To be honest, I didn’t feel like getting on her bad side. She was pretty scary looking, with dark green, snake-like hair that moved independently of her head, an eye blinking at the end of each rippling tendril. She reminded me of Medusa, though I hoped she didn’t have the same freezing powers. I’d never get out of here with the compass if she could do what Stone could with his third eye.

      The memory of that three-eyed bastard made my heart ache. He’d stolen Lauren away, and though we’d been chasing after her for a month, the trail had gone cold. It hurt to think about her, but getting her back was pretty much all I could think about. That, and Yorrek’s notebook, which potentially contained the secret to solving the immortality elixir. If someone got their hands on it, they could conquer the universe without contest. So, not the usual waking nightmares in an average girl’s life. Now, I was standing in front of the one thing that might refresh our fading hope.

      Knowing I had to direct some of the attention away from me, I wandered around the shop again, casting a casual eye over the pawnbroker’s wares. They were mostly junk, with a few gaudy jewels and a curious piece of technology or two, but the only thing I was interested in was the compass. I was kidding no one—the pawnbroker knew what I was after. She was looking at me over Navan’s shoulder, with all her eyes, while he tried to haggle over a pile of our weapons. He was standing at the counter, desperately bartering for a loan.

      After being hijacked in the middle of open space by another gang of pirates, we only had a few credits, limited weapons, and zero dignity left. Unfortunately, we needed to buy fuel and replacement parts for our ship… things that really required more than a handful of credits. Plus, the pirates—great, gangly creatures with scarred tattoos crisscrossing their bodies, and claws the size of my forearm—had gone to town on our vessel, and the whole engine spluttered and wheezed every time we flew. Bashrik and Ronad were back at the ship trying to patch it up as best they could with what we did have, along with Angie and Mort, who were mostly there for moral support.

      “Sixty credits for the lot, or you can clear out of here with nothing!” the pawnbroker snarled.

      “Sixty credits? That’s daylight robbery!”

      “Take it or leave it.”

      Navan lifted one of the guns, brandishing it in the pawnbroker’s face. “This blaster is worth at least fifty by itself!”

      “Put the barrel of that in my face again and I’ll show you what it’s worth!”

      My stomach rumbled, reminding me that we needed to buy food, too. About two days ago, we’d run out of the dried-up food that Navan had brought from Brisha, and the coldbloods were almost out of vials. It really wasn’t looking good for us. If we couldn’t find enough money to get off this planet, we’d be forced to stay until we’d earned enough to leave. That was simply time we didn’t have.

      I heard Navan growl as I walked down another aisle. “This is worth a hell of a lot more than sixty credits! A hundred credits and we’ll call it even,” he said firmly.

      “Sixty credits and I don’t call the authorities,” the pawnbroker threatened. “Haggling is for the darkstar market. If you aren’t happy with what I’m offering, put your wares up for auction there. See what those criminals want to give you for this heap of garbage.”

      “Maybe I will.”

      “My shop is a reputable business, not a seedy auction site. You won’t get a better price, and you know it, or you wouldn’t still be standing here,” she countered, her tendrils bristling.

      I wandered down another aisle, my eyes still drawn to the glass display case, despite the array of weird and wonderful objects that the pawnbroker had on offer. I had no idea what most of it was for, but there were some unmistakable guns and a couple of impressive-looking blades tucked away to the side.

      Coming full circle to the compass, I touched the glass case, wanting to check how flimsy the door was. A lock rattled.

      “Keep your grimy hands off the merchandise!” the pawnbroker snapped, mid-conversation with Navan.

      I jumped back, startled. “Sorry, I was just admiring it.”

      “Yeah, well, don’t moon over things you can’t afford!” she growled. “Come over here and stand with your keeper, where I can see you. I’ve had enough of you creeping around my shop. There’s nothing in these cabinets for you!”

      Feeling my cheeks burn, I shuffled over to where Navan was standing, keeping my head down so the pawnbroker wouldn’t see my sour expression. Anger burned in my chest at being referred to as a lowly thing that needed a “keeper.” It seemed the planet of Pulsyde was no better than Vysanthe. Humans were inferior beings wherever we went, even where nobody knew what we were.

      “Sixty credits is all I can offer you,” she repeated, ignoring me entirely now that I was under the close guard of her tendrils.

      “A hundred credits is a reasonable amount. It’s what we estimated judging by the current universal exchange rate on goods,” I challenged, having listened to Mort go on and on about it, after the pirates had robbed us. “You’re trying to cheat us, and it won’t work.”

      The pawnbroker’s hair hissed at me, miniature jaws snapping. “Sixty is my final offer. If this is all you have to give, you can only expect a low offer.”

      “Nice to see your sort are amoral wherever you go,” I muttered.

      “Say another word and it’ll go down to forty credits,” the pawnbroker warned, her countless eyes staring me down.

      Navan and I shared a look, knowing we really didn’t have the grounds to press her, in case she made good on her threat to lower the offer further. Sixty credits was better than no credits, which was what we’d have soon enough. Even so, it wouldn’t buy us much in this place. Pulsyde was a port-planet, and they knew how to work their clientele. Prices were constantly fluctuating, people were always in need of something, and the sellers could get just about anything.

      “Fine, we’ll take the sixty credits,” Navan conceded with a heavy sigh.

      We really were at rock bottom, with no sign of our luck turning around anytime soon. As well as having a broken ship and no money to our name, we were no closer to stopping Yorrek’s notebook from getting into the wrong hands. Then, there was the painful, perpetual fact that Lauren was gone… potentially sold as a slave, or dead.

      Tears pricked my eyes. It was all I could do to hold myself together while Navan completed the exchange. I hated feeling so helpless.

      “No doubt you’ll end up harassing some other poor soul on another port-planet. You wretched scavengers never cause anything but trouble!” the pawnbroker muttered to herself, turning to retrieve a pay disc to add the credits to.

      In that moment, I saw red. The word “scavengers” rang in my ears like a siren, my eyes narrowing, my throat constricting. I snapped, pulling the scarf from around my neck and wrapping it around my fist, before plunging it through the glass of the nearest cabinet. I grabbed an electric spear from inside and stunned the pawnbroker in the back. A blue shock visibly bristled down her spine.

      Navan turned to me, his face aghast. Ignoring the look, I twisted the spear around and made for the glass display case that held the compass. My knuckles were already throbbing from the glass pane I’d put my hand through, but I pressed on, smashing the display case with the sharp tip of the spear, reveling in the satisfying sound of it shattering.

      Real sirens exploded across the room. Evidently, the pawnbroker had only rigged the most important cabinets.

      “Riley! What in Rask’s name do you think you’re doing?” Navan yelled above the din. “The authorities are going to come running!”

      “Then we’d better get out of here!” I fired back, reaching into the cabinet and snatching up the compass. I thought about dropping the spear, but some of my blood was already smeared on the pole, and we needed every weapon we could get. This one was coming with me. “Get the weapons!” I shouted, shoving the compass in my pocket and making for the door.

      Navan stuffed the weapons back into our bag and high-tailed it to the door, slinging the bag over his shoulder. With him safely beside me, we tore out of the store, the sound of alarm bells ringing in our ears.

      “What was all that about?” he asked as we ran.

      “I stole a compass. It’ll lead us to Lauren, I hope,” I explained through sharp breaths. “It traces the blood of different species. I figure it can show us where any humans might be. We’re not exactly a common occurrence in this part of the universe.”

      Outside the shop, it was unbearably hot, the atmosphere arid. Across every street and road there was a thick blanket of black sand that couldn’t be swept away. The uneven terrain made it tricky to run, but we were doing the best we could as we hurried down the street. As we rounded a corner, Navan grasped my wrist and pulled me to a halt. I thought he was going to shout at me, or chide me for being completely reckless, but instead he scooped me toward him, planting a fierce kiss on my lips.

      “It’s so ridiculously brazen, I’m not sure whether to applaud or freak out. I’m starting to think I’m a bad influence on you,” he said with a nervous laugh.

      “What’re you talking about? You’re the best influence on me!” I rose up on my tiptoes and kissed him back. “But if we don’t keep running, we’re going to get caught!”

      Navan grabbed my hand and sprinted down the street beside me. I cast a glance back over my shoulder, hoping the pawnbroker was okay. Yes, she’d been curt with us, but that didn’t mean I wanted her to suffer, and I’d jabbed her pretty hard in the back. Hopefully, she’d wake up with nothing but a headache and sore shoulders, ruing the day we’d walked into her store.

      We’d just turned down a narrow alley when the clamor of odd, howling sirens chimed behind us. The authorities had reached the pawnshop, by the sounds of it, and it wouldn’t be long until they started chasing us. Ronad had warned us that port-planets really didn’t take kindly to thieves, but I’d been desperate. Even so, I felt bad for stealing the compass and hurting the pawnbroker like that. It had been impulsive and cold, and I wished I could’ve done it differently. I didn’t want to become a person who relied on violence.

      Keeping to as many of the shadowed alleyways as possible, Navan and I sprinted back to the shipyard where we’d parked the Coeptis. It was the same ship in which Navan had left Northern Vysanthe to come and rescue me after receiving Brisha’s blessing, but the poor old girl had definitely seen better days. The hull was riddled with holes that had been patched up in deep space, using ancient spacesuits and even older repair kits, and most of the systems were temperamental at best. The engine was ravaged after the pirates had given it a kicking, the weapons systems were more likely to blow us up than any enemy, and the gravity simulator was barely hanging on. The only thing that still seemed to function was the life support system, which was one comfort we could take out of all this—at least we wouldn’t asphyxiate in our sleep.

      Stopping at every corner, we made sure there were no authorities trying to intercept us. I could still hear the sirens blaring, but they were far behind us now. Somehow, despite the risk I’d taken, it looked like we were going to get away with it. I touched the compass in my pocket for reassurance, a nervous grin spreading across my face.

      “We’re not out of the woods yet,” Navan said, smiling.

      “Killjoy,” I muttered.

      The shipyard itself looked like an enormous dock, with ships tethered to electrical posts, though there was no water nearby. Pulsyde was a desert-like planet that had sprung up in the middle of a trade route through the universe, meeting the needs of passing ships and cargo vessels.

      Engineers and mechanics were toiling away at the engines of many of the docked ships, the sound of clanking and hammering filling the air, but we hadn’t been able to afford one. The guy who’d knocked on our hatch—a wiry creature with lurid pink skin—had more or less spat on us when he found out we had pretty much no credits to pay for any repairs, before sauntering away to the next vessel that had touched down. I guessed the workers here had no interest in time-wasters like us. To them, we were just taking up valuable space.

      Instead of passing by the sentry towers that stood at the entrance of each shipyard, we ducked through a gap in the fence. We’d seen countless people do the same, coming in and out of the dock. In fact, it was how we’d entered the commercial district in the first place—to go in search of a pawnshop—after finding out that a fee had to be paid to even leave the shipyard. We didn’t have that kind of money to waste on a return trip.

      Making sure nobody had seen us slip through the gap, we hurried across the yard toward the Coeptis. Ronad and Bashrik were working away on the hull as we approached, patching up the last of the exterior holes.

      “Get inside!” I hissed. “We need to get going!”

      They exchanged a worried glance. “What did I tell you, Ronad? I said Navan would get in some kind of trouble and we’d have to leave this place with our tails between our legs!” Bashrik muttered, following us up the gangway.

      Navan shook his head. “It wasn’t me, this time.”

      The two guys looked at me in shock, but there was no time to explain; they could have all the gory details later, once we were safely out of Pulsyde airspace. I had no idea how quickly the planet’s outer security could be alerted to a breach on the ground, and I really didn’t want to find out.

      “Come on, let’s get this thing in the air!” I barked, running into the cockpit, where Mort was lounging at the controls. Navan followed straight after, shoving the startled shifter out of the pilot’s chair.

      “Hey, I was—”

      Navan flashed him a warning look. “Do you want to spend the rest of your miserable days in a Pulsyde brig?”

      The shifter shook his head.

      “Good, then keep quiet and let me fly us out of here.”

      Mort did just that, looking concerned as Navan broke us free of the electrical post that held us to the ground. The clamps released a moment later, and the ship rose into the air, the screen bleeping to say we were low on gas and our guns were out of action. Navan slammed his fist into one of the buttons, turning the warning signals off. We were going to have to resolve the issues pretty soon, but it would have to wait until we could stop somewhere safe. First, we needed to lose the authorities, who would probably be tailing us before we knew it.

      Wanting to see if anyone was following us, I moved out of the cockpit and walked to the back of the ship, skirting past a sullen Angie. She didn’t pay me much attention, which suited me just fine. The loss of Lauren was taking its toll on both of us, though we weren’t exactly dealing with it in the same way. Lately, it had been easier to avoid each other, since every conversation ended up in an argument. We just couldn’t agree on how to go about finding Lauren. Every suggestion I made was met with disapproval and comments about being too reckless about things. I supposed I’d proven her right by stealing the compass, but I wasn’t about to admit it.

      Reaching the far end, I opened the hatch to one of the defunct gun-pods and clambered inside. The Coeptis was lifting higher and higher, until the ship’s nose tilted up and the roar of the throttle shivered through the metal bones, sending it soaring through the atmosphere of Pulsyde and back out into the brutality of space.

      Catching my breath, I watched the landscape recede. It was a peculiar planet, with great swathes of black desert covering most of the surface, while the sprawling cities seemingly rose out of nowhere, offering rest and refreshment to weary travelers from all over the universe. I could only begin to imagine the wealth of different species that came and went from day to day.

      I’d barely known the port-planet of Pulsyde, but I was grateful for what it had given me. Fishing the compass from my pocket, I gazed down at the strange glass face set in an oval of bluish gray metal. With this, we would find Lauren and the notebook. We just had to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      As soon as we’d pushed through the stratosphere of the planet, without a single ship giving chase, I breathed out a sigh of relief. Soon enough, we’d be back in the vast anonymity of space, with Pulsyde becoming only a light in the distance, a barely remembered stop on an unfortunate stretch of our journey to find Stone.

      I crept out of the gun-pod with my stolen goods and paused beside the spot where Angie was standing, her gaze turned out toward the window. She was watching the horizon for any ships that might be approaching, just as I’d done, though her view wasn’t as good from the small, reinforced glass panels that lined the main body of the Coeptis.

      “So, what happened down there?” she asked as I approached. She looked anxious, her brow furrowed.

      “I stole something from the pawnbroker. It was too expensive to buy, and we didn’t have the credits to waste,” I explained, showing her the compass.

      “You stole it?” Angie didn’t sound too impressed. “Are there police after us?”

      “Nobody seems to be following us,” I said defensively, knowing I’d done it for the right reasons.

      “Well, I hope it was worth it. We really can’t afford to be taking risks like that, getting ourselves noticed,” she replied with a tense sigh. “What is it, anyway?”

      “The description said it was a species locator. I figure it’s some kind of compass that reveals the locations of different species across the universe.”

      She squinted at it curiously. “How does it work?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. It didn’t exactly come with an instruction manual, and we didn’t really have time to ask the pawnbroker as we were snatching it from her store.”

      “I was only asking. It’s a valid question.”

      “I know… Sorry, I’m just a little stressed after stealing it. Alarm bells and port authorities will do that.” I forced a smile onto my face, silently telling myself to calm down. “Anyway, I’m not sure how it works yet.”

      “Let me take a look at it. I might be able to figure it out,” Angie said.

      “No, no, it’s fine,” I replied, peering closer at the device. The mechanism inside was a system of miniature cogs and even smaller pulleys. If I could just figure out where the cogs led, I knew I’d be able to get them moving. I examined it for several minutes, with Angie fidgeting across from me.

      “Honestly, let me take a look. I’m good at this kind of thing,” she said, suddenly wrapping her hand around the top of the compass. I wanted to mention the fact that I’d been about to head off and get an engineering degree back home, but I bit my tongue. I could see she just wanted to help, but too many cooks were spoiling the proverbial broth right now.

      “Seriously, I think I almost have it! And I can’t see the mechanisms if you hold it like that.” I was trying to rein in my annoyance, but a few prickles emerged regardless.

      “Wouldn’t hurt to get a second opinion, right?” Angie tried to turn the compass toward her.

      “Please, just give me another minute with it, will you?”

      Just then, Ronad stepped out of the cockpit, a worried look on his face. He moved slowly toward us, as though we were wild animals that needed to be approached with caution.

      “Is everything all right out here? We heard raised voices,” he said quietly.

      “Have you seen one of these before?” I asked, freeing the compass from Angie’s grasp.

      He peered at the device in my hands and shook his head. “Don’t think I have. What did the shop say it was?”

      “She didn’t have time to ask as she was running away,” Angie chipped in sourly.

      I ignored her, keeping my focus on Ronad. “The description said something about inserting a blood sample, but that’s all the information I could get.”

      Remembering the words, I looked at the compass more closely. Through the glass face, I could see a dial of small canisters, with a metal bar running down the middle, and a network of clockwork-like engineering holding it together. But there was nothing that looked like a button or a latch that could open it up. I’d already tried to pry the glass face off while I was in the gun-pod, but that hadn’t worked either. I didn’t want to try with any more force, in case I broke the whole thing.

      My eyes settled on something in the bluish gray metal. There, discreetly indented into either side of the oval object’s top curve, were two shallow grooves. I wasn’t sure if my inkling was correct, but there was only one way to find out. Pressing both my thumbs into the indentations, I squeezed as hard as I could, prompting a sharp needle to peek out the top of the locator. It glinted in the low light of the ship.

      “What did you do?” Ronad asked, getting closer.

      I grinned. “I pushed the sides and it released a needle!”

      “What are you supposed to do with the needle?” Angie wondered nervously.

      “I guess I’m supposed to prick my skin, or that of the species I’m trying to find—which, in our case, is the same thing,” I replied, tentatively bringing the pad of my index finger to the sharp point. The metal bit into my flesh with a sudden sting, and my blood rose to the surface. A second later, a globule of crimson was somehow sucked back through the hollow center of the needle, where it came to rest in the waiting canister. Like the chambers in a gun, the canister then moved around, disappearing beneath a disc of the same bluish gray metal.

      I staggered back, startled, as a holographic image shot out of the compass face, revealing a celestial map similar to the one that Ginji had shown us on Zai. The sight of it reminded me of the young Draconian. I hadn’t thought about him in a while, with everything else that was going on, but I hoped he was okay, whatever he was up to.

      Turning my focus to the map, I noticed two green dots in the center, flashing steadily. I presumed they belonged to Angie and me, since we were the only humans on board the Coeptis.

      “I don’t see a third dot,” Angie said, peering at the map. “I don’t see Lauren’s dot!”

      Ronad looked over my shoulder at the holograph. “Perhaps she’s out of range. Can you widen the map at all?”

      I searched all across the compass for anything that might be a button, pressing every indentation and groove I came across, but nothing widened the range of what we could see. There was one indentation that turned the holograph off and on, and another that moved the dial of canisters around, but nothing made the map bigger. If there was a way to do it, it was beyond the realm of my human skills, especially without an instruction manual.

      “May I?” Ronad asked.

      I handed the compass to him, hopeful that he could see something I couldn’t. He lifted it and turned it over in his palms. The holograph danced off the floor and the walls with every curious inspection he made, but nothing he did made any difference. The celestial map continued to bear only two green dots, and a few faint silver dots that revealed the closest planets and stars. I bit my tongue as he handed it to Angie to take a look, knowing she had as much right to examine it as anyone.

      You’re just stressed, Riley. It’s the adrenaline from the escape, that’s all it is. Calm down, I told myself.

      “This is just stupid! We already know there are two humans on the ship. If we can’t expand the map, what’s the point of it?” Angie yelled. “All we’ve done is draw more attention to ourselves, and we’re no closer to finding Lauren! This is hopeless!” Tears glittering in her eyes, she threw the compass across the room. It hit the wall with a crack, and the celestial holograph disappeared with a wobbly blink.

      “Angie!” I yelped, rushing over to retrieve the compass. When I pressed the indentation that seemed to be the on/off switch, the holograph reappeared. A relieved sigh left my throat. I turned back to my friend with a cold stare. “What did you do that for? Just because we can’t figure something out doesn’t mean it’s a hopeless case!”

      “Face it, Riley—you stole a useless piece of junk, and now there are probably authorities on our tail, wanting to throw us all in prison!” she fired back.

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “It isn’t useless. We just need more time with it.”

      Ronad stepped between us, physically putting himself in the line of fire. “My guess is the compass tracks people a reasonable distance, but it can’t have an unlimited range. No device is powerful enough for that, unless you have a fixed point or a specific beacon to search for.”

      “We have a specific beacon: Lauren!” Angie retorted.

      “Yes, but in terms of the device, you’re looking for a vague human needle in a haystack of our universe’s infinite vastness.”

      “So, you agree with me, then. The compass is useless!”

      I shook my head vigorously. “It isn’t useless! If Lauren were here, she’d try to—”

      “Well, Lauren isn’t here, is she? She’s lost out there, on her own, and now we might never find her because you…” She trailed off, but I knew what she was going to say. She was going to say I’d gotten them into more trouble by stealing the compass. Even though I was beginning to have my own doubts, the unspoken echo of it in my head made my heart clench.

      “Because I what, Angie?” I pressed sadly.

      She dipped her head, refusing to look at me. “Because we lost her,” she said, after a pause. “There’s nothing we can do about it now that the trail has gone cold. We just have to keep searching and hope something comes up soon.”

      The lie was written across her face as she met my gaze again. She’d wanted to blame me; I could see it in her eyes. Our stare broke as we heard shouting from the cockpit. It sounded urgent.

      “Bash?” Angie called out. We raced toward the cockpit.

      “A Fed ship is trailing us!” he yelled as we entered. “It just put on its warning lights.” A string of expletives followed, though I didn’t recognize all of them.

      “What does that mean?” I asked, moving over to the copilot’s chair to lean over Navan’s shoulder. The monitor on the control panel was going haywire, red lights flashing everywhere.

      “It means we’re going to get pulled over!” Bashrik barked, flashing me a perplexed look. “What did you have to go and steal something for? We needed credits, not wishful freaking thinking!”

      “They might fly past. Maybe they won’t bother us,” I replied defensively, feeling a little ganged up on after the awkward encounter I’d just had with Angie.

      Mort snorted from his seat on the far side of the room. “Yeah, and maybe I’ll dress in drag and give you all a warbling rendition of ‘I Wanna Dance with Somebody,’ à la Angie.”

      “Wow, so you think they’re going to fly past us, too?” she shot back, grinning. The pair of them had become alarmingly good friends since leaving Vysanthe.

      He had just started singing the first lines of the song when the loudspeakers crackled to life. A message was coming through, sidelining the main comms system. It appeared they didn’t need us to reply—they only needed us to listen and obey.

      “Please pull into the nearest port-planet, where your vessel will be boarded, and you will be scanned. I am picking up six lifeforms, so please do not try to run or hide,” a clipped voice announced. “Your ship has been registered as stolen from the planet of Vysanthe, and you are to be apprehended under Section 2341-C of the Universal Federal Code of Peacekeeping Law.”

      “Couldn’t they think of something snappier?” Mort murmured, laughing to himself. I supposed he thought he could pretend to be someone else and run away while the rest of us suffered the consequences of what I’d done.

      “Shut up!” Bashrik hissed, silencing the smug shifter.

      Navan glanced at Ronad. “I thought you took out all the cameras and trackers.”

      He shrugged anxiously. “I thought I did, too!”

      “Maybe they’ve put out alerts at every port-planet, to check for Vysanthean ships and ship-codes,” Navan reasoned. “With Brisha more or less taken out of the game, and the Titans having destroyed a lot of the North, I’m guessing her military must be keeping tabs on deserters. They’ll want to retain every ship they can. Otherwise, they’ll have nothing left to retaliate with.” We’d heard snippets about the state of the coldblood planet during our search for Lauren and the notebook, piecing together whatever we could from the news that came in. It seemed Gianne still held the upper hand after the Titan onslaught, though Brisha was hanging on, determined to fight to the bitter end.

      “Can we outrun them?” I asked doubtfully.

      Mort whistled. “You’re just full of terrible ideas today, aren’t you, sweet cheeks?”

      I glared at him. “I don’t see you offering up any suggestions.”

      “You also don’t see me stealing from port-planet pawnshops.”

      “Very clever,” I muttered.

      “’Tis my specialty.” He held out his hand to Angie for a grisly high-five. She reluctantly conceded, and the floppy skin of his palm collided wetly with hers, drawing a disgusted look from Bashrik, who wasn’t dealing with this new friendship particularly well.

      “We’re running low on fuel. There’s nowhere we could hide, even if we could outrun them for a while,” Navan said, reaching out to take my hand. It was all the comfort I needed.

      “How about a shootout? I’m pretty handy with the big guns,” Ronad offered, before flashing a warning look at Mort, who raised his hands in innocence.

      Navan shook his head. “Our guns are still on the blink. If we use them, we risk frying the whole system and ending up dead in the water.”

      “If we do nothing, we’re already dead in the water,” I countered.

      “Even if we could use the guns, the Fed firepower is way stronger than what we have on board. They’d decimate us in minutes,” he replied, giving my hand an apologetic squeeze. “There’s nothing we can do but follow their orders.”

      “Do we go back to Pulsyde?” Ronad wondered.

      “No, it’s easier if we press on to Wander. It’s not far, and it might give us a chance to think about what our next move is,” Navan replied. “Bashrik, can you set a course for Wander?”

      Bashrik nodded. “Putting on our surrender lights and setting a course for our inevitable demise.”

      I wanted to get out of this cockpit and find a place to hide, not from the Fed but from the disapproving looks of my crewmates. Yes, I’d been reckless in stealing the compass, but I refused to give up hope that it would take us to Lauren and the notebook. And when it did, I prayed this sick feeling in the pit of my stomach would go away.

      Looking dead ahead, a breath caught in the back of my throat, my chest tight, I watched as we approached this new port-planet of Wander. It was small and blue, with marbled green and white across the surface, looking just like a miniature version of Earth. Although I’d been away from home for a long time, I’d never felt as homesick as I did in that moment, viewing Wander through the windshield. It was like seeing a familiar landmark on the final stretch to your front door… only we were still light-years away from home.

      “Making our descent,” Bashrik said, sounding like an airline pilot.

      I looked up at the shifter, who was picking at his elbow folds, humming the words to Whitney Houston. “Mort, when we land, can you pretend to be one of Brisha’s soldiers?” I asked hopefully. “You can tell the Fed officer that there’s been a misunderstanding of some sort, and we’ve been given this vessel for an exploratory mission—something like that?”

      He pulled a face. “I’d rather pretend to be a Sonoran and tell them you’ve taken me from a lunar farm,” he muttered. “Or maybe I’ll masquerade as a wealthy regent and tell them you’ve kidnapped me and are holding me for ransom!”

      “Mort, please do this for us! You might be the only chance we have of getting out of here without being clapped in cuffs.”

      He grinned, waggling his bald brows. “I don’t mind cuffs, in the right setting.”

      “I’m being serious, Mort. You’re the only one who can get us out of this.”

      He paused, for what I was fairly sure was meant to be dramatic effect, before flicking out his fleshy hands. “Fine, I’ll do it. I shall coldblood up one last time,” he said, relenting. “Although, I’m warning you now, I’m too hungry to hold on to a different form for long.”
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      We landed on a stretch of open, grassy plain that had been turned into a repair shipyard and was filled with dilapidated vessels of all shapes, sizes, and origins. A chain-link fence ran around the perimeter, but there weren’t many people about, only weary-looking mechanics smeared in dirt and oil. They wandered around the place, ripping panels and parts from the worst-looking ships and piling them into wagons.

      The Fed ship was still descending, but I was already standing on solid ground, waiting for everyone else to come out of the hatch. A figure strode down the gangway behind me. My eyes went wide with fear, and I staggered back in shock as Pandora approached.

      “What the hell, Mort? You nearly gave me a heart attack!” I hissed, clutching my chest as realization dawned.

      “You like it?” Mort purred. “I’m especially enjoying these.” He cupped his newly forged boobs, jiggling them in such a way that I didn’t know whether to slap him or laugh. Somehow, it made the way he looked seem marginally less frightening.

      “Why did you have to choose that form, out of every coldblood in the universe?” I asked, shaking my head in despair.

      He grinned with Pandora’s lips. “She’s the coldblood I know best from Brisha’s side of things. After the near-miss with Captain Splatter, I thought it best to go with someone I’ve seen properly before. It’ll be more convincing this way, trust me.”

      I grimaced at the mention of Commander Korbin. “Can you not call him that? Have some respect for the dead.”

      “Still too raw? I guess it wasn’t too long ago you were still finding little bits of him in your hair.”

      “Anyway, I thought we agreed I wasn’t going to trust you,” I replied, ignoring his comment, though I could feel a shiver of disgust running up my spine at the memory. “I trust you even less now that you look like her. How do you even know what she looks like?”

      Mort shrugged. “She was always popping up on Orion’s monitors, chatting about something or other,” he explained, taking up his position next to me, changing his voice so it matched the flat, cold tone of Pandora herself. “What’s the matter? This bringing up some bad memories? You remembering how it felt when you—”

      “Stop it!” I growled, flashing him a warning look. The others were coming down the gangway to join us, looking just as horrified as I had upon seeing Mort as Pandora, though they quickly covered their surprise as the Fed ship touched down with a hiss of its engines. I didn’t want to hear another word out of Mort’s new mouth, or any of his mouths for that matter.

      The hatch in the side of the Fed ship opened, and an officer walked toward us. He was dressed in a smart uniform of maroon military fatigues, with a beret-like hat of the same color angled on his head. The clothes contrasted starkly with the shimmering tone of his pale blue-and-silver skin, which covered his body in interchangeable stripes, like the ripples of an ocean tide. He was bald, aside from the hat, with two conch-shaped protrusions, one on either side of his head, which I presumed were his species’ version of ears. There were three sets of gill slits, too—two running up the sides of his neck, and a narrow train of indentations along the front of his throat, which opened and closed every few seconds. As he came to a halt in front of us, I found it almost impossible not to stare at them.

      “Criminals, I would like to introduce myself as Agent Xiphio,” he announced, putting his hands on his hips. His voice was clipped and oddly British-sounding, but far posher than anything that came out of a coldblood mouth.

      Realizing how rude I was being by staring at his gills, I looked up, only to find that he had the most mesmerizing blue eyes. They looked like two whirlpools, standing out from a very aquatic face. His nose was almost indiscernible above a pair of full, fish-like lips. However, his smile was a bright white, his teeth strangely humanoid. If my heart hadn’t been thundering in my chest, I was pretty sure I’d have been struggling with a giggle. I mean, there was definitely something handsome about him in a curious kind of way, but he took some getting used to.

      Mort stepped forward in his Pandora disguise. “Agent Xiphio, there seems to have been a misunderstanding about the status of our ship,” he said, his voice sending a chill through me. “This vessel wasn’t stolen from Vysanthe. It is being used on official royal business for Queen Brisha.”

      “And who might you be?” Xiphio asked, lowering his voice as if to act tough, which was pretty difficult considering he sounded like Mr. Darcy.

      “I am Pandora, Queen Brisha’s advisor, and you are preventing us from continuing our reconnaissance mission related to the current war, which you have no doubt heard of?”

      “Yes, a nasty business from what I hear,” Xiphio replied, pulling a disapproving face that he quickly covered, evidently not wanting to show any bias toward the state of the coldblood planet. “If what you say is true, we shall soon have all of this ironed out. Regardless, I will have to go through with standard procedure. I can’t have you zipping off on your exciting adventure without checking the details. That just isn’t the Federation’s way, I’m afraid.” He chuckled to himself, seeming friendly enough. Maybe we’d actually get away with it.

      I turned to steal a glance at Navan, but he was already staring pointedly at Bashrik and Ronad, the three of them sharing a baffled look.

      “You wouldn’t happen to be the Agent Xiphio, would you?” Navan asked hesitantly, turning back to the Fed officer.

      Xiphio puffed out his chest with pride, his gills flapping rapidly. “So, you’ve heard of me?”

      Ronad struggled to hide a smile. “You could say that.”

      “Which of my triumphant endeavors have you been told of?” he asked excitedly. “Was it my work in preventing the trafficking of innocent Sonorans? Or my well-documented feats of charity with the Darian refugees? Or, was it the de-escalation of the Brimenian conflict, perhaps?”

      Bashrik stifled a laugh as Navan made a tentative reply. “Uh… none of those, exactly.”

      I stared at them, utterly confused by what was going on. Ronad was barely holding it together, and Bashrik was on the brink of collapsing into all-out giggles. Even Navan had a smirk tugging at the corners of his lips.

      “We were thinking more along the lines of what happened to the planet Tiburon. You know, the accidental blowing-up of the asteroid that was threatening to destroy it—only, the charges were set on the wrong asteroid and Tiburon ended up getting hit anyway?” Navan ventured.

      Bashrik nodded, chiming in. “Thankfully, the planet had already been evacuated, but there was an Agent Xiphio in charge of that mission, if I remember right.”

      “I’m sure that was some other Agent Xiphio, though,” Navan added hastily.

      An interesting shade of purple rose to the cheeks of the poor agent. He was blushing, evidently embarrassed. I wanted to turn to them and tell them off for being so childishly cruel, but I held my tongue, not wanting us to lose face in front of the Fed officer.

      “I cannot confirm or deny what you have said,” Xiphio retorted, the warmth in his tone gone. “Now, if you would be so kind as to join me aboard my ship, we may proceed with the facial recognition screening. Since you seem to think you know so much about me, it is time to see if you are who you say you are. Oh, and please don’t try to run. I do not wish for things to turn violent.” He turned on his heel and returned to his ship, beckoning for us to follow.

      “That was really mean,” I whispered to Navan as we hurried after the agent. “You embarrassed him!”

      Navan pulled a face. “He’s earned the reputation, believe me! The Fed just won’t fire him, for some reason.”

      My curiosity was piqued. “Why, what else has he done?”

      “He’s the king of friendly fire. People across the universe call him ‘the Black Spot’ because if you see him, you know there’s a good chance you might end up dead,” he explained quietly.

      “Well, that’s comforting,” I muttered.

      “He crashed a cargo-freighter into a quarantine facility, releasing a toxin that turned patients into crazed zombies. He ended up giving fifty thousand credits to a bunch of gangsters, who ran off with the cash. He got honey-trapped into giving away Fed secrets to a Brimenian con artist, resulting in a universal scandal. And, he handed twenty crates of Sonorans to the very people he was supposed to be keeping them from—and those are just in the last year! He’s the laughingstock of the Fed.”

      “Anyone can make mistakes,” I murmured.

      “Not when their job is to protect the universe.”

      I had to admit, that was quite the trail of chaos and embarrassment that lay behind Xiphio, but it only made me pity him more. I hated people being picked on or being made to feel like less than they were. In any other situation, I might have tried to befriend him, or at least attempted to make him feel better about what the boys had just said. Now, however, I was more nervous about getting through this scan without being arrested, especially given Mort’s disguise.

      Xiphio led us to a flat metal screen in the middle of the main bay of the Fed ship, and had us line up in a row, facing the screen, standing shoulder to shoulder. As soon as we were in position, he walked over to a set of controls.

      “Face forward and keep your eyes open for as long as you can,” he instructed, before pressing a large green button.

      We all did as he said. A moment later, a bar of bright green lights emerged from a narrow panel in the floor and rose up, scanning us one by one. Mort was first. The lights moved across his body before coming to a halt in front of his face. I held my breath the whole time as the lights twisted and turned, processing every angle of his features, before the bar disappeared again with a loud clunk. Would it see straight through his Pandora disguise?

      I couldn’t help but glance at the control panel, where Xiphio was working away at a computer, checking some unseen database for any recognition of our identities. A hologram of Pandora flashed up, her body spinning on a plinth.

      “Pandora, you may step away from the screen. You are clear,” Xiphio said. A sigh of relief hissed from my throat.

      Mort stepped back as the bar of lights emerged again, scanning Bashrik next. After another all-clear, it moved on to Ronad, who was also safe. Angie came after him, but no hologram emerged from the database. Fearing the worst, I looked to Xiphio, but he just shrugged.

      “It would appear you are not in the database, miss,” he explained. “Not to worry, it can happen sometimes. It’s better not to be in here, honestly, because otherwise, you’re more likely to have a rap sheet!”

      “Can I step back?” Angie asked anxiously.

      “Of course. If you aren’t on here, you aren’t a wanted criminal.” He chuckled, gesturing for her to move away from the screen, which she did as quickly as she could.

      Glancing at him, I wondered if he might be precisely what we were looking for, despite everything Navan had said about him. With a database that stored the names and identities of known criminals, Stone had to be on there. A third eye that could freeze people was exactly the kind of skill that made someone an ideal thief, and I’d already seen him and his band of merry men looting ruined houses. Even if he wasn’t in the database, surely the kidnapping of a young woman would be just the kind of case that would interest the galactic police—especially an officer who was probably looking to improve his reputation.

      I mean, even if he was crap at his job, Xiphio was still a Fed agent. When were we going to get an opportunity like this again? We still needed allies, since the only ones we’d managed to get were Mort and Cambien, and Cambien wouldn’t be of long-term help. This was the perfect chance to gain more support. We could even tell him about the immortality elixir and ask for his aid in preventing Brisha and Gianne from creating it. At the very least, we could ask him to pass the message on to his agent buddies, who might be better at coming up with a solution.

      The bar of green lights emerged again, distracting my train of thought. It ran up the screen to scan Navan, who was standing beside me. I watched as a hologram sprang up from the computer, showing Navan in all his glory.

      “All clear, Navan Idrax,” Xiphio declared. “You may step away from the scanner.”

      Navan gave my hand a comforting squeeze before stepping away to let the lights scan me.

      My pulse quickened as the bar of lights shot up, stopping in front of my face. Green flashed in my eyes, temporarily blinding me, and the sound of the whirring mechanisms made my muscles tense up. It was like leaving a store and walking through the beepers, feeling guilty even though I knew I hadn’t stolen anything. Being human, I knew I wouldn’t have a record, just like Angie.

      An alarm sounded as a hologram shot out of the computer, showing an image of me. Only, my picture wasn’t one of the dignified spinning figures that I’d seen for everyone else. Instead, it was a wanted poster, showing a blown-up image of my face and playing a short clip of me smashing the glass cabinet and taking the compass from the pawnshop.

      “Stealing a valuable item and a dangerous weapon, destruction of private property, grievous bodily harm, unpaid toll fees… Well, well, well, it seems we have a criminal after all,” Xiphio said solemnly, peering at me over the top of his monitor.
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      I turned to make a run for it, but steel bars shot up out of the ground, surrounding me. The more I pushed against them, the more they pressed into my body.

      “You’re making a mistake!” I said, desperate to get out of here, even though I had earned that wanted poster.

      “You cannot run from the law, miss. There is no place you can hide from Lady Justice. She is all-seeing, all-knowing, all… justifying!” Xiphio stated proudly, puffing out his chest again. “We are the peacekeepers; we are the defenders; we are the ones who come for the monsters under the beds of children and lock them away… after a fair trial, of course. I mean, we wouldn’t simply lock people away without first ensuring we had all the facts. That just wouldn’t be good policing. Although, if someone was hiding under a child’s bed, I presume there would be just cause for concern,” he rambled, having gotten himself confused.

      As entertaining as his bemusement was, he’d made one fatal error: he’d wasted precious time on me, when he should’ve been watching the others. Navan, Bashrik, Angie, and Ronad lunged for him before he could say another word, knocking him to the ground and pressing his face to the floor. He flailed, struggling against Navan’s firm grip.

      “Bash, get those bars off her!” Navan instructed. His brother leapt to his feet and ran around to the far side of the control panel, his hands working deftly at the buttons.

      Mort and Angie had sprinted toward a storage cupboard at the opposite side of the ship’s main bay. I couldn’t see what they were doing, as they were somewhere behind me, but I heard things clattering and falling. Mort swore after something particularly loud clanged against the floor.

      They emerged a moment later, carrying a long coil of thick electrical cable, and hurried over to Navan’s side. I guessed they wanted to tie Xiphio up with it. The only problem was, Navan was in an awkward position on Xiphio’s back, trying to hold his arms and press down on his face at the same time, making it tricky to get the cable in to tie the agent’s hands together.

      As Navan shifted to one side, Xiphio managed to lift his head for a moment. “Computer, call for backup!” he yelled.

      Ronad tried to muffle Xiphio’s mouth with his hand, only to recoil as Xiphio bit down hard. Unlike his straight white ones, these teeth were jagged and triangular, emerging from his gums the way a shark’s would.

      “Son of a frostfang!” Ronad yelped, clutching his hand to his chest.

      I realized the agent could’ve bitten down much harder if he’d wanted to, likely severing Ronad’s hand clean off, but Xiphio was an oddly gentlemanly creature, and I guessed that wasn’t in his moral code. It was a warning bite, nothing more, leaving a crescent of deep tooth-marks in Ronad’s hand.

      “We’re not going to hurt you. We just can’t have you arresting any of us right now,” Navan muttered, shifting again so Angie and Mort could get in with the cable. “I’m sure you understand, right?”

      As Xiphio lifted his head to answer, Mort seized his opportunity, ramming a clump of fabric into the agent’s mouth and wrapping a coil of cable around to hold it in place. After Mort handed her the rest of the cable, Angie set to work on the agent’s hands. I felt even sorrier for the poor guy as they bound and gagged him. One against five was terrible odds for anyone.

      “Got it!” Bashrik said triumphantly. The bars collapsed around me, freeing me from my temporary prison.

      I ran to help, kneeling to hold Xiphio’s shoulders as Angie finished the last of her loops. I smiled at her, knowing how many hours we’d spent at Girl Scouts as kids, perfecting the art of knot-tying. I doubted either of us could have predicted using those skills to tie up an agent from a universal peacekeeping federation, but I was sure our scout leaders would have been proud, regardless.

      “I’m really sorry about this, Agent Xiphio,” I murmured, as Angie checked the integrity of the knots. “If it makes you feel any better, I’m normally a law-abiding citizen. Today has just been a bad day. Please don’t add assault of a Fed agent to my rap sheet.”

      He couldn’t answer, but it made me feel slightly better to tell him how sorry we were. There was something kindly about Xiphio, though I understood that even the friendliest of Fed agents probably couldn’t ignore being tied up and gagged. By doing this, we were heading into more trouble, but what else could we do? Lauren was out there, waiting for us to rescue her—there was no time to lose.

      As soon as Angie was satisfied that he was properly bound, we all sprinted down the gangway. I could hear muffled protestations behind us, but I was sure he wouldn’t starve or anything. Even if Xiphio couldn’t untie himself, some other Fed agent would probably find him soon enough, especially when he didn’t report back to his superiors by the end of his shift.

      “We can’t take the Coeptis,” Bashrik said grimly, as we paused in front of our vessel. “She’s a wanted ship now, and Xiphio won’t stay tied up forever. He’ll get an alert out on her as soon as he gets out of those bonds.”

      I knew he was right. Even if the Coeptis hadn’t been on the Fed’s radar, our ship was broken and almost out of fuel; we wouldn’t get far before we’d have to stop again.

      “Why can’t we just take the Fed ship?” I countered.

      “Same reason we can’t take the Coeptis. The Fed keep tabs on all their ships. They’d start to notice if Agent Xiphio didn’t check in. It’s too risky.”

      Navan grimaced. “Let’s get everything valuable from inside the Coeptis and get out of this garbage pile. We can decide where to go from there.”

      Nodding in agreement, we all hurried inside the Coeptis and retrieved as much as we could, though that wasn’t a lot. I just had my useless compass, a knife I’d found, and the spear I’d stolen from the pawnshop. The others came away with similarly meager collections. Everyone but Mort carried one of the guns that Navan had tried to sell at the pawnshop, while Ronad tugged a bag containing Naya’s journal and a few other bits and pieces over his shoulder.

      With that, we took off across the shipyard, running past the derelict shells of grounded vessels. I wondered how they all came to end up here, in this ship graveyard, and who their crews might have been, once upon a time. They were silly thoughts, but they kept me from darker concerns, like how the hell we were supposed to get away from Wander without a ship.

      “So, what’s the big plan now that we’re ship-less?” Angie asked, voicing my thoughts as we ducked down a passageway between two huge freighters.

      “We’ll just have to steal a new one,” I replied nonchalantly, knowing that was precisely what we needed to do. It wasn’t as though we could ask someone to give us a ride out of here, not with a bounty on our heads. Well, my head.

      She shot me a worried look. “Stealing is how we got into this mess in the first place.”

      “I only stole the compass because I thought it would help,” I replied, feeling defensive.

      “Well, if you hadn’t, Xiphio would have let us go. We’d be flying out of here right now, without worrying about an entire police force coming after us!” Angie said.

      “Don’t hold back, Ange,” I said, my voice dripping sarcasm. “No, please, continue to make me feel worse than I already do!”

      Angie sighed. “Let’s just forget about it, all right? What’s done is done. I just think we need to stop taking risks without any thought of the consequences.”

      I wanted to defend myself, to tell her that we’d never get any closer to finding Lauren and the notebook without taking chances, but I didn’t want to fight with her anymore. She didn’t deserve the brunt of my anger when it wasn’t even her I was mad at. Although I hated to admit it, I knew this mess was all my doing; I just didn’t like being reminded.

      Feeling my frustration rising, I jogged away from Angie and ran toward Navan, who was a short distance ahead. The coldbloods had slowed to a more human pace so we could keep up.

      “Everything okay?” Navan asked, as I jogged alongside him. Ronad was just ahead, with Bashrik running next to him.

      I nodded. “Just stressed.”

      “Everything okay with the two of you? It looked a bit heated back there,” he pressed.

      “It’s fine. We’re both just exhausted and worried about Lauren,” I insisted. “Anyway, what is the plan? Where do we go from here?”

      “I think there might be some docking yards on the other side of the planet. These places usually have a designated half for repairs, recycling, and refuse, and another half for rest, refreshment, and recreation. The six Rs of any good port-planet.”

      Bashrik grunted in agreement as we came to a standstill. “There might be a functional ship we can steal, without raising too much of an alarm. It would definitely put more distance between us and Xiphio’s ship, when he gets free, though I think he might be occupied for a while. I mean, Rask, I knew my girl could tie some good knots, but those were something else.”

      “Your girl?” I teased, prompting his cheeks to flush. I might have felt distant from Angie, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t on her side, ready to interrogate her boyfriend at any moment.

      Navan smiled. “Yeah, Bash, I don’t think we need to know what you two get up to in the privacy of your own chambers. That’s between you and her.”

      “All I’m saying is, I think you could be right about the docking yards,” he mumbled, embarrassed. “I can go and check it out, if you like.”

      “Mort and I will come with you,” Navan replied, but Ronad interjected.

      “No way, compadre. I’m not having you wasting your energy flying all that way, with your wing the way it is, and Pandora here is flickering in and out of being a coldblood.”

      Mort skidded to a halt to catch his breath, morphing back into his natural state. “Hey, feels good to let it all hang out!”

      “Yeah, and we can see all of it,” Angie retorted, catching up. The pair of them cackled together. “What are we talking about, anyway? I couldn’t hear back there.”

      Bashrik looked sheepish. “We were just talking about me going to the other side of the planet, to see if there are any ships we can steal.”

      She frowned. “Did nobody listen to a word I said about taking risks?”

      “Sometimes there are risks that need to be taken,” he replied, shrugging.

      “And we won’t get off this planet if we don’t do something fast,” Navan added. She pouted, flashing me an accusatory look, as though I’d somehow talked them into it. She didn’t protest again, though, which I took to be a positive sign.

      “We can press on and see if there’s a town up ahead while Bashrik investigates the other side of the planet,” I reasoned. “There must be somewhere all these mechanics and travelers go.”

      Bashrik nodded. “Sounds like a good plan to me. I shouldn’t be too long. This planet isn’t very big.”

      “We won’t stray far,” Navan promised, as his brother opened out his wings and braced himself against the ground, before pushing off and taking to the skies. We watched him until he was nothing but a speck on the horizon, though Navan’s gaze lingered a moment longer than the rest of ours did, a hint of envy flickering across his slate eyes.

      “How’s your wing?” I asked solemnly, slipping my hand into his.

      Ever since his return from Northern Vysanthe, where I’d discovered the top half of his wing had been blown off and replaced with an artificial flap, he’d more or less kept it bound to his side with bandages. With the attachment fixed in place, it was impossible for him to tuck it under his shoulder blade, the way he’d done with his good wing. I knew he missed having his wings at full capacity, but he never seemed to want to talk about it, always shrugging off my concerns with a forced smile.

      “It’s fine,” he replied, giving my hand a squeeze. “Come on, we better find this town and see if we can get ourselves something to eat.”
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        * * *

      

      After half an hour of walking through an endless array of battered, rusty ships and piles of forgotten parts, with our stomachs rumbling and our patience waning, we reached the bottom of a shallow slope. Clambering up it with what little strength we had left, clumps of dirt rolling away beneath our feet, we came to the end of the shipyard. Ahead of us, sprawling across a grassy plateau, was a large waystation, with chimneys billowing smoke and the scent of cooking wafting to us on the cool breeze that swept across the plain.

      I was glad this planet wasn’t nearly as hot as Pulsyde had been, but my throat was still parched and ready to guzzle water. Hopefully, there’d be supplies at the waystation, though it was hard to see anything but a bunch of buildings right now.

      “I’ll stay down in the shipyard. We don’t want to draw too much attention to ourselves,” Ronad said, eyeing the town suspiciously. “Just pick me up some blood, and I’ll be a happy man. Mort, you should probably stay with me, too.”

      “Poor baby. You think you’d be lonely without me?” he said.

      Ronad scowled at him. “No, there’s just no way you’re being let loose in a waystation. I need to keep an eye on you.”

      “Well, color me flattered,” Mort murmured. “I could probably do with drying out my flaps, to be honest. The sweat really collects in pools when it gets going!”

      I made a face at Mort and shook my head. “So, is it just the three of us heading into the waystation?”

      Angie shrugged. “You know what, I think I’ll stay down in the shipyard and wait for Bash. It looks crowded over there, anyway.”

      I glanced over at the waystation. A steady stream of travelers headed into the cluster of ramshackle buildings, but there weren’t swarms of them by any means. Feeling my heart clench, I realized I was probably the one who was crowding her.

      “Looks like it’s just you and me, then,” I said, turning to Navan, refusing to let Angie hear the hurt in my voice.

      “I’ll always be up for that.” He lifted my hand to his lips, kissing it gently. There was reassurance in his eyes, his expression comforting me in a way no one else could. As long as I was with him, I could pretend that everything else was okay, and nothing could get to me.
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      Navan and I headed for the waystation, while the other three walked back down the slope toward the edge of the shipyard. I didn’t look back as we pressed on, my gaze fixed on the corrugated iron and sporadic brickwork of the waystation, where all the other travelers were flocking.

      We walked around to the far side of the compound, following the crowds toward a set of gates made from two sheets of patchworked metal, which had been strung up to a chain-link fence. They were wide open, leading through to a dusty courtyard, where several stalls had been arranged. Sellers shouted above the murmur of the crowd, offering their wares. Farther on, larger structures with cavernous archways led into echoing halls, where more traders were selling their goods to needy travelers.

      To my surprise, the majority of our fellow travelers looked close to poverty, their clothes torn and faded, their faces showing the strain of a hard life. They bartered for scraps to repair their ships, though some of them spoke in a language I couldn’t understand, and nor could the traders, by the sounds of things. I figured, whoever they were, they weren’t from somewhere wealthy enough to have the language technology that Navan had.

      “Twenty years I’ve been on this planet, slaving away to buy enough of these damned parts to get back home in my ship—and you tell me you don’t have a converter valve for a Brimenian Dreamrider! You told me last week you had one!” one hunched old woman cried. She had dark blue skin and prickles sticking out of her back, the spines bristling with anger.

      The trader, a lizardy creature with orange skin and beady black eyes, simply shrugged. “What can I say, someone got here before you. If you want one, you come back next week, though the price is fifty credits.”

      “It was twenty-five last week!” she howled.

      “That’s inflation for you.”

      Her spines shook. “You can shove your inflation up your scaly little—”

      Navan put his arm around me and steered me away from the stalls before the old woman could finish. “I think that’s enough of this hall,” he said, as we moved through a corridor into another part of the compound.

      Seeing the old woman made me nervous. She said she’d been here for twenty years, trying to fix her ship. What if we got stuck like that? I supposed, with the Fed threat looming over us, we were more likely to get arrested and taken away in a Fed ship than be left to rot here. In that, perhaps, there was a small mercy.

      “So, what’s really up with you and Angie?” Navan asked, as we entered another hall, which seemed to be arranged like a supermarket. Everything was divided up into sections: fresh produce, dried goods, pharmacy, blood banks—something to suit every taste in the universe.

      “Nothing. I told you.”

      “I know when something’s bothering you, Riley. You can talk to me, you know,” he pressed. “I’m here for you.”

      “I know, but I really don’t want to talk about it. Honestly, it’ll all be fine,” I assured him. “Anyway, we’ve got other things to think about right now. First things first, what are we going to eat, and what can we afford?”

      He smiled. “I say we start at dried goods.”

      “Dried goods it is!” I chirped, slipping my arm around his waist as we headed for the stalls.

      There were rows and rows of tiny packets on the shelves in the dried goods section, each one no bigger than a sticky note, with pictures on the front of what each one contained. They seemed to be miniature meals, way too small to satisfy human hunger, but Navan assured me that, once water was added, they expanded to the size of a full meal. Intrigued, I flicked through to see which ones looked interesting and picked a load of them up while Navan counted how many we could afford. Here, at least, it turned out we had a decent number of credits to play with. We could make what we had stretch.

      Moving on to the blood banks, Navan picked up several sachets of freeze-dried blood, which were cheaper than the vials. There were large bottles, too, though I couldn’t read what was in them. They were tucked away on the top shelf, presumably to keep thieves from stealing them. Although, considering the security in this place, it would have taken a ballsy thief to go after them. There were security cameras everywhere, keeping a close eye on the compound and everyone who passed through it.

      “What’s in the sachets?” I asked, curious.

      “It’s a mix of blood from all over the place. They don’t taste too good, but they’ll keep us alive,” he explained, picking up some bottles of water, before moving over to the trader to pay for the goods.

      With the serious part out of the way, we wandered through the rest of the marketplaces, enjoying one another’s company while we had a spare moment to breathe. Here, with such an eclectic mix of species, we could be together without fearing disapproval. Nobody seemed to care who we were or what we did; they just wanted to get on with their own lives.

      I was looking at one of the stalls in the pharmacy section, wondering if they had anything like the Vysanthean herbs, when I heard Navan shout, “Catch!”

      I turned in time to see a box hurtling toward me and caught it deftly in one hand. There was a picture of a blue-skinned alien on the front, with long red hair down to her knees. I didn’t need instructions to know what this was—I’d had enough ill-advised experiences with hair dye to know a box of it when I saw it.

      “What’s this for?” I asked.

      He smiled, brushing a strand of my hair behind my ear. “I thought it might be a good idea, given that your face is on a wanted poster.”

      “Do you have a thing for redheads? Some secret fantasy you’ve been hiding from me all this time?” I joked.

      He looked horrified. “No, absolutely not! I love you just the way you are. There isn’t a single thing I’d change about you,” he insisted, leaning down to kiss me on the lips. Holding me close, he whispered in my ear, “The moment I saw you, I knew you’d always be the most beautiful creature in the room, no matter where you were, or who you were with. To me, you are perfection.”

      I grinned, leaning up for another kiss. “To me, you are impossibly smooth.”

      “I don’t want you worrying, that’s all. No matter how you look, you will always be beautiful to me,” he replied bashfully.

      “I love you,” I said, holding his face in my hands, my heart feeling full.

      As I wandered over to the trader to pay for the dye, I briefly contemplated slipping the box into my waistband. I didn’t want to spend money on it, not when I knew we could use those credits on something more practical. The only problem was, with all the cameras watching from every possible angle, there was no way I wouldn’t get caught. So, I did what I had to do, paying for the hair dye with the credits we had left.

      “I hate wasting credits,” I muttered, rejoining Navan.

      “It’s better than being thrown in a port-planet brig, believe me,” he assured me, putting his arm around my shoulders. “Where to next?”

      “I’m going to need a restroom, to make my full Jessica Rabbit transformation.” I chuckled, though I was actually starting to feel a little bit nervous about going ginger. There was a reason I’d only ever used dye once before.

      Navan frowned. “Who’s Jessica Rabbit?”

      “You’re going to find out very soon,” I teased. He led the way across another open courtyard, toward an outbuilding made of rusting ship’s wings, where the restrooms were housed.

      It wasn’t glamorous in the slightest, with the pungent scent of stale bodily fluids lingering in the air and the buzz of strange insects thrumming in my ears. Breathing through my mouth, I left Navan outside to guard the entrance as I stepped into the bathroom and locked myself in, sliding the bolt and wedging the handle with a tall trash can, just in case someone got past Navan.

      Walking up to a row of questionable-looking sinks, which were strewn with all kinds of mess—none of which I wanted to dwell on—I took a long, hard look at myself in the cracked mirror. I looked older than I had the last time I’d stopped to check my reflection, the dark circles prominent under my eyes, my lips cracked, my eyeballs bloodshot. Given my current state, I supposed being a redhead couldn’t exactly make me look worse.

      Opening the box, I looked at the instructions, which were all laid out in picture form for universal ease. Inside, there was a strange plastic shower cap with a button on the front. I took it out, and the cap started inflating as it hit the air. Glancing down at the pictures, I realized I was supposed to put this thing on my head—there was no liquid, no mixing, no fuss. Following the instructions, I removed my hairband and bundled every strand into the shower cap, before pressing the button at the front. It lit up with a blue light, and the elasticated plastic suddenly sucked to my scalp, every atom of air being vacuumed away.

      Relax, I’m sure this is normal, I told myself. I could feel something happening under the shower cap, but I didn’t know what to make of it. Something felt cold and wet, and deeply unnatural, but then again, I was using alien hair dye for the first time. I looked down at the pamphlet, but the instructions pretty much stopped after the steps I’d just gone through. All I could do was wait for the blue light to go off, as per the pictures, and hope for the best.

      As I waited, I thought about what had just happened in the market hall. It had been playing on my mind, but I’d managed to shrug it off until now, staring myself down in the mirror. Somehow, this ridiculous-looking young woman in a shrunken shower cap had become a criminal, willing to steal anything, even when she had the money to pay. I couldn’t believe how quickly the shift had happened, and it made me feel a twinge of shame.

      What would Jean and Roger think, if they could see you now? I wondered. In all honesty, it wasn’t a question I could answer. I didn’t know what to make of me, so how could they?

      All of this is to save Lauren and the rest of the universe. You have to do what you have to do, to stop the coldbloods from creating that immortality elixir, I reassured myself, trying to convince myself that it was the truth. Angie might think the compass was useless, but I hadn’t given up yet.

      The blue light flickered off as a beep sounded, and the air was released back into the shower cap device. I removed it with shaking hands, nervous to see what it looked like underneath. Glossy, copper locks cascaded past my shoulders, each strand a burnished bronze shade. I’d expected it to be wet, but my hair was completely dry, with no hint of my old color. Or my old self, for that matter.

      I stared at myself in the mirror, unable to believe the transformation. I still looked like me, but, with a hint of amusement, I realized this color suited the girl I’d become, far more than the previous shade of ordinary brown. Still, it was going to take some getting used to.

      Knowing I needed to keep my hair out of the way, for practicality’s sake, I braided the shiny, bronzed tendrils until they rested over my shoulder in a long rope. My hair really had grown a lot since Texas, but there was a time and a place for having it loose and flowing, and now wasn’t it.

      I threw the shower cap in the trash, along with the box, and stepped out into the afternoon sunlight, where Navan was waiting patiently. His jaw dropped when he saw me, and a wide grin spread across my face. There was something about being a redhead that made me feel mischievous. I liked it.

      “So, what do you think?” I asked, slipping my hands around his waist.

      “I like it a lot,” he murmured. “But you’d look good no matter what, so it’s cheating.”

      “You don’t feel like going ginger yourself?”

      He grinned. “I’ve never thought about it. What do you think?”

      “Nah, you’re good as you are.” I leaned up on tiptoe to kiss him passionately on the lips, catching his mouth with mine as I ran my hands through his hair. His fingertips traced a pattern up the length of my spine. “Come on, we should be getting back to the others. Food comes before kisses, I’m afraid.”

      “If all I had were your kisses, I’d be a satisfied man,” he retorted.

      “No, you’d be a hungry man.” I laughed, grabbing his hand and pulling him along as we headed back through the compound toward the gates. On the way out, I noticed the woman with the spines staggering down the path, clutching something under her arm. I tried to get a closer look, but she was holding it too tightly to her body. All I could do was hope it was the piece she needed to get off this port-planet.

      Ten minutes later, we reached the edge of the shallow slope that led down to the shipyard. Standing at the lip, I could see the shadows of our group stretching out from under the shelter of a wrecked vessel’s turbine. They were sitting on the ground, and Mort seemed to be sleeping, but there was no sign of Bashrik yet.

      “We come bearing gifts!” I shouted, as we approached where they were lounging.

      Angie looked up, her face morphing into a mask of shock at the sight of me. “Whoa!” I wished she’d say more, but I knew not to expect much after the argument we’d had earlier.

      “You look like some Celtic warrior goddess! Very cool!” Ronad enthused.

      “Goddess of the eternally freckled and sunburnt, maybe,” Mort added wryly, flashing a cheeky grin. I knew not to be offended by anything he said anymore.

      “I’ll take that as a compliment coming from you, turkey-neck,” I fired back playfully. “How are your pools of sweat, anyway? Actually, don’t answer that, or I might not be able to get my food down.”

      Mort’s red-veined eyes brightened. “Food?”

      “Oh, yes, we have quite the smorgasbord.”

      With the mood instantly elevated at the prospect of a good meal, Navan and I distributed the food and water. Everyone eagerly took theirs. It felt wrong to eat without Bashrik, but he’d soon be back, hopefully bearing some good news.

      I opened my packet of dried food and poured some water on it, marveling as it bloomed to five times its size. I had no idea what it was supposed to be, but it was sandwich-like, with some sort of mystery paste in the middle. And, frankly, it was delicious. I wolfed it down as slowly as I could, knowing I’d end up with a stomachache if I ate it too fast. The others were doing the same. Mort had settled on a packet like mine, while Angie was chowing down on what looked like a block of ramen. Meanwhile, Ronad and Navan were rehydrating a sachet of blood in one of the water bottles, sharing it between them.

      Satisfied and refreshed, we all sat back in the balmy heat of Wander’s afternoon sun and waited for Bashrik to return.

      An hour later, the beat of approaching wings stirred us from our lazy rest. Bashrik swooped down, landing softly on the ground. He flashed a shy look in Angie’s direction, evidently wondering whether to greet her properly or not, but she was still coming around from her afternoon nap, yawning loudly.

      “What’d you find?” Navan asked, offering him the bottle of rehydrated blood. Bashrik took it gratefully, taking big gulps. A trickle of crimson ran down the side of his chin. Only when he’d drunk his fill did he reply.

      “There’s another shipyard on the other side of Wander, just as we thought,” he said, wiping his mouth. “It’s a real docking yard, way swankier than this scrapheap. I scouted out a few potential options, but I wanted your opinions first.”

      “What’s the security like?” Mort chimed in.

      “Fairly lax, from what I could see,” Bashrik replied. “There were a few cameras dotted around, but only a couple of patrolling guards. Nothing we can’t handle.”

      My heart started beating faster. “How do we get there from here, without you having to make a million round trips and exhausting yourself?”

      Bashrik smiled excitedly. “There’s a maintenance transport that leaves here every hour, ferrying mechanics and ship owners from one side to the other. Sometimes, owners come here for the cheaper parts, but they don’t stick around. We just need to hitch a ride with them.”

      “Will they let us on?” I pressed.

      “I don’t see why not. We’ve at least got to try it,” he urged, his eyes widening as he noticed my hair for the first time. “Nice hair! Suits you.”

      I smiled. “Thanks. It was Navan’s idea.”

      Navan looked like he was about to protest, but I flashed him a cheeky look, letting him know I was only teasing. I half expected Angie to make a comment about Bashrik not getting any bright ideas, or something like that, but she remained weirdly silent, seeming deep in thought.

      I focused on the task ahead. Bashrik was right. If it was the only way to the other side, then we had to get on that transport ship. New, redheaded Riley wouldn’t take no for an answer—I refused to let her.

      I exhaled sharply, looking around the group, my stomach clenching with nerves. “So, we ready to steal a ship?”
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      Wanting to reach the rendezvous before the maintenance transport arrived, we headed along the perimeter of the shipyard, until Bashrik told us to stop. He’d seen it set down beside a battered signpost, which stood a good distance away from the waystation compound, the actual sign long since rusted away into a gnarled stub. I presumed it was all the way out here to avoid any riffraff getting on board, though the thought irked me a little bit. What right did anyone have to decide who could travel to the other side of the planet and who couldn’t?

      I didn’t have long to simmer over the situation, as the chug of a huge, barge-looking vessel thrummed through the faint tink-tink of the shipyard’s mechanics. It was by far the bulkiest ship I’d seen there, with black smoke rising out of several chimneys and a deafening engine that made us all cover our ears as it descended beside the rusted signpost.

      As it clanged to a standstill, the interior turbines still whirring to a halt, a thick metal hatch heaved open and a gangway slid to the ground. A small group of mechanics and reclaimers came down first, dressed in overalls and boiler-suits of varying, muddied colors. They laughed amongst themselves, evidently familiar with one another, throwing heavy tool bags over their shoulders as they headed for the shipyard below.

      A smaller cluster of well-dressed individuals followed, looking shifty. Their eyes settled on us with suspicion, but they didn’t pause to say anything. Instead, they hurried off after the workmen, clearly hoping to get a good deal on whatever it was they’d come here for.

      “Where you wanting to go?” a voice asked from within the shadows of the transport. A moment later, a burly, bearded figure emerged, smoke puffing out of his mouth from a metallic device he held to his lips. He was a similar kind of creature to the old woman who’d been bartering for a part, though his skin was a lurid yellow and his spines were an equally fluorescent shade of green. I guessed, like in nature on Earth, the color scheme meant he was somehow poisonous.

      “We were hoping you might take us back to the docking yards. We couldn’t find what we were looking for here,” Navan said confidently.

      The spiny man shrugged. “Makes no difference to me. Hop on. Though I’ll warn you now, I don’t take requests. You go where I need to go, and that’s that.”

      “That sounds fine to us,” Navan replied, ushering us up the gangway.

      “Your sort sit through there,” he instructed, gesturing through a narrow corridor toward a deck at the far end of the barge.

      We followed it, entering a surprisingly pleasant room with cushioned benches all around and a table full of refreshments. Most of the food had been eaten by our predecessors, but there was some good stuff left, and a pitcher of ice-cold water to wash it down. I was still full from the weird sandwich I’d eaten, but I knew better than to pass up an opportunity to eat for free. Grabbing some cookie-like bars, I stuffed them into my pockets, before downing a cupful of cool water.

      Ten minutes later, with no other passengers boarding, the maintenance transport took off, ferrying us over to the wealthier side of Wander. From the window, I watched the landscape whizz past, homesickness rearing its ugly head again. Glancing down, I could have been looking at the fields of Texas we’d left, what felt like a lifetime ago.

      Navan walked up to me, distracting me from the view of the world beyond the transport. Without a word, he slipped his arms around me and pulled me tightly to him, somehow knowing exactly what I needed. I clung to him, gripping him desperately, pushing back the tears that threatened to fall. Holding him like this made me remember that I wasn’t alone out here. Even if it felt like my friend hated me, I still had Navan, showing me that someone cared.

      My gaze turned toward Angie, who was nestled into Bashrik’s chest on the bench opposite. I willed her to look at me, telling myself everything between us would be okay if she just looked back, but her eyes were closed.
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        * * *

      

      Just under an hour later, we arrived at the swanky docking yards that Bashrik had spoken about. Gleaming vessels, forged from countless kinds of metal, were tucked into parking bays, their smooth curves reflecting the sunlight, blinding me through the window. Smartly uniformed dockworkers hurried along steel walkways, repairing the expensive-looking ships and bringing luggage to the inhabitants.

      The transport driver set us down on a wide platform, where the dock walkways branched off in a crisscrossing network. A group of workmen were waiting to head over to the scrapyards, with a nervous cluster of finely dressed people standing behind them, looking like fish out of water.

      As soon as the transport set down, we headed out into the hubbub of Wander’s wealthier side, moving toward the docks. At the far end, down a broad central avenue, elegant glass and chrome buildings rose up, looking sleek and futuristic. Although, I supposed this was the future, at least where humans were concerned.

      “Let’s scope out the ships,” Navan said quietly, as we wandered down the central avenue between the docking bays, trying to look nonchalant.

      “Mort, can you morph into one of the mechanics?” I asked, coming to a halt beside a vacant-looking vessel. There were no members of staff running around this particular bay, dressed in the smart navy-blue uniforms that marked them out.

      The shifter rolled his eyes. “Little old me, coming to the rescue. Again. I should charge per change, for all the damage it’s doing to my poor body.”

      “Quit your whining and get on with it!” Bashrik hissed. Evidently, he shared my fears—we were going to start drawing attention to ourselves if we didn’t move quicker.

      “Sheesh, what pissed in your blood this morning?” Mort muttered, ducking behind a pillar so he could morph into one of the uniformed staff members. Emerging casually, he brushed down the front of his suit jacket and raised an amused eyebrow. “Now you have me, what do you want with me?”

      I tilted my head toward the control panel on the ship’s door. “Knock and see if anyone’s home. If they aren’t, see what we’re going to need to break in.”

      He sauntered toward the vessel, which Bashrik informed me was a streamlined leisure cruiser. We chatted amongst ourselves, pretending to be looking at something nearby. I kept one eye on Mort, realizing we were going to have to sprint after him if he managed to get into the ship. There was no way he was stealing a cruiser and getting out of here without the rest of us.

      He came back a minute later, pulling a face. “It’s like a nun’s chastity belt up there—nobody’s getting in without a miracle.”

      I shot him a disgusted look. “Keep it clean, Mort. What did you find?”

      “Well, there’s no one home, but the entry system is maximum security,” he explained, pleased with himself. “That one needed a handprint and a retinal scan to get in. I imagine most of these ships will be the same. People don’t pay top dollar for things without a little insurance, you know?”

      He was right; there was a good reason only a few guards were patrolling, and a couple of cameras were dotted about. These ships had enough security to take care of themselves.

      A large group of laughing aliens brushed past us, dressed to the nines in sharp suits and elegant gowns. They were a mixture of different species and seemed to have come from one of the largest leisure cruisers. I watched them closely, wanting to know where they were headed. They sauntered down the avenue as if they owned the place, talking in obnoxiously loud voices about the best bar in the universe—the Galactis Club.

      “Are you wearing that, darling?” a violet-skinned female asked another.

      She cackled, clutching her diamond-encrusted chest. “Of course not, sweetie. I have a change in my purse. I wouldn’t be seen dead wearing these old rags in the Galactis!”

      “My thoughts exactly, darling, my thoughts exactly!” the first woman shrieked, though they were both wearing two of the most stunning gowns I’d ever seen, dripping in jewels and made from an elegant, gauzy fabric that flattered their every alien curve.

      “Now, you’ll be sensible, won’t you?” a blue-skinned male with a shock of silver hair asked. “We’re only stopping here to refuel, so I don’t want the pair of you getting all silly and drunk. Do I make myself clear?”

      They both looked at him with saccharine smiles. “Of course not, Papa! We shall be the epitome of grace and restraint,” the first one said, before collapsing in a fit of giggles, her sister cackling along with her.

      “Follow me,” I said, hurrying discreetly after the group of obnoxious aliens.

      We reached an elaborately sculpted piazza at the far end of the central avenue. Rows of blossom-laden trees expelled clouds of heavily perfumed petals, and pools of water intertwined with quaint bridges and stepping stones. I pulled the others to one side. From the shadows, I watched the staircase that led up to the left of where we hid. It was carved from a marble-like stone, shot through with bands of gold and silver, and half the group of wealthy aliens were heading up it.

      “We’ll be along in a moment, Papa! We just need to change first!” one of the giddy girls announced, taking her sister’s hand and pulling her into the lobby of a nearby building. Through the glass, I watched them remove small boxes from their bags and head into what looked like a changing area, where several people were milling about, before emerging moments later with entirely new outfits.

      Two men were coming down the staircase, distracting me from the sight of the girls. They appeared to be the same species as Xiphio, but they definitely weren’t Fed agents—not unless they were off duty, anyway. Both were dressed in smart suits, their patterned chests exposed between the lapels, where a shirt probably should have been. The older of the two had conch-shaped ears, similar to Xiphio’s, while the other’s were shaped more like clams.

      “Forget about her, Killick. Those chicks are nothing but trouble,” the older one said.

      “Yeah, but she said she liked me!” the younger, Killick, lamented.

      The older one smiled. “You can’t trust any of the females in this joint. It’s crawling with gold-diggers. That chick didn’t want you—she just wanted the contents of your cruiser,” he explained. “Honestly, they schmooze you to get on your ship, and then they rob you blind!”

      An idea popped into my head as the fish-boys walked past us. Turning to the others, who still had no idea why I’d brought them here, I flashed a mischievous grin.

      “I don’t think I’m going to like that look, am I?” Navan asked, sighing.

      “When it bags us a ship, you will!”

      Bashrik frowned. “What’ve you got in mind?”

      “Actually, we have those fish-boys to thank for this,” I said excitedly.

      “Merevins,” Ronad corrected. “They’re called merevins.”

      “Right, well, those merevins were talking about ladies up there, in that bar, who schmooze with guys and get into their ships,” I began.

      Mort grinned. “I think there’s a word for that.”

      “Anyway, I thought we could do the same thing. Angie or I can seduce one of the wealthy guys in the Galactis Club and get them to bring us back to their ship,” I continued, ignoring Mort’s remark.

      Angie pulled a face. “That sounds gross.”

      “It might be our only way of getting on board without bringing more police after us,” I fired back, forcing down my rising temper. If it had come from anyone else, I knew she wouldn’t have immediately rejected the idea. It was just tainted because it came from me, and she blamed me for losing the Coeptis and not being able to find Lauren with the compass.

      “Well, I can’t think of anything right now, but—”

      I cut her off. “If you don’t want to do it, that’s not a problem. I’ll just do it myself.”

      Navan shook his head. “Whoa, Riley, slow down here. I don’t think this is a good idea at all,” he said warily. “There are too many factors we can’t control. What if something happens to you, but we can’t get on board to help?”

      “We don’t have many other options, Navan,” I said softly, taking his hand. “The only other thing we can do is fight our way onto one of the ships and then fight our way out of the docks, with a load of cops on our tail. Now, tell me, which one is the better idea?”

      “Fighting our way out,” he muttered wryly.

      “Hey, I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again,” Mort chimed in. “I’m happy to dress in drag and do whatever needs to be done.”

      I laughed, pleased to see a smile on Navan’s face, too. “Thanks, Mort, but I can’t see you being a subtle flirt,” I replied. It wasn’t that I doubted his shifter abilities—it was his personality that was the problem. In all honesty, I didn’t trust Mort not to get kicked out of the place with his over-the-top comments. “Look, this way nobody gets hurt. I’m tired of violence, and this is as good an option as any.”

      “What do we do with the guy?” Ronad wondered.

      I shrugged. “If we steal a ship with the rich guy still on it, then we can just drop him off on some other planet.”

      “And trackers?” Bashrik added, layering the negativity on thick.

      “When we drop the guy off, we can remove any tracking devices and escape before he manages to call the authorities,” I reasoned, wishing someone other than Mort would be on my side.

      Mort clapped his disguised hands together. “Hey, we can iron out the details later. It’s not exactly complicated, so let’s not rain on Riley’s parade here,” he said. “I think it’s a great plan. I love a con as much as the next shifter.”

      Ronad nodded. “I guess nobody gets physically hurt, and it’ll mean we don’t have to worry about the Fed coming straight after us. Cruisers are quick. We’ll be out of the local area in no time.”

      “I suggest you go for a fish-boy, though,” Mort insisted. “Merevins are clingier than a leech you took on a date once and never called back. They’re hopeless romantics, and I mean hopeless. One stole a girlfriend from me once, the slippery bastard—he went in guns blazing. I think there was even poetry.” He shuddered, making a face.

      I frowned. “How did you end up crossing paths with a merevin?”

      “Those fishy lotharios live on the neighboring planet to my home world. I’m from Mallarot; they’re from Almaghura. I’m from a planet covered in boredom and females as ugly as my armpit; they’re from a planet covered in water and scantily clad fish-ladies,” he explained. “Let’s just say we have to go elsewhere if we want something nice to wake up to.”

      “I thought you all could turn into whatever you liked,” Angie said.

      “We can, but we don’t see what you see. Even if a shifter morphed into someone like you, I’d still see a shifter. Fleshy pools and all.” He shuddered for dramatic effect.

      “That’s incredibly shallow, Mort!” I chided. “And, anyway, I thought interspecies relationships were frowned upon.”

      He shook his head. “It’s not so much of a problem in other parts of the universe. Vysantheans are just prudes. For the rest of us, it’s any port in a storm, if you catch my drift.”

      “Dude, that’s gross!” Ronad said, shoving the shifter in the arm so I didn’t have to.

      “Hey, don’t knock it till you’ve tried it.” Mort chuckled, making a crude gesture that got him another hard shove, this time from Navan. “See, what did I tell you? A bunch of prudes, these bloodsuckers!”

      Realizing we needed to get a move on, I glanced back toward the glass foyer where the alien girls had gone to change their clothes. If I was going to get into the Galactis Club, I needed to look the part. Military fatigues and a loose braid weren’t exactly going to get me a wealthy man of leisure.

      “We need to make it seem like the invitation back to the ship is the guy’s idea so he doesn’t suspect anything,” I mused, watching the people coming in and out of the bar, trying to scope out a good target. “So, I just need to get a guy to show me his ship.”

      “Atta girl!” Mort whooped, making my cheeks flush.

      “You know what I mean,” I muttered, looking at Navan’s furious face. I could see he wanted to knock Mort’s head off. “You all wait here. I’m going to get myself something to wear.”

      I was about to move toward the glass foyer when I saw Bashrik nudge Angie in the arm. She shot him a tense look, shaking her head sharply, but he nodded at me in response. It appeared the two of them were having an entirely silent argument—the kind only couples could have. Right now, it wasn’t clear who was winning.

      “Why don’t you go with her, Ange?” Bashrik said pointedly, drawing everyone’s attention toward them. Now, there was no way she could refuse. “It doesn’t seem fair to let her go on her own.”

      Angie glared at him. “Fine, I’ll go, but I’m not doing the con.”

      “Glad to have you on board,” I said brightly, before moving off. I watched her fire death stares back at Bashrik over her shoulder, but the battle had been fought and he had come out the victor.

      Together, we strode through the large double doors, into the glass foyer. At the back of the room, there were several other doors, manned by uniformed ladies. Alien women were walking in and out, entering in one outfit and exiting in another. Steeling myself, I wandered toward the central door and pushed through into the room beyond. The uniformed staff gave us both a little bow as we passed, evidently thinking nothing of our presence here.

      A powder room lay on the other side, but the juxtaposition was astonishing. Where the outer foyer was clinical glass and metal, this room was elegant and refined, with marble pillars and statues, the whole place fashioned like an old-timey theater’s lounge. Females of all species primped and preened in front of vast mirrors, applying makeup from devices on the vanities, evidently for the use of anyone who came in.

      Nobody paid us any attention as we entered, but I knew they soon would. Grabbing Angie’s hand, I pulled her into one of the changing rooms that lined the nearside wall. If we wanted to steal some clothes, we’d have to be patient.

      “Whatever will you do with your gown, Marguerite?” a woman asked from one of the neighboring cubicles.

      “Goodness, Ganymede, I am simply going to toss it. I have worn it now. Whyever would I wear it again?” a second woman replied, from the other side.

      “Quite right, my dear. I thought I might do the same. The fabric is never the same once it’s been worn, is it?”

      “Precisely. Where are you off to after this, anyway?” the one named Ganymede asked.

      “Kefir and I thought we might indulge in a vacation on the shores of Vitande.”

      “Vysanthe?” Ganymede gasped.

      Marguerite laughed shrilly. “Goodness no, Ganymede! I said Vitande. It’s one of the smaller moons of Phnossos. Imagine it… a vacation to Vysanthe!” She howled with laughter. “I make it a point to never fly within a solar system of that vile place. They have no class, no fashion, no respect for anyone other than themselves.”

      “I do enjoy opaleine jewelry, though,” Ganymede lamented.

      “Indeed, we all do, my dear, but opaleine does not come from there. It is simply exported from their pilfered supply!” she retorted in a stage whisper.

      “No!”

      “Yes!”

      “How positively vulgar!”

      “Well, they are vulgar, aren’t they?” Marguerite remarked. “Those queens are a law unto themselves! Last I heard, one sister had all but eviscerated the other one, but needed more soldiers to deal the final blow—cities crushed, citizens dead, and they have the cheek to ask for allies!”

      “Well, I hope they destroy themselves,” Ganymede agreed. “Imagine dragging the rest of us into their petty squabbles!” A snort echoed from her cubicle.

      “With any luck, the planet will simply give up and blow itself to smithereens,” Marguerite added, cackling.

      “Are you ready to go, Gany old pal?”

      “When you are, Marg!”

      I heard the cubicle doors open and listened for the sound of the ladies walking across the powder room floor, toward the entrance. Ducking down to peer out of the keyhole, I watched them open the far door and head back out into the foyer, giving us the opportunity we needed.

      “Come on, it’s time I got dressed up,” I whispered, letting us both out into the now-empty room.

      I dove into one of the cubicles, snatching up one of the gowns that had been left behind. There were stilettos, too, which I really hoped would fit. It would only be a matter of time before the uniformed staff came in to remove the dresses and clean around the place, and I wanted us to be out of here before they had the chance to put the pieces together.

      The dress I’d picked was a flimsy, floor-length gown made from a thin, silky material that moved like water across my body, changing its shape to fit me. It was an emerald green that complemented the new shade of my hair. I pulled off my boots and switched them for the uncomfortable heels, fastening their magnetic straps and feeling like I might topple over at any moment. Regardless, I dressed quickly, folding up my normal clothes, and undoing my braid as I exited the cubicle with the pile in my arms.

      Angie was waiting beside the large mirrors on the opposite wall, brandishing a makeup device. It was similar to the one I’d used before the garden party at Brisha’s palace, but I still wasn’t sure I entirely trusted them. With Angie watching, I lifted the device to my face and let it work its magic. Removing it once the device had beeped, I looked at my reflection in the mirror, seeing a young woman I barely recognized.

      “You look good,” Angie said unexpectedly.

      “Sexy enough?”

      She nodded, smirking. “Oh, yes. You’re going to detach some retinas when you head out there.”

      “Speaking of which, we should probably be careful on our way out, in case the staff realize what we’ve done,” I said anxiously, glancing at the door. “I mean, they probably won’t bat an eyelid, but I don’t want to risk it.”

      “Leave it to me. I’ll do the distracting!”

      She hurried off to the entrance of the powder room. Tucking myself behind the door, I heard Angie’s raised voice.

      “I think it’s appalling that I go into a powder room to spruce my face up for my husband, and there is no green shadow! How am I supposed to celebrate my emerald wedding anniversary without an emerald eyeshadow?” she bellowed. I heard the staff member try to protest, but she was on a roll. “No, it simply isn’t good enough! I demand you find me some emerald shadow immediately. I can’t even begin to select my outfit before I have the right face on!”

      Seizing the moment while she was mid-rant, I slipped out of the entrance and walked toward the glass doors, keeping my gaze dead ahead. With Angie continuing to rant and rave, nobody was looking at me as I walked through the foyer.

      “Of course, miss,” I heard the staff member mumble behind me.

      “Oh, forget it! I shall use the device on my ship!” Angie said, and soon her footsteps sounded on the floor behind me.

      We waited until we were far enough away from the doors before hunching over with relieved laughter. I was amazed that we’d managed to get out without causing any suspicion. They certainly wouldn’t forget Angie in a hurry, but not for any theft reasons.

      “Nice work,” I commended her.

      “Nice dress,” she fired back, grinning. “Here, give me those clothes. We don’t want them ruining the look.”

      “Lauren would be so proud of us, figuring things out without her,” I joked. Angie’s face instantly fell, and I wished I could take the words back.

      “She’d tell you off for ruining your ankles in those heels,” she murmured. “God, I really miss her.” It was a step in the right direction, toward us patching things up, and I knew we both needed to apologize for being so curt with each other lately. But the moment came and went, and neither of us said a word.

      Regret gripped my chest, but I could only deal with one thing at a time. Right now, I needed to be someone else. The role of irresistible seductress loomed over me, and it had to be the greatest performance of my life. Our future rested on it.
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      Navan’s jaw hit the floor as I pulled myself together, sauntering over to where the rest of the group stood. I was determined to play the part, despite my nervousness. It appeared nobody quite knew what to say. They were so used to seeing me in my everyday clothes that this was a shock to the system.

      “Ready?” I asked, fluttering my eyelashes at Navan.

      His voice caught in his throat. “For what?”

      “I need a decoy to flirt with.” I beckoned for him to follow me as I ascended the marble staircase, wiggling my hips from side to side, giving him the full Jessica Rabbit treatment with my fiery new locks and my enticing dress. Part of me wished it were purple, to complete the look, but emerald green would have to do.

      The bouncers at the doors to the Galactis Club worried me. They were big and muscular, their bulky arms folded across their chests. Navan wasn’t exactly following the dress code, and I was sure they’d stop him. Compared to the rest of the clientele, he might as well have been wearing rags. Still, I thought he was better-looking than anyone in here. As we approached, I realized the bouncers were too busy staring at me to say a word about the way Navan was dressed. It was a weird feeling, to have them gawking at me so intently, but I was relieved they weren’t quizzing Navan.

      “Have a good night, miss,” one growled as I passed. I flashed him a flirty smile and stepped into the Galactis Club, feeling like an unstoppable femme fatale.

      Inside, the bar was as sleek and refined as the exterior, with waterfalls tumbling into pools, radiating with pulsing light that beat to the rhythm of pounding music. The traveling, universal elite were all here, sipping drinks at small chrome tables set up around the edges of glittering streams that branched away from the pools. Their shrill laughter was almost louder than the music, their obnoxious voices ringing in my ears. Still, I noticed I was getting a few looks from them, too; I just hoped I didn’t run into the woman whose dress I’d stolen.

      Given that we had no credits to spare, I led Navan over to a table by the window, which someone had recently vacated. Two half-empty cocktails in martini-like glasses, the liquid the color of aquamarine, stood waiting to be cleared away. We sat down before the bar staff saw that anyone else had left the table, giving the impression we’d been there all along.

      “So, what do you do, stranger?” I asked, putting on my huskiest voice.

      Navan looked amused, playing along like we’d agreed on the way up to the bar. “Why do you want to know?”

      “I want to know everything about you, stranger. You think you can come up to a girl in a bar and not tell her anything about yourself? I bet you see yourself as the mysterious type.”

      Navan smiled. “I don’t think I’m mysterious.”

      “Well, I think you are,” I purred, picking the small berry out of the cocktail by the stem, and putting it in my mouth. I bit off the fruit with a wink, instantly regretting it—whatever the fruit was, it wasn’t a cherry or an olive, but something incredibly sour.

      “Why do you think I’m mysterious?” Navan smirked, seeing me struggle with the sour fruit.

      “You tell me. You come over here and offer me a drink, and I don’t even know your name. I’d say that’s pretty mysterious,” I replied, leaning forward on the table. “What other secrets do you have?”

      “I don’t have any secrets.”

      “I bet you’re a spy,” I murmured, toying with the stem of the cocktail glass. “I’m right, aren’t I? I bet you’re an intergalactic man of mystery with a lady like me on every port-planet.”

      “You know you’re the only one for me,” he said, looking deep into my eyes.

      “You’re supposed to be pretending,” I whispered. It was hard not to smile at the sweet expression on his handsome face and feel a little bit fuzzy inside, knowing that he couldn’t even bring himself to flirt with an imaginary character I’d created.

      Glancing over Navan’s shoulder, I saw Killick—the merevin I’d overheard had narrowly avoided getting mixed up with a gold-digger—watching me shyly from the next table over. He wasn’t with the older merevin from earlier, but another younger merevin I hadn’t seen before. I realized Killick must have headed back in while I was stealing my killer gown, evidently refusing to learn his lesson. Knowing a target when I saw one, I caught his eye and flashed a smile, prompting him to turn away with a purple flush of his cheeks.

      “Maybe I’m mysterious, maybe I’m not,” Navan said, attempting to act uninterested.

      I leaned closer to him, twirling a strand of bronze hair around my forefinger. “Is there anything you want to tell me?”

      “Well, I, uh…” he replied uncertainly.

      “Pretend you aren’t interested,” I murmured, flashing a devilish smile over Navan’s shoulder toward Killick. He turned to his friend and said something I couldn’t hear, a curious look twinkling in his huge blue eyes.

      “When you look like this?” Navan murmured back. “How the hell am I supposed to do that?”

      I touched his bicep and giggled flirtatiously, keeping my gaze on the merevin. “Just pretend I’m in my pajamas.”

      He grinned. “That would still turn me on.”

      Knowing I had to up my game to keep Killick’s attention, I turned sideways on my stool, re-crossing my legs. The movement pulled up the slit of the emerald gown, revealing the length of my thigh, almost to the leg band of my underwear. A familiar, glazed-over expression fell across Navan’s face as he stared at my bare leg, a muffled groan leaving his throat.

      “You’re making this very hard,” he whispered.

      “I bet I am.” I giggled, leaning right over the table toward him, showcasing the plunging neckline of the emerald gown, revealing an enticing display to my mark, whose enormous eyes practically fell out of his fishy head. “Anyway, I’m in need of a ride. You know anyone who might give me one?” I ventured, finally speaking loudly enough for the merevin to hear.

      Navan cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, miss. I’m just a mechanic on one of the cruisers. I don’t have a ship for you, though I really wish I did.” His voice was thick with lust, his eyes glinting with every single thing he’d like to do to me, if we weren’t midway through a mission.

      Behaving this way made me feel like I was in a spy movie, enticing wealthy men and getting away with crimes. Navan’s reactions were making me feel unbelievably sexy. I’d never really felt sexy before, but now I was attracting attention from all over the place, and I wasn’t sure whether to be alarmed or excited.

      “Well, stranger, that is a shame. I would’ve loved to have taken a ride with you.” I smiled seductively, letting the merevin know that my date was a dud. In reality, I wanted to knock the glasses off the table and jump Navan’s bones right then and there.

      “Me too, but I only fix ships—I don’t own them. If it’s a ride you’re after, I’m not your man.” Navan sighed, his gaze resting on the lowest point of my neckline. “Speaking of which, I should be getting back. I was only here to order some bottles of Liberatum for the boss, when you caught my eye. I only wish I could do more to satisfy your needs.”

      I almost choked at the sound of his words, flashing him a sultry look as he walked off, leaving me alone at the table. Toying with the stem of the glass once more, I gazed out the window at the docking yards below, watching the ships come in and fly out again. I hoped I looked lonely and elegant to the merevin, instead of sexually frustrated. Either way, I was almost certain that Killick or some other desperate guy would come over.

      After all, this scheme had to work. It was our only hope of getting a ship and heading back out into space, where Lauren was waiting to be rescued. And with Yorrek’s notebook out there, the universe needed this to work, too. I had always thought of myself as a good person, but I was willing to sacrifice that image to do what I had to.

      As selfish as it sounded, I almost cared more about Lauren than the immortality elixir. At the thought of my best friend, out there in the hands of a three-eyed criminal, not knowing if she was enslaved, or dead, or worse, real tears sprang to my eyes, one solitary droplet rolling silently down my cheek. I’d gone from spy movie to film noir in the space of a few minutes.

      “Can I offer you a handkerchief, miss?” a voice asked. I turned to see Killick standing there, one arm bent behind his back like he was an old-fashioned gentleman, while his other hand held a rose that had been crafted from a tissue. He clearly saw himself as my knight in shining armor, and I was happy for him to believe it.

      “Thank you, kind sir,” I replied, taking the tissue bloom and dabbing a petal gently to my eyes.

      “May I sit?”

      I nodded, gesturing at the stool opposite. “If you have the time to spare.”

      “Certainly, for a beauty like you,” he said charmingly. “What troubles you, if it’s not an impolite question to ask?”

      I turned back toward the window. “I recently lost a friend and am trying to distract myself. I was hoping to spend some time on one of the moons near Phnossos, to recover from my ordeal, but I keep running into all the wrong guys,” I said with a sigh, struggling to remember which specific moon the powder-room socialite had mentioned. “And I hate spending time alone on beaches. I always think it’s a travesty to swim alone, you know?”

      “Well, funny you should mention it—my kind are renowned for our swimming capabilities,” he replied, opening and closing his gills in apparent excitement.

      “Oh?” I opened my eyes wide, feigning ignorance.

      “It’s a stunning place, but its rare beauty pales in comparison to you,” he said. “The way our oceans glitter seems dull and dim, now that I’ve seen the twinkle in your eyes.”

      I covered a cringe-induced giggle, making it seem flirtatious instead. “You flatter me, and I don’t even know your name.”

      “I’m Killick Loligo. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

      I held out my hand for him to take. “I’m Jezebel Lapin.”

      He lifted my hand to his plump, fishy lips, smacking them together as he planted a kiss on my skin. It felt cold and unpleasant, but I did everything I could to look like I was enjoying the attention. I was conscious of Navan, watching from somewhere close by. Knowing him the way I did, he wouldn’t be able to help himself from doing so—he needed to make sure I was okay.

      “So, you want some company to the moons of Phnossos?” he asked, relinquishing my hand.

      “Only if you’re the right kind of guy.” I fluttered my eyelashes. “I’ve had enough of all the wrong kinds of men. I’m only interested in a true gentleman who isn’t going to make false promises he never intends to keep.”

      “Then, Miss Lapin, your search is over.”

      “All men say that, but it only ends in disappointment.” I sighed sadly, ramping up the vulnerable, lost maiden act. “I’ve searched all over the universe, Killick, looking for someone who can be romantic and kind, who will adore me and be adored by me, but I always end up alone, nursing a cocktail on a port-planet.”

      I remembered what Mort had said about merevins—they were hopeless romantics. They weren’t the kind of men who would be after a cheap date. I wanted to make it seem like I was everything he’d been looking for: the kind of female who was after true love, instead of every penny he owned. With a pang, I realized how cruel it was to lead him on like this, but I had to remember what was at stake.

      “This is the last port-planet you will ever have to do that in, Miss Lapin. If you come with me, I promise I can show you the universe’s most beautiful secrets, and perhaps we can discover some more… together.” The hopeful glint in his eyes made me feel sorry for him.

      “Do you mean it?”

      “From the bottom of my hearts.”

      I smiled, coyly glancing up at him. “Is your ship fast?”

      “The fastest.”

      “Is it beautiful?”

      “Not nearly as beautiful as you,” he murmured.

      “Will it take me to the beaches of Phnossos?”

      “And beyond, my dear.”

      I reached out and touched his cheek. “Then what are we still doing here?”

      I heard a glass shatter somewhere behind me, and turned to see Navan standing in the shadows, broken shards tumbling down from the ledge beside him. Evidently, he was trying to keep his cool, but he was threatening to blow my cover. Fortunately for me, Killick was only interested in my face and the plunging neckline of my dress.

      “Shall we?” the merevin asked, reaching to cover my hand with his.

      “Take me to the stars, Killick.” I giggled, allowing him to take my hand and lead me out of the Galactis Club. I saw him flash an excited look over his shoulder, at the friend he’d abandoned, who gave a strange flap of his gills that I presumed was the merevin version of a thumbs-up.

      I slipped my arm through Killick’s as we made our way down the staircase, keeping my attention on him, though I could see my friends clustered at the bottom of the stairwell, tucked into the shadows. Navan would fill them in. I was nervous about getting this far with the merevin. There was no telling what tricks he might try, once we boarded his ship.

      The only thing making me feel better was the ease with which the others had taken Xiphio down. Even Angie had managed to slip the cord around the agent’s hands without much of a struggle. Hopefully, if it came to it, I could do the same.
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      Killick and I wandered down the central avenue, where the sleek ships were docked, and stopped beside one that had been parked toward the middle. It was a gleaming, streamlined cruiser, similar to the one Mort had gone to look at earlier, and I didn’t need to know much about these ships to understand it had cost a fair amount.

      “This is my home when I am traveling, Miss Lapin,” Killick explained, leading me up a set of steps and pressing his hand to a biometrics panel. “I hope you will enjoy it as much as I do.”

      A hatch materialized in the metal exterior, as if from nowhere, opening silently. I clung on to his hand as he pulled me inside, turning discreetly to find that the others had followed. They were keeping a safe distance, tucked behind the neighboring cruiser. At least they’d be close by if anything went wrong.

      Inside, it was like I’d stepped into the lobby of the universe’s most lavish hotel. Chandeliers dangled from the curved roof, the light glinting like the cascading droplets of a waterfall, and the floor was covered in plush rugs and furs of unknown creatures. Soft, atmospheric music was playing, and the lamps had been dimmed to set the mood. Evidently, Killick had been expecting some kind of company—I’d just been the woman he’d settled for.

      “Would you care for a drink, Miss Lapin?” he asked, moving across to a mini-bar, while I took a closer look around. A hatch opened into the cockpit, but the lights were off, the engine dormant. I’d been expecting someone like Killick to have staff, but there was no one in sight.

      “I’d love a glass of Liberatum,” I said, though I had no idea what it was.

      “Ah, a woman of expensive tastes. I imagine you like to be treated well. You certainly look as though you deserve to be treated well,” he purred, reaching for a bottle of something inside the cabinet of his mini-bar. He poured two glasses and turned, his hands full.

      “I love to be treated properly.”

      I sashayed up to him, praying I looked sexy enough to keep him distracted. His huge eyes were fixed on my body, watching it move beneath the silky fabric. Smiling seductively, I slipped my arms around his waist, reaching for the heavy bottle of liquor that he’d left on the counter behind him. Gazing up into his eyes, I flattened my palm and brought it down on the side of his neck, using the Aksavdo move I’d learned to immobilize people. After all, I didn’t want to kill him—I just wanted to knock him out for a while.

      He fell to the ground like a sack of potatoes, his eyes glazing over, a dopey look falling across his face. I knelt beside him, my heart thundering in my chest, and checked for the steady open-and-close of his gills. He was still alive. Satisfied that he’d be fine once he came around, I ran to the hatch, opening it up and beckoning for the others to sneak aboard. As soon as I waved, they hurried up into the belly of Killick’s ship.

      “Are you okay?” Navan asked, the moment he got on board. “Did he touch you?”

      I shook my head, smiling wryly. “I’m fine. I think he got the short end of the stick, to be honest. Poor guy. I had to take him out with a bit of Aksavdo, but I’m not sure how it works on merevins.”

      “Ronad, can you take a look at him?” Navan asked, glancing down at the unconscious merevin. “Just make sure his vitals are okay.”

      “Do you think I really hurt him? I only used the amount of force they taught us to use at the training center!” I gasped, suddenly panicked.

      “No, don’t worry. He’ll be fine, but we should probably make sure he’s out cold and not just faking.”

      Ronad bent over the merevin and started checking his vitals, while Bashrik rushed through to the open cockpit, flicking on the controls and firing up the engines. Everything lit up like a Christmas tree, a thrum of energy pulsing through the length of the ship. Even so, it was far quieter than any vessel I’d ridden in before, the engines barely audible.

      “Bash, hold up on taking off. We need to remove any sensors first, to stop us from being tracked. Can you scan the ship for sensor locations?” Navan shouted through to the cockpit.

      “Yeah, come look at the blueprints. There aren’t many,” Bashrik called back. Ronad left the merevin on the ground and joined Navan in the cockpit, the pair of them checking out the locations of the sensors and trackers fixed throughout the ship. A moment later, they headed off through the branching corridors, seeking out the locations shown on the monitor.

      “Can you help me with this?” I asked tentatively, looking to Angie for help.

      She pulled a face, saying nothing as she approached the merevin, but helped me drag Killick toward a nearby door. Mort opened it for us, revealing a bathroom beyond. I figured it was as good a spot as any to keep him locked up. At least here, he couldn’t send out an SOS. We threw him in and wedged the door closed.

      “I suppose you’ll be needing a guard dog?” Mort sighed, clearly bored by the prospect.

      “Are you volunteering?” I replied.

      He shrugged, shifting back into his natural state. “Might as well. This looks like a decent place to guard from,” he said, moving over to a squishy, velvet armchair that faced the bathroom door. He sank down into the cushions, pooling his flesh across the armrests.

      “Well, make sure you actually keep an eye on things. We don’t want him getting out and sounding an alarm,” I warned.

      “This isn’t my first rodeo, sweet cheeks. I can guard with the best of them.”

      Shaking my head, I wondered whether to follow Navan, or head to the cockpit to see what was going on with Bashrik. A sudden, startling whine made me freeze. It was a weird sound, like a cat yowling, but I couldn’t figure out where it was coming from. Had we triggered a sensor by coming in here? I’d watched Killick turn off the alarm system, but maybe there was a backup, and that sound was the whine of our time running out.

      “What is that?” I muttered, stalking around the room to try to root it out.

      “It’s coming from your pants,” Angie said, staring down at the pile of clothes she still held in her hands.

      I walked over to her and removed the strange compass from the pocket of my pants, squeezing the sides so that the celestial map shot up in front of us. The same two green dots flashed in the center of the holograph, but another one had appeared on the map, moving toward the farthest edge of the image.

      Angie and I exchanged a look of nervous excitement, and the two of us were soon running into the cockpit to show Bashrik.

      “It’s another human!” I shrieked.

      Angie nodded. “It has to be Lauren!”

      “Then let’s go after her,” Bashrik said, noting the spot on the map and charting a course for the same location, his hands moving rapidly across the controls.

      Navan and Ronad came back, holding a cluster of circular devices in their hands, a tangle of wires protruding from the back of each one. They stared from the celestial map to the controls, and back again.

      “You found her?” Ronad asked.

      “She’s on the map! We just need to chase after her before she disappears again,” I urged, looking to Bashrik. “We’re wasting time!”

      Bashrik arched an eyebrow. “You got all the sensors?”

      Navan nodded. “I’m pretty sure we got them all. We burnt out the circuits, but we should probably chuck them out of the airlock when we get into deep space.”

      “Then let’s go get our girl back,” Bashrik said, as Angie looped her arms around his neck in gratitude. The engine pulsed into life, the vessel slowly lifting up and away from the docking bay.

      “Cruiser Loligo, state your intent,” a voice crackled through the loudspeakers.

      Bashrik pressed the comms button. “This is Killick Loligo, preparing to leave. Please advise.”

      “You are clear to exit, Mr. Loligo. Please use the purple route upon departure. Docking clamps have been removed,” the voice confirmed. “We hope you’ve enjoyed your stay with us on Wander, and we hope to see you again.”

      “Thank you for your generosity,” Bashrik responded, before turning off the comms. The ship jolted as the clamps came away, allowing the vessel to rise freely through the gap in the yard roof. Bashrik navigated it smoothly away from the wealthy side of the port-planet, pushing the throttle and shooting us out into the anonymity of space. Even I could tell this thing had more power than any of the vessels we’d previously used. The cruiser moved through the atmosphere like a hot knife through butter.

      “You mind if I copilot?” Ronad asked, taking the seat beside Bashrik.

      “Not at all. Feel free to take the helm,” he replied, as Angie sat herself down in his lap. His arms encircled her waist. I wished I could talk to her like I used to, but things were still awkward between us after the Xiphio incident, and neither of us had made the move to apologize.

      Navan had disappeared, too, though I hadn’t heard him leave. It was weird for him to have gone without saying where he was headed, but I was too tired to give it much thought. All I wanted to do was find a room and curl up, forgetting everything for a short while. Wearily, I turned to head out of the cockpit, when Bashrik’s voice stopped me.

      “Can you leave the compass? I might need it to keep a tail on Lauren,” he said.

      Nodding, I handed the device over, noting the embarrassed flush in Angie’s cheeks as I did so. She couldn’t look me in the eyes, and I knew why. She would never have admitted it, but the fact that a third green dot had shown up meant one thing: I had been right to steal the compass. And even though she wouldn’t apologize for being wrong, it didn’t matter. It had given us back our hope, and that meant more than the rift between us.

      “I’m going to hit the hay,” I announced.

      “Sleep tight,” Ronad replied kindly.

      “Yeah, goodnight, Riley. You’ve earned a rest,” Bashrik added. “This is all because of you.”

      “I couldn’t have done any of it without your support,” I said quietly, knowing I’d be waiting a long time if I wanted a similar sentiment from Angie. “Wake me up if anything happens, okay?”

      “Will do,” Bashrik chirped. “If you’re looking for Navan, I think he already claimed a room. Last door on the right.”

      Thanking him, I left the cockpit, picking up my clothes and heading through the corridors toward the room he’d mentioned. I couldn’t wait to feel Navan’s arms around me, letting me know that everything was going to be okay.

      I pushed open the door at the very end of the right-hand hallway, which opened into an expansive bedroom. My jaw dropped as I took in the lavish quarters. Truthfully, “bedroom” was an understatement—this place was more like an apartment, with a huge bed in the middle, surrounded by rippling streams and pools, and a kitchen on the far side. There was a fully stocked bar, too, and what looked like a heart-shaped jacuzzi, tucked away in the corner. A bathroom seemed to be across from me, as well, though steam rose out of the door, startling me. Had we missed some of the on-board staff, after all?

      Tentatively, I approached, knocking lightly on the door. “Hello?”

      Through the mist, Navan appeared, wearing nothing but a pair of boxers. His muscles trickled with moisture, his mouth curved in a seductive smile. He slid his hands over my hips and pulled me to him. I could already feel his excitement through the fabric of his underwear, and his expression was ravenous.

      “That dress,” he growled. His eyes had darkened, his fangs showing, as though he was somewhere between his usual self and his beast mode. With a groan rumbling in the back of his throat, he ran his hands through my hair, tilting my head to one side so he could kiss my neck. He grazed his teeth across my skin, sending a ripple of pleasure through every single nerve ending.

      “You like it?” I murmured, closing my eyes, relishing the feel of him against me.

      “It’s driving me crazy,” he whispered in my ear, before nipping gently at my earlobe. “I wanted to throw that merevin across the room when I saw him looking at you like that. Then again, who could resist looking at a goddess?”

      “You know what’s better than me in this dress?” I looped my arms around his neck and pressed my lips to his, catching his mouth in mine, feeling his tongue begin to explore. My heart was pounding, every cell aching for his touch.

      “What?” He trailed his fingertips down the front of my dress, before pressing me up against the wall, his hand continuing down from the lowest point of my neckline, eliciting a gasp from the back of my throat.

      “Me without this dress,” I whispered into his ear, my body writhing against him. I had no idea what it was like with a human, and I never wanted to find out. Navan did things to me that were beyond belief, taking me close to what I imagined paradise felt like. We didn’t have any herbs, but I didn’t care.

      He laughed huskily, looping his thumb into the slender strap of my dress and sliding it down over my shoulder. His lips followed the action, tracing delicious kisses across my skin, sending a shiver of excitement up my spine.

      Right now, only the two of us existed.
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      “So, what should we do with our fishy friend?” I asked, sitting down on a plush sofa in the observatory—a glass-paneled room at the far end of the left-hand corridor, which branched away from the main space. With the cruiser on autopilot, everyone was gathered to eat breakfast and discuss our plan of action. My spirits had been buoyed up after the night of love-making Navan and I had enjoyed. I felt on top of the freaking world, reveling in a sexy, warm glow.

      After successfully stealing the ship from Wander the previous day, a positive atmosphere had settled across the group. We were still trailing the green dot, which continued to stay a short distance ahead on the celestial map. Where before we’d had nothing, now we had a faint hope of finding Lauren. Moreover, we were closer to getting Yorrek’s notebook back, as long as Stone hadn’t sold it yet.

      “Can’t we find out where his home planet is and drop him off?” Angie suggested.

      “Realistically, we don’t have time for that,” I said.

      “I just feel bad for the guy,” Angie muttered. “Being so far from home, surrounded by strangers… You’ve got to understand how crappy that feels.”

      “Of course I do!” I said, crossing my arms. “But we need a quicker solution. Why don’t we put him in the escape pod and release it to a nearby, populated planet? I’m sure he could pick up a ship, or at least a ride home. This thing has an escape pod, right?” I turned to Bashrik, who nodded.

      “It’s got three.”

      “Cool, so we put him in a pod and send it off to somewhere nice. No harm, no foul,” I said, satisfied.

      Angie shook her head. “That’s beside the point. What if he can’t get back to his home planet? What if he ends up stranded wherever we drop him?”

      “He’s got money. He’ll be absolutely fine!”

      “You can’t guarantee that,” she insisted. “I don’t like screwing over innocent people like this.”

      “We need to do whatever it takes to find Stone,” I said firmly.

      “Whatever it takes?” Angie asked, her voice disbelieving. “Lauren wouldn’t have wanted us to steal and kidnap for her sake!”

      “Look, maybe we should take a few minutes to think of another way to deal with the merevin,” Navan suggested tentatively. “Perhaps there’s a midway option that we’re missing.”

      “The notebook is out there, too,” I retorted, not taking my gaze off Angie. “There’s more at stake here than just Lauren. We can’t get caught up in right and wrong when the whole freaking universe’s safety is at risk.”

      “So you don’t care how many bystanders you mow over in the process?” Angie whispered, turning her gaze toward the glittering velvet of space. “All right then.”

      I felt a flush rise to my cheeks. Everyone was staring at us—or, more specifically, me. Mort looked like he was fighting laughter.

      “I’ll go talk to Killick,” I said, striding out, my boots thudding against the metal walkway. The last thing I needed was a bunch of awkward guys standing around, twiddling their thumbs, trying to come up with something neutral to say.

      With Killick already on my mind, I walked to the main kitchen to make him something to eat. Undoubtedly, when he finally woke up, he’d be starving. Plus, there was a food-printing machine on board, which Navan had shown me how to use after our exertions last night, and I was dying to use it again. It was a big, expensive-looking beast of a machine that made anything the heart desired, catering to every species imaginable. Even better, it was voice-activated, understanding most languages.

      “Merevin delicacy,” I said, not sure what Killick might like to eat. The machine hummed to life, a shower of bright lights firing up. Realizing I’d forgotten to put the nutritional molding block in the central container, I pulled one out of the cabinet below the machine and lifted the flap, putting the block in and pushing it right to the end, precisely the way Navan had shown me. I was just removing my fingers when the flap closed on them, a sharp edge cutting into my skin.

      Cursing loudly, I yanked open the flap and pulled out my fingers, before lifting them to my lips and sucking away the beads of blood. It was just what I deserved. I mean, stealing the compass had worked out in the end, and we wouldn’t have this ship if I hadn’t done the con. But I couldn’t shake the guilt.

      The food-printing machine was almost finished when I heard the kitchen door sliding open and someone entering behind me. I smiled, awaiting the delicious sensation of Navan slipping his arms around my waist, reassuring me that everything was going to be fine.

      “Come suck this blood off my finger,” I murmured, giggling flirtatiously. My face morphed into a mask of horror as I turned to see Angie standing in the doorway.

      “Not really my thing,” she said, flashing me an amused smile.

      I swallowed hard, turning away from her. “Sorry, I thought you were Navan.”

      “Just be glad it wasn’t one of the guys coming in here. Mort never would’ve let you live it down.”

      She was being nice again, all of a sudden. “What’s up?” I asked.

      “We took a vote and decided to kick Killick off in an escape pod, as soon as possible.”

      “Oh.” I looked at her, surprised. “And you’re okay with that?”

      A pained expression crossed her face. “No, but I get it. I shouldn’t be all up on my moral high horse when we don’t have many other options.” She sighed. “Normally, all this stuff wouldn’t faze me—tying up police officers and seducing dudes. But I just keep thinking, ‘What would Lauren say?’ You know?”

      I nodded, my throat tight. “I know I’ve made some bad choices,” I said quietly. “I’ve been telling myself that the ends justify the means, but…”

      “You always try to do the right thing, Riley,” Angie said, her eyes brimming with tears. “You’re a good person, and I’m sorry if I’ve made things harder—by blaming you, by throwing the compass…”

      “No, I’m the one who should be sorry,” I said. “I’ve been a class-A bitch. You’re right that we should try to be kinder to people, just like Lauren would be.”

      Angie closed the gap between us and threw her arms around me. I gripped her tight, listening to the sound of her sobbing in my ear. Tears were falling from my own eyes as we comforted one another.

      “Do you think she’s okay?” Angie gasped, pulling away.

      “She has to be,” I said, hiccupping. “She has to be, because the universe will never be right again if anything has happened to her.”
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      Picking up the plate of food that the printer had made, I stepped out of the kitchen and headed for the bathroom in which we’d locked Killick. The dish was pungent, smelling like rotting fish. It didn’t look much better, either. Still, it was supposed to be a delicacy of the merevins, so hopefully he’d like it.

      All the rooms on the ship were extravagant, and the bathroom was no different. It had a huge tub about the size of a small swimming pool, and a jungle shower that gushed out water like an actual waterfall, complete with rocks, and a seat cut into the stone façade. The whole thing looked like a tropical rainforest, with plants and ponds. Killick being a merevin was probably why most of the rooms incorporated water in some way.

      Mort was back in the cozy armchair outside the bathroom, snoring softly. His floppy skin had practically molded to the shape of the chair, his fleshy pouches draped over every available space. I rolled my eyes at him, before removing the wedge that kept the door shut and slipping inside.

      “Some sentry you make,” I mumbled, casting a look back.

      To my surprise, the merevin was awake, sitting on the edge of a full tub of water, kicking his feet to splash the surface. He turned as I approached, his eyes surrounded by a strange shade of purple that hadn’t been there before. He snuffled softly, making me realize that he’d been crying; the purple around his eyes was the irritation from the tears. For the second time this morning, I felt a twist of guilt in my stomach.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked, keeping my distance until I could gauge his reaction.

      He turned away. “As if you care.”

      “I do, Killick. I’m sorry about knocking you out. I didn’t know your kind had such sensitive nervous systems,” I said softly.

      “Have you put out a ransom for my father to pay?” the merevin asked nervously, fresh tears tumbling from his eyes, dripping into the tub below. “He will do anything to have his son back. He will pay any amount.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not sure that’s the kind of thing you should go around saying, but no, we haven’t asked for a ransom.”

      “So, you’re just going to kill me, is that it? Is this where I meet my demise?” he whispered, his voice thick with emotion. I could see he was scared. Perhaps this kind of thing had happened to him before.

      “We’re not going to kill you,” I assured him.

      “You’re going to cut off little pieces of me and send them to my father, one by one? Is that how you’re going to make him pay up? Has he refused?” The poor merevin was sounding more desperate by the second.

      “No, no, you’re misunderstanding me,” I insisted. “We haven’t asked for a ransom. We just needed your ship for a little while.”

      He looked at me like I’d grown a new head. “I don’t understand. What do you want then? Did you just do this to rob me blind?”

      I handed him the plate of food, but he only stared at it as though I were trying to poison him. “I made this for you, with your machine. I thought you might be hungry.”

      “What did you do to it?”

      “Nothing, I promise,” I told him. “We don’t want to hurt you, and we don’t want anything from you. Well, that’s not exactly true. We want your ship, but that’s all.”

      “Just my ship?” He took the plate of food from me and sniffed it cautiously, before taking a big bite.

      I nodded. “We’re going to let you go today. We just need your ship to complete our mission.”

      He froze, starting to sob uncontrollably, the half-chewed fish tumbling out of his wailing mouth in stinky flakes. “My time has finally come! My mother warned me of this!” he cried. “I pray to the goddesses of the ocean, past and present, to carry my soul across the waves of paradise, and bring me safely to the waters of eternal happiness. May my hearts be light enough to swim and not sink.”

      “Killick, we’re not here to kill you,” I repeated.

      “You said you were going to ‘let me go.’ I know what that means—it is a euphemism for death. You are just trying to fool me, so I go quietly into the great unknown!”

      I didn’t know whether to laugh or sigh. “No, Killick, I really mean we’re going to let you go. We’ll put you in one of the escape pods and send you to the nearest planet. We’re going to throw in plenty of valuables, so you can easily buy passage back to your home planet.”

      Killick slithered into the pool, a wave of relief washing over his face. “You are really going to let me live? Do you swear it?”

      “I promise! We’re going to put you in a pod and let you go home,” I said firmly. “Sorry for scaring you like that… and sorry for stealing such an expensive ship. Honestly, we would’ve taken it even if it had been an old rust-bucket. It just so happened you had a really nice one.”

      He relaxed even further, lying on his back in the pool and kicking his feet. “My father will simply buy me another. It wouldn’t be the first time. I crashed my last one; he’ll just be pleased it wasn’t my fault, on this occasion. My father is Orcino Loligo, you know,” he said proudly, as though it was supposed to mean something.

      I moved over to the tub and sat down on the edge. “Oh, really?” I said, not sure what else to say.

      “He is a merevin deserving of the wondrous reputation he has attained. There are not many as famous as him,” Killick gushed, flashing me a knowing glance, like the mere mention of his father was meant to impress me. At the very least, he appeared to assume everyone knew who his father was. Realizing what I’d put the poor guy through in the last twenty-four hours, I decided to play along.

      “Of course, Orcino Loligo is legendary!” I said, pretending to be awestruck. “He’s your father? I can’t believe I didn’t see the resemblance. Now that you mention it, I can see the similarity!”

      Killick nodded along. “That’s what everyone says. My father and I share the same wave pattern across our skin, which nobody else has. It’s subtle, but you can really tell if you take a closer look.” He swam smoothly up to where I sat and shoved his bare arm in my face. Truthfully, it looked the same as the pattern I’d seen on Xiphio and the other merevins, but I wasn’t about to burst his bubble.

      “I see it!”

      “I knew you would.” He grinned, admiring his skin.

      It was becoming clearer that this guy was kind of a spoiled rich kid who had a good heart, but was a bit ignorant about life beyond the realms of his wealthy existence. He’d probably never had to do anything for himself in his entire life, and us stealing his ship and taking him hostage had been something of a shock. Now that he knew there was no danger, however, he seemed perfectly at ease with the situation, swimming around in the tub as though nothing was wrong.

      “Do you think your friends will be worried about you?” I asked, remembering the two other merevins I’d seen him with.

      Killick shook his head. “Goodness, no. They came on different ships and will be leaving on different ships. They probably figured I found a delightful young woman and took her away somewhere.” He flashed me a curious look. “I suppose that isn’t entirely a lie.”

      I grimaced, feeling embarrassed. “Yeah, sorry about leading you on like that.”

      “I enjoyed the charade while it lasted, fair maiden,” he replied, his cheeks flushing purple. “You were sublime in that gown, though you have a certain charm in these… peasant clothes.”

      “Still not going to happen, Killick,” I said, chuckling.

      “You do not find me attractive?” He looked crestfallen.

      “Amphibians have never really been my thing, but I’m sure you’re lovely.”

      He arched a mischievous eyebrow. “I can hold my breath for a really long time.”

      Ignoring him, I changed the subject. “Anyway, I just wanted to come in here and explain what’s going on, in case you were worried,” I said. “The thing is, we’re trying to rescue our friend and save our home planet from a powerful enemy, and we need this ship to do that. So, if you could… hold off on reporting us to the authorities, that would be greatly appreciated. I realize I have no right to ask, but right now I’m not above begging.”

      “A rescue mission?” Killick gasped, his eyes twinkling with excitement. “Please, you must allow me to assist you!”

      “I wouldn’t want to put you in that kind of danger, Killick. You’re a prominent figure, given who your father is, and I wouldn’t want to upset anyone by getting you mixed up in trouble,” I replied quickly, praying he wouldn’t try to stay with us. I was already wrangling one too many errant additions to our crew; we didn’t need another.

      “At least let me protect you!”

      I frowned. “Protect us?”

      “Yes, I will return home and lie to my father about this ship’s whereabouts,” he explained, grinning. “I will tell him that I gave it to some peasants, who were desperately in need of transport. And a new wardrobe.” I knew he didn’t mean any offense by what he said—he likely didn’t even realize he’d said something mildly insulting. I wasn’t about to point it out to him, considering he was essentially giving us his ship.

      “You’d really do that?”

      Killick splashed around delightedly. “I would, Miss Lapin! I will never forget your mercy or your boundless courage in the face of adversity. You are a queen amongst women, dear creature, and you should have a vessel to match your might.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t say…” I paused, about to explain that what I’d done had nothing to do with mercy, because I’d never planned to hurt him, but I guessed it was probably easier to just accept his compliment. “Thank you for this, Killick. I will never forget your generosity and forgiveness.”

      “It has been my pleasure, Miss Lapin.”

      “Call me Riley, please.”

      He swam up and took my hand, pressing it to his lips. “It has been a wondrous feat of serendipity, our meeting in this manner. I shall forever be grateful for it.”

      “Thank you,” I repeated, feeling awkward. “Anyway, I should be getting back. I’ll be back soon to collect you, though. Will you be okay in the meantime?”

      “I shall await your return!” Killick declared, before diving backward in a seamless arc, slicing through the water with barely a splash.

      Taking that as my cue to go, I left the bathroom, wedging the door shut behind me. Stepping back out into the main body of the ship, I was surprised to find a smile on my face. After meeting both Agent Xiphio and Killick, I decided I rather liked merevins. They were a little strange, that was true, but they were undeniably charming.
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      A few hours later, the escape pod was ready to go. Killick was in good spirits, shaking everyone’s hands and wishing us good luck in our endeavors.

      “Ah, so you were in on it, too?” he cried cheerfully, clapping Navan on the back.

      “Yeah, sorry about that,” Navan muttered. I could tell he didn’t quite know how to deal with the effusive merevin.

      Killick waved the apology away. “Don’t be ridiculous. Rescuers must do what rescuers must do! I would not stand in the way of triumph, or the salvation of your dear friend. I trust you will find her, wherever she may be,” he said brightly. “If you ever require further assistance, you will always be welcome in Almaghura. Mention my name, and you will be treated like royalty!”

      “And what name might that be?” Mort asked, his tone curious. He’d morphed back into one of the Wander mechanics, not wanting to reveal his true face to the merevin.

      “Killick Loligo. A pleasure to make your acquaintance,” he replied, shaking Mort’s hand.

      The shifter gasped. “The Supreme Minister’s son?”

      “The very same!” Killick beamed proudly.

      Mort whistled. “Well, cheers for being so accommodating.”

      “It is my honor to play even the smallest part in such a noble cause,” Killick insisted. “Even so, might I ask which planet you are sending me to?”

      Bashrik smiled kindly. “The pod is set to land on Twizig. It’s a trade planet, so you should be able to get a ride out easy enough.”

      “Never fear, I will find my way home,” Killick assured him, laughing. “I have been in far worse scrapes than this. Once, I woke up on a meteor after three days on the sauce, with no memory of how I got there, and no ship in sight! Even then, I managed to return home with very little fuss, though my father wasn’t pleased.” He grinned, as if proud of the act.

      We walked with him to the pod that Bashrik had set up, and stood around while Killick stepped inside, clutching several bags of his belongings and a credit device. He held up the latter, flashing a grin.

      “Help yourself to any more of these you find on board. I am forever losing them, all over this ship. Clumsy of me, really, but credits are just credits, right? I have more than I will ever know what to do with!” He laughed delightedly, sliding the device into his pocket. “Besides, there are plenty more for me to lose back home. Once I get back, anyway!”

      The pod itself was the size of the Snapper we’d used back on Vysanthe, with plenty of room and plush furnishings. He seemed happy enough as he stowed his things in the overhead cupboards and sat down.

      “All good?” Bashrik asked.

      “All good, coldblood!” Killick replied cheerily. “Ha, it almost rhymes!”

      Bashrik rolled his eyes discreetly. “I’m going to seal the doors, and then autopilot should take over, okay?” he instructed, moving to the panel at the side of the pod entrance.

      “Sounds excellent to me!”

      Bashrik pressed several buttons, causing the exterior and interior hatches to slide down and lock into place with a hiss of hydraulics. I could still see Killick through a small window in the doors, and he appeared to be singing to himself as Bashrik went through the final stages of the ejection procedure. I wished I could hear what it sounded like, but the thick doors made it impossible.

      A few seconds later, the pod disengaged with a jolt and floated off into the vacuum of space, a few jets burning brightly to move the pod in the right direction, heading for Twizig. I hoped he’d be okay, given what we’d put him through, and how generous he’d been with his ship.

      “Right, now that fish-boy is gone, I’m taking a nap!” Mort announced, morphing back into his natural state and turning to walk toward the main space of the vessel.

      “Not so fast, Mort. We’ve got things to do first. I think I should check the compass—see if we’re getting any closer to Lauren,” I suggested, knowing we needed to pick up speed if we wanted to catch up to her. So far, we’d been keeping our distance, the green dot always flashing a little way ahead of us, but now that gap needed to be closed.

      The others agreed, and we made our way back to the cockpit, where Bashrik had left the compass balanced on the dashboard. It was still flashing with three green dots, but one of them was lingering at the farthest edge of the map’s domain. In the time it had taken us to get Killick out into space, Lauren’s location had shifted dramatically, pushing the limits of what we could see on the holograph. Panic bristled through my veins.

      “Is she too far ahead?” Angie asked frantically. “Can we catch up to her?”

      “She isn’t getting away, Ange. Don’t worry,” Bashrik assured her. He slid into the pilot’s seat and pushed the throttle to full capacity, the ship firing forward with a forceful pull that sent me staggering backward. I kept my eyes on the compass, watching our agonizingly slow progression toward Lauren’s dot, which was already halfway off the map.

      “Is it just me, or has she stopped?” Navan asked, five minutes later, frowning at the holograph. True, the dot had been pushed to the very edge of the map’s limits, but it didn’t seem to be moving anymore.

      I peered closer. “I’m not sure.”

      “No, I think you’re right. The dot isn’t moving,” Ronad agreed, leaning over Navan’s shoulder to get a better look.

      “Which planet is that?” Navan asked, gesturing to a small gold circle that pulsed on the map. Since having the compass, I’d come to realize that the silver marks represented stars, bronze marks represented meteors and space debris, and the gold marks represented planets and moons.

      Bashrik scanned the map against the ship’s navigation system, picking out the planet that Navan was pointing to. His face fell as a set of symbols flashed up on the monitor. “You don’t want to know,” he muttered grimly.

      “What do you mean? Where is it?” I pressed.

      “It’s the Junkyard,” Ronad stated, shaking his head in disbelief. “Of all the planets in the universe, why’d it have to be that one?”

      Bashrik nodded. “My thoughts exactly.”

      Navan didn’t look too pleased either, but nobody was explaining what the problem was. It didn’t sound too bad—it just sounded like the kind of place we’d visited on Wander. A planet covered in trash and scrap.

      “Can someone tell us humans what the hell is going on here?” Angie chimed in.

      “Yeah, what’s so bad about a junkyard?” I asked.

      Ronad shook his head. “Not a junkyard, the Junkyard.”

      Navan slipped his arm around my shoulders. “It’s a notorious planet, rumored to be inhabited by the worst criminals in this quadrant of the universe. Pirates, scavengers, robbers, gangsters, you name it—they’re all here,” he explained. “The authorities don’t even bother with it; they’ve all taken hush money to keep their distance. Plus, the last time a Fed team tried to raid it, they all disappeared without a trace. Nobody else wants to risk it.”

      “The Junkyard? That’s Ezra’s candy store. He’s always heading there to pick up weapons shipments for Orion,” Mort said suddenly, surprising us all.

      I frowned, remembering what Stone had said about delivering shipments to Ezra. It was impossible to be sure whether it was the same Ezra that we knew, but two and two generally made four. I mean, it made sense for Stone to go there, if that was the case. He was a dealer in black-market goods, after all, and the Junkyard was the perfect place for those kinds of people. I just prayed he didn’t plan to trade Lauren while he was there.

      “What does he collect for Orion?” I pressed, flashing Mort a curious glance. In the weeks we’d been traveling together, Mort had told us a lot about the rebels on Earth—how the base was set up, how many units they had, what they used to keep it shielded, how many failed trials they’d performed with the elixir to his knowledge, and how many soldiers Orion had at his disposal. It was a lot of useful information, which we were grateful for, but it always felt like he was holding something back. No matter how much it seemed like he’d hitched his loyalty to us, I still wasn’t sure whether I could fully trust Mort. Even he had told me never to fully trust him, and I was pretty certain he hadn’t been joking.

      Mort shrugged. “Just weapons. You name it, he wanted them. I saw a crate of implosion grenades once, but I never got a good look at the rest of the booty he brought back. I just know it wasn’t rainbows and marshmallows.”

      “So, this place is nasty. That’s the crux of it, right?” Angie said, her tone anxious.

      Bashrik nodded. “The nastiest.”

      “Well, we’ve still got some weapons. If we don’t attract too much attention, we should be fine, right?” she asked.

      “In a ship like this, the only thing we’ll do is attract attention,” Mort mocked. “They’re like piranhas down there. The minute we set down, we’ll have nothing but a frame to escape in.”

      “This thing does have a state-of-the-art invisibility shield, though, which I’ve been dying to use,” Bashrik remarked, gesturing to the control panel. “We’ll just have to park it somewhere isolated, where no one can accidentally walk into it. We can hide from the scanners if we’re smart.”

      “Good idea. We should probably make sure we’re armed when we land, too, like Angie said,” I suggested. “We could take a look around the ship, see if we can find any extra weapons lying around. I’m sure Killick must have some tucked away.”

      “I want to run a few diagnostics on the ship’s shield before we land,” Navan said, leaning down to kiss me on the lips. “Happy hunting. Hopefully, that merevin has a bazooka hidden away somewhere.”

      I grinned. “I’ll earmark it for you, babe.”

      “I can help you out,” Ronad offered. “I really know my way around this ship now.”

      With that, Ronad and I left the cockpit and wandered through the ship, rooting through every cupboard and cabinet, determined to find something useful. We still had the guns and one knife from the Coeptis, but we couldn’t exactly walk around with the spear in plain sight. It had folded smaller so we could bring it onto the maintenance transport and carry it throughout Wander, but it still wasn’t the most discreet of weapons.

      “You find anything?” Ronad asked, as we reconvened in the main space of the vessel.

      I shook my head, brandishing the feeble selection I’d managed to find. There were two knives, two huge staffs, and a gun of some sort—which I wasn’t entirely convinced was a weapon at all. It looked more like a drill, or some other kind of tool. Ronad had a similar collection, though he wasn’t trying to grapple with two cumbersome staffs, which we definitely wouldn’t be able to use anyway.

      “Where’s a good old-fashioned coldblood arsenal when you need one?” I joked.

      He laughed. “Tell me about it. I never thought I’d wish for a set of coldblood throwing stars.”

      “Do you think we have enough, with these knives and the guns we brought?”

      Ronad looked doubtful. “I think we might have to see what we can buy from the Junkyard itself. There are plenty of things we can trade or sell from the ship, even without the stuff Killick took with him.”

      I thought about the small bottle of serum that Kaido had made for me, and the powerful abilities it held within. If we couldn’t protect ourselves against Stone and the other criminals on the Junkyard with weapons and traditional means, then I would have to rely on that extra boost. Well, as long as it actually worked when the time came…

      We went back into the cockpit, and the others turned to us with expectant eyes. “What’d you find?” Angie asked.

      “A couple of knives. And a drill,” I said, chuckling tightly. It was a sorry situation.

      “Same here,” Ronad added. “Although, we’ve still got the guns from the Coeptis, so we’re not going in there completely unarmed.”

      An anxious air settled over the group as the Junkyard appeared through the windshield. We were approaching fast, with Bashrik turning on the invisibility shield as we came closer. It wasn’t enough to land on the planet undetected; we needed to explore and search for Lauren undetected, too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      As the cruiser pushed through the Junkyard’s atmosphere, I could see that it was a very urban planet, with haphazard structures sprawling across the surface, and not a patch of greenery in sight. There were stretches of what appeared to be water, but instead of deep blue, they were a sludgy shade of brown. Everything looked rusty and grimy, with hills of scrap metal and graveyards of burnt-out ships instead of mountains and valleys. Plumes of thick smoke billowed from patchwork buildings, and vessels were taking off and setting down all over the place.

      Navan wrapped his arms around my waist from behind, holding me tightly to him, as we descended toward a particularly scrappy-looking part of the planet, where no smoke billowed and no ships seemed to be visiting. Fortunately, it appeared to be quite close to the flashing green dot, but not so close that we’d risk anyone bumping into our cruiser.

      “The Vysantheans took control of this planet decades ago,” he murmured sadly. “It used to be covered in fertile forests and grassy plains, with a native species and a thriving ecosystem. They came here and destroyed it, the same way they’ve done with so many other planets. When it was finally barren, with nothing left to give, the Vysantheans left it to die, abandoning it to whoever came along first.”

      “Gangsters, pirates, and thieves?” I said wryly.

      “Hey, it’s like I keep saying—Vysantheans are all those things, just with nicer clothes!” Mort chimed in, cackling to himself. “Only, when they do it, it’s called ‘cultural exchange’ and ‘pioneering.’ Am I right?”

      Navan ignored him as we watched the ground rise to meet us. We’d picked a spot beside a polluted canal, with Bashrik tucking the ship behind a high stack of scrap metal, where nobody seemed to be walking. A few boats went past, the clang of metal chiming through the smog that drifted off the grimy water, but the parking spot appeared to be just what we were looking for. The smog gave us a bit of extra cover to sneak out of the cruiser and onto the planet’s surface.

      “So, who’s coming?” I asked, as the ship came to a standstill. Taking the compass off the dashboard, I moved through the cockpit and over to the hatch with the others. Leveling my gaze at them, I slid a gun into the waistband of my pants and strapped a knife around my calf. There was no way I was being left behind, not when Lauren was waiting out there.

      “If you’re going, I’m going,” Navan replied firmly, doing the same with another gun and knife.

      “I’ll come along too,” Bashrik said, reaching out for a third set.

      Mort shrugged. “Not looking forward to wandering around a rusty crap-hole, to be honest.”

      Ronad grimaced. “I guess someone needs to stay behind and guard the ship. Preferably, someone who can fly this thing and keep Mort from touching everything,” he muttered, flashing a warning look at the shifter.

      “I do love getting in all the crevices,” he whined, pouting his fleshy lips and licking them licentiously.

      I shuddered. “Just try not to frighten poor Ronad away, okay?”

      “Spoilsport,” he murmured, pretending to sulk.

      “Angie, you coming?” I asked, knowing she’d want to be there when we found Lauren.

      She bit her lip. “I really want to come and find her, but I’m not very good with a gun. Do you think I’ll be okay out there?”

      Before I could even open my mouth, Bashrik interjected. “No way. Navan might be crazy enough to let his girlfriend out amongst murderers and thieves, but I’m not letting mine.”

      I frowned at him. “You don’t really get to have a say, Bashrik. You’re her boyfriend, not her keeper. If she wants to come and help us rescue Lauren, she has every right to,” I said. “I’m not about to let you stand in the way of that. You know very well that Angie can handle herself, with or without a gun.”

      Angie smiled, and I was glad things had returned to normal between us. “You heard her, Bash. I’m going, whether you like it or not. Wild horses couldn’t keep me away from finding Lauren.”

      “It’s dangerous!” Bashrik protested.

      “I don’t care. My friend is out there, and I’m going to help get her back.”

      He sighed. “All right. But I’m not taking my eyes off you!”

      Smiling, Angie took a gun and a knife from the collection we’d piled together. Now that we were all armed and ready, Bashrik opened the hatch and let us out onto the Junkyard’s surface, though he still seemed reluctant to let Angie come with us.

      Regardless, we pressed on, slipping down the gangway and around the stack of scrap metal, leaving the canal behind us. The smell hit me first as we rounded the corner—a pungent mix of sulfur, rust, burning, and rotting things. Next was the noise, clanging in my ears, chiming across the endless heaps of scrap and ship carcasses. I couldn’t see much through the fog that rolled off the water, but our surroundings cleared the farther we got from the ship.

      It was ten minutes before we reached a populated area of the Junkyard, where the towers of metal had been positioned to form winding streets and alleyways. People were shouting from various structures, and signs swung from bars across several entrances, though I didn’t know what they were supposed to represent. In truth, I wouldn’t have even known they were buildings if there hadn’t been people poking out of gaps in the metal and walking through the sheets of metal that acted as doorways.

      “Stand tall and don’t look anyone in the eye,” Navan whispered, as we walked along confidently. “That’s the quickest way to start a fight in this place. They don’t care if you’re male, female, adult, child—they’ll pick a fight with anyone.”

      “Noted,” I whispered back, though it was easier said than done. There were so many interesting characters walking around, looking like they’d stepped out of the pages of a fantasy story. A scarred, spiny creature stalked past with a patch over his eye, crossing paths with a gangly, turquoise-skinned lizard-person who had two blades instead of hands. Honestly, I wanted to stare at every single one of them.

      I’d tucked the compass into the inside pocket of my jacket and kept checking it discreetly as we wandered along, following the flashing green dot. It was getting bigger with each step we took, the map having narrowed to focus on the target.

      “This way,” I said, leading us down a dingy alleyway. It opened onto a wider road, where crowds swarmed across the trash-littered ground. The people walking alongside us seemed particularly shady in this part of the Junkyard, though they were an eclectic mix of species. Most of them were facially scarred and tattooed, with guns dangling from harnesses strapped across their bodies, and blades glinting in the hot sun. It was almost like they were proud of their weapons, showing them off as a warning to anyone who might try anything. Barely any of them had any teeth, unless they were jagged or fanged, and there was a sinister glitter in most of their eyes, though I forced myself not to look for too long.

      Up on a rusting, wrought-iron balcony, alien women dressed in scanty clothing leered over the edge, whistling at Navan and Bashrik as they passed underneath. A few more sat on windowsills, their limbs draped across the ledges, flashing glimpses of what they were selling.

      “Hey, coldblood, you need a little warming up?” one shouted licentiously, shimmying her top down to reveal a violet, scaly cleavage.

      “Yeah, grayskin, you fancy a bite?” another yelled, smirking.

      “Hey, how about two for the price of one?” a third barked, in a deep voice that made her stand out.

      Navan leaned down to my ear. “Please, make them stop,” he whispered, laughing softly.

      “Grayskin, don’t be so coy—the smooth-skinned baby can come with you! She can join us for free. I’ve never seen one like her before!” the first alien shouted. “I’d love a taste of what the two of you are offering!”

      “You interested?” I teased.

      He grinned. “No way. I’ve got everything I need right here.”

      Bashrik and Angie were following close behind, though poor Bashrik looked mortified at the sound of the alien women calling to him. Angie, on the other hand, was finding it hilarious, shoving him in the ribs and pointing up at a woman with long black hair and bright red fur covering most of her body.

      “It’s just up ahead,” I whispered, my attention distracted by the glow of the green spot, which was now blinking rapidly.

      Standing at the end of the road was a towering metal shack, made from the sleek sides of several wrecked ships. The green dot was inside, according to the map, which had shrunk down to show the layout of the Junkyard. This had to be where Lauren was being kept; we were getting painfully close now.

      “We’ll have to take Stone and his cronies by surprise, in case they’re all in there too,” Navan suggested. All four of us stepped into the shadows of a nearby building so we could piece our plan together. If we messed it up now, there was no telling what Stone might do to Lauren.

      “Especially considering his third eye. We need to make sure we avoid it at all costs,” I said, looking at the others. “If we can attack before he has the chance to remove his bandana, we might be able to dodge it altogether.”

      Angie nodded. “It looks like there’s an alleyway down the side of the building. I’m guessing it leads around to the back. If two of us go that way, and two of us find a different way in, we’ll stand a better chance. I don’t want to risk using the front door.”

      “Well, I’m not leaving your side, so it looks like you and I are going together,” Bashrik said, glancing at the towering structure. A few people had come in and out of the front entrance, but none of them were familiar.

      I smiled at his attachment, knowing Angie would never allow him to get overly possessive. “How about Navan and I go around the side, while the two of you head around the back?”

      “Sounds good to me,” Angie agreed, with Bashrik grunting his reluctant response.

      “Then let’s go get our girl,” I whispered, feeling the nerves take hold.

      Without another moment to lose, Navan and I headed for the side of the building, while Angie and Bashrik slipped around the back. There was a window cut into the sleek façade, but no glass to keep anyone from clambering in, which was precisely what we did. Navan went first, making it look ridiculously easy, vaulting through the gap, before reaching through to help me climb up and over the ledge. The ragged sides of the frame scraped at my clothes as I pulled myself through and dropped down on the other side, sweating profusely.

      “You okay?” Navan asked.

      “I will be,” I replied, glancing around the room we found ourselves in.

      It looked like an old-style smoking room of some sort, with tables and chairs spread out across the vast space, and a vaulted ceiling complete with dangling chandeliers crafted from broken bits of glass that had undoubtedly been reclaimed from the scrapyards. Nobody was in the room, however, the whole place steeped in dim light and a blanket of dust. Evidently, it hadn’t been used in a long time.

      I took Navan’s hand as we crept toward the door at the far side of the room and paused beside the wall, listening for any sound. There was a splinter of light coming through a gap in the metal door, prompting me to duck down and peer through. I’d been expecting a hallway, but instead my eyes were met by an adjoining room, and my ears were treated to the sound of two people talking.

      “It’s an intriguing prospect,” I heard a deep, masculine voice say.

      “I hoped you might say that,” another male voice said.

      I tried to get a closer look at the two people, but they were sitting at a funny angle, in a peculiar lounge that was empty except for them. From where I was crouched, it was impossible to get a good look at them, but I couldn’t ignore the familiarity I’d heard in both their voices.

      “What can you see?” Navan asked, his voice barely a whisper.

      “Not much.”

      I moved around, hoping it might help me see them better. As I struggled to eavesdrop, waiting for the two individuals to speak again, I was reminded of the house where I’d first met Navan, back in the hazy heat of a Texan summer. I remembered lying flat on the ground, listening to Navan, Jethro, Bashrik, and Ianthan try to decide what to do about the three human girls they’d locked up.

      It was so strange to think about it now, after everything we’d been through. I couldn’t imagine an existence without Navan in it, and yet I couldn’t help wondering what my life might have been like, if I hadn’t met him. Where would I be, if we’d ignored the cry in the night and lived out our final summer together, before college, the way we’d planned? I pictured myself wandering through a college hallway, books clutched to my chest, chatting away with some new friends I’d made and making eyes at a cute guy I’d seen in a seminar. Only, the girl in that image didn’t quite feel like me. She was the one I’d lost in coming out here, following the coldbloods; she was the girl I’d never see again. There was something deeply sad in that, but there was nothing I could do about it. It couldn’t be changed or reversed.

      “Yes, I’m very glad you came to me with this,” the first, deep voice said.

      “How could I not?” the second purred.

      Their names were just on the tip of my tongue, when one of the figures leaned forward to pluck their drink off the table. I gasped instinctively, clamping my hands down over my mouth and praying they hadn’t heard me. Navan shot me a worried look, but I shook my head at him.

      No, it can’t be. I must be seeing things, I thought, all of this suddenly feeling like some sort of horrible dream.

      I peered through the gap again, wanting to be sure. As I did so, the other figure leaned to the side of their armchair, giving me a full view of half their face. Half was all I needed, to complete the nightmare that was playing out in front of me.

      This isn’t real, this isn’t real, this isn’t real, I repeated in my head.

      Except, this was very real. There was a balding man with gray sideburns sitting in the nearside armchair, leaning to place his drink back on the table. Only, this wasn’t just any balding man—this was the president of the United States. And sitting across from him, half his face visible to my dumbfounded eyes, was Ezra.
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      “What is it?” Navan asked, ducking down beside me.

      “Ezra… and the president of the United States!” I hissed, unable to believe that I was putting those words in the same sentence.

      Navan’s eyes went wide with horror. “No way!”

      “Yes way—I’m looking right at them!”

      “What are they saying?” he pressed, resting his hand on my shoulder.

      “It’s hard to tell,” I said. “Let me listen again.”

      Ezra was staring expectantly at the president as he tapped his thick fingers on the armrest. Even though the chair was huge, Ezra’s imposing size seemed to dwarf it, while his menacing, dark eyes seemed to reflect the light, as though they were mirrored—a feature I’d almost forgotten. It had been so long since we’d encountered one another, and I wasn’t planning on coming face-to-face with him again anytime soon.

      “These are big plans we’re talking about here. They could change a great deal and will certainly help with matters of security on Earth,” the president said, in that voice I’d heard a thousand times on the TV. I knew my parents hadn’t voted for him, but the populace seemed to like him well enough. He definitely wasn’t the kind of man I’d expected to be in cahoots with a villain like Ezra.

      “What I’m offering can open up an entire universe, Mr. President,” Ezra said with a smirk. “These things are the secret to the stars, and I am willing to give you that secret.”

      “For the right price,” the president remarked wryly.

      “Everything has a price, Mr. President. You know that. However, I should hope you know me well enough by now to know that I would never cheat you.”

      “You have certainly held true to your promises so far,” the president replied.

      “And I will continue to do so, Mr. President. Ours is a mutually beneficial friendship, which is only just beginning,” Ezra assured him. “There is far more possibility in our future, which I am very much looking forward to showing you.”

      There was something bear-like and sinister about Ezra, and seeing him like this only reminded me of that fact. I wanted to rush in there and ask the president what the hell he thought he was doing, but common sense held me back. Their conversation was vague, but there was enough in there to be worried about. Evidently, Ezra—likely on behalf of Orion—had offered something powerful in exchange for something else. It was that latter unknown that concerned me the most. Ezra’s offering would likely be powerful weapons or spaceships, but what had been offered in return? It had to be something substantial; otherwise, Orion wouldn’t have bothered agreeing to it. After all, he appeared to have sent his emissary all the way out here to meet with the president, presumably as an attempt to win the president over, proving that a whole, sentient universe existed beyond the realms of Earth.

      My blood boiled at the knowledge that the president had made a move like this, without consulting the people of our nation. America was supposed to be a representative democracy, but I was pretty sure nobody but his closest aides and military advisors would know he was here. It was Area 51 all over again—a national secret, kept hidden away. I mean, trust a world leader to think that even bigger weapons and even more dangerous technology could fix disputes on Earth.

      “Did you speak with your dealer here?” the president asked.

      “The shipment has yet to come in,” Ezra replied, his tone bitter.

      “I guess it’s never easy to run a rebellion,” the president joked, revealing just how much he knew about the coldblood infiltration on Earth. My anger was rising with every word he said.

      “You have no idea,” Ezra muttered. “Ever since my sister’s death, things have taken a perplexing turn. Orion has been unable to think straight after the loss of her. One day he wants to blow everything up; the next he has no taste for war anymore. Fortunately, he seems to be returning to his senses. After all, a rebellion is nothing without its figurehead.”

      The president nodded. “Very true. I imagine you’ve made quite the deputy during his grief. He’s lucky to have a smart guy like you to fill in for him.”

      Ezra shook his head coyly. “You flatter me, Mr. President.”

      “How are you faring? Surely, you’re grieving too?”

      “I have dealt with my emotions in a less volatile manner, Mr. President. I am sad to have lost her, as she was a supreme warrior, one hell of a military mind… and, she was my eldest sibling, but it is not in my nature to express my feelings in an outward fashion,” he explained, evidently attempting to cater to the president’s human sensibilities. I doubted he would have understood the often callous-seeming ways of the coldbloods.

      All of a sudden, the pieces came together in my mind, and my blood ran cold. Ezra was Pandora’s younger brother. It certainly explained the similarities in their brand of cruelty, messing with the minds of their victims as well as inflicting physical suffering.

      “What was her name? Did I have the opportunity to meet her?” the president asked. “I apologize if I did. I meet so many people that it’s hard to keep track sometimes.”

      Ezra smiled. “Her name was Pandora, Mr. President, and I’m sad to say you never had the pleasure of meeting her. She traveled a great deal and was rarely able to visit the base. I am sure she would have been delighted by you, had the two of you met.”

      I gulped as my suspicions were confirmed. Pandora and Ezra were siblings, making me wonder what terrible fate might greet me if Ezra ever found out that I was the one who murdered his sister. While it was true that coldbloods weren’t particularly big on showing emotion, they were definitely huge advocates for revenge of a family member. He would hunt me to the edges of the universe to make me pay for what I’d done.

      Wait, where are Bashrik and Angie? I thought, peering farther into the room, realizing they’d never showed up… unless they were really good at hiding.

      “Are you refreshed, Mr. President?” Ezra asked.

      “Yes, thank you. This drink was better than any coffee I’ve ever had. Perked me right up.”

      Ezra inclined his head. “Then, perhaps we should retire to the ship and continue on our tour of the local planets? There is a delightful leisure planet just beyond the asteroid belt that I think you might like to add to your list of vacation destinations!”

      “The first lady does love a vacation.” He laughed loudly, rising from his chair. “I’m ready to go when you are, Ezra. Although, tell me something—how am I getting back to Earth after all this?”

      “My associates will return you to your home planet once you’re finished seeing the sights,” Ezra assured him.

      “You’re not coming back?”

      Ezra gave a heavy sigh. “I would love nothing more, Mr. President, but I need to be back here in a few days to collect my shipment. It’ll be easier to hang around the area, instead of making multiple trips between this sector and Earth. I hope you understand.”

      “Of course, Ezra. It’s just me sticking my curious nose into your business, that’s all,” he replied good-naturedly.

      “Excellent, then follow me.”

      With that, Ezra stood and led the president out of the lounge, closing the door behind them. I realized that the supplier Ezra was waiting for was probably Stone—as I’d overheard the ambaka saying he was due to rendezvous with a client of the same name during one of our last encounters—which made me even more anxious. That three-eyed scavenger had Yorrek’s notebook, and if he somehow ended up selling it to Ezra, we were well and truly done for. Orion might not have been able to save his girlfriend with an immortality elixir, but he could supply his rebels with it, creating an unstoppable force that nobody could overcome.

      “They’re leaving!” I whispered, noting that Bashrik and Angie still hadn’t appeared, which meant they definitely weren’t hiding anywhere inside the room. “Come on!”

      I grasped Navan’s hand and pulled him back over to the far side of the room. He used his strong arms to help me clamber haphazardly through the window, then followed quickly after. The two of us rushed around the side of the building, just in time to see a sleek ship take off in a cloud of dust.

      “Should we go after them?” Navan asked, looking around.

      I was about to mention Stone and the stolen notebook, when I noticed Angie and Bashrik standing at the entrance to a shadowed alley, being crowded by a gang of eight grizzled thugs. Bashrik was lunging at them, trying to land a punch while they struck at him, though he kept Angie behind him, using himself as a blockade. The thugs looked like pirates, most of them clad in leather and loose shirts, with piercings and tattoos, and several limbs missing between them all.

      “Reapers,” Navan hissed, his eyes narrowing in anger. “The lowliest of pirate scum. They steal, they kill, and they give nothing back to anyone or anything.”

      My worry grew. “You have your gun?”

      He flashed his at me. “And you have yours?”

      I lifted the edge of my shirt to show the handle of the pistol in my waistband.

      “Okay, well, stick next to me, and act tough,” Navan said, looking nervous.

      Shaking off a tremor of fear, I stayed close to Navan’s side, and the two of us approached the gang of pirates. I kept my hand on the butt of the gun.

      “What’s going on here?” Navan asked coldly. The gang turned.

      “Who’s asking?” a squat, one-eyed troll with blue skin replied, his words slurring.

      I stepped up. “We’re asking. You’re harassing our friends, and we’re here to make you stop.”

      “You’re going to make us stop?” the troll retorted, smirking with his toothless mouth.

      “Are you deaf as well as blind?” I asked, trying to keep my expression stoic.

      A ripple of nervous amusement moved through the gathered group, who looked to the troll, as if expecting him to lunge forward or do something in retaliation. I was ready for him if he did, although I’d only resort to shooting him if I absolutely had to. Navan took a step closer to me.

      “You got balls of serrantium, lady.”

      I smiled. “So I’ve been told.”

      He hurtled toward me, swiping a fist at my stomach, but I dodged the blow with ease. It was like the floodgates had opened, as two grisly-looking twins with tiger stripes and mohawks surged toward Navan. He held them off without much effort. The two of them tried to use brute strength over actual skill, but Navan had both.

      Meanwhile, I got a couple of good punches in, my knuckles grazing the troll’s jaw and cheekbone, while his blows failed to land. I was just trying to figure out the best Aksavdo move, when an unexpected sound stopped me in my tracks. All the fighters turned to see where it was coming from. Unbelievably, someone was laughing—it was a high-pitched cackle that crackled through the air like a gunshot, making it impossible to ignore.

      “Hey, Zippi, you tryin’ to tarnish the merchandise?” a female voice asked, in between bouts of laughter. It was coming from one of the female pirates, who stood on the outskirts of the brawl. She was a curious mix of things, from the look of her, with the face and stature of a fae, but the gills and shell-shaped ears of a merevin. Her skin blended from vibrant pink to more muted, oceanic blue scales, which covered her body in erratic patches.

      The troll scowled at her. “What you interruptin’ for, Kirin?”

      “The red hair ain’t fooling me. You’re fighting this week’s number two!” the female pirate, named Kirin, replied.

      The troll turned in shock, though the expression on his face didn’t make much sense to me. I was under the impression that Kirin was trying to insult me, but the troll didn’t seem amused.  In fact, everyone in the Reaper gang seemed to be looking at me, each one wearing the same dumbfounded expression.

      “This spindly thing? She looks like she would break if you flicked her too hard!” the troll muttered.

      “Says the one who can’t land a punch,” I fired back, irritated that people were laughing at me. I turned to the half-fae, half-merevin, who was leading the mockery. “You want to come and call me a number two to my face?”

      Kirin kept laughing, pointing her finger up to a huge screen on the wall above us. It flickered on and off every couple of minutes, revealing blown-up images of wanted posters, with the bounty for each criminal scrolling along the bottom. To my abject horror, the next picture to flash up was mine, my face staring out of the bright screen. At the top right corner, there was a symbol that I couldn’t read. Judging by Navan’s face, it wasn’t good news.

      “What’s this about?” he asked sharply, gripping one of the tiger-striped twins by the neck.

      “Relax, grayskin, no need to go breaking any windpipes today,” Kirin said. “It’s a daily list of the quadrant’s most wanted, ordered by risk versus reward. Your serrantium-balled friend here is categorized as being the least dangerous with the highest reward—otherwise known as the jackpot!”

      I gasped. “Me?”

      “Hey, nothing to be ashamed of here,” Kirin said comfortingly. “I mean, son of a harridan, you’ve got one impressive rap sheet! Hijacking a Fed ship, stealing from a pawnshop, setting fire to said pawnshop, chopping the snake heads of a Pulsydean shopkeeper, beating up a Fed officer, branding a Fed officer, evading capture on several occasions, and stealing a Cassidian princess’s pleasure barge, worth a million credits!”

      Whoever had written this rap sheet had evidently used some poetic license in the embellishments. If this was what the Fed thought I’d done, I was in a whole new world of trouble. Angie had been right: we’d never get them to help us, with a rap sheet like this looming over my head. Navan looked horrified, moving over to where I stood to slide a protective arm around my waist.

      “I suppose you’re looking to cash in the bounty on my head?” I said, struggling to keep the nervous tremor out of my voice.

      The gang of Reapers recoiled in disgust, muttering amongst themselves, sending disapproving looks in my direction. I didn’t know what I’d said, but at least they didn’t want to beat us up anymore. In fact, they’d pretty much forgotten all about Bashrik and Angie, who were tucked into the shadows of the alleyway, keeping out of the way. Even so, Bashrik was standing in front of Angie, putting himself between her and the Reapers.

      “We’re not snitches, lady!” the troll barked, folding his arms across his barrel chest.

      Kirin nodded. “We don’t betray our own, especially not someone with a sheet like that!”

      “Like I said—balls of serrantium!” the troll agreed, flashing a toothless grin at me. “The name’s Zipiniko Fastood, but everyone calls me Zippi. Pleasure to make your acquaintance. Sorry for all the ugliness back there. Pirates gotta pirate, Reapers gotta reap.” He held out his hand, which I took tentatively, before he shook mine so hard I thought my wrist was going to snap.

      “I’m Riley, and this is Navan,” I said, feeling disoriented. “And those two are Bashrik and Angie. They’re friends of ours.”

      “Any friends of yours are friends of ours, too!” Zippi enthused. “Sorry about trying to take your weapons, guys!”

      Their sudden shift in mood was alarming, but I didn’t want to ruin their impression of me by questioning it. They clearly thought I was some kind of badass.

      “Hey, you wanna come with us to The Empty Purse?” Kirin asked brightly.

      I was worried it was going to be a brothel of some kind, in the same vein as The Legless Merman—the online place that Mort apparently liked to visit. It certainly sounded unsavory, and I was worried they might kidnap Navan and Bashrik, after the attention those other women had shown them earlier.

      “Isn’t that where the… prostitutes are?” I said shyly, prompting Kirin and the rest of the pirates to burst out laughing.

      “No hookers in The Empty Purse, number two. Just strong drinks and a million ways to gamble away your credits,” Kirin replied, giving me a playful nudge in the arm. “So, whaddya say?”

      “We should probably be getting out of here, if my face is up on a billboard like that,” I murmured uncertainly. “It was nice to meet you all, though.”

      Kirin looked disappointed. “Come on, it’s not every day you meet a cool new gal! One drink, that’s all, between new friends?”

      To my surprise, Navan was the one who stepped in. “I say we go with them. Be rude not to.”

      “Listen to the grayskin!” the troll whooped. “Never thought that would come out of my mouth!”

      “I suppose we could stay for a little bit,” I said, giving Navan a questioning look.

      He shrugged, a smile playing on his lips, before leaning close to my ear, lowering his voice to a whisper. “We can see if these pirates know anything about Stone while we’re at it. They might know where we can find him.”

      I nodded, turning to whisper in his ear. “We’ll need to stick around until Ezra comes back to pick up his shipment anyway, in a few days. I heard him talking about it with the president. I’m guessing he’s going to get it from Stone.”

      “Look at those lovebirds, whispering sweet nothings,” Kirin cheered. “I love me an interspecies romance. If my mama and papa hadn’t fallen in love, I wouldn’t be here today. Shame they were terrible parents. If they hadn’t left me on a moon, all by myself, where Reapers picked me up and saved me, I could’ve been—”

      “Empress of the universe. We know the story!” the tiger-striped twins chorused, making the rest of the gang laugh.

      Kirin glowered at them. “I’m just saying, I could’ve been someone if they’d given a crap about me.”

      “Aww, Kirin, you are someone!” Zippi interjected. “You’re empress of our universe.”

      A sharp-toothed grin spread across Kirin’s face. “You always know just what to say, Zippi!” she said, giving the troll a friendly slap on the back, before turning to us. “So, you guys coming or what?”

      “I guess we are,” I said, secretly excited by the prospect. These pirates thought I was cool, and I’d never been cool before.

      “Then follow the leader!” Kirin hollered, setting off down the alleyway where Bashrik and Angie were standing, grabbing Bashrik’s hand and yanking him along as she passed by. Angie tried to snatch him back, but the half-fae, half-merevin was too strong. Laughing at the mortified sight of her boyfriend being hauled along unwillingly, Angie waited for us to catch up, before walking alongside as we headed for The Empty Purse.

      “That was a close one,” she whispered. “Where’s Lauren?”

      I grimaced. “It wasn’t her.”

      “What do you mean it wasn’t her?”

      “Believe me, no one was more shocked than I was, but the person in that building wasn’t Lauren. She must still be out there somewhere,” I said regretfully.

      “Why, who was it?”

      Taking a deep breath, I relayed everything I’d seen in the lounge to Navan and Angie, watching their expressions shift with every word I said. I didn’t think Angie’s eyes could get any wider, by the time I finished telling them what I’d witnessed. Navan had already been told it was Ezra and the president of the United States, but he hadn’t been able to hear the rest from his position.

      “What do you think it means?” Angie asked, breathless.

      I shrugged. “I think it means they’ve struck a deal, and that can only be a bad thing.”

      “Do you think Ezra is trading weapons?”

      I sighed deeply. “I think it has to be something along those lines. He said it would open up the secret to the stars, so that’s got to be either weapons or technology that will allow humans to travel in space or defend themselves against alien threats.”

      Navan nodded. “I imagine it might be something that combines the two.”

      The thought of that sent a shiver up my spine. Humans with space gunships? That was the last thing the human race needed when they couldn’t even be trusted with regular firearms and nuclear weapons.

      “I just want to know what the president is offering in return,” I said grimly.

      Angie pulled a face. “My parents are really going to wish they hadn’t voted for him now.”

      I thought about Ezra, out there somewhere, destined to return in a couple of days. Maybe he’d even come back sooner. I realized our best bet was to stick around and keep an eye out for him, considering he was due to return for whatever Stone was bringing with him. After all, Stone wouldn’t be able to tell us anything about the situation with Earth, but if we could get hold of Ezra at the same time and take him by surprise… maybe we could find out everything.

      Moreover, Stone still had Yorrek’s notebook—having them both back here on the Junkyard would give us the chance to retrieve it. I knew we could chase after Ezra in the hopes of cornering him in some quiet part of the universe but that would mean postponing our rescue of Lauren, which, frankly, wasn’t an option. No, it was better to stay and hope our two targets came together in one place.

      Besides, Lauren needed us, and we weren’t about to let her down. We were the three musketeers, and this was one for all, and all for one.
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      “Hurry up, Fed-Smasher!” Kirin shouted from around the next corner, before disappearing through a doorway with a neon sign flashing across the front.

      “Who’d have thought you’d end up with street cred?” Angie joked, as we came to a halt outside the ramshackle structure. It had a dome of stained glass arcing across the top, pieced together from broken fragments of every possible color.

      I grimaced. “I really wish they wouldn’t call me that, though. I wasn’t even the one who hogtied the poor bastard.” I flashed a tentative look at my friend, pleased to see a smile curving up the corners of her lips.

      “Yeah, I really went to town on that guy!” She laughed cheerfully, the sound warming my heart.

      Cautiously, we stepped inside The Empty Purse and looked around with awe. The casino was massive, with tables and games set up throughout the cavernous space, raucous shouting bombarding my ears—the place was filled to the brim with alien clientele.

      The décor was a mishmash of different cultures, and it looked like most of the universe was being represented by at least one member of its species. Music, which sounded like a cross between heavy metal and electro, was pounding through ancient speakers, the bass vibrating through my ribcage. There were pieces of furniture of a hundred different styles scattered about, with posters on the walls depicting countless species in various states of battle or undress. In the middle of the room stood an enormous opaleine statue of a large-breasted mermaid and several holograms of alien males and females, barely clothed, turning in an alluring manner. Yeah, there was definitely something for everyone here.

      Along the far side was a long bar, with a mix of species crowding it, waiting to be served. In the lounge area off to the left, a group of shady-looking individuals sat, deep in conversation. The nosy part of me wanted to know what dodgy deals they were negotiating, but I knew I’d end up losing a hand, or worse, if I got too close.

      Kirin waved at us from one of the tables in the lounge area, where most of the eight-strong gang were sitting. One of the tiger-striped twins had gone to the bar to order a round, and he didn’t look too pleased about it. I imagined he’d drawn some kind of short straw.

      “Helix has just gone to get some drinks. I ordered for you. Hope you don’t mind,” the giddy half-fae, half-merevin said as we approached the table.

      “Is it alcoholic?” I asked, an image of my drunken birthparents flashing through my mind. I thought of the silver root, too, and recalled Navan saying it would made me more susceptible to addiction for the rest of my life.

      “I’ll get you one without it, if you want,” Kirin said with a smirk.

      “That’d be great,” I said, relieved. I didn’t want to drink anything with alcohol, even with the Reapers scrutinizing me. I could tell some of them were finding it hard to believe I could be on a wanted poster, and they weren’t alone—I couldn’t believe it either.

      Bashrik was sitting at the end of the booth, looking uncomfortable. The Reapers kept trying to encourage him to play a game with them, but he didn’t seem too eager. In fact, it looked like he wished he was anywhere else. Navan, meanwhile, had tightened his grip on me, his eyes narrowing as he took in the new surroundings, while Angie looked excited, tapping her foot along to the weird music.

      “Ladies, why don’t we grab our drinks and do some gambling?” Kirin suggested excitedly, clambering over the rest of her crew to reach us. “The best games are in the back, away from all the riffraff.” A cackle bubbled up from the back of her throat, apparently coming out of her gills as well as her mouth.

      “Whoa, why just the ladies?” Navan asked anxiously.

      Kirin grinned. “I told you—to get away from all the riffraff.”

      “What kind of games are we talking about?” Angie wondered, her eyes wide.

      “Any game you want, sweetheart!”

      “Well, I don’t want to play,” Bashrik murmured.

      “Well, grumpy, nobody invited you to play—you don’t look like no lady to me,” Kirin fired back.

      I turned to look at the rest of the casino and felt a wave of apprehension. The gambling here wasn’t the same as the gambling back on Earth; there were no dice, no roulette wheels, no cards. Here, the stakes were far higher, the games far more physical. In one section, they were throwing tiny, white-furred creatures at a target. In another, they were watching miniature creatures, which looked like a cross between birds and weasels, racing around a track. In a third, they were watching the same creatures fly around a course, the spectators whooping and screaming at their backed creature to move faster.

      The game that really caught my eye, however, was a one-eyed man jabbing a laser blade between his fingers, with a crowd of burly aliens standing all around him, urging him on. It was more familiar to me than the other games, but it didn’t make it any easier to watch. It was like a car crash I couldn’t turn away from. Sure enough, the crackling blade sliced through one of the guy’s fingers with a sizzle of flesh. My stomach turned as the digit rolled off the dirty table and hit the floor. The other aliens erupted with amusement or annoyance, depending on how they’d bet.

      “They’re not games like that, are they?” I asked dubiously.

      “Stabscotch?” Kirin mused, following my gaze. “Nah, that’s a game for idiots.”

      “Hey, that’s my favorite game!” one of the Reapers protested.

      Kirin grinned, flashing her needled teeth. “Yeah, and that’s why you’ve only got three fingers on each hand.”

      He held them up proudly. “Wouldn’t be called Pincers without these babies!”

      “So, whaddya say we go through to the Ladies’ Lounge, and get a little more civilized?” Kirin said, turning her attention back to me.

      I looked to Navan, who still didn’t seem convinced.

      “I’m not sure,” I murmured.

      “You gonna let a grayskin dictate what you can and can’t do?” she taunted, giving Navan a playful jab in the arm. “Come on, let your lady loose! I’ll treat her right, show her a good time, make sure she don’t get into no trouble.”

      “Don’t let her too loose with your lady. You’ll never get her back!” the troll, Zippi, teased.

      “Shut your mouth, Zippi, before I shut it for you,” Kirin snapped. “I’ll bring ‘em both back, safe and sound. I’m not the one who tries recruiting every person we come across.”

      I smiled at the banter between Kirin and Zippi. It was clear the two of them were fond of each other. Their squabbles felt a little like those between brother and sister—I imagined this kind of conversation was just everyday chatter for the pirate group, each always vying for the last word.

      “Sure, we’ll come along,” I said, grabbing Angie by the arm; she wasn’t getting out of this. “Have you got that pay device?” I looked to Navan hopefully, knowing we’d found a few of the devices Killick had left lying about.

      He nodded reluctantly, plucking one out of his pocket and handing it to me. “Don’t go too wild.”

      I grinned, leaning up to kiss him on the lips. “Have a drink. Enjoy yourself.”

      “I think I’ll just wait for you, instead,” he said, with a shy smile. In a whisper, he added, “Find a way to casually ask her about Stone.”

      I squeezed his hand.

      “Well, I’m not sticking around. I’m going back to the ship,” Bashrik insisted, flashing a nervous glance at Kirin, who winked.

      Angie chuckled at her boyfriend’s discomfort. “I promise to be on my best behavior, Bash.”

      “Keep an eye on her, all right, Riley?” he said, kissing Angie on the cheek before disappearing out of the casino. Surprisingly, Navan didn’t seem too bothered, sitting down at the table with the rest of the pirate crew.

      As we headed toward a door tucked away at the side of the bar, Kirin darted off to grab three drinks from the tiger-striped alien. She held the glasses in a skillful triangle. There was something infectious about her lust for life, and I couldn’t stop smiling.

      “Come on in, chickadees!” Kirin enthused, ushering us into the so-called Ladies’ Lounge.

      Several casino workers waved to her or shouted a hello as she passed by, and she greeted them all with the same unyielding level of enthusiasm, making Angie and me share a glance as we followed her through the lounge. It looked like the smoking room of a grand old mansion, with velvety seating areas and a circular bar in the center. Several gambling games were going on throughout the space. The barmen were dressed in nothing but aprons and collars of different colors, which weren’t exactly in keeping with the theme.

      Angie’s mouth hung open as she walked by the bar. As much as she adored Bashrik, she was incapable of tearing her gaze away from the alien males. Their muscles were rippling through scales, fur, every kind of skin.

      “If your jaw drops any farther, we might need to disinfect your chin!” Kirin teased. A pink flush rose to Angie’s cheeks.

      “Sorry, I just… I wasn’t expecting to see that today.”

      Kirin glanced at me curiously. “Don’t tell me you’re not interested.”

      “Hey, I’m as appreciative as the next red-blooded woman,” I replied shyly.

      “Whoa, you don’t have to be red-blooded to enjoy a half-naked man. My blood’s purple, and I love it!” Kirin grinned, leading us to a booth in the far corner, which overlooked a small racetrack at the back of the lounge. It was encased in floor-to-ceiling glass, with the racing creatures running around in a squashed loop.

      I frowned. “What game is this?”

      “It’s pollus racing,” Kirin replied.

      “What’s a pollus?”

      She chuckled. “You guys really don’t get out much, huh?”

      “Not in this neck of the universe, no,” I admitted.

      “A pollus is a small, winged reptile. They’re fast and aggressive, and make for an exciting race! They’re always trying to bite each other, and you get extra points if your pollus gets into a fight and wins!” she explained.

      I leaned toward the glass, trying to get a better look, but the creatures were hidden behind starter gates. A board hung on either side of the glass casing, with symbols scrolling across, but I had no idea what they said. I presumed they were odds or something.

      “How do you bet?” Angie asked.

      Kirin pointed to a circular device in the middle of the table. “You select a racer and a quantity from the list, then scan your pay device over it. Simple!”

      “What if we can’t read the words?” I asked.

      “I’ll read ‘em out and you can pick a good ’un!”

      “How about you do it, and we’ll watch?” I suggested, flashing an uneasy look at Angie. I could see from her frown that gambling really wasn’t her thing either.

      “You sure? It’s fun!” Kirin chirped.

      Angie nodded. “Yeah, we’ll just watch.”

      Kirin didn’t hesitate, settling on a creature called Translunar Paradise. As soon as her bet was in, we waited for the race to start. An alien with a microphone sat to one side of the glass-cased track, a bored look on his face, evidently fed up with being a pollus race commentator.

      “So, what brought you guys to the Junkyard?” Kirin asked, taking a gulp of her drink. “You figure this was the best place to hide from the law? ‘Cause you’d be right.”

      I took a tentative sip of my own drink. The flavor was sweet and fruity, no hint of alcohol in the smell. “Not really. My run-in with the law is more of a byproduct.”

      “Yeah, we’re trying to find a friend of ours who got snatched by a scavenger,” Angie added. “The trail went cold a while back, but Riley here stole a tracker thing, which led us here. The signal we followed ended up not being our friend, but… it was something. Plus, we think the scavenger might be coming back here soon, so all’s not lost yet.”

      “What’s the friend called?” Kirin asked, her voice sympathetic. “I might know her, if she’s been here before.”

      “Lauren,” we both chorused, sharing a sad smile with one another.

      “You guys are super cute,” Kirin said brightly. “What’s the scavenger called? Chances are I’ll definitely know ‘em.”

      I was about to answer when a gun went off, startling me. The starter gates had opened, and ten tiny creatures shot out. They were smaller than the weaselly birds in the main casino and looked like miniature dragons, their snouts puffing smoke as they whizzed through the air, snapping at the heels of any pollus in front of them. As they raced, the commentator rattled off a load of words that made very little sense. I knew I was hearing him in English, but he was speaking so fast that it was incoherent.

      “I won!” Kirin shrieked, a moment later.

      “You did?” Angie gasped, startled, as Kirin nodded excitedly.

      I laughed along and clapped the half-fae, half-merevin on the back in congratulations, but I was eager to continue the conversation, desperate to know whether Kirin had any knowledge of Stone’s whereabouts. I waited for the excitement of the race to die down.

      “The scavenger is called Stone. Do you know him?” I pressed.

      A strange expression fell across Kirin’s unusual face, revealing a mixture of sadness and fondness. “Stone? Yeah, I know him. The two of us go way back,” she said quietly. “Before I met him, I was a sucker for love. Now, I’ve sworn off it for good…and he’s the reason why.”

      “Why, what’d he do?” I leaned closer, intrigued.

      She chuckled sadly. “He didn’t do anything. It was my fault,” she explained. “We used to fool around a lot, and I adored the guy, but I was always pulling away, not wanting to get serious. He was one of the good ones, with a good heart and a kind soul, but he wanted more than a fling, and I panicked. So, I went off with a Xalassian warlord, and he couldn’t forgive me. It’s the fae side of me—sometimes it takes over and ruins everything. It makes me skittish, but I’ve got no control over it.”

      Angie gaped at her. “You were… together?”

      Kirin nodded. “Last I heard, he’d gotten himself a new girlfriend. A real smart one, by all accounts,” she said disparagingly. “I guess he never would’ve come back to me, but it still stings, y’know?”

      “Wait, are we talking about the same Stone here? Because your Stone and the one we met don’t sound like the same guy,” I said.

      “Does he got a third eye?” she asked.

      Angie and I nodded slowly.

      “There must’ve been a reason he took your friend. He’s not a cruel guy at all,” Kirin assured us. “He probably did it because you pissed him off. I bet he dropped her on some nice beach somewhere, with a pay device and an apology. Your pal is probably out there trying to find you!”

      Just for a moment, I wondered if she was right. Then again, if Lauren had been dropped somewhere, she would definitely have found a way to contact us by now—she was smarter than the rest of us combined. Maybe she’d found another way to avoid being abandoned on a random moon or sold off into slavery. I shrugged off the disturbing thought, trying to stick with the positive.

      “Where does Stone usually hang out?” I asked, feeling hopeful. If Kirin knew the guy, then she would undoubtedly know where he might be.

      “Whenever he’s back here, he pretty much sticks to the Salty Siren Inn,” Kirin replied. “It’s by one of the canals. I can draw you a map, if you like. You thinking of going after him, since he kidnapped your friend?” She sounded weirdly casual about the whole thing, considering she’d just told us that Stone used to be someone she cared about.

      I nodded. “Yeah, we want to know if he still has her. You say he wouldn’t have kept hold of her, but I know he’s done something with her. I want to know what.”

      “You know, that’s grounds for a revenge bounty, if you were wanting to do such a thing,” Kirin said bluntly.

      “A revenge bounty?”

      “You guys really are new to all this, aren’t you?” Kirin chuckled, downing her drink and ordering another round for us, prompting Angie and me to down what was left of ours. “It’s something pirates put on other pirates when they’ve been slighted. Now, Stone’s a pal of mine, but if he kidnapped your friend, then you’re due your slice of revenge, regardless of who that might be against.”

      Angie frowned. “I thought there was supposed to be honor amongst pirates.”

      “There is,” Kirin insisted. “Normally, we don’t kill each other—we can steal and cheat, of course, but killing folks from other crews, and your own crew for that matter, is a total no-go. However, things happen, and folks do stuff they oughtn’t, and we need a way of fixing issues without it turning into a cyclical gang war. So, the wronged one issues a revenge bounty—they set the terms—and when that’s complete, that ends the conflict. Game over, job done! Stops us having feuds that last lifetimes, the way they used to in the old days.”

      “And a kidnapping would be grounds for one of these revenge bounties?” I pressed, as new drinks arrived.

      “For sure, if you think what he’s done is truly unforgivable, then you punish him in equal terms to his crime. You get me?” she explained. Angie and I nodded. “Now, I’ve got my own revenge bounty out on Captain Notley—he killed my sister. For him, it’s a life for a life, because that’s what he took. For Stone, it might be something less. A kidnap for a kidnap, or a person for a person.”

      Angie took a deep swig of her drink, her voice starting to slur. “I thought you loved the guy!”

      Kirin cackled, gulping down the entire glass and calling for more. “I did, but he disrespected you, and you’re my new best friends!” she announced. “Plus, he wouldn’t forgive me. I’d like to see him squirm a bit, and a little infighting is always a good laugh! As long as you ain’t going to kill him, I’m game!”

      “We just want to know where our friend is and punish him for taking her!” I declared, feeling a little tipsy. I stared down at my drink. “You sure this doesn’t have something… in it?”

      “Yeah, man, you gotta let these guys know who’s boss!” Kirin whooped, banging her hands on the table. She’d ignored my last comment, but by then I’d forgotten what I’d been worried about.

      “Yeah, nobody is going to push us around!” I shouted back, collapsing in a fit of giggles. “Isn’t that right, Ange?”

      “We are queens! We must show we are queens!” Angie cried, happy tears streaming down her face.

      “Let’s go back through and show them we mean business!” Kirin suggested, grasping our hands and dragging us back across the lounge and out through the doors, with surprising strength for a woman so small and slight.

      My legs felt wobbly as I walked, my eyes blurry, a giggle constantly threatening to bubble up. The Reapers looked at us in amusement as we approached, Angie waving her hand like she was the queen of England. Navan was still waiting in the same place we’d left him, though he got up sharply as I sauntered toward the table, putting his arm around my waist, a concerned expression on his face.

      “Are you okay?” he asked. “Did you find anything out?”

      I pushed past him, removing his hand from my waist and clambering up onto the table before he could stop me. Angie climbed up beside me, putting her arm around my shoulders as I raised my voice to the room full of pirates.

      “I am Riley, and I hereby put out a revenge bounty on the scavenger known as Stone!” I yelled. The room fell silent. “I want him taken alive, and I’m offering ten thousand credits for him to be brought to me in one piece! The scurvy seadog has disrespected my crew and stolen my pal, and I want him punished!”

      The crowd roared my name, cheering my declaration. It seemed I had all the Junkyard pirates on my side.

      Navan pulled me down from the table, to a chorus of boos from the nearby pirates who’d clustered around me. He ignored them, grabbing Angie too, hauling us both away from the casino like we were naughty schoolgirls. We giggled, raising our arms as they chanted my name. As we left, I took one last look at my newfound friends and noticed a hooded figure lurking in the corner, beside the casino entrance. The figure seemed to be watching us intently, though I couldn’t see their face.

      A shiver of terror ran up my spine, but I was too many sheets to the wind to know why.
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      I awoke in a darkened room, with something pounding on the backs of my eyeballs. My head was pulsing, like someone had forced a pneumatic drill into the center of my skull, and my mouth was drier than the Sahara. I tried to sit up, but a wave of nausea came crashing over me as acrid bile rose up my throat.

      “Lights on!” I rasped, praying I was back on board the ship and not locked away in some box in the middle of the scrapyards, abandoned by Kirin and her pirate crew. The truth was, I couldn’t remember getting back from the casino, or what had happened after I’d stood on the table and announced my revenge bounty on Stone. I vaguely recalled a shadowy figure, but that could well have been due to the drink. A second later, the bedroom sensors picked up my voice, and the lights blazed to life, searing my sensitive eyes.

      “Lights dimmed!” I shouted desperately, throwing the covers over my head and trying to push away the sick feeling. I genuinely felt as though my insides were rotting away from whatever alien concoction Kirin had given me. This was probably what a hangover felt like.

      Nonalcoholic my ass. That is the last time you ever drink anything an alien gives you, I scolded myself, noting the exception of Kaido’s serum. At least that was for some sort of useful, medicinal purpose, whereas this had been purely recreational.

      My heart sank as I realized the full extent of what had happened. I hadn’t intentionally gotten drunk, but what if it didn’t matter—what if I became addicted anyway? What if I ended up just like my birthparents, an alcoholic who prioritized a buzz over the people she loved? After all, I still had that silver root in my system somewhere, wielding its addictive control over me. I’d avoided any effects so far, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t appear one day.

      I also cringed as I remembered the way I’d clambered up onto the table and shouted about Stone, offering ten thousand credits for him to be brought to me alive. That was a hell of a lot of money, which wasn’t even mine to give. I presumed it was way too late to try to take it back or pretend I didn’t want a revenge bounty anymore. Some of the pirates would, likely, already be on the case, and if they came to me with Stone and I refused to give them their reward, I imagined there’d be hell to pay.

      There was a hiss of hydraulics as the bedroom hatch lifted, and Navan walked in, carrying a tray. I was expecting him to be mad at me, after my actions the previous day, but he was smiling as he approached the bed.

      “How’s my drunken pirate queen this morning?” he teased, sitting on the edge of the bed and putting the tray of food in front of me. I presumed he’d used the food printer to make it, but I wasn’t in any state to eat much. To my relief, it was a simple spread of plain toast and butter, with a steaming mug of herbal tea beside it—just the thing to settle my churning stomach.

      “It’s not funny, Navan.” I grimaced. “I ache… all over, and my head’s all fuzzy. I told Kirin I didn’t want anything alcoholic. What if it’s done something to me? What if it’s like… the gateway to the same life my parents led?”

      Navan leaned closer and brushed a strand of hair behind my ear. “It won’t be, Riley. You aren’t your parents,” he assured me. “I know you’re worried about the silver root, but you only had a couple drinks; you’re going to be fine. You’d need to drink way more than that to become addicted.”

      “Why did I keep drinking it, though?” I pressed. “I should have known that it wasn’t nonalcoholic as soon as I started to feel funny.”

      “That stuff turned out to be what we call a ‘zombie mix.’ I never would’ve let you drink it if I’d known,” he said sympathetically, scooching in beside me on the bed. “It’s a whole bunch of booze, mixed in with syrups and juices that take away the flavor of the alcohol. It’s a one-way ticket to oblivion, even for species with a higher tolerance—which humans do not have, by the way—and Angie was pretty sure you both drank about four of them.”

      I groaned. “Everything hurts. Stroke my hair and tell me I’m pretty.”

      He laughed, cuddling me into him and kissing my forehead. “You’re pretty.”

      “How is Angie doing?” I asked.

      “Not much better than you, though Bashrik made her get up and get some fresh air,” Navan explained, with a wry smile. “To be honest, I think she got rid of most of it on the gangway, when I was dragging the pair of you back here.”

      “Did I do anything embarrassing?” I cringed, waiting for the news.

      “You didn’t do anything embarrassing, per se, but you were shouting quite a lot of stuff about our… love life,” he said, grinning. “I’ve got to say, I came out of the whole thing looking pretty good, and you very nearly shocked the prostitutes with what you were yelling.”

      Heat rushed to my cheeks. “Nooo…”

      “Don’t worry. Kirin was even worse than you and Angie. She tried to proposition the tiger twins, but when they rebuffed her she punched them both instead, knocking one out and breaking the other one’s nose. According to Zippi, it’s what she always does when she’s had too much zombie mix. The sad thing is, one of them is actually in love with her… though I forget which one,” he said. “We had a bet on who would end up knocked out. Zippi owes me twenty credits.”

      “Did I really announce a revenge bounty?”

      “Oh yes, all ten thousand credits of it,” Navan said lightly, stroking my hair. “But hey, if it gets us to Lauren quicker, it’ll all be worth it. Plus, what else were we going to spend that kind of money on? Killick left a bunch of those devices, with about twenty thousand on each one. We’ve gone from being broke to filthy rich in the time it took to hijack one generous merevin’s cruiser.”

      I was surprised by how casual he was being about all of this, but I was glad of it, too. I wasn’t sure my hungover brain could have handled a lecture. Navan probably knew that and was being extra sweet to comfort me.

      “Did Angie tell you what we found out from Kirin?” I wondered. It wasn’t all that much, from what I could recall, but it was something. Her glowing character reference about Stone had made me more hopeful that we’d find Lauren in one piece, with her life and dignity intact.

      “She filled me in over breakfast this morning.” He gave me a tight squeeze that made me feel suddenly queasy again.

      “Don’t suppose you’ve got anything to fix this, do you?” I muttered, feeling sorry for myself. I’d never been hungover before.

      He plucked a tiny jar out of his pocket and tipped two lurid blue tablets onto his palm. “I thought you might ask that,” he said, offering me the tablets.

      “What are they?”

      “A cure-all for hangovers, headaches, tummy-aches—all the basic ailments of the universal race.”

      “Even humans?”

      He gave an uncertain shrug. “There are lots of humanoid species in the universe, and they don’t have any problems with it.”

      Eager to try anything that would take this hellish feeling away, I took the pills and popped them into my mouth, washing them down with a gulp of the herbal tea. I waited, expecting them to get to work right away, but my head was still banging, and my stomach was still turning.

      “They’re not instant,” Navan teased. “Come on, let’s talk about what we’re going to do with Stone and Ezra to take your mind off your raging hangover.”

      I grimaced. “Well, we know that Ezra is coming back in a couple of days to meet his supplier, which we have to hope is going to be Stone. Kirin said that Stone always hangs around at the Salty Siren Inn, whenever he’s on the Junkyard. So, it stands to reason that he’ll be meeting Ezra there, if it’s him. From what Kirin said, it’s isolated, it has escape routes, and it’s familiar territory to Stone.”

      “Do you know where it is?”

      It was only then that I realized I had no clothes on, except my underwear. “Please tell me that you did this, and I wasn’t running around naked?”

      Navan laughed. “I undressed you. I didn’t want you falling asleep in your clothes.”

      “Where are my pants?”

      Navan picked them up off the floor and handed them to me. Frowning, I rifled around in the pockets and found a screwed-up ball of paper in the depths of one of them. I remembered Kirin saying something about drawing the Salty Siren’s location on a map for me, but I couldn’t remember her actually doing it. And yet, I held the evidence in my hands. There, before my very eyes, was a hand-drawn map, showing the route from The Empty Purse to the Salty Siren. To my relief, I found the chunk of opaleine that Cambien had given me, too, tucked away for safe-keeping—my drunken self hadn’t let me down.

      “What’s that?” Navan asked.

      “Directions to Stone’s hangout. Seems my drunken mind can still do a few things right,” I said, relieved.

      “We’ll keep an eye on the compass in that location and see if another green dot shows up. If it does, then we’ll know that Lauren is still with Stone,” Navan said. “With your president off on his tour with Ezra’s acquaintances, we stand a better chance of it actually being Lauren this time.”

      I nodded, feeling the tablets start to work. “Plus, we won’t be alone when we ambush Stone. I saw the way those pirates cheered last night. They won’t be able to resist a bounty that big,” I said wryly, still wishing I could turn back time. “I guess, for now, we’ve got ourselves some allies in all of this.”

      “Yeah, allies who are only loyal as long as the money’s good.”

      I shrugged. “At least they’re on our side, which makes for a nice change. And they were chanting ‘Riley’ last night instead of ‘Fed-Smasher,’ which is a considerable improvement in my books.”

      “I don’t know, I think ‘Fed-Smasher’ suits you,” Navan teased, lifting my chin to kiss me on the lips.

      “I haven’t brushed my teeth,” I protested, knowing my breath was sour.

      “I don’t care,” he murmured, catching my mouth in his.

      Wrapping myself contentedly in his embrace, I cuddled against his chest. With his strong arms around me, I wondered if we could get away with spending the day like this. I didn’t feel like facing the universe and all its madness today.

      “What’s everyone else up to?” I asked, nuzzling Navan’s neck.

      “Bashrik’s cleaning vomit off the gangway, Ronad is taking a bath, Angie’s in one of the dressing rooms, and Mort has gone for a walk,” he replied.

      I frowned at the last one. “He left the ship?” In a place like this, I was more than suspicious of the shifter’s motivations.

      “It’ll be fine, Riley. He’ll come back to us—he’s got it good here. He’s not about to up and leave all of that,” Navan assured me.

      “You were the one who told me not to trust him!”

      “I’m not saying I trust him. I just… He was really starting to get on all of our nerves,” he admitted sheepishly. “He’s not going anywhere, though. You can believe that.”

      “How do you know?” I protested, feeling anxious.

      An amused expression drifted across Navan’s face. “Because Ronad slipped a tracker into one of his folds. I don’t think he’ll ever forgive me for making him do it,” he explained. “Anyway, as long as Mort isn’t alone on this ship, and able to steal it, I don’t care what that shifter does, or where he ends up, even if it’s in a Junkyard crusher.”

      “That’s a bit harsh,” I said instinctively. Mort was annoying, but he didn’t deserve a fate like that.

      “I just mean I don’t care what happens to him, as long as he doesn’t find a way to steal our ship from under us,” Navan replied, his tone a little softer. Looking apologetic, he added, “You should probably get ready to face the day. We need to prepare for Stone’s arrival.”

      I groaned, pulling the covers back over my head. “I don’t want to do anything today! I want to lie here and remind myself why it’s a bad idea to accept drinks from strangers!” I grumbled, my voice muffled.

      Laughing mischievously, Navan slid beneath the covers and pinned me down, kissing me all over, his hands slipping down to the curves of my waist. It was good I’d taken those tablets, because otherwise I’d have puked all over him, as he suddenly started to tickle me beneath the ribs, his fingers dancing across my skin. I writhed and screamed, trying to wriggle free of his tickling hands, but there was no way I was winning this fight.

      “Do you give up?” he asked, chuckling.

      “I surrender!” I howled, collapsing in a fit of giggles as he threw back the covers and wrapped me up in his arms, rolling across the mattress with me gripped to his chest. He nuzzled into my neck, making a low growling sound.

      “You know I hate to use such torture techniques, but sometimes there’s no other option,” he said, releasing me.

      I picked up a pillow and smacked him across the head with it, before darting away, leaping off the bed and onto the floor, wielding my stuffed weapon with skill. “You’ll never take me alive!” I squealed, a grin spreading across my face as he chased after me, grasping a pillow in his hands.

      “Sneak!” he said, cornering me in the far side of the room. I flung my pillow, but he was too fast, ducking in underneath and enveloping me in his arms, squashing the pillow flat to his chest so I couldn’t smack him with it anymore.

      “You win again!” I giggled, as he smothered me in kisses.

      “You let me win,” he corrected me, grinning. “I know the damage you can do with a pillow. You went easy on me.”

      “Ah, you know me too well.”

      He brushed a strand of my hair behind my ear and gazed into my eyes. “So, you going to get ready?”

      I nodded slowly.

      He smiled, kissing me again. “That’s my girl.”

      Peeling myself away from the embrace of my boyfriend, I headed for the bathroom. After taking a quick shower and getting dressed, I decided to go see how Angie was faring.

      Bashrik told me she was still in the dressing room. I found her standing at the far end of the alien walk-in closet, looking completely in her element. She was playing with the holographic technology that allowed a person to see how certain clothes were going to look before they wore them. She flicked through some of the onboard dresses, which could be printed in the same fashion as the food.

      I rapped my knuckles on the doorframe. Angie whirled around.

      “Riley!” she cried. “I was just coming to see you, but I thought you might still be sleeping. How’s your head this morning?”

      “Terrible. Yours?”

      She laughed tightly. “Same. I felt like hell until Bashrik gave me some of those miracle pills.”

      “So… what do you make of what Kirin said about Stone?”

      “About him being a good guy?”

      I nodded.

      She shrugged. “I think pirates probably have a warped idea of what a ‘good guy’ is. He took Lauren, without permission—that’s not the action of a good guy.”

      “That’s what I thought,” I mused. “From what she said, though, do you think Lauren might be okay? You don’t think that she might be the—”

      “The new, smart girlfriend? No way! Lauren’s not an idiot; she’s not the kind of girl who ends up with Stockholm Syndrome,” Angie assured me. “I imagine Stone makes a habit of picking up pretty young things across the universe and forcing them into… well, who knows what. Lauren was probably having none of it, so he found himself a different girl to add to his harem.”

      Our conversation was cut short by the sound of our special code beeping through the loudspeakers from the ship’s entrance panel. It was a tune we’d come up with so we’d know that anyone typing it in was a friend and not a foe. Even though the ship was still cloaked, we didn’t dare risk someone hacking the panel and breaking in, so we’d set the front hatch to open internally only—someone had to go to the hatch and physically let a person in. I could only imagine the hassle that had caused last night.

      Leaving Angie in the dressing room, I went to the front hatch and pressed the camera symbol. Doctor Ulani’s face appeared on screen, though I knew it could only be Mort beneath the gray skin and doctor’s coat. He was wearing a wryly unamused expression on his stolen face, like he was completely at his wit’s end with everything the universe was throwing at him. I guessed he’d had a bad day on the Junkyard and felt a little sorry for him. Secretly glad he’d come back, I turned the handle to let him in and pushed the door wide.

      “What’s the matter with you?” I asked.

      “Oh, where do I even start!” he muttered, turning slightly to the side to reveal a hooded figure standing behind him, holding a gun to his back.
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      “Might I come inside?” the hooded figure asked with cold politeness, though I didn’t have much of a choice. He’d shoved Mort halfway across the entrance, meaning the shifter would be cleaved in two if I decided to close the hatch on him.

      “Navan!” I yelled, stepping aside to let Mort and the hooded figure fully into the ship.

      Navan came running a moment later, his boots thudding on the metal walkways of the ship, sounding exactly like the cavalry I needed. He froze as he rounded the corner, seeing the three of us standing there, and the gun now pointed at Mort’s neck. The hood still shrouded the figure’s face in shadow, but he chose that moment to throw it back, revealing himself.

      Agent Xiphio glowered at us.

      “Perhaps, miss, you ought to call for the rest of your friends and get them to gather in here, where I can see them, or else I shall be forced to shoot your shifter friend,” Xiphio said frostily.

      Navan moved closer. “I don’t care what you do to the shifter. If you want to kill him, kill him.”

      “Charming!” Mort muttered. “You slog your guts out for a coldblood, and this is always what you get: a bullet in the head and no hint of a thank you.”

      “You may not care for the shifter, Navan Idrax, but I know you care for the criminal traitress over here!” Xiphio declared, shifting the gun from Mort’s neck to my face, the barrel staring at me, at point-blank range.

      Navan froze, holding up his hands in a gesture of peace. I kept my eyes on the muzzle of the gun, realizing that Agent Xiphio’s hands were shaking, his gills fluttering. It brought me comfort, making me doubt the agent’s actual intentions. In fact, I doubted he’d even pull the trigger on Mort, let alone me.

      “Are you here to arrest us, Agent Xiphio?” I asked calmly.

      His huge, aquamarine eyes studied me for a moment. “I desire something else first.”

      “What might that be?”

      The tremor in his hand eased slightly, though he kept the gun leveled at my face. “I have been following your trail since you left the port-planet of Wander, where you trussed me up in that unseemly manner!” he began, a flush of purple darkening his cheeks. “I gathered clues of what you were up to from footage I acquired from the Galactis Club and continued to pursue you from there. Now, it has come to my attention that you are seeking an ambaka named Stone. Is this correct?”

      I cast a glance at Navan, not sure how much to reveal. “We are. What’s it to you?” I said, at last, realizing that the Fed really weren’t the enemy here, especially since Xiphio hadn’t arrested us on the spot, or called for backup.

      “I require your assistance in catching a much larger fish than you and your motley crew of misfits," Xiphio explained. “You see, I have been searching for Stone for countless years, trying to outsmart him so I might throw him in a Fed prison for his crimes. Until now, he has always been one step ahead. I believe you may be the key to finally netting him.”

      “You’re getting nothing out of us until you shift that gun away from my girlfriend’s face!” Navan snarled.

      “Of course, you must forgive my brutish actions. They were the only way I could get on board and ensure that you listened,” Xiphio said, lowering the gun and re-holstering it within his hooded cloak. “I’m sure you can understand the actions of a determined man, Mr. Idrax. You are of the same breed, I am certain.”

      Navan took a visible breath of relief. “We’ll hear you out, as long as you don’t try anything like that again. You’ve got our attention.”

      “I am glad to hear it, Mr. Idrax.”

      Mort, looking utterly fed up, padded away from the merevin agent, morphing back into his natural state, a sour look on his face. As he stalked past me, I heard him muttering: “Stupid fish-boy, stressing me out, making my terror glands ooze. Now I’ve got to have a bath… I hate baths. That’ll bring it up to three this year!” He grunted in displeasure, keeping his head down as he moved toward the bathroom, his fleshy feet slapping on the floor. Only now that he was in his normal form could I smell the foul scent coming off him—a mixture of rotten eggs and liquified asphalt.

      “Don’t you want to join in our discussion, Mort?” I asked, feeling bad for the shifter.

      He shot me a nasty look over his shoulder. “No, I don’t want to join your little parlay! I’m sick of you all. I’m going to have a soak, so don’t you dare disturb me. Oh, and you’d better hope your toothbrush isn’t in there, Riley, because if it is I’m going to use it to slough out every nook and cranny!”

      I shuddered in disgust as he disappeared through the hatch, into the bathroom where we’d locked Killick. At least it meant we could have a conversation with Xiphio without worrying about Mort saying something inappropriate and ruining everything.

      “Come this way,” Navan instructed, leading Agent Xiphio toward the observatory, where he called over the intercom for everyone else to gather.

      We sat in the armchairs scattered around the observatory, pulling them into a haphazard circle in the center of the room. The view wasn’t quite as pleasant as usual, with us being perched on the side of a sludgy canal, with fog and passing barges filling the window. Beyond that, there were mountains of scrap metal, plumes of billowing smoke, and the endless wasteland of the planet’s surface.

      Angie, Bashrik, and Ronad appeared a few minutes later, their gazes snapping toward Agent Xiphio.

      “Did we miss something?” Ronad asked, looking to us for answers.

      “Sit down, and we’ll explain everything,” Navan replied, gesturing toward the circle of seats. I supposed he was including Xiphio in that statement, since there wasn’t all that much to catch the others up on.

      As soon as they were seated, Navan offered the floor to Xiphio, allowing him to repeat everything he’d said before. He told the newly arrived trio that he was after Stone, after years of trying to pin him down and take him in.

      “I know why we want him, but what’s he done to you?” Bashrik asked. “I thought he was just a scavenger.”

      Xiphio spluttered in disbelief. “Just a scavenger? I do not think so, sir! He’s far more than a simple scavenger, and he has the criminal record to prove it!”

      “How bad can it be?” Angie wondered, her tone curious.

      “He’s stolen from some of the finest individuals in the universe and has managed to get away with every single theft!” Xiphio remarked. “He took the Cascade Orb from right around the neck of Queen Anthippe of Xalassi, and sold it to a Xalassian warlord, who then used it to purchase a great deal of contraband weaponry, and waged war on the queen and won!”

      I wondered if it was the same Xalassian warlord that Kirin had cheated on Stone with, but it didn’t seem appropriate to mention it. Maybe that was where she’d met the warlord—on a delivery run with Stone.

      “What else?” Bashrik pressed.

      “He stole Princess Femma’s pleasure barge and handed it to a bunch of penniless crooks. He broke into the Museum of the Universe and stole several artifacts, including a very rare suit of armor, a pair of cuffs that were used to imprison the last Vysanthean god, several priceless pieces of jewelry, and crates upon crates of dangerous weapons, which he has passed on and sold to all manner of unsavory creatures, who have only gone on to use those things for murder and torment. And he… he told a mermaid she was the ugliest thing he’d ever seen, so he could steal her tears. As you know, mermaid tears are a potent substance.” I could tell he was scraping the barrel for crimes, but I could also see where he was coming from. A lot of that stuff was bad, not to mention the fact that he’d kidnapped our friend.

      “Did you just say the last Vysanthean god?” Navan said, frowning.

      “Well, the last Vysanthean who chose to charade as a god, though it was said he had supernatural powers to back up the claim. It was why they needed the cuffs, as he was stronger and more powerful than anyone living today,” Xiphio explained.

      “Sounds like an old wives’ tale. I’ve never heard that story,” Ronad commented.

      “Apparently your ancestors wanted to do away with him, so they locked him up and threw away the key. Some say he still lives, in the darkest corner of the universe,” Xiphio said. “Regardless, Stone sold those cuffs to some cretin on the darkstar market!”

      “That’s all pretty bad stuff, but why are you so hellbent on snagging him?” I asked.

      A flicker of sadness lit up Xiphio’s huge eyes. “Stone has perpetuated crime on my home planet for years, offering addictive substances in return for incredibly valuable serrantium.”

      “The strongest alloy in the known universe,” I murmured, thinking out loud.

      “Indeed, miss, and it is found beneath our waters. It is illegal to sell to outsiders, and so it fetches a premium price on all black markets. You must understand, since our planet is naturally covered in water, we require an alloy of great strength and durability that will not bend, will not rust, can withstand great impacts, and cannot be shaken. Serrantium is our divinely given gift, from which our cities are made.”

      It was a good reason to want to track down Stone, if he was peddling drugs in exchange for this serrantium stuff. But from the wounded look in the merevin’s eyes, I wasn’t convinced Xiphio was telling us the whole story.

      “I don’t buy it,” I declared. “What’s the real reason?”

      “That is the reason,” Xiphio insisted, but his cheeks were flushed with purple, his gaze shifty.

      Navan shook his head. “If you want our help, you’re going to have to be honest with us.”

      Xiphio sighed heavily. “Fine. If you must know… Stone was the one who caused me to set the charges on the wrong meteor, making me the laughingstock of the Fed. He’d struck a deal with the Tiburonian leader, to get the Feds to mess up, so that they would have to provide a better planet for the Tiburonians to live on. Naturally, it backfired as much for them as it did for me, but Stone didn’t care. He had fulfilled his side of the bargain, and presumably received his payment for it.”

      It was hard not to warm to Xiphio, despite everything I’d heard about his ineptitude. He seemed shy and sweet, if a bit meek, reminding me a lot of Killick. It appeared Mort was right about the merevin stereotype; they all wore their hearts on their sleeves.

      “So, he made you look like a prize idiot and ran off into the sunset with his dough?” Angie said sympathetically.

      “If you must put it so bluntly, yes,” he admitted. “I have never lived it down, though I hoped to have a wondrous career with the Fed. Stone dashed those hopes the moment he struck that deal.”

      “Well, if Stone is the one meeting Ezra, he will be arriving on the Junkyard pretty soon in order to be here for the supply-drop,” Ronad said, kindly moving the subject away from Xiphio’s embarrassment. “He’s got our friend Lauren, and we’re going to rescue her from his clutches.”

      Angie nodded. “Yeah, and we’ve got plenty of backup, thanks to Riley declaring a revenge bounty on Stone’s head. There should be a whole bunch of pirates there to strike, wanting to collect the money for themselves. I imagine, once they’ve got him, they’ll deliver Stone straight to Riley, to make the trade.”

      Xiphio gazed at Angie in wonderment. “I could not have planned it better myself!” I could see that Bashrik was desperate to make a disparaging comment, but he held his tongue. “I shall assist you in your rescue mission, if you will agree to exchange that assistance for Stone.”

      We looked at each other, a ripple of agreement running around the group. After all, as long as we got Lauren back, it didn’t really matter what happened to Stone. Given what he’d done to our friend, I was more than happy to let him rot in a Fed prison for the rest of his life, paying for the crimes he’d committed.

      “I think that’s a yes, Agent Xiphio,” Navan said, offering his hand for the merevin to shake.

      “You will not regret this!” Xiphio replied excitedly, shaking Navan’s hand with a touch too much enthusiasm. “In preparation for our rescue, I can give you all a small quantity of the blinding dust that I carry around with me. I keep it on hand, on the off chance I run into Stone again. All you do is throw it into his third eye, to prevent him from freezing people in place. Have you seen his blue bracelet?”

      I recalled the glowing thing on his wrist that had somehow protected him from the gunshot Mort fired, when we were standing on the icy plateau outside Nessun. It was just before he’d taken Lauren away from us.

      “I’ve seen it,” I confirmed.

      “We must ensure we take him by surprise so we can prevent him from using that, too,” Xiphio said.

      “Anything to take him down and get Lauren back,” Angie insisted.

      A funny look passed across Xiphio’s face. “What is this Lauren lady like, anyway?” he wondered. “Would you be so kind as to tell me what she looks like, and what I ought to say to her, to show I’m on your side, in case I manage to get to her first? I would hate to pick up the wrong person in the midst of the fray!” He gave an amused snort.

      “Well, her name is Lauren,” I began. “Her complexion is like ours. She’s tall and slim.”

      “She’s got longish hair, which is kind of coffee colored,” Angie added.

      “Though I guess you won’t know what coffee is,” I interjected. “It’s brown. She usually wears her hair in a ponytail, and she’s got these—”

      “Purple glasses, which always slide to the end of her nose.” Angie smiled at the memory. “Her eyes are brown, too.”

      “Yeah, and she was wearing a green-and-silver uniform when she was taken, though I’m guessing she won’t be wearing that anymore,” I continued sadly. “What could he say that only Lauren would know?” I glanced at Angie, tapping my chin in thought.

      “Seamus Barton!” she shrieked.

      “Seamus Barton and the kiss on prom night!” I grinned, remembering the conversation we’d had as we were getting ready for Queen Brisha’s garden party. She’d really liked him not so long ago, but with her intending to go to Stanford and him going to NYU, they hadn’t pursued anything. Now, he was on the other side of the universe, probably wondering what the hell had happened to her. I imagined most people we’d known were thinking that, especially our family members who had been taken into witness protection.

      The merevin looked perplexed. “I’m not sure that is appropriate.”

      “It’s the perfect thing to say!” I assured him. “She’ll know it’s coming from Angie and me if you say that.”

      “I’m not sure I should mention another male. Perhaps you could think of something else—a book she likes, or some music that pleases her, or activities she prefers to do,” he pressed, making it seem like he was after a cheat sheet of how to woo her, rather than a way of letting her know he wasn’t the enemy. He had a dreamy look on his face. Somehow, the vague description we’d given of Lauren had charmed him. I guessed he and Killick really were alike when it came to the emotional, hopeless romantic nature of merevins. He’d only heard about Lauren secondhand, and already I could tell he wanted to fall in love with her—I guessed it was like falling for a character someone had only read about in a book.

      I shook my head. “No, it has to be Seamus Barton kissing her on prom night. That’s the only thing that’s personal enough for her to know you’re a safe rescuer.”

      He pouted, folding his arms across his chest. “From what poor soul did you steal this ship, anyway?” he asked, apparently noticing the fancy interior of the vessel for the first time.

      “A merevin like you, actually,” I said. “His name was Killick… Lollipop, or something like that?”

      Xiphio gaped at me. “Wait, whose ship is this?”

      I wracked my brains. “Killick… Loligo. Yes, it was Loligo.”

      “My goodness, you’ve stolen this ship from one of the most respected noble families in all of Almaghura!”

      “Yeah, he said something about that. His dad is Orcino Loligo, right?”

      Xiphio nodded effusively. “He is, and what a man Orcino is!”

      “So I’ve heard,” I said with a smile. “How come your species are always on the prowl for a date, anyway? Our friend Mort tells us your planet is covered in beautiful women, so how come you keep looking elsewhere?” It was something that had piqued my curiosity, ever since meeting Killick.

      Xiphio’s cheeks flushed again. “While it is true that the women are beautiful on my planet, there are not nearly enough females,” he explained. “The merevin population is, sadly, 80 percent male, so we are forced to find love elsewhere. It becomes a little difficult when it comes to fathering children, since we are the ones who carry the infants, but that does not always translate with other species. The production of a cross-species child is extremely rare, though there are cases of it occurring. Indeed, it is somewhat frowned upon in our culture to produce a crossbreed, unless they are on the designated list of amphibious species.”

      “Can’t you just couple up with some mermaids?” Ronad asked. “They live on a different planet.”

      “Ah, yes, but they see us as inferior, for the most part,” Xiphio replied reluctantly. “They’re not particularly friendly, nor do they wish for us to bother them.” I wondered if he knew that from personal experience.

      Ronad, Angie, and Xiphio continued making small talk as I looked around at the gathered group. With the pirate horde now at our disposal, if only temporarily, and a Fed agent on our side, we’d ended up with an unlikely number of allies. The prospect buoyed me up with a rush of hope.

      Stone didn’t stand a chance now.
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      I jolted awake, sitting bolt upright in bed. It was early, and the dingy sun that shone down on the Junkyard was barely visible through the smog, as seen from the bedroom window. I wasn’t sure what had woken me up, but there didn’t appear to be any intruders. The hatch was still firmly closed, but Navan wasn’t sleeping beside me. He was nowhere to be seen. I wondered if that was what had woken me, but Navan often slipped out of bed to go to the bathroom or the kitchen, and it rarely disturbed me.

      I glanced over at the locator compass, which I’d set on the nightstand the previous evening, leaving the celestial map in holograph mode. A new green dot had appeared, flashing rapidly from a location nearby, and was approaching fast. It hadn’t quite zoomed into the more detailed town map, but was still a fair distance away, letting me know that the human was beyond the atmosphere of the Junkyard, but heading inward with every minute that passed.

      A ripple of anxious excitement pulsed through me, though I hoped it wouldn’t be crushed by the sight of the president again. This time, it had to be Lauren, landing with Stone. It just had to be.

      I peered at the trajectory again. They seemed set on a specific course, heading diagonally across the map. I couldn’t be sure whether their destination was the Salty Siren Inn, not without the help of the ship’s navigation system. Throwing on clothes, I picked up the compass and sprinted out of the room, barreling through the corridors of the ship toward the cockpit.

      “We’ve got a new dot!” I shouted on repeat as I ran, bringing everyone out of their chambers. Most of them looked sleepy, and Mort looked furious, but I didn’t care. Lauren was on her way, and we had to be ready for her.

      Ronad was sitting in the pilot’s seat of the cockpit when I skidded to a halt, brandishing the compass at him. Bashrik, Angie, and Xiphio were following behind me, dragging their feet. Mort had shut the door as soon as I passed. Xiphio was the only one who seemed sprightly, though Angie didn’t seem too appreciative of the attention he was giving her as they walked, starting a morning tirade of endless questions about Lauren.

      “Look!” I yelped excitedly.

      Ronad smirked. “I know. I heard you from the other end of the ship!”

      “I thought it’d be a nice wake-up call,” I protested, cradling the compass in my hands. “I don’t suppose you’ve seen Navan this morning, have you?”

      Ronad gave a half-shrug. “He told me he was going out for a while. I wouldn’t worry about it.”

      “Did he say why?”

      “No, but I figured he wanted to scope out the spot where we’ll be ambushing Stone. You know, map out all the blind spots and escape routes, that kind of thing.”

      I frowned. “Without the rest of us?”

      “I guess so,” Ronad replied, his tone noncommittal. “Maybe he was worried we’d attract too much attention if we all went together. He didn’t look particularly concerned or anything, so I wouldn’t get too stressed about it. I’m sure he’s fine.”

      It seemed odd that Navan wouldn’t even wake me to tell me where he was going, especially as he knew I’d worry, but maybe Ronad was right. If a group of us went to scope out the Salty Siren Inn and all of its surroundings, people would probably start to get suspicious, especially if we were being watched from the skies.

      “Hey, Bashrik, can you prick your finger on the end of this needle?” I asked, turning to him and shifting the dial on the locator compass to open up a new canister.

      “Uh… I don’t really like needles,” Bashrik said, inching away from me.

      I took a step toward him. “If we add your blood to the locator, we can see when and where Ezra is approaching the Junkyard to rendezvous with Stone.”

      Angie put her hand on his arm. “Yeah, I doubt there are too many coldbloods on this planet.”

      “Maybe we should wait and ask Navan,” Bashrik said, glancing down at the needle. “He might have already scouted out Ezra’s location.”

      “Come on, Bash, it’s just a tiny little needle,” Angie urged.

      “I’m not sure it’s a good idea to have our species’ location visible for all to see,” he protested, but I could tell he was starting to relent. He’d have done anything to prove himself in front of Angie.

      “It’ll only be visible to us,” I replied.

      “Yeah, for now, but what if it falls into the wrong hands?”

      I smiled, knowing he was playing for time. “We’ll have to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

      “I could always do it, if you don’t want to,” Ronad offered.

      “I’m not sure it’ll work with your blood, given the change you’ve gone through,” I said, glancing at him. “We might end up with an entirely different marker, if it can’t quite tell what you are through your altered blood.”

      Ronad frowned a little, and I felt bad. “I hadn’t thought about that.”

      “I’ll hold your hand if you’d like, Bash,” Angie said with a smile.

      Bashrik sighed wearily. “No, it’s fine.”

      To prove the point, he held his index finger toward the device, though he squeezed his eyes shut as the sharp tip of the needle bit into his skin. A droplet of blood rose to the surface. It trickled through the hollow body of the needle, settling at the bottom of the miniature canister. A moment later, three blue dots peppered the celestial map—two inside the ship, and one outside.

      “I guess it still sees me as a coldblood, even after I took that serum and went through all those changes,” Ronad said, sounding unsure of his own feelings as he watched his dot flash on the screen next to Bashrik’s. I didn’t know what to say to comfort him.

      “Where is that?” I asked, pointing at the location of the third blue dot, which was moving around the expanse of the Junkyard.

      Ronad shrugged. “I’m not sure.”

      “Can you check against the ship’s navigation system?”

      “I’m sure Navan will tell us where he’s been once he gets back,” Ronad said. A bristle of annoyance rippled through me. Did he know where Navan really was, and just didn’t want to tell me? Maybe I was being paranoid. Navan would be back soon enough—I could see him moving in our direction.

      “So, what kind of poetry does Lauren like?” I heard Xiphio say behind me. He had pretty much cornered Angie, trapping her in conversation. Bashrik had taken up a spot at the controls beside Ronad.

      “Poetry?” Angie retorted. “I’ve got no idea what poetry she likes, and I doubt it’d be anything you knew. Now, if you’ve got a filthy limerick you’d like to entertain us with, I’d be more than happy to hear it.”

      “A limerick is no way to charm a lady, Miss Angie. No, I have a whole library of wondrous poetry stowed away in the annals of my mind! Name a poet and I shall conjure up a piece for your delectation and delight,” he insisted.

      Angie shot a “help me” look in my direction. “I’d really prefer it if you wouldn’t.”

      “So would I!” Bashrik interjected from the controls. “Don’t merevins understand boundaries?”

      Xiphio looked mortified for a moment. “Oh, goodness, Bashrik. I wasn’t… I was merely hoping to try out some poetry from your lovely lady’s planet, for the purpose of… well, discovering what Lauren might enjoy. My intentions are wholly pure,” he assured him.

      Angie gave a sigh of relief, evidently expecting the ordeal to be over now that Bashrik had stepped in. Only, he had turned back to what he was doing, apparently satisfied that Xiphio had no interest in his girlfriend, leaving him free to continue.

      “A sonnet, or a piece of prose, perhaps? I can recite most things upon request, and I would very much like to know which pieces your friend enjoys, so that I might see if our personalities align. I feel such an affinity with her already, and the two of us have yet to even meet! Truly, it must be destined; I feel a stirring in the stars!” Xiphio enthused.

      “Yeah, well, I’d rather you kept your stirrings to yourself,” Angie muttered, catching my eye again.

      I hurried over to save her from being Xiphio’s encyclopedia on how to woo Lauren. Even so, there was something amusing about the way he acted. Like most merevins, it seemed, poor Xiphio had an undeniable hero complex, prompting him to make grandiose, chivalrous statements, like some overzealous white knight. Even the most romantic of girls would have found him somewhat overbearing.

      “I think Bashrik needs you to see to his finger,” I lied, freeing Angie.

      “No problem, I’ll get a bandage from the first-aid kit,” she cried, making a break for it before Xiphio could say another word. Still, he didn’t seem too bothered by her hasty exit, carrying straight on with his train of thought, addressing me instead of Angie.

      “Truly, I feel as though her mind must be calling to mine from the ether,” he continued. “We are being drawn together in this serendipitous meeting, and I know I shall be the one to heal what has been hurt within her, once we know each other in our corporeal forms. Our spirits, I believe, are already well acquainted.”

      I stifled a giggle, knowing Lauren would hate this. “She likes poetry from our planet,” I explained. “I think she’s a fan of e. e. cummings, Carol Ann Duffy, and a few of Shakespeare’s most famous sonnets.”

      “Shakey-who? Never heard of them. They must not be very good,” Xiphio remarked.

      “I think there are a lot of high school students who’d agree with you, but he grows on you,” I replied, smiling.

      I had to stop myself from cringing at the idea of him reading out a sonnet to her, but at least he was distracted for a moment, his expression thoughtful. Talk of Earthly things turned my thoughts toward the conversation between the president and Ezra, and the terrifying vagueness in what I’d heard. A deal with Ezra could only be a bad thing, but I didn’t know the details, and, frankly, that scared the living daylights out of me. What was being offered—guns, weapons, warships? And what did that mean for the people of Earth, who likely had no clue that an interplanetary deal was even being struck? What would we have to give in return?

      “I shall see what I can do about a sonnet, though I may find a more suitable one amongst my repertoire—one that I believe shall be befitting of her beauty and spirit!” Xiphio said, after a lengthy pause.

      “You can recite as many sonnets as you like, fish-boy, it won’t change your face!” Mort chimed in, padding through the cockpit hatch. “The poor girl will be begging for a hook by the time you’re done.”

      “Mort!” I chided, as a purple flush rose to Xiphio’s cheeks.

      Mort shrugged. “Just telling it like it is, sweet cheeks. Merevins are all the same, recycling poetry to whichever pretty thing comes along next. He’ll pretend it’s just for her, but he’s probably read it out to a thousand other victims.”

      “I demand you take that back!” Xiphio declared.

      “Can’t hide the truth, fish-face.”

      “Listen, Mort, you aren’t a picture of beauty yourself! So, if you can’t come in here and say something nice, then don’t say anything at all,” I snapped suddenly, my anger flaring. “You’re always saying what you like, but you never actually say anything useful! I’m starting to wonder why we even brought you on this trip, since all you do is sleep and keep secrets.”

      Mort smirked. “Why do I get the feeling this isn’t about our fishy friend anymore? What’s the matter, did the bloodsucker go running to the nearest brothel for a taste of something more exotic?”

      “No, he didn’t!” I fired back.

      “Well, I don’t see him anywhere.” He was taunting me, but I couldn’t help rising to it. Mort had been around Orion and Ezra long enough to know something was up with them and Earth’s leaders, yet he hadn’t said a word about it. I wanted to know why.

      “This isn’t about Navan; this is about you keeping things from us,” I insisted. “You must have known about the president and Ezra. You must have.”

      Mort raised his fleshy hands in protest. “I didn’t know anything about baldilocks being in cahoots with the rebel coldbloods. You think they’d let us shifters in on that kind of info?”

      “Then how do you know what he looks like?” I countered, suspicious.

      “I’ve seen enough Earth TV to know what the president of the United States looks like. Everyone knows what he looks like. He doesn’t exactly keep himself to himself, does he?”

      I narrowed my eyes at him, still unconvinced. “Well, maybe you didn’t know about the president, but you definitely knew that Ezra was Pandora’s brother! That might have been nice to know!”

      “Hey, don’t blame me for that. I thought you already knew,” he protested, though there was a mischievous look on his face. “Plus, wasn’t it more fun to find out that way? I imagine you need a bit of excitement with Captain Dull for a boyfriend. A cheap thrill or two is never a bad thing.” He winked, his wrinkled lid trailing over one red-veined eye.

      “No, it wasn’t freaking fun! That’s something a girl like me needs to know!” I shouted. “Do you have any idea what’ll happen if Ezra finds out I was the one who killed Pandora?”

      Mort snorted. “Don’t kid yourself, sweetheart. He definitely knows it was you by now. Orion will have told him,” he said bluntly. “I’d bet my life on it, and you know how precious I am about my life.”

      I stared at him, aghast. I wanted to wipe the amused look off his face, but I was frozen to the spot in shock. Ezra was Orion’s right-hand man—of course he would’ve told him. Plus, judging by what I’d overheard, he’d been the one holding Orion’s hand through his grief. I’d known this day would come, when my part in Pandora’s death would no longer be a secret, but the fact still terrified me.

      “How did these coldblood rebels come to infiltrate Earth in the first place?” Xiphio asked, breaking the tense silence. “Surely, there ought to have been Federal agents preventing such a thing from taking place. The Vysantheans are known flouters of the rules, but they should not have been permitted to settle on a planet with such limited exposure to the universe.”

      Mort shrugged. “What’re you asking me for? In that setup, I was the equivalent of you, Agent Klutz—the lowest of the low.”

      “Yes, but Earth ought to be protected under the Embryo Project, wherein young planets with a fairly lesser-developed indigenous species are shielded by hidden groups of Fed agents,” Xiphio insisted, ignoring Mort’s insults. “It is a well-known project. There are several planets under its protection, and Earth is one of them, I believe. I cannot understand how such an infiltration has been allowed to occur.”

      “Lycans, probably,” Mort remarked. “They’re bored and lazy, and it’s made them more or less useless.”

      Xiphio shook his head, his brow furrowed in concern. “This really is not acceptable. I didn’t realize that the coldbloods had such a strong base there. Someone ought to have stopped it by now.”

      He genuinely seemed troubled by the situation, reviving my hopes that we might have a long-term ally in him, despite all the crimes I’d committed. In the grand scheme of things, I hoped that a rebel coldblood infiltration would be a lot higher on the priority scale than a couple of misdemeanors. Although, he’d never been stationed on Earth before, so what power he could wield there, I had no idea.

      “You know they’re trying to make an immortality elixir too, don’t you?” I said, testing the waters. “Queen Brisha, Queen Gianne, and the rebels—all three are in a race against each other to see who can make it first. So far, nobody has succeeded, but it’ll only be a matter of time until one of them does. In fact, Stone has a notebook with him that might hold the secret to making a successful elixir. It’s another reason we need to take him down, without him getting away, in case he sells it to someone.”

      Xiphio’s gills began to open and close more quickly. “I don’t think there’s anything I can do about that. I can assist with retrieving the notebook, but beyond that… No, I don’t think that’s for me, I’m afraid.”

      “Can’t you tell your friends in the Fed? Can’t they do something to stop it?” I pressed. Honestly, I was shocked by his hesitancy. I would’ve thought he’d jump at the chance to take on the bad guys, in the same way he’d shown concern about the rebels congregating on Earth.

      “No, I really don’t think there’s anything they can do,” Xiphio mumbled.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me! Isn’t that what you guys are for?”

      “We traverse the universe, to serve and protect.”

      “Yeah, well, this falls under that category, Agent Xiphio,” I urged. “What’s the problem? Why can’t you call up your Fed buddies and let them know what’s going on? I’m sure they’d do anything they could to stop the Vysantheans, rebel or otherwise, from making an immortality elixir—as in, Vysantheans with eternal life, leaving a path of chaos wherever they go!”

      Xiphio lowered his head. “The truth is… I don’t have much influence with the Fed anymore. My reputation is in tatters. Even if I told them about it, they’d think I was overreacting or trying to come up with something to regain some respect. They would likely file it under ‘unimportant’ and carry on with their lives,” he explained sadly. “Plus, you and your friends are still, technically, criminals. Your faces are in the index, and I will be forced to arrest you after this mission, regardless of my feelings.”

      Mort snorted. “I’d like to see you try.”

      I shot him a cold look, before turning back to Xiphio. “I understand. You’re just doing your job.” Although, in my head, I knew we’d just overpower him again.

      “Fear not. I will do whatever I can to help your vulnerable home planet. It might end up being a suicide mission, to attempt to overtake a rebel coldblood and shifter alliance, especially one of that size, and try to remove them from Earth,” he said dubiously. “I imagine that’s why the lycan forces on Earth have not attempted it. Undoubtedly, the rebels installed themselves under the lycans’ noses, and by the time they realized it, the coldblood numbers were too great.”

      “Yeah, but you said so yourself, that’s their job—to serve and protect, especially less-developed planets like ours,” I pressed.

      Xiphio sighed. “Everyone fears the coldbloods, and retribution from the Vysanthean queens. Even if the rebels are clearly working against their own leaders, it doesn’t lessen the fear. Vysantheans will always defend their own, above anyone else.”

      “So, you’re saying the Feds are cowards?”

      “No, I am saying that I will do what I can to help you, under the circumstances,” he reiterated, his eyes flitting toward me. “I may be able to persuade them that it is worth taking on the Vysantheans, just this once.”

      The door sounded suddenly, with the typed-in tone that indicated there was a friend outside. I broke away from Xiphio and ran for the door, turning on the cameras to see who stood outside. I already knew it was Navan, but I wanted to be sure. He stood there at the top of the cloaked gangway, peering into the camera, his face a blank canvas, showing nothing.

      I yanked the door open, letting him inside. I was eager to tell him all about the new dot on the compass, and our potential alliance with Xiphio. It wasn’t all good news, given that we had no idea whether the Fed would cooperate, but it was a definite start. A much-needed boost to our confidence.

      “Good morning!” I said, throwing my arms around him.

      He chuckled, pulling me to him. “Good morning to you.”

      I squealed as he picked me up, bridal-style, and carried me across the main space, the hatch closing behind us. He dipped to kiss me, and my whole body felt safe in his grasp. I looped my arms around his neck and smiled against his mouth as we kissed, my heart fluttering with excitement as he held me close.

      “Where’d you go, anyway?” I asked. “Should I be worried about you being in such a good mood? You didn’t make an early morning trip to the brothel, did you?” I grinned up at him, although I was still anxious to know where he’d really gone.

      “Not a chance, considering I left everything I could ever want in my bed,” he assured me. “I just headed to the weapons market to check for invisibility suits. I hoped they might have had a shipment, but there weren’t any.”

      His excuse seemed a little off, as Bashrik had already picked up everything we needed while Angie and I were enjoying our first taste of the casino. There hadn’t been many weapons available, but he’d come back with a few guns, blades, arm shields, and a retractable spear to match the other one we still had. Plus, I could tell Navan was lying to me—he couldn’t meet my eyes.

      “Did we really need more weapons?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “I wasn’t exactly looking for weapons, just the suits,” he replied, kissing my forehead. “Hey, you don’t need to be nervous about Stone. We’ll get him, and we’ll get Lauren. You’ll see.” Evidently, he’d interpreted my suspicion as anxiety.

      Navan carried me all the way through to the bedroom, not bothering to stop and talk to the others. He kicked the door closed and threw me onto the bed, where he’d abandoned me that morning.

      “I just want to hold you for a minute,” he murmured.

      I smiled up at him. “Ha! I knew you were addicted to my cuddles.”

      Chuckling, he scooped me into his arms, and my head rested against his chest. Ordinarily, sinking into his embrace would’ve brought me a sense of peace and contentment, but there were too many thoughts racing through my mind. Most of all, I couldn’t stop wondering what he was lying about.
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      All that morning, the green dot seemed to hover in the atmosphere, pausing on its diagonal trajectory, making no further motion to approach the Junkyard. A few hours later, with the day stretching into afternoon, three blue dots appeared on the compass, coming in the opposite direction of the green flashing dot. Bashrik put the locations into the navigation system, mapping the suspected trajectory of both—it appeared that the green and blue dots were headed for the same location. The Salty Siren Inn.

      “Grab your weapons and get ready to go! We’ve got Ezra and two more coldbloods on the map!” Navan shouted. It wouldn’t be long before the two ships landed, and we needed to make sure we were there when they did. We’d forged a haphazard plan to try to get into Stone’s ship, one way or another, to snatch Lauren and the notebook in one fell swoop. However, we knew we might have to think on the fly, since we had no way of knowing how the two sides would make their exchange. Still, that was the goal: get Lauren and the notebook, any way we could.

      I holstered a gun and grabbed a bandolier of knives that Bashrik had picked up for me, before taking a jar of the blinding dust that Xiphio had brought for us, to throw in Stone’s eye. I also had the small vial of strengthening serum that Kaido had made for me stowed away in the pocket of my pants, just in case the need arose. I prayed it wouldn’t, but there was no telling what kind of mess we’d get into with this gang of thugs. The scavengers would’ve been difficult on their own, but adding Ezra to the mix was a different story entirely.

      “Green dot is about to land! ETA fifteen minutes!” Ronad yelled, going into elite corps mode.

      I ran to the hatch, where everyone else was gathering. We were armed to the teeth, though most of our arsenal was buried under layers of clothing. After all, we still had to get through the labyrinth of the Junkyard streets before we reached the Salty Siren Inn, which was ten minutes away, and none of us wanted to end up in an accidental brawl. With the green dot landing in fifteen minutes, it didn’t give us much time to breathe, but that was probably for the best, driving us along on pure adrenaline.

      Ronad passed the compass to me and paused beside the locking controls, taking them off the inside-only rig we’d put in place, before the hatch went up and our group sprinted from the ship. I stayed at the back with Navan, though my eyes were drawn to the sight of our motley crew, working together at last: Navan, Bashrik, Ronad, Angie, Mort, and Xiphio. It was an eclectic bunch, but I was glad everyone was pitching in. Nobody was staying with the cruiser this time, given that Ezra was going to be there, and we’d need all hands on deck to overcome him.

      My heart thundered in my chest as we ran and tried to stay as incognito as possible. The streets weren’t as busy as they’d been the previous day, but we still got a few funny looks as we hurried along. Fortunately, nobody felt like stopping us and asking what we were up to. It seemed pirates and criminals knew when to keep to themselves.

      Just under ten minutes later, we arrived outside the Salty Siren, having followed a different route than the ones we’d taken before. The inn was beside another of the sludgy canals, though a treacherous footbridge crossed this stretch of browned water. It looked rickety, barely held together, but I knew it might serve as an escape route for Stone and his crew. It would have to be covered by someone, as would the rest of the potential exits and hideaways. We had planned our course of action using the zoomed-in map of the compass, and from the reconnaissance that some of the others had done the previous day, but there was no telling what tricks Stone might have up his sleeve. He’d survived this long without capture, after all.

      “Which dot is arriving first?” Bashrik asked nervously as we gathered in a shady archway, facing the inn. A few unsavory characters loitered by the entrance to the ramshackle building, but nobody was paying us any attention. Undoubtedly, we looked like just another gang of thieves, scheming within the lawless realm of the Junkyard.

      I peered down at the compass. “Hard to say. They both seem to be coming in at the same time.”

      “I was worried they might do that,” Ronad chimed in. “It’s typical divide and conquer tactics, in case someone has caught on to the supply drop.”

      We’d been hoping that Stone would arrive first so we could take him out before Ezra. However, it seemed like they had other plans, as I watched the dots getting closer and closer, matching each other’s speed and course, though they were coming from opposite sides of the visible map. I supposed we’d been foolish to think we could plot their plan of action. Now, we’d have to fight both Stone’s crew and Ezra, plus the crew he had brought with him, simultaneously. We could see two more coldbloods on the compass; we just had to hope that was all Ezra had brought with him. It definitely wasn’t ideal, but if we wanted to get Lauren and the notebook back, we’d have to fight hard.

      “What do you suggest?” I wondered, knowing Ronad had intimate knowledge of these kinds of situations.

      “We can match their tactics,” he explained. “We need to split into teams, all of us with a focused task. I’d say Xiphio, Riley, Angie, and Mort—you guys should stick to rescuing Lauren. Navan, Bashrik, and I will go for Ezra, and focus our efforts on taking him down.”

      Navan nodded. “I’ll send up a flare to briefly distract our targets. This will be your signal to attack, regardless of who your target is.”

      “We should review the escape routes we need to cover,” Ronad continued, pointing them out as discreetly as possible. He gestured to the footbridge, an alleyway that ran down the side of the inn, and to the two archways that led into the clearing where the inn stood. “Try and attack from those positions if possible, and do what you can to prevent anyone escaping down those routes. If our pirate allies happen to show up, we can use them to our advantage, ensuring they block the exits so we can focus on the fight.”

      “Everyone understand?” Navan asked. A murmur of agreement ran around the gathered group, and we separated into our teams.

      Angie and I hurried across the clearing and ducked behind a stack of rusting metal barrels next to the alleyway. To our surprise, Kirin was already waiting there, her big eyes bulging as she saw us.

      “How did you know we’d be here?” I whispered.

      Kirin grinned. “We’ve been staking out the place for days, waiting for Stone to pop up. He always hangs out here, without fail. I’m guessing, since you’re here, that he’s on his way?”

      I showed her the compass, where the dots were about to converge. “Green is Stone, we hope, and blue is someone else.”

      “Nice!” she said. “There are a bunch of us here, hiding all over the place. It’s turned into a bit of a competition. Ten thousand credits is nothing to sniff at!”

      I looked up at the churning clouds above our heads, expecting the two ships to appear in the expansive clearing. The compass said they were due any moment, but the dense, gloomy cloud cover concealed most of what was going on overhead. My heart was pounding, adrenaline coursing through my veins, my throat dry with anxiety. This was probably our one shot to get Lauren back, and I was going to fight with everything I had.

      “Here he comes,” Kirin hissed, pointing at an emerging shadow.

      A split second later, Stone’s familiar ship landed beside the first archway, where I knew Xiphio and Mort were hiding. It looked as scrappy and patched-together as it had the last time I’d seen it, though there seemed to be a few new panels and a fresh infection of rust running across the hull. I held my breath, watching it settle on the ground, hearing the clunk and rattle of the engine as it came to a standstill.

      One of Orion’s deep-space ships landed deftly beside it, taking us all by surprise. I’d known it was coming, from the blue dots on the locator compass, but it had sped down from the cloud cover like a specter, appearing as if from nowhere. I wasn’t sure which ship scared me more, though I knew we had all our bases covered when it came to our enemies trying to make a run for it on foot.

      The hatch of the scavenger ship wheezed upward, revealing the familiar members of Stone’s crew. They strode down the gangway without a care in the world, walking with a swagger that made me certain they had no idea what kind of trouble they were in. First came the Rexombra, whose name I remembered was Alfa. Next came the Darian, then the lycan, then the Carokian, but I could only recall the Rexombra’s name—well, his and Stone’s.

      Speak of the devil, I thought as Stone appeared in the hatch of the patchwork ship. He paused for a moment, turning to talk to someone inside the ship. I held my breath as Lauren walked up beside him. I had to clamp my hand over my mouth to stop a gasp from escaping. She looked totally badass, dressed all in black, wearing heavy-duty boots, with a bandana tied across her head, her hair held back in two braids, and her glasses gone.

      I reached down and gripped Angie’s hand, internally cheering at the sight of our best friend, even if she barely resembled the girl who’d been snatched all those weeks ago. We exchanged a glance, both of us elated, as Lauren walked down the gangway at Stone’s side, her boots clomping on the metal ramp.

      From the deep-space ship, another hatch opened and Ezra stepped out, descending his gangway toward the junk-scattered ground. There were two rebel coldbloods with him, as we’d expected, and a shifter in tow. Neither of the two parties seemed particularly glad to see the other, but then, this was just business to them. A simple case of supply and demand.

      “A pleasure, as always,” Ezra said coldly. I could just about hear their conversation from where I crouched behind the metal barrels.

      “How ‘bout we skip over the niceties, boss,” Stone replied, his tone amused. “I got the goods. You want ‘em or not? ‘Tis a simple state o’ affairs.”

      “That depends. Are the weapons really made of pure serrantium?” Ezra asked.

      I hadn’t even realized that weapons could be forged from serrantium, but it made for a bleak picture. If the rebels managed to figure out the key to the immortality elixir, they’d end up with indestructible weapons for their indestructible soldiers. An all-powerful force that could destroy anything and everything in its path. We had to hope that Stone hadn’t figured out what was in Yorrek’s notebook.

      “’Course they are. What d’you take me for?” Stone said coolly. “I always deliver what’s promised.”

      “Can I see them?”

      Stone nodded. “So long as yer don’t try before you buy. I don’t want ‘em scuffed up before you take ‘em, so you can turn round and blame me for the scuffs, then try and get me to knock the price down. I been in that situation afore.”

      “I wouldn’t cheat you out of your hard-earned credits, scavenger.” A cruel smile twisted up the corners of Ezra’s mouth. I could already picture him thinking about using those weapons on poor, unsuspecting victims, relishing every life he took and planet he conquered.

      “In that case, I got something else to tickle yer fancy,” Stone said. “I got an alchemist’s notebook, nicked from Northern Vysanthe. Came from the brainiest one of them alchemists, by all accounts.”

      Ezra looked positively ravenous at the news. “Toss it in with the rest of the goods. I’m sure it won’t be of any use to you. I’ll pay extra,” he replied, seeming to physically force the excitement out of his voice. “Show me the notebook.”

      Stone grinned, folding his arms across his chest. “You think I was born yesterday? How ‘bout we settle on a price, then I’ll show you round your goods.”

      Suddenly, Ezra’s eyes flickered toward Lauren, who was standing a short distance behind Stone. Until then, she’d been obscured by Stone. Now, however, she was exposed, and Ezra had seen something he didn’t like. His entire body language changed in a split second, his hands balling into fists, two protrusions appearing in the back of his coat, though his wings didn’t fully emerge.

      “A human?” he hissed, stepping toward Lauren. Stone moved in front of her, blocking Ezra.

      “Those what travel in my crew are no business of yours,” Stone said.

      “You sly little creep,” Ezra spat. “You followed me there, didn’t you? You followed me to the rebel base—you’ve been trying to disrupt the rebels’ plans, haven’t you?” I noticed he didn’t say the word “Earth” out loud, in case anyone was listening in. I was pretty sure he had absolutely no idea just how many people were eavesdropping at that very moment.

      “I care nowt for politics, coldblood. Rebel or not, it makes no matter to me,” Stone said calmly. “I follow no one, ‘cept my crew. You want the goods or not? I can find another seller quicker than you can say ‘Orion.’”

      I waited for the flare, knowing it was the prime moment to set it off. Stone’s hatch was open, and Lauren was out in the open. If we had a distraction, it would be the perfect time for us to get inside and find the notebook, while the other half of us snatched Lauren. A bristle of tension was extending between the buyer and supplier, but it wouldn’t last much longer. It was clear enough that Stone hadn’t intervened with anyone on Earth, and Ezra’s anger would soon pass. I guessed Navan wasn’t setting it off because he wanted to see what else Ezra and Stone said about Orion, in conjunction with this trade, but the hiding pirates had other ideas.

      Before Navan had the chance to set the flare off, Kirin and the other pirates surged from their hideaways, racing forward to take Ezra and Stone by surprise. Stone was the only one with a bounty on his head, but I knew Ezra would likely get caught in the crossfire, which could only work in our favor.

      The time for lurking in the shadows was over. Now, everyone would have to fight.
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      Angie and I sprinted toward Lauren, skirting around the side of the parked ships. Xiphio had been hiding inside the archway closest to Stone, and he surged forward with the rest, trying to put himself between Stone and Lauren.

      The pirates, Navan, and the others were all a blur in my peripheral vision. I knew they were running alongside us, but I couldn’t pinpoint any particular direction or target. I could barely even see Ezra and his three crew members, but I knew they were trapped amidst the chaos, unable to seek out an escape route. The path up to their ship was blocked, and so were the exits.

      My priority was Lauren.

      Stone’s crew members were preoccupied trying to fight their way through the pirates. As we hurried around the back of Stone’s ship and emerged on the other side, the ambaka whipped off his bandana, freezing the battle in mid-action. Everyone in the line of his vision stopped, except for his crew, who seemed unaffected. I wondered if he could pick and choose whom he held in his third eye’s gaze, in much the same way he could freeze and unfreeze people at will. Some of the pirates were fixed in humorous positions, while others seemed trapped in painful combat. However, I couldn’t see any of our people in the crowd.

      The Rexombra appeared behind me suddenly. I barely had time to gasp before his muscular arms gripped my shoulders and carried me forward, into Stone’s line of vision. My body seized up in an instant, my muscles no longer under my control. Behind me, the lycan and the Darian held Angie between them, hauling her to the foot of the gangway, to face Stone at my side.

      “Never thought I’d see you again. Underestimated the stubbornness of ye, I reckon,” Stone said, not unkindly. “I suppose you’ve come to ‘rescue’ yer friend, eh?”

      I struggled to speak, but it just came out as a muffled squeak, as my mouth was sandwiched shut by his third eye.

      “Well, let me be the first to tell ye that she don’t need no rescuin’,” he continued, flashing a strange look at Lauren, who still stood a short distance behind him. Her face was oddly blank, showing little in the way of emotion at seeing us again. I wondered if she was angry at us for not doing more to stop Stone from taking her in the first place. But what could we have done? He’d frozen us. Bashrik and Navan did what they could to go after Stone’s ship, but it had all been pointless. Surely, the fact that we’d been searching for her all this time had to count for something?

      Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Xiphio sneaking under the shadows of the gangway, crouching close to where Stone stood. He wasn’t anywhere near Stone’s line of sight, and his crew were otherwise engaged, moving through the pirate horde, assessing the situation for their boss.

      In one swift move, Xiphio launched himself from under the gangway and twisted through the air, throwing a handful of the blinding dust into Stone’s third eye. Immediately, the spell was broken, and everyone was released from his immobilizing power. The pirates seemed confused for no more than a split second, before they started brawling again, lunging for Stone’s crew members, who’d made the mistake of venturing into the throng.

      I whirled around and struck the Darian in the neck, watching out for the needle-like teeth that filled her mouth, while Angie lashed out at the lycan, taking him by surprise. All the while, I kept turning my gaze back to Stone and Xiphio, listening and keeping an eye on the merevin in case he needed a helping hand. However, I was having enough trouble with the Darian, who was way stronger than she seemed, and was wriggling from my grasp like a slippery eel.

      Xiphio combat-rolled on the ground as he landed, before jumping straight back up and charging at Stone a second time, tackling him to the floor. However, the ambaka was strong, easily overcoming the tangled limbs of the merevin.

      “What’re ye playing at, man? Get off me before you embarrass yerself!” Stone shouted, wrestling free of the merevin’s scaly body.

      “I will not! You must surrender!” Xiphio cried, trying to grapple for a better grip on his target. I had to hand it to Xiphio: he wasn’t one to give up.

      Stone rolled his eyes. “Hey, Scales, we both know how this is gonna end, so why not get up while you’ve still gotta scrap of your dignity left, eh?” he urged. “We’ve been in these scrapes afore, and they’ve never ended well for ye.”

      “This time is different, Stone. This time, you won’t get away from me!”

      Stone chuckled. “Still bearin’ that grudge, are ye? Can’t we just let bygones be bygones? I did what I had to, and I bought you a risk-free career. Ye should be thankin’ me, not fightin’ me! Come on, man, let’s be pals, not enemies.”

      The Darian had wriggled free of my grasp, while the lycan had managed to knock Angie to the ground and run away, the pair of pirates disappearing into the crowd. Breathless, I scrutinized Stone and Xiphio as the latter continued to grasp at Stone’s legs, clawing him back to a place where he could pin him down. However, Stone was unflappable, breaking free of Xiphio’s grip every single time. He didn’t even look fazed, as though he knew he’d get out of this in the end, regardless of what Xiphio tried. I imagined they’d encountered one another like this before, especially after listening to them banter. The only difference this time was, he hadn’t counted on Angie and me.

      “You will be punished for your crimes, Stone! You will not evade Lady Justice today!” Xiphio shouted, his cheeks a worrying shade of purple. “You’ve run for too long, and now your bad behavior has caught up with you!”

      “It’s been followin’ me my whole life. I don’t think Lady Justice is knockin’ today—sorry to disappoint you,” Stone replied coolly.

      “Let’s get him,” I whispered to Angie, who still stood beside me. If we could get through him, with him distracted by everything else, we could get our hands on his ship and, hopefully, the notebook.

      Lauren had backed away toward the hatch of the patchwork ship, but the door was closed, blocking her escape. She looked frightened, her eyes scanning the crowd with a worrying blankness. I’d hoped she’d run to us when she saw us, but she was doing everything she could to get away.

      “Something’s wrong with her,” Angie hissed. I nodded. “That bastard must have done something to her. He won’t get away with it.”

      I plucked out several knives and tucked them against my palms, keeping them hidden but ready for action. As Angie nodded, we hurtled forward, ramming into Stone, knives at the ready. We were mere inches away from him when a shield of blue light knocked us backward, sending us sprawling onto the ground. I hit my head on the bottom of the gangway, feeling the metal connect with my skull, disorienting me. To my left, Xiphio lay in a heap. To my right, Angie was sitting up, a grimace of pain on her face.

      “Nothing surprises me no more,” Stone said with a smile. “Can’t be creepin’ up on me.”

      I glowered at him, looking at the glowing blue band on his wrist, wondering what the hell it was and how I could get my hands on one. Even without the use of his third eye, Stone was a master at staying one step ahead, proving himself to be quite the escape artist. No wonder he was so confident; he’d foiled us at every turn, and probably did believe he’d get out of this unscathed. I imagine he’d done so a million times before.

      Overhead, I heard the pulsing thrum of beating wings. Ezra, Bashrik, and Navan had taken to the skies, and an aerial battle was taking place above us. Their swooping figures dove in and out of the dense cloud cover. It was a terrifying game of hide-and-seek, with Bashrik and Navan trying to coax Ezra out of the rolling fog, chasing him down before he disappeared again. Only, I had no idea who was winning.

      Ronad was fighting the two rebel coldbloods single-handedly. He was a skilled fighter, ducking and feinting away from their unyielding blows. But he was clearly starting to tire, his altered physiology no match against the full-coldblood strength of the two rebels. Soon enough, he wouldn’t be able to fight back anymore. He already looked beaten and bloodied, with no medicine to glug, to give him a slice of extra strength.

      Mort, meanwhile, was running away from the other shifter, completely unhelpful, as usual.

      “What do we do?” Angie asked frantically, looking up the gangway. Lauren was nowhere to be seen, though I didn’t know whether she’d gone inside or had taken refuge somewhere else. Right now, we needed to get inside that ship and get the notebook back. If Lauren was in there, we’d be able to get her back, too.

      As if answering the question for us, the pirates stormed past us, hurrying after Stone, who had retreated into the now-open hatch of his ship. It was the perfect time to strike. Stone would be distracted by the horde of pirates who were trying to get into his vessel, leaving us to slip through unseen, able to steal the ship with Lauren, the notebook, and the weapons on it. We could deal with any pirate stowaways later.

      “Follow me!” I whispered, heading up the gangway with Angie in tow.

      Stone had reappeared at the entrance, holding out the glowing blue bracelet, struggling to get a shield to surround his ship. Every time he managed to get some of it covered, a pirate knocked into him or pushed him to the side, overwhelming him, forcing him to start from scratch. As far as I could tell, the problem was the pirates were already within the domain of where he wanted to put his shield, meaning they were protected within it, too. Which, presumably, wasn’t what he wanted.

      However, that wasn’t the only thing perplexing me. It appeared the pirates were running past Stone, not toward him. They were delving into the depths of the patchwork vessel, pretty much ignoring Stone altogether. I wondered what they were doing, since they were supposed to be capturing Stone for the revenge bounty. It seemed like they had something a bit more immediate on their minds—they were stealing weapons from Stone’s ship. In small clusters, they emerged from the shadowy interior carrying armfuls of guns, knives, bows, blasters, everything.

      Only, these weapons were made from a very unusual-looking metal. It was a dull, dark gray color that seemed to suck in the light around it. I realized Ezra’s shipment was being carried off in the arms of pirates. Evidently, they’d overheard Ezra mention they were made from serrantium, which was far more valuable in that kind of quantity than the bounty I’d offered for Stone.

      His crew ran to his aid, wrestling the serrantium weapons away from the thieves and throwing them out of the ship. A few groups of pirates had managed to get away with their goods, sprinting beyond the reach of Stone’s crew. I couldn’t help staring at the Rexombra, who moved like liquid through his assailants, casting them aside as though they weighed nothing. I noticed he didn’t kill any, however, which seemed strange considering his species were notorious assassins.

      Glancing at the gangway, it seemed Stone’s crew had managed to rid the ship of pirates, but the incessant flood was threatening to overcome them. For every one they got rid of, another three were approaching the gangway, ready to try their luck with Stone and his crew. Lauren had appeared again, running down the gangway, wielding a twisted golden staff in her hands, holding off the aggressors with a skilled twirl and swipe of her weapon.

      “Lauren!” I shouted to her, willing her to look at me. For a split second, her gaze flitted toward me, before flitting away again. I was desperate to know what was going on with her. Why was she helping Stone like this? There was no other explanation for it… Stone had done something to her.

      “Alfa, get the ship in the air!” Stone yelled, his voice carrying up to the crew inside the vessel. “I’ll hold off this ‘ere rabble!”

      “We can wait, Stone!” Alfa insisted. “We can help you take them.”

      Stone shook his head. “Take the weapons and be off with ye! If I get outta this mess alive, ye know where to meet me!”

      Alfa nodded reluctantly and disappeared inside the ship, retracting the gangway and shutting the hatch with a hefty wheeze of machinery. Stone and Lauren jumped off the metal ramp, landing deftly on the ground, fending off the still-approaching pirates, who now seemed disgruntled that Stone was taking away their chances of pilfering a few serrantium weapons.

      Another figure emerged at the very last moment, sneaking out of the shadows of Stone’s ship, clutching stolen goods to her chest. Kirin scrambled over the top of the ship and dropped down over the front of it, avoiding Stone, before hurrying through the crowd, a delighted look spreading across her unusual face as she sprinted for the alleyway beside the Salty Siren. Peering closer, I realized she’d managed to steal something from the ship. In one hand, she held a vicious-looking serrantium weapon, though I wasn’t quite sure what it was. In the other, she held Yorrek’s notebook.

      “The notebook!” I hissed at Angie, pointing it out. “We need to get after it!”

      Angie glowered. “That little weasel!”

      “Come on, this is our shot.”

      Ahead of us, Lauren was still battling her way through the pirates. I’d never seen her that way before, her hands a blur as she twisted the staff, smacking her opponents on the head and abdomen, sending them scattering out of her way. Stone had his fists and his blue shield, which he used to cover Lauren as well as himself. They moved through the throng of pirates as Stone’s junk ship lifted off the ground in a flurry of gritty dust. I covered my eyes as the vessel soared up and disappeared into the cloud cover, shooting past the swooping figures of Navan, Bashrik, and Ezra, narrowly missing Ezra’s head by less than a few feet.

      “We need to get our girl, too—they’re heading in the same direction!” Angie shouted above the noise of clamoring pirates.

      I nodded, yelling after her. “Lauren! Lauren, come back here!”

      “Snap out of it, Lauren! It’s us, Angie and Riley!”

      Lauren hesitated for a brief moment, flashing an uncertain look over her shoulder at us. Shaking her head ever so slightly, she turned on her heel and set off again, hurtling across the battleground. I didn’t know whether that was the real Lauren poking through the brainwashing or whether it was just my wishful thinking.

      We raced after Stone and Lauren, who were already halfway across the open clearing outside the Salty Siren, heading for the alleyway that ran down the side. Evidently, Stone was looking for an escape route, and he was determined to bring Lauren with him. No matter where he ventured, he seemed eager to have Lauren constantly at his side, even if it meant heading into certain danger. Yeah, he’d definitely done something to her, and I was going to make him pay for it.

      The only problem now was, I’d lost Kirin. I’d had her in my sights all the way across the clearing, but she’d disappeared. Even so, I was determined to find her again, even if I had to raid every seedy spot on this planet. I had to get that notebook back.

      “Forget about the nobodies, you idiots!” Ezra’s voice bellowed from above, taking me by surprise. I couldn’t quite see him, his voice startling me for a moment as he directed his wrath at the rebel coldbloods and the errant shifter. “Get after the pirates with the weapons! Retrieve them, at any cost!”

      The words had distracted Navan, too, who was peering at the crowd of fleeing pirates below. I gasped as Ezra darted out of the thick fog and brought his stiffened palm down on the back of Navan’s neck—an Aksavdo move I’d seen before. Navan’s body instantly went limp, and he plummeted toward the ground, his already-damaged wing curving uselessly around him.

      “NAVAN!” I screamed, turning away from Lauren and Stone and running toward his falling body. He tumbled from the sky, unconscious and helpless to do anything to save himself.
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      I didn’t know what good it would do to run toward Navan, but I couldn’t just stand there and watch him fall out of the sky. Bashrik had moved to go after his brother, but Ezra had clawed him back, forcing him to fight. A bestial roar rose from my throat. I wasn’t even saying words anymore—I just wanted him to stop falling.

      Suddenly, a disc of blue light appeared, the middle sinking down to form a giant bowl as it caught Navan in midair. The disc moved slowly downward, bringing him safely to the ground. I turned sharply to see Stone with his wrist raised, the glowing bracelet aimed at Navan.

      Stone had saved him from certain death.

      I didn’t have much time to think about it, as something shot through the clouds. Ezra had stunned Bashrik, using the moment’s distraction to dive for the hatch of his ship, the door rising rapidly as he approached. Before anyone could stop him, he was safely inside the metal armor of his vessel, the hatch crashing back down behind him. A moment later, the engines rumbled, and the turrets of his ship’s guns whirred. The pirates, realizing they were in trouble, started to flee, but Ezra fired on them as he lifted his ship into the air.

      I was expecting the rebels to make a run for it, but instead Ezra’s ship hovered a short way above the ground, the front of the vessel poised toward the thieves. He continued to fire at them, but they’d already disappeared down the alleyway at the side of the Salty Siren, taking a good chunk of his shipment with them. He edged closer to the inn, before disappearing over the roof and into the endless stretch of junk, evidently trying to pick the thieves out of the Junkyard’s labyrinthine streets.

      Casting a strange look back at me, Stone took off after the thieves with Lauren running after him, fending off any attackers with a whirl of her golden staff. Xiphio and Angie were in hot pursuit, sprinting after the unlikely pair, following them down the shady alleyway.

      I stood in the middle of the clearing, not knowing which way to turn. On the ground by one of the archways, Bashrik was crouched beside Ronad, handing him a vial of medicine we’d picked up from the market. Mort was nowhere to be seen. I’d lost track of him in the chaos. Honestly, I wasn’t sure if we’d ever see him again. We just had to hope he didn’t run back to the cruiser and try to steal it out from under our noses. If he did that, I swore I’d track him to the ends of the universe.

      “Riley, I’m going to take Ronad back to the ship,” Bashrik called, hoisting Ronad’s arm over his shoulder. “I’ll come back and give you a hand with Navan.”

      Too distracted to think straight, I nodded. “I’ll hold down the fort until you get back.”

      Shaking off a million thoughts, I ran to the spot where Navan had been gently placed on the ground, and tried to wake him, shaking his shoulders. I couldn’t believe Stone had saved his life, though I still hated him for what he’d done to Lauren. Not only that, but he’d almost agreed to give the notebook to Ezra as part of the weapons bargain, adding another strike to the list of reasons I loathed him. Truthfully, my brain was in turmoil over what to make of Stone.

      “Navan? Can you hear me?” I asked desperately, but he didn’t stir.

      As I searched his face for any sign of life, comforted only by the slow rise and fall of his chest, I noticed a figure creeping out of the junk on the other side of the Salty Siren Inn. Her purple-and-blue skin gave her away, making camouflage almost impossible. Somehow, she’d managed to hide herself from me while I’d been chasing her. Kirin ducked out of her hiding place, still clutching the two items she’d stolen from Stone’s ship. The sight of the notebook made my heart clench. It was within my grasp again.

      Reluctantly, I left Navan on the ground and snatched two knives out of my bandolier, hurling them in her direction. They found their mark, cutting through the indentations above her armpits with surprising force, pinning her to the wooden door that had been propped up against the mountain of junk. She tried to stagger forward with the door on her back, but it was too heavy, her knees buckling underneath the weight.

      I ran toward her and pushed the door backward, leaving her writhing around on it like an upturned tortoise. She scowled at me, flashing her needle-like teeth, a flush of deep purple rising to her cheeks as she fought to free herself. Unfortunately for her, the knives were buried deep in the wood behind her; it would take a long time to get her body loose again, if she didn’t want to tear her muscles to shreds.

      “Hey, I thought we were pals!” Kirin complained, glancing down at the two knives sticking out of her shoulders. They didn’t seem to be causing her too much pain, but they looked nasty.

      “All’s fair in a pirate’s world,” I replied, picking up the two objects from where she’d dropped them. “Let’s just call this payback for the booze you made me drink. You promised me that stuff had no alcohol in it.”

      “I didn’t think it did!” she protested, though her wry smile gave her away. “Anyway, what’re you gonna do with a flamethrower? Lower your number—big money, big risk?” A laugh bubbled up from her throat.

      “I’m going to secure the bounty that none of you managed to get!” I fired back, grinning. I didn’t really need a flamethrower, but I figured it might come in handy. It was really only the notebook I was after, but if I made it look more important than anything else, I knew I might draw attention to the value of it.

      Kirin tried to shrug, but the knives held her arms down. “What’d you expect? We’re pirates. We go after the shiniest thing.”

      “Still, I’d have thought one of you might have tried to take Stone.”

      A mischievous look flitted across her face. “What can I say? Old feelings die hard.”

      “Well, best of luck with finding Captain Notley someday,” I said, unable to hold a grudge against the funny half-fae, half-merevin.

      She spat at my feet. “Yeah, yeah. Go get that Stone of mine, Fed-Smasher!” Kirin called after me as I ran back to Navan with my new items tucked under my arms.

      The battlefield had gone silent, with most of the participants having retreated into their holes. I knew Xiphio and Angie were still running after Stone and Lauren, so at least my mission hadn’t entirely failed, giving me a moment to stay with Navan. I knelt beside him and tried to wake him again, cradling his head.

      “Navan, can you hear me? You have to wake up,” I urged, but he was still out cold. I shook his shoulders, knowing we weren’t safe out here in the open. Yes, Stone and Ezra had left, but that didn’t mean we weren’t still a target. I lightly smacked the sides of his face, willing him to open his eyes and stand up. I was getting desperate now.

      A murmur had just escaped from his lips, his lashes flickering, when a ship appeared overhead. I’d have known that ship anywhere. Ezra had come back. The vessel hovered above the clearing, the hatch opening. Ezra flew out of the gap, setting down in front of me.

      “Your hair might be different, but I’d know Navan’s little pet anywhere,” he said. “You give yourself away, fawning over him like that. Disgusting.”

      “Back off!” I snapped, trying to keep a lid on my anger.

      He smirked. “I don’t remember you having such a temper, Riley,” he said, arching an eyebrow. “The mouse turned into a lion. That’s the Earthen analogy, right? Now, I hear that you are the one responsible for my sister’s death. Tell me, mouse, did you do it?” His voice was thick with menace, his near-black eyes narrowed.

      My whole body tensed for action, my fingertips itching to reach for Kaido’s vial of strength serum, which was still tucked away in my pocket. I guessed Ezra was only delaying his attack because he was under orders to capture us all for Orion, rather than kill us on sight. I was pretty sure Orion would want to see me suffer with his own eyes, instead of hearing the news secondhand.

      “You shouldn’t listen to rumors,” I replied, forcing the tremor out of my words.

      “It’s not something you should be ashamed of,” he mused, still smiling. “I’m grateful to you for killing her. Pandora was too much of a distraction to Orion. They were always mooning over each other. He wouldn’t agree to anything without consulting her first, and it was starting to grate on me.”

      I gaped at him. “She was your sister.”

      “We weren’t exactly… close. Romance is for the weak, and you’ve just strengthened our cause by taking Pandora out of the picture,” Ezra said. “At first, he was overwhelmed with grief, but now I think he’s ready to channel that ‘suffering’ into something more proactive. Honestly, I’m thrilled.”

      “You’re a monster,” I whispered.

      “Why, because I tell the truth?” He barked a cold laugh. “What were my sister’s final words? I’m dying to know.”

      “I’m not telling you.”

      “Ah, so you admit you were there?” he taunted. “I know it was you. The least you can do is tell me what she said.”

      I grimaced, not wanting to relive it. “Pandora tried to beg for her life. She said she knew a secret about Earth, but I didn’t wait to hear her out before I sliced her throat.” Now, however, I was starting to think there might’ve been a morsel of truth in that secret she’d offered. Perhaps she’d known about the president’s involvement in an unknown deal.

      “Ha, pathetic!”

      I leveled my gaze at him. “Why were you meeting with an Earthen leader, all the way out here?”

      He shrugged. “You know what they say about inferior species—they always have to find a way to compensate. To be honest, I’ve never known such hunger for power. I wasn’t sure whether to be impressed or repulsed.”

      “You’re skirting around the question.”

      “Tough. I don’t owe you an explanation. I don’t answer to you,” he replied coolly. “Now, I’ve had enough of this chitchat. You’re coming with me. Don’t be annoying.”

      I positioned the flamethrower at the pages of Yorrek’s notebook.

      “If you try anything, I’ll destroy the notebook,” I declared, taking a step back.

      Ezra scowled. His eyes held nothing but malice, all amusement gone. However, we seemed to be at a stalemate. He couldn’t touch me without me setting off the flamethrower, but he couldn’t leave without me either.

      He lunged for Navan. I pulled the trigger of the flamethrower, aiming it at his head. The fierce blast sent Ezra sprawling backward, his skin singed, patting flames from his hair. Trying to keep hold of the flamethrower and the notebook, I frantically scrabbled for the vial in my pocket. Ezra lashed out at the bottle in my hand, knocking it out of my grasp as I fought to keep hold of the notebook. The vial landed on the hard ground with a clunk, though nothing seemed to be broken.

      I didn’t have time for a closer look as Ezra struck again, forcing me to shove the notebook down the belt of my pants, wedging it securely. I fired the flamethrower at him, trying to drive him away from Navan, but he was too fast. He kept dodging the blasts, gaining ground on me. A moment later, I felt his foot connect with my leg, the force of it buckling my knees. I sank to the dirt. I tried to get up, but he lashed at me again, his fist connecting with my face, my head snapping to the side with a jarring sensation.

      Blasts of fire erupted from the end of the flamethrower, but Ezra’s eyes flitted between me and the barrel, apparently anticipating when I was about to pull the trigger. His fists connected with my body again and again, his punches leaving me bruised and breathless. I was losing, but the flamethrower was too awkward to let me properly use the skills I’d learned in training. I thought about dropping it and relying on hand-to-hand combat, but Ezra was way stronger than me, and his body language was giving nothing away.

      Thinking fast, I yanked the notebook out of my belt and hurled it as far as I could, knowing I was taking an enormous risk. It did the job, distracting Ezra, who turned to see where it had gone. Catching the glint of glass on the ground, I snatched the vial of serum up from the dirt, took out the stopper, and drank the whole thing, dropping the vial back down to the ground once it was empty. I realized the danger I was putting myself in, downing a bottle of stimulant, but without it, I was dead. I just had to hope that Kaido had given me something that wouldn’t trigger the effects of the silver root.

      Ezra had run to retrieve the notebook… and I felt nothing. I started to panic, worrying that it wasn’t going to do anything at all. Then, electricity shot through my every cell, my entire body bristling into renewed life. A strange heat—both freezing and fiercely hot at the same time—coursed through my veins. Everything around me became clearer, my ears twitching at the tiniest of sounds. I could have sworn I could hear Ezra’s heartbeat thumping erratically in his chest. My eyes could see in colors I didn’t know existed, my muscles practically thrumming with power. Although my body felt different, my limbs didn’t look much changed, aside from the dark veins threading across my pale skin, pulsing violently.

      Strangest of all, I could feel the weird sensation of elongated fangs in my mouth and a dull ache in my shoulder blades, where wings ought to have been. Baring my new teeth and narrowing my eyes, I charged at Ezra. The speed was immense, and a cloud of dust kicked up behind me as I sprinted toward the coldblood, tackling him to the ground and wresting the book from his hands. I tossed it toward Navan, who was still unconscious, and the book skidded to a halt at his side.

      I could process a million thoughts at once, my eyes looking at one thing while my newly sharpened claws raked at Ezra’s flesh. He tried to escape, but I was quicker than him, and stronger, too. I swiped at his head, and four welts sliced through his skin. Before he could even think to retaliate, I’d punched him hard in the gut, prompting him to double over in pain.

      For the first time, Ezra looked genuinely terrified.

      Desperately, he stretched out his wings and tried to make a break for his hovering ship, but I could jump higher than he expected, and my hands came down on his shoulders, hauling him back down to the ground.

      “I’ll tear them off!” I yelled, gripping the root of one of his wings in my hand.

      “Let go of me, you bitch!” he yelped, twisting around.

      “Why should I?” I growled, my voice sounding alien. “You don’t show anyone the same mercy.”

      Wrestling beneath my grip, Ezra gave a low, strange whistle. I glanced up at his ship, before remembering that his underlings had chased after the serrantium weapons. A knife cut my cheek, the blood trickling down my face as Ezra wielded a previously concealed blade. The serum had healed the bruising that Ezra had inflicted earlier, but it wasn’t doing anything for the cut. The effects were already fading. I had known it couldn’t last, but I’d thought it’d hold out longer than this.

      My strength and focus continued as Ezra broke away from me and flew toward the ship once more. I couldn’t jump as high as I could a few minutes ago, but I still had my knives. Plucking the last four from the bandolier, I hurled them at Ezra, my skills heightened by the serum. They shot through the air in a blur, two slicing straight through the leathery membrane of his wings. The other two hit him in the root of his wings, and he collapsed to the ground.

      This was the moment to take Ezra out of the equation for good. It wasn’t something I wanted to do, just as I hadn’t wanted to kill Pandora, but I knew it was a necessary evil. Ezra was Orion’s right-hand man.

      I was about to lunge forward to pin him to the ground, when a rush of unwanted images pulsed through my brain. I grimaced, an intense pain thundering against the walls of my skull as I saw the ferocious king on his icy throne, wearing his crown of jagged icicles. I caught a glimpse of a gaunt Seraphina, huddled in the corner of a room, weeping silently. The images moved to Lauren and Angie, lying motionless on a battlefield, their eyes blank and unseeing.

      I struggled to force them all away, knowing not everything I saw could be true, but the searing pain in my skull had rendered me blind. I reached out my hands to feel out the air in front of me, but my body no longer felt like it belonged to me. I remembered the sensation from the last time, when Kaido had experimented on me with his botanical concoctions. I should’ve known there’d be side effects.

      The images hurtled back to the fiery king, his impossibly black eyes watching me. I tried to scream as he moved toward me, his face flickering for a moment, shifting to that of Ezra. His entire body seemed to be made of smoke and fire, shot through with frozen veins of ice, and from within his chest he pulled two flaming blades. I screamed again, but no sound came out.

      I was frozen to the spot as the shadowy creature with Ezra’s face stepped closer, resting the scorching edge of a blade against my neck. I didn’t know whether it was reality blending with the nightmarish visions, whether I was really in imminent danger. All I could do was stare as his shoulders heaved, moving to slice my head clean off. That was the last thing I remembered as the fog cleared from my eyes.

      Ezra had fled, no doubt figuring it’d be easier to make a run for it, instead of waiting to see what other superhuman powers I had in store. I was alone in the clearing outside the Salty Siren, my eyesight speckled with black spots.

      “Help!” I called out, feeling a rush of weakness surge through my body, the last of the serum leaving me vulnerable.

      All around me, I thought I could hear shouting voices getting nearer, but whether it was just a last fragment of my horrifying hallucinations, I didn’t know. I didn’t get to find out, either, as I fell to the dirt, faced with silent oblivion. The serum had proven too powerful, and the world went dark around me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      I stirred at the sound of Lauren’s voice, uncertain how long I’d been out. My head was pounding, my body aching, and I was feeling worse than I had after the night at the casino. I could feel a soft mattress underneath me and a silken blanket across my skin, but my eyes were still too sensitive to the light to fully open.

      “You can’t keep him locked up like an animal in a cage!” Lauren’s unmistakable voice drifted into the room, though I wasn’t sure where I was.

      “My apologies, Miss Lauren, but until we’re able to trust him with your level of enthusiasm, we must keep him incarcerated,” Xiphio replied. “I understand that it’s causing you distress, and I’d be delighted to do whatever I can to alleviate your concerns.”

      “I’ve already told you what you can do—you can let him out of that broom cupboard!” Lauren insisted.

      “Lauren, he froze us all and snatched you away. He’s staying locked up,” Angie chimed in defiantly. “I don’t know what he’s done to you, to brainwash you like this, but we’ll find a way to reverse it. I’m sure we can find some medicine on this cruiser to take away any drugs he’s put in your system.”

      I heard Lauren sigh. “He hasn’t drugged me. I’m absolutely fine.”

      “How can you be fine if you want to set that thug free? He must have put you into a trance or something, because he is a criminal, and he took you away from us. Are you forgetting that? Has he erased that memory from your mind? Did he force you to drink Elysium?” Angie pressed. “I mean, you wouldn’t even look at us on the battlefield! It was like we didn’t exist! You expect me to believe Stone had nothing to do with that?”

      “I’ve already explained that to you,” Lauren muttered. “I was keeping up appearances. I didn’t want you guys getting into any more trouble than you were already in. Stone would never have actually hurt you. He was playing up to his role, too. You think he could allow himself to look weak in front of someone like Ezra?”

      “But what was he doing selling weapons to someone like Ezra?” Angie countered. “And what about the notebook? He was going to hand it over to Ezra—complete with all of its immortality elixir-making goodness!”

      “Everyone has to make a living. I’m not saying I agree with what he does, but he isn’t a bad guy. I tried to persuade him not to sell those weapons to Ezra, but… Well, he did compromise by tampering with a few. It’s why he wouldn’t let Ezra test out the merchandise first,” Lauren replied. “And as for the notebook getting into Ezra’s hands—that was my fault. I was supposed to switch it out at the last moment, but then the pirate horde swarmed us and I didn’t get the chance.”

      Angie made a disapproving noise. “See, it’s when you say things like that—he has to have altered your brain in some way. You’re one of the smartest people I know. You’d never trust a guy like that! You’d never accept a compromise!” she argued. “Besides, we haven’t exactly put him in a prison. That room is bigger than most apartments back home.”

      “Indeed, that fellow is the worst kind of villain!” Xiphio added. “He must have slipped you some sort of serum when you weren’t looking. I would imagine that is just the kind of thing that Stone would do to a lovely lady such as yourself, to try to placate you.”

      “Stone hasn’t done anything to me, I swear!” Lauren replied, her tone exasperated. “Yes, he’s a criminal, and he’s done some bad things, as I’ve already said, but he also saved Navan, at my request. He didn’t have to do that, but he did. He hates unnecessary violence, especially when it leads to death. You forget, he’s from a planet where his entire species was wiped out. He escaped the genocide of Candensa because he was on a trade voyage. Imagine arriving home to find everyone murdered. He had to live through that.”

      “A little coincidental, no?” Xiphio remarked, getting himself a tut from Lauren.

      “No, it’s not coincidental. He didn’t brainwash me, and you need to let him out!”

      I wondered why, with such a history, a guy like that would sell weapons to someone like Ezra, knowing the coldblood rebel was only going to use them against other planets. There had to be a reason, beyond pure business; I just couldn’t figure it out.

      Blinking away the pain behind my eyes, I sat up to hear the conversation better. I recognized the surroundings as my room on the merevin cruiser, though I had no memory of getting back here. The last thing I recalled was frantically scanning the ground for any sign of Yorrek’s notebook. Even now, I wasn’t sure what had really happened and what had been in my head. Unlike the last time, I still had some vague memories of the images that had thundered into my brain, but they didn’t make any sense to me.

      “Riley!” Lauren gasped, rushing toward me.

      “You’re awake!” Angie smiled, hurrying to my side. Both of them peered down at me with worried expressions.

      “Just about,” I croaked.

      Lauren grinned. “It’s so good to see you’re okay! When we found you passed out on the ground, we feared the worst.”

      Angie nodded. “Bashrik had come back to get you. He said you were barely breathing.”

      “Can we hug you?” Lauren asked nervously, evidently worrying I would break if she tried.

      “Of course you can,” I murmured. They needed no further invitation, and they lunged toward me, enveloping me in a warm hug. Tears pricked my eyes as I gripped them with every ounce of strength I had left. I was overjoyed to see Lauren safe and sound, though she was different than the girl she’d been when she was taken. There was a sharpness to her eyes now and a hardness to her demeanor, as if she were perpetually hiding a secret she needed to defend.

      “How’re you feeling?” Angie wondered, pulling away.

      “Worse than a hangover.”

      Lauren chuckled. “I’ve been hearing about your adventures on the Junkyard.”

      “Hey, where are your glasses?” I asked, realizing they were notably missing from her face. They were such an ingrained feature of hers that it was bizarre not to see her wearing them.

      “They broke while I was on Stone’s ship,” she explained, a flush of pink dusting her cheeks. “He gave me some custom contacts as a replacement. They’re cool—they snap straight onto the eye and don’t dry out like the ones on Earth. Plus, they let me read alien languages, which is the best thing about them. Stone had the software installed for me.”

      I glanced suspiciously at my friend, wondering why she was blushing. Part of me was desperate to know more, but I didn’t press the matter, knowing there was a lot more we needed to catch up on before we could get to the subject of romance.

      “Anyway, you’re one to talk. What’s with the red hair?” Lauren said cheerfully.

      “Felt like a change,” I joked.

      “Well, I approve. It suits you. I mean, it’s way better than those pink highlights you got in seventh grade!”

      I grimaced. “Oh, God, don’t remind me.”

      “I think your hair looks rather lovely, Miss Riley, and I think you would look equally sublime with or without spectacles, Miss Lauren,” Xiphio spoke up bashfully, having entered the room. He seemed shy around Lauren, his eyes constantly seeking her out.

      “Thank you, Agent Xiphio,” Lauren said politely, clearly both confused and flattered by his kindness toward her.

      “Please, it is simply Xiphio to you, Miss Lauren.”

      “Yeah, Xiphio here has been helping me fill Lauren in on everything that’s been going on. He insisted on it,” Angie explained, with a conspiratorial wink.

      Xiphio nodded, missing the wink. “I thought it best that I throw in the perspective of a professional. An objective observer, if you will.”

      “Yes, very objective.” I grinned at Angie, though Lauren still looked confused. Suddenly, everything came rushing back to the forefront of my mind, sending a ripple of panic through me. “Wait, what happened to Navan? He was on the ground. Is he okay? Did you bring him back?”

      Angie smiled, resting her hand on my arm. “Bashrik and Ronad brought him back with you. They helped him to heal.”

      “Well, can I see him? I think I can walk.” I moved to get out of the bed, but Lauren and Angie restrained me.

      “He’s asked us all to give him some time alone, to fully recover. We’re not supposed to disturb him,” Angie said, exchanging a brief look with Lauren that worried me.

      “Yeah, but that doesn’t include me, right?”

      “He said that, even when you woke up, you shouldn’t disturb him,” Angie replied, her tone apologetic.

      Lauren nodded. “He’ll come out when he’s ready, and it’ll be like the two of you have never been apart.”

      Truthfully, I didn’t know whether to be angry or disappointed. I’d been through a lot, too. I mean, Bashrik had thought I was dead when they found me. Surely, after that, Navan would want to see me? And yet, if what Angie and Lauren said was anything to go by, he really didn’t. I wondered if it was just because he didn’t want me to see him with bad injuries, but I’d seen him battered and bruised before. It didn’t matter to me—I thought he was handsome no matter how many scars he had.

      “Oh, there’s one more thing,” Angie said, gesturing to the bedside cabinet. The compass lay in pieces, the glass shattered, the vials crushed, the metal shell bent out of shape. “It broke when you fell. We’re not sure if it’s fixable.”

      Just then, Ronad entered, bounding across the room toward me like an excited puppy, pushing Angie and Lauren aside so he could wrap me in a tight hug. Fading bruises still dappled his skin, and there were a few scabbed wounds scattered across his body, but he seemed to be in good spirits.

      “Rask’s sake, don’t you frighten us like that again!” Ronad murmured, giving me an extra squeeze for good measure.

      I laughed, my disappointment at the broken compass lifting. “You’re one to talk. Last time I saw you, you’d been thrown around like a rag doll. How do I look, anyway?” I didn’t want to tell him that he was hurting me, not when his hug felt so comforting.

      “Like the other guy got away easy.”

      “I guess we both look like we lost a fight,” I said wryly, thinking of Ezra. It turned my stomach to think of him out there with Yorrek’s notebook. Then again, maybe that had been a figment of my fevered imagination.

      “Speaking of which, there have been a few developments since Bashrik found you,” Ronad admitted, his tone grim. “I don’t know how much you can remember from the fight, but a couple of pirates managed to get away with several serrantium weapons. Ezra’s lackeys chased after them to steal the weapons back, resulting in a few unfortunate deaths. Now, some of the crews of those dead pirates have put a couple of revenge bounties on your head. They know you weren’t directly responsible, but they need someone to blame, and, sadly, that person is you.”

      I frowned. “What? I had nothing to do with the serrantium weapons being stolen. If they’d just stuck with the first revenge bounty, none of this would’ve happened!”

      “I know,” Angie soothed, “but you know what pirates are like.”

      “I’m really starting to hate pirates,” I muttered, scowling.

      “Anyway,” Ronad continued nervously, “that’s why we need to decide on a destination, and fast. It’s not safe for us here anymore—not that it ever was, but we’ve just become target number one.”

      Xiphio raised his hand, glancing at Lauren. “Not that it has been a complete failure. I managed to valiantly capture Stone, after all these years. Indeed, had we not crossed paths in the rather unorthodox manner that we did, I wouldn’t have been given such an opportunity. Now, if you’d permit—”

      I cut him off, my stomach sinking further. “Where’s the notebook?”

      “I didn’t see it on the ground anywhere near you, but I imagine one of the pirates took it. It shouldn’t be too hard to retrieve if we’re careful,” Ronad suggested. “We might have to check the darkstar market instead of sticking around, though.”

      I shook my head. “There’s no point. If you didn’t pick it up from the battlefield then Ezra has it.”

      The others gasped in unison.

      “What do you mean?” Lauren asked frantically.

      “If it wasn’t on the ground, then Ezra took it. I thought it was safe—I didn’t actually see Ezra take it, but my mind was so messed up that I didn’t know what was real and what wasn’t,” I explained miserably. “I had it, and I threw it to Navan, to keep it out of harm’s way, but then I blacked out. He must have taken it while I was under the influence of the serum Kaido made.”

      “You took that stuff?” Ronad stared at me, aghast. “No wonder you were wiped out!”

      “I had no choice. Ezra was going to take us away, probably so Orion could do something horrible to me, to make me pay for what I did to Pandora. And Navan was out cold… It was my only option.” I sighed, suddenly filled with an immense sense of dread. Ezra had managed to steal the potential key to the immortality elixir, and he would undoubtedly deliver it straight into Orion’s blood-soaked hands.

      A somber mood settled across the group at the conclusion that Ezra had, indeed, taken the notebook. We couldn’t afford to wait around and see what he was going to do with it. We had to follow him as soon as we could, to stop him from handing it over to Orion. First, however, there was something else I needed to do. To fight fire with fire, we needed to know the extent of what we were dealing with—and I knew just the guy to speak to.

      “Take me to Stone,” I said. “I want a word with him.”
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      “Maybe you should stay in bed a while longer,” Ronad suggested. “We don’t know what other effects that serum might’ve had on you. I wouldn’t want you collapsing again and ending up in a worse state.”

      I smiled. “I appreciate the concern, but I want to speak to him. Lauren, will you come with me? You know him better than I do.”

      “He’ll be pleased to properly meet you without a million other things going on. I’ve spoken about you a lot,” she said shyly, helping me out of the bed. I took a deep breath, my body feeling unbearably weak, my legs shaking.

      “He didn’t seem all that pleased to meet me the last time we saw each other,” I muttered.

      “Those were unfortunate circumstances, but I swear he’s eager to get to know you better. All of you, in fact.”

      Angie, Ronad, Xiphio, and I exchanged a dubious look, but Lauren wouldn’t be deterred. She offered her hands to help me stand. Angie and Ronad stepped back as I hauled myself out of bed, with Lauren propping me up. I would’ve gone to find Navan and asked him to join me, if he hadn’t locked himself in his room and banned me from seeing him. I tried not to let the thought bother me as I hobbled across the room. Lauren let me grip her shoulder as I shimmied into a pair of pants to cover my pajamas and pulled a sweater over my head. To be honest, I didn’t know how I’d ended up in my pajamas, but I imagined one of my two best friends had helped. Every movement sapped more of my remaining strength, but I wouldn’t be beaten.

      Dressed and ready, I stepped out of the bedroom and headed up the corridor, moving through the main space, before continuing down the other hallway of the cruiser. Lauren was leading the way, since she knew where Stone was being kept. I’d expected Angie to follow us, but she hung back in my bedroom. I could hear the murmur of her voice, Xiphio’s, and Ronad’s as we left, but none of them sounded too happy.

      As we walked, I took the opportunity to speak with Lauren one-on-one, knowing I might not get another chance if things escalated. It was so good to have her back after so long without her, but there was no denying that something had changed. She wasn’t the mousy girl she’d been before. Instead, a fierce woman had taken her place. Honestly, it was going to take some getting used to, but glimpses of the old her shone through every now and again.

      “So, you were really just playing a part out there on the battlefield?” I asked. “We were worried when you wouldn’t even look at us. We thought something terrible had happened to you, like your memory had been wiped or something.”

      Lauren smiled. “Life on board Stone’s ship was all about surviving, and that’s what I was doing. I couldn’t allow my feelings to get in the way of the exchange. I didn’t want Ezra putting two and two together, though I knew my humanness wouldn’t go unnoticed. I’d already told Stone I’d be more than happy to stay inside during the drop-off, but he insisted I come out with him. If I’d run to you or called out to you, Ezra might have used you as pawns to get what he wanted. I wasn’t going to let that happen.”

      “So, Stone really hasn’t brainwashed you?”

      “He really hasn’t,” she replied. “I’m not going to pretend it was easy being his prisoner, but I’ve learned a lot.”

      “Did he hurt you?”

      She shook her head, a funny expression on her face. “He hates unnecessary violence, and I never gave him a reason to hurt me. Even after he snatched me, he didn’t raise his voice or his hand to me. He was firm but not unkind. I was convinced he was going to sell me off at the nearest flesh market, but he told me he didn’t agree with the trafficking of sentient beings.”

      “Then why did he take you in the first place?” I wondered, my tone bitter.

      “I think he wanted to punish us for messing with him, though once he’d taken me he didn’t really know what to do with me,” she explained. “Anyway, I made myself useful in those first days, once the initial shock had eased off, just in case he changed his mind about the trafficking thing. Plus, I didn’t feel like being abandoned on a random planet, either, which was the alternative I’d heard him discussing with Niniver. I had free rein of the ship, and spent hours familiarizing myself with all the listings on the darkstar market. Alfa and Dio kept an eye on me, but they weren’t cruel at all. They were more curious than anything else. Once I’d figured out which items were the most valuable, I demanded that Stone let me go on a scavenging expedition for him, to prove my worth. I knew what’d be the easiest and most worthwhile to steal, without getting us into trouble.”

      I realized she’d said “us,” as though she’d really become part of Stone’s crew. I wasn’t sure if she knew she’d said it.

      “What, and he just let you?”

      She laughed, her eyes sparkling. “Not at first, no. It took a week or so for him to agree to it, but once he said yes, he never looked back. He realized that my suggestions made sense—the thefts would be low risk for high gain. It was a double win, and he was more than happy to reap the rewards. After all, he’d lost out on the money for that nasty suit of armor, so he had to make the credits up somewhere.”

      “You helped him steal?”

      “I told you, I had to do whatever I could to survive,” she replied bluntly. Somehow, our situations had managed to mirror one another’s during our time apart. While she’d been doing whatever she could to become part of the scavengers’ crew, I’d been doing whatever I could to try to get her back. I understood, in that moment, that we’d taken too long. The old Lauren was gone, though I wasn’t sure this new Lauren was any less wonderful.

      “I don’t know if I like the sound of that,” I murmured, half to myself.

      “They’re not bad guys; they’re really not. As soon as I proved myself to be a useful member of the team, they started treating me like one of their own. Stone gave me a room and made sure I was fed. It wasn’t bad at all,” she said. “I missed you guys. It was really difficult to forgive Stone for taking me away, but I didn’t know if I’d ever see you again. I knew I had to get used to my new situation, in case it ended up being a permanent thing.”

      “You must have known we’d do anything to find you!” I felt sad knowing that she’d had to endure that by herself, uncertain whether anyone would ever come for her. And yet, there was a fondness in the way she spoke about the crew, like they’d become friends.

      “I hoped you might, but that’s something Stone and his crew have taught me: there are no certainties in life. You have to make your own path, or you’ll end up lost on someone else’s,” she said, casting me a sorrowful look.

      I sighed heavily, unable to wrap my head around her affection for the scavenger crew. “But you wouldn’t have had to do all that if Stone hadn’t taken you in the first place!”

      “But he did, and that opened up a new path in my life. I had two choices. If all I’d done was look back and sit around, waiting for you guys to come for me, he’d have dumped me on a planet somewhere, where I might have been in even more danger. So, I looked forward instead, learning and listening, the way I’ve always done,” she reasoned. Her allegiance to Stone was really starting to worry me. It was like she wouldn’t hear any criticism of his actions. There seemed to be a strong feeling of respect in there, too, which just didn’t make sense to me.

      “Do you like him or something?” I asked, addressing the elephant in the room.

      She pulled a face, her cheeks reddening. “As a friend, yes. I like all of them as friends. They’re nonviolent and loyal, and they’ve taught me a lot, believe it or not. I’ll keep saying it until I’m blue in the face, but they’re not bad people—they just do what they have to, to make a living.”

      I resisted reiterating the point that they would have dumped her on a planet, all by herself, if she hadn’t proven herself to be a mastermind of thievery. Even if I had, I was pretty sure she would’ve had a comeback for me—a seemingly rational explanation for everything Stone and his crew did.

      “So, how do we stop him from freezing us and escaping?” I said, as we arrived at the room where Stone was being kept. It was one of the storage closets, though it was still massive inside. There were boxes stacked opposite the door—presumably containing the valuables that had been cleared to make room for Stone.

      “Ronad insisted on chaining a leather strap across his third eye and cuffing his wrists. He found some cuffs in one of the cruiser’s bedrooms,” Lauren replied, arching an amused eyebrow.

      I shuddered, thinking of Killick. “Nice.”

      “He won’t freeze me, anyway,” she assured me. “There’s honor amongst thieves, and I’m one of his crew members now. When a new person joins, he swears an oath never to use his power against them. So far, he hasn’t broken that promise.”

      Doubtful that Stone would continue to keep his promise, I slid back the lock on the door and pushed it open, peering tentatively inside. Stone was lounging on a hammock he’d managed to make from a cut-up sack, which he’d somehow stretched between two towering shelving units. His hands were free, which didn’t really surprise me, but he was still wearing the leather strap across his third eye. He glanced up as we entered, looking like he didn’t have a care in the world, one leg dangling off the side of the hammock.

      “Stone, you and I need to talk,” I said defiantly, moving closer.

      He chuckled. “Nah, I don’t think we do.”

      “It wasn’t really a request.”

      “You forcin’ me to speak to you, now you’ve taken me freedom?” he asked thoughtfully. “An’ here was me, thinkin’ you’d be different. Lemme guess, that merevin Fed’s got you doing his dirty work?”

      “No, I’m here for my own reasons.”

      He cast a glance at Lauren. “What you doin’ with her, Ren? You decided to switch back now they’ve found ye? Can’t say I’d blame ye, though I’ll be fierce sorry to see you go.”

      I looked at Lauren. “Ren?”

      “New situation, new nickname.” Her cheeks flushed.

      “Are you saying you won’t speak to us?” I pressed, annoyed by his casual attitude. “How’d you manage to get out of your cuffs, anyway?”

      He grinned wolfishly. “Not the first time I’ve been caught in a pair of ‘em. There’s a knack to breaking ‘em. Easy, once ye know how.”

      “Stone, stop being an idiot and help us out,” Lauren barked unexpectedly. “You aren’t going anywhere unless this ship takes you back to your crew, so you might as well start cooperating. There’s still a revenge bounty on your head, so if you go outside, you’re going to find it impossible to get a ship to take you out of the Junkyard. If you answer a few questions that my friends might have, I’m sure they’ll consider taking you wherever you need to go.”

      I stared at her in shock, filled with a newfound respect. There was a startling authority in her voice that not even Stone could ignore. He was already sitting up straighter, looking at Lauren with a thoughtful expression.

      “Ye make a fine argument, Ren. I’ll hear what they’ve got to say, if it pleases ye. I guess I owe you a favor or two,” he said, after a brief pause.

      “Much appreciated,” she replied tersely, though a small smile was playing upon her lips.

      “So, what’s it ye want to know?” Stone asked, his voice relentlessly calm.

      “First, I want you to tell me what you know about Ezra and Orion,” I explained. “What are they up to? What have they asked you to scavenge for them? Have you noticed anything strange about them lately, or gotten any unusual requests?”

      Stone shrugged. “Never had no dealings with the boss man, Orion. My deals are done with Ezra, and I keep it pure business. If I don’t ask no questions, I keep my heart beating.”

      “That’s ridiculous. You must know something!” I said, exasperated. “What else has he asked you to get for him? The serrantium weapons must have been a nightmare to find, and he hasn’t given you the payment for them—you don’t need to protect him anymore. He’s not a good guy.”

      “Never said he was, and never said I was protecting ‘im. He’s nowt to me but a business associate. Besides, I’d have had me money if you’d not stepped in, tryin’ to capture me,” he replied. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, I understand why ye had to do it—Ren’s a rare bird—but it’s plain fact that ye muddled things up.” He never once raised his voice, keeping infuriatingly cool.

      I, however, was starting to lose my temper. “You’re telling me you’ve never been curious? If Ezra is trying to get his hands on unbreakable weapons, then you must want to know what he wants them for!”

      “People’s business is people’s business,” he said simply.

      “What, and you don’t care about the consequences? You don’t want to know who he’s going to use those weapons on?”

      This seemed to interest him, his eyes narrowing in thought. I realized I’d hit upon a sore spot, especially after what I’d overheard Lauren saying—Stone’s entire race had been wiped out. Of course, deep down, he was going to care about the fights his shipments ended up playing a part in.

      Even so, he stayed as cool as a cucumber, a minor flicker of the eyes the only thing showing his true feelings. “No concern of mine.”

      It was time for me to change tactics.

      “Look, you might not want to tell me anything about your business deals, but you can definitely do something to help us.” I took a deep breath. “I want to make a deal with you, in exchange for your freedom.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Lauren looked at me in shock. “But I thought you agreed with the others.”

      “Stone, I want you to come with us to Earth, to destroy the rebel faction there,” I continued, not wanting to lose momentum. “Your powers are unique, and they could help us achieve the impossible. We need to get rid of Orion, Ezra, all of them, before they become an unstoppable force that we can’t do anything about. If that happens, they’ll wreak more havoc on the universe than any of us can imagine.”

      He leveled his gaze at me. “So, you want me to be your weapon—I got that right?”

      “Not a weapon, but we do need your powers to help us.”

      He folded his hands behind his head and closed his eyes. “Not interested in playin’ a game of war, I’m afraid. No one wins.”

      “I wouldn’t have had you down as a pacifist,” I retorted. “Is there some Draconian in you?”

      He opened his eyes again, his expression amused. “I’ve more reason to be pacifist than anyone,” he countered. “Though, I should say, it’s not quite like you’re makin’ out. I’m not against necessary violence on a moral level, per se—‘tis more of a personal thing.”

      “What, you just pick and choose what you care about?” I wanted to rile him up, but he was refusing to take the bait.

      “No, I know my moral compass is a wee bit squint, but on the matter of war and murder it points true north,” he replied. “I’ve known death on a scale you’d not be able to picture. I come home and me family, me friends, me greatest love—all of ‘em snuffed out like candles in a storm. Blood everywhere, bodies pecked at by Anubis hawks, eyes blank and all foggy like. Not a breather amongst ‘em. I flew all across my planet, on the off chance I’d happen on a survivor, but it was the same all o’er.”

      “Who did that?” I asked, remembering what Ronad had told me once, but wanting to hear it from Stone.

      “Coldbloods,” he said. “They thought us ambakas were a risk—with our powers, which you seem just as set on, we were a threat to ‘em. We never once tried to attack or nothing, but our very existence was a problem for ‘em.”

      “You were on a trade mission, is that right?”

      He nodded. “I’ve never known guilt like it. What I felt was unbearable. The fourth day o’ searching, desperate to find a breather, I gave up. I curled in a ball and wished for the same fate as everyone else. I didn’t wanna be the only one, y’know? There’s nowt lonelier than that, lemme tell ye.”

      “So, how come you’re alive? How come you made it out?” I urged, drawn in by his tragic tale. I’d almost forgotten the real reason we were even talking.

      “A group o’ Stargazers came down in their ship and found me. I think they wanted to get a grasp on what the coldbloods had done, to gauge the balance of judgment, but happened across me while they were at it.”

      I frowned. “The Stargazers?”

      “Ancients. The heart and soul of the universe. Ye could live a million lifetimes and never end up seeing one, but I was lucky—or unlucky, dependin’ how you look at it. They stopped me endin’ it all, told me I had a different path to walk on now. I couldn’t look back, only forward. I could see my new life as a gift, not a curse.”

      “Are they powerful? Do you think they’d help us, and be our allies?”

      Stone cackled, his laughter going off like a gunshot. “You’d have a job finding ‘em. Mysterious, weird buggers. Don’t like to involve themselves if they can help it. Too many bad experiences, I reckon.”

      I glanced at Lauren, wondering if she knew any more information about these Stargazers, but her face had gone dreamy, as though she’d heard this story several times before. Perhaps this was the reason she seemed to respect him the way she did. After all, it was clear he’d been through a lot, regardless of the life of crime he’d turned to.

      “Okay, so maybe they won’t help us, but surely you will?” I insisted. “From what you’ve just told me, you’re the perfect person to help us take revenge on the rebel coldbloods. They killed everyone on your planet—doesn’t that deserve retribution?” I found Stone hard to gauge. Even for someone as laid-back as him, I couldn’t understand why he would strike up deals with coldbloods like Ezra, after what they’d done to his planet. Hell, the coldblood rebels hadn’t done half of that to my people and I wanted revenge so badly I could feel it bristling inside me, every time I thought about them infiltrating Earth.

      The laughter died in his throat. “My people didn’t believe in revenge. It’s a code o’ conduct I still honor. I’ve never put out a revenge bounty, and I don’t plan to change me ways now.”

      “I mean, come on, at least help us stop history from repeating itself?” I was practically begging now. Even if he’d managed to let go of what had been done to his people, enough to see coldbloods now as mere business associates, surely he’d have some empathy for a species in similarly dire straits?

      “You about to resort to fibs to get me on board? It won’t work. I’ve heard it all before.”

      Lauren stepped in, her voice firm but gentle. “Stone, nobody is lying here. Earth and its inhabitants are at risk of being destroyed, in the same way as your home planet, if we don’t do something to change things soon. It’s like I tried to tell you before: the rebels will colonize it and use my people for blood like they’re cattle on a farm if they succeed in taking over Vysanthe and manage to complete the immortality elixir. They will be unstoppable, and they will move through the universe, taking no prisoners. It will be a massacre wherever they go. You’ve seen it with your own eyes, and these guys have even less of a moral code than the ones back on Vysanthe.”

      Coming from Lauren’s mouth, the facts seemed to hold more sway over Stone’s thoughts. He appeared to be chewing it over, swinging more vigorously in his hammock. All the while, I expected him to close his eyes and say no, but there was always a slim chance he might not.

      With a sigh, he shrugged his shoulders. “Ren, ye make another fine argument. I never realized things’d gotten so bad over in your neck o’ the woods. If there’s global threat, no matter which globe it might be, who am I to run away like a coward?”

      I stared at him. “Are you saying you’ll help?”

      “I’ve got me terms, but you’ve got me help if you agree to ‘em,” he replied.

      “Stone, not everything has to be a trade-off!” Lauren chided, prompting him to grin.

      “They’re fair terms!” he protested, chuckling softly.

      “What terms?” I asked, bracing for the worst.

      “We need to meet up with the rest of our crew. They’ll want a slice o’ the action if things are going down. Plus, and here’s a life lesson for ye, you never wanna go into battle without a Rexombra at your side.”

      Lauren laughed. “Very true! Do you remember us getting into that scrap on Miramis, when those thugs were getting all cocky, trying to take those gems from us? They didn’t know what hit them! Alfa just appeared out of nowhere and knocked them all out. I bet they’re still trying to figure out what the hell happened.”

      “Man, Alfa was on fire. That was a good day,” Stone agreed, flashing Lauren a surprisingly tender smile.

      For a moment, I felt completely left out. So much had happened to Lauren that we hadn’t been around for, and it was weird to hear Stone refer to his crew as “our” crew, evidently meaning his and Lauren’s. She was one of them, and she was one of us—I just hoped she didn’t end up feeling torn in two different directions.

      “Where have you guys agreed to meet?” I asked, determined to bring the conversation back around.

      “Glossa,” Stone replied. “Safest planet in the universe, ‘less you count the hidden one the Stargazers live on. Only folks who’ve been there can find their way back. Pretty good security measure if ye ask me.”

      “Maybe we could go to the Stargazers’ planet after we’ve picked up your crew,” I said. “I know you said they were hard to pin down, but we could really use all the help we can get.”

      Stone shook his head. “You’ll never find it, and you’ll not get a soul to breathe a word of it neither. I mean, if you could even find anyone who’s been there—there ain’t many.”

      It made me wonder if he was one of those people who’d been there, and knew the Stargazers’ location, but he just didn’t want to tell us. Maybe he was afraid of them? Or, more likely, he felt honor-bound to keep their secret. I thought about pressing the matter, wanting to seize any opportunity we could to find new allies, but I had a feeling Stone would stay tight-lipped about it.

      “Fine, then we’ll set a course for Glossa, in exchange for your assistance on Earth,” I said, offering my hand for him to shake.

      He stared at it. “What d’you want me to do with that?”

      “Shake my hand. It’s what we do on Earth, to seal a deal.”

      He chuckled. “What a weird thing to do,” he murmured, shaking my hand. “Where I’m from, we stare into someone’s eyes for ten seconds. If ye want a deal with me, ye gotta do it my way too.”

      Reluctantly, I looked into his eyes, feeling desperately uncomfortable as the seconds wore on. Still, I was glad I didn’t have to stare into his third eye, experiencing that horrible sense of immobilization again.

      “Glad to have your help,” I said, once the ten seconds were up.

      “So, can I get out of this ‘ere box now?” he asked brightly. “You trust me, I trust you. Time to stretch me legs!”

      Lauren smiled at him, shaking her head apologetically. “Not just yet, Stone. You’ve still got to be given the others’ seal of approval before you can go roaming around the ship.”

      “How long’s that gonna take?”

      “I’ll come back and let you out once everyone else has agreed. Shouldn’t be too much longer, if they all follow Riley’s lead,” Lauren promised, pushing the hammock to make it swing violently from side to side.

      “Hey, you want me to fall outta this thing?” He laughed, gripping the canvas sides.

      “Just keep doing what you’re doing. I’ll be back before you know it,” she said, smiling. With that, she turned toward the open door of the storage closet and paused in the corridor, waiting for me to follow.

      “Actually, do you mind if I have a quick word with Stone on my own?” I asked.

      Lauren shrugged. “Sure, just don’t kill him or anything,” she half joked. “I’ll go find the others and let them know what’s happening. I think it’d be a good idea if we set off for Glossa now, before those pirates come looking for us.”

      I was pretty sure she had an ulterior motive for wanting to get to Glossa as soon as possible, given that she was friends with the crew there, but I didn’t say anything. After all, it was good for us all to expand our horizons. Had we stayed on Earth, we’d probably be doing the same thing, each of us finding our own way in life in our new cities and colleges, while trying to hang on to the friendships we’d had our entire lives. Yes, this was a little unorthodox, but it was pretty much the same thing, right?

      As soon as she was gone, her footsteps disappearing down the hallway, I turned back to Stone. Lauren might have been quick to forgive him for what he’d done, perhaps won over by his tragic sob story, but I wasn’t so easily manipulated.

      “I don’t know what you’ve done to fool Lauren into thinking you’re a decent guy—and hey, maybe you’re not as bad as you seem—but if you EVER try and kidnap Lauren, or any of my friends, again, I will not hesitate to kill you on sight. I don’t care if you’re the last of your kind. If you put us through that hell again, I will make you extinct. Do you understand?” My voice was low and firm. I only wished I’d brought one of my knives so I could cut through his stupid hammock and send him falling to the floor.

      Stone smiled, his face as calm as ever. “All understandable, but you’ve forgot one thing—what if Lauren wants to come back to us? What if her path’s already moved too far away from yours? Her course could be different. And we’ll not turn ‘er away if she wants to stay with us,” he said casually. “I weren’t joking when I said she was a rare bird. Never known a lass like ‘er. She’s sharp as anything, knows how to keep her head screwed on in any situation, and has this wicked sense of humor that has us rollin’ on the decks. Most extraordinary person I’ve ever met.”

      I didn’t know what to make of him, now that he’d said that about Lauren. I’d been ready to huff and puff until the message got through, but there appeared to be genuine affection in his voice. His eyes had gone twinkly, a wistful smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. To an outsider like me, it was clear he had feelings for Lauren, but he didn’t seem aware of them. In fact, it was pretty obvious that Lauren had feelings for him, too, though she didn’t seem willing to admit them either.

      They would make for a strange pair, but then again, a coldblood and a human had once seemed just as unlikely.
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      After locking Stone back in the storage closet, I walked toward the cockpit, where Bashrik was setting a course for Glossa. Lauren had already passed the news on to him, and he didn’t seem too upset about joining forces with a known criminal. I supposed we were past all that, given our own misdemeanors. I just hoped that meant the others were on board too, though they were nowhere to be seen. I thought about going in search of them, but I was too tired. Threatening Stone had taken the last morsel of energy I had, forcing me to seek comfort in the copilot’s seat. I sank down, taking deep breaths as I stared through the windshield at the grimy canal.

      “Hmm, interesting,” Bashrik murmured thoughtfully, glancing down at the navigation panel.

      “What’s up?” I asked half-heartedly.

      “Well, the course to Glossa is in the same direction as Vysanthe,” he explained. “We can either pass by it or take a route that avoids it altogether.”

      “Wouldn’t passing by it be too dangerous?”

      Bashrik nodded slowly. “In theory, but if we’re very clever and use the cruiser’s shields, we can move past it without detection and pick up some news transmissions, to get a status on the war. If we’re planning to take on Orion and the rebels, we should probably find out what the queens are up to first—make sure they’re suitably occupied.”

      “I wish there were intergalactic newspapers,” I joked, putting my feet up on the dashboard.

      “Well, there are interplanetary news stations, but Vysanthe doesn’t allow reporters in. It’s a no-go zone with a hefty sentence if anyone gets caught undercover.”

      “Really?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, take a look.” He pressed a few buttons on the control panel. Images and video clips flickered to life on the monitor. I couldn’t read the words running along the bottom of the screen, but the images didn’t look too good. From what I could gather, it was talking about a shipment of factory-farmed Sonorans, which had been intercepted en route to a black-market trade deal.

      “And planets can just opt out?” I asked. There were countries on Earth where the media wasn’t allowed to go, but surely planets were harder to regulate than countries.

      “They can when they’re as powerful as Vysanthe.”

      “Point taken,” I said wryly, as Bashrik switched the screen back to navigation mode. “Anyway, don’t suppose you can shed any light on what’s wrong with Navan, can you? Apparently, I’m banned from seeing him. Is he really that bad?”

      Bashrik squirmed in his chair. “I don’t know too much about it, Riley. You should just ask him when he decides it’s time to come out of hiding.”

      “So, he is hiding?”

      “I didn’t say that!”

      “Yes, you did—what’s he hiding from? Is he hiding from me?” I couldn’t understand what might have happened that would lead him to forbid me from seeing him. We’d already been through so much together. Prior to waking up after my serum coma, I didn’t think there was anything in the universe that could have kept us apart, but he seemed to be letting something get in the way.

      “Ask Navan!” Bashrik muttered, setting our coordinates to pass close to Vysanthe.

      “You called?” Navan asked, stepping into the cockpit.

      I whirled around in my seat, peering suspiciously at him. He’d come out of nowhere and looked just fine, with no visible marks on his face. I knew that didn’t mean he wasn’t injured, but he wasn’t moving like someone in pain.

      “You’ve got some explaining to do,” I said, beckoning for him to come over. “What happened to you? Are you okay? Has something happened to stop you healing?” I reached for the edge of his shirt and lifted it up, checking his torso and chest for any sign of injury, prodding his muscles just to be sure. Aside from the old scars that had always been there, his skin was smooth and unharmed, without the slightest hint of a bruise or a cut.

      “Not that I mind you looking, but you won’t find any wounds,” he teased. “I’m fine now.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “What were you doing, locking yourself up in your room like that? Angie said you’d banned me from visiting. Is that true?”

      He crouched on the floor in front of me and lifted my hand to his lips. “I needed to take some extra healing measures, that’s all.”

      “What measures?” I pressed. “You’ve never done that before.”

      “I just needed some time. It’s not a big deal,” he assured me. “I didn’t want you worrying, so I thought it best that you stayed away. You had your own healing to do, without having to think about mine, too.”

      I wasn’t satisfied with his answer, but I could see I wasn’t going to get anything else out of him. There was a warning in his eyes, urging me not to keep asking about it.

      “You realize that about a million things have happened while you’ve been hiding, don’t you?” I said, feeling a bit miffed. He was keeping something from me; I could tell.

      He chuckled quietly. “I wasn’t hiding—I was healing. Lauren and Ronad filled me in on everything.”

      “What do you make of it all? What do you think of Ezra snatching Yorrek’s notebook? Do you think he’ll take it straight to Orion? Do you think we’re doing the right thing, asking for Stone’s help?” I asked frenetically. “I wanted you to come with me to speak to him, but you were ‘healing.’”

      His expression darkened suddenly. “I’d forgotten about the notebook.”

      “I tried to keep hold of it, but Kaido’s serum temporarily took me out of action,” I replied, my tone apologetic. I knew it wasn’t entirely my fault, but it didn’t make the truth any easier. Had I not blacked out, Ezra wouldn’t have gotten his hands on it. That was hard to stomach.

      “You couldn’t have done any more than you did, Riley. I’m already in awe of your bravery, taking him on like that, on your own. I only wish I could have helped you,” he said softly, leaning up to kiss me on the lips. “Anyway, it just means we need to speed up our timeline. Now, more than ever, the rebels need to be destroyed, and sooner rather than later. Who knows, maybe the notebook won’t help them—maybe it’s a false hope that they’ve all been running after.”

      “That’s a comforting thought.” I smiled, though I didn’t believe a word. There was a reason everyone wanted that notebook. Someone might find success within the trials and failures of one of Queen Brisha’s best alchemists.

      “So, what plan have you got in mind with Stone?” Navan asked. “Lauren gave me the vague details of your deal, but the big picture was a bit sketchy. Sorry I couldn’t be there to help.”

      “I figured we could use Stone’s freezing powers to immobilize the rebel base. It’ll mean we can take the majority of them out from afar, with us standing behind Stone’s line of sight to avoid being frozen. Either that, or we ask him not to freeze us, though I’m not sure how it works on that scale—maybe there’ll be too many people for him to focus on avoiding a few individuals. So, it might be better if we just hang back,” I mused, speaking my thoughts aloud. In truth, I hadn’t ironed out every detail just yet, but I would get around to it. “We can use long-range weapons to destroy them, or round them up. Whichever is easier.”

      Navan stroked my thighs reassuringly, holding my gaze. “That sounds like a good plan to get started with. I’m sure things will unfold as we get closer to combat.” He looked as concerned about Earth’s safety as I felt. After all, if Orion and the rebels caught wind of what we were planning, they could retaliate against Earth itself. Or, if Stone’s powers couldn’t stretch that far and hold all the rebels in one go, that would leave us in a precarious situation.

      “You really think it’s a good idea?”

      He smiled. “I think it’s the best one we’ve got. My only concern is, what do we do about the rebels’ new allies?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You saw Ezra with the president of the United States. If Orion has humans working for him, that leaves us in a sticky predicament,” he explained. “We’ll have no choice but to take them out, too, even if that means involving the American government as a whole.”

      “What if everyone’s in on it?” I gasped, the thought a horrifying one.

      Navan pulled a doubtful face. “Knowing hierarchies the way I do, I’m fairly sure nobody has any idea that the president is in cahoots with Orion. He’ll have taken the advice of a few close confidantes, and perhaps informed some of his military personnel, but that’s a secret he’ll be keeping to himself. If it got leaked to any other country that the US president was making deals and taking meetings with alien rebels, they’d strike him down before you could even say ‘little green men.’”

      “Provided Orion hasn’t already gotten to those world leaders, too. What if Orion has made the same deals with other countries, swearing them to secrecy so nobody knows other leaders are involved?” I wondered, knowing it could be a very real possibility.

      Navan sighed. “That might be the case, but it’s something we’ll have to tackle when we come to it—or rather, if we come to it.”

      “I mean, if they aren’t involved, we could use that to our advantage,” I said, trying to shed a flicker of hope on the ever-increasing mountain of crap we were up against.

      “That’s another possibility, but we won’t know until we make our move. I think we have to resign ourselves to the fact that we’re dealing with a lot of unknowns, which won’t become any clearer for a while.”

      I grimaced. “Is it wrong that I just want this to be over?”

      “Hey, I second that!” Bashrik chimed in. “I’m still looking forward to my beach vacation. It’s the only thing keeping me going!”

      I laughed, the tension broken. “Remind us all to join you.”

      “No way. Get your own tropical islands. I want nothing but sea, sand, and solitude.”

      “I’m sure Angie will be delighted to know that,” I teased.

      Bashrik lifted his finger to his lips. “What she doesn’t know can’t hurt her. I may even indulge in a second vacation and invite her along.”

      “Instead of daydreaming about vacations that may never happen, with girlfriends who may well have left you by then, shouldn’t you be getting us out of here?” Navan asked, laughing heartily.

      Just then, Mort strode into the cockpit, his fleshy feet slapping on the floor. He yawned loudly, stretching up his arms, the skin dangling down like two huge hammocks. I stared at him suspiciously, trying to recall what had happened in the midst of the battle with Ezra. I couldn’t remember seeing him when the throng dispersed, though I’d spotted the others branching off.

      “Having trouble turning the engine on, Bashy-Boy?” Mort mocked. “I imagine it’s a problem you have a lot.”

      Bashrik flashed him a withering look. “I’m charting a course. I happen to know my way around things, unlike you.”

      Mort gaped at him dramatically. “Was that… a comeback?”

      “Get used to them,” Bashrik retorted, turning his attention back to the control panel.

      “I thought we’d be rid of this place by now. I’m getting sick of seeing junk,” Mort muttered, wandering over to one of the chairs at the side of the room and plonking himself down. He proceeded to yawn again, stretching out his limbs.

      “Tired, are you?” I asked coldly.

      He grinned at me. “Exhausted, thanks for asking.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure running away and hiding from a fight is really exhausting.”

      His expression darkened. “Do you have something you want to say, sweet cheeks?”

      “What happened to you out there? While the rest of us were busting our asses trying to fight Stone and Ezra, you were nowhere to be seen,” I said. All he’d done was run around, determined to keep out of harm’s way without doing anything to help.

      Mort shrugged. “I’m here for one thing, and one thing only: I want to make Orion pay for what he’s done to my kind. I don’t care what happens to you or your little friends along the way, so long as I get to make that happen.”

      “Just when I was starting to think you weren’t a lost cause,” I muttered, feeling weirdly betrayed. Throughout several disputes, he’d been the only one on my side, to the point where I didn’t mind having him around. But now he was proving that he was only in this for himself. His loyalty was hitched to the promise of getting revenge on Orion, nothing else. I had known that all along, but for some reason, I had wanted to see the good in Mort—for him to actually become a friend.

      “Not my fault if you got ideas in your head, princess,” he replied bluntly. “I’m not risking this fabulous ass for anyone else.”

      A prickle of annoyance bristled through me. “It’s not just your cowardly behavior, either. All you do is sponge off us like a leech, serving yourself, without offering any kind of help around the ship,” I said accusatorily, feeling my anger rise. “And don’t get me started on your secret-keeping. You knew more about Ezra than you let on, and you selfishly kept it all to yourself. You knew it might affect us all, and you said nothing!”

      “I told you not to trust me,” Mort retorted, a cold smile on his face. “Still, I’ve never been anything but honest, unlike you and your bloodsucker boyfriend. The two of you have more secrets than the rest of us combined!”

      “That’s not true and you know it!” Navan shot back furiously, though his impulsive rage made me worry there might be some truth in Mort’s words. I wasn’t keeping anything from Navan, but I couldn’t say the same for him.

      “Ah, but Riley kept that news about Seraphina to herself for ages, even though it opened up the field for Aurelius—the old horndog,” Mort said smugly, shifting briefly into the figure of Aurelius. “And you, Mr. Goody Two-Shoes, you hid the fact that you were already engaged! The two of you are a joke.”

      How had he managed to learn so much about us? Maybe that was the whole reason he’d gotten so buddy-buddy with Angie. Whatever creepy means he’d used, him pointing out the hiccups in our relationship made my temper flare.

      “I don’t know why we keep you around!” I snapped. “You’re like a poison, infecting everything you touch.”

      “I think you mean a disease, princess,” Mort sniped. “Is this really because I didn’t tell you Ezra was Pandora’s brother? Did you want to make it a matching pair or something?” Punctuating the point, he shifted into Ezra’s form, and a shiver of fear coursed through me.

      “No, I didn’t,” I shot back, recovering my nerve. “You know you put us in danger—you put me in danger, by not telling me that.”

      “So?”

      “What if he’d killed me? What if he’d gotten revenge on me?”

      Mort grinned. “Again… so?”

      I yanked open one of the drawers underneath the control panel and pulled out a small credit device. Killick had loads of them stowed away all over the ship, but we’d put most of them in this drawer for safekeeping.

      Mort glanced down at it casually. “What’re you going to do, put a price on my head?” He cackled, pleased by his joke. Well, it was the last one he’d tell on this ship. Enough was enough. If he wasn’t going to watch our backs, or contribute anything to our mission, then he was just dead weight that we could do without.

      “No, this is me buying out my end of the deal,” I said, throwing the device at him. He caught it awkwardly. “Take it and go get revenge, all by yourself. See how far you get without us. With that, you can buy your own ship and enjoy your freedom, just as I promised. But my part in all of this is done.”

      Mort gripped the credit device and stood sharply, his red-veined eyes glowering in my direction. “It was getting a little too crowded for my tastes, anyway. A merevin was bad enough, but an ambaka? There was a reason the coldbloods wiped them out. You’re fools for trusting him,” he spat, making for the door of the cockpit. “Besides, I don’t want to be around when all of this comes crashing down on your heads! Let’s see who misses who first, shall we?”

      I hauled myself out of my chair and followed him to the door, determined to make sure he actually left the cruiser. There were too many places to hide on this ship, and I wasn’t about to have a vengeful shifter creeping around without our knowledge.

      Opening the hatch, he turned and shifted into the form of Galo, my lycan friend who’d been cruelly murdered by Orion and his vicious control devices. He grinned at me through wolfish teeth, his eyes glittering strangely. I knew he’d done it to hurt me, evidently knowing the lycan from his time as a prisoner at the rebel base, but I refused to give Mort the satisfaction of reacting to it. With a smirk, he exited the ship, the hatch closing behind him as he ventured into the wild Junkyard.

      Good riddance, I thought, although it was laced with a twinge of regret that I quickly brushed aside.

      As I headed back to the cockpit, a vague memory flooded through my mind, of Galo telling us to seek out the star. I’d thought it was a weird thing to say, even then, but now it seemed even stranger. He hadn’t been able to finish the sentence, with death coming so quickly for him, but what if we’d been wrong all this time—what if he hadn’t been telling us to seek out a star? What if he’d been telling us to find the Stargazers all along?
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      I decided to keep my thoughts about the Stargazers to myself, especially after the conversation I’d had with Stone about them. Even if we wanted to get them on our side, Stone had made it sound impossible, and right now we had enough on our plates. Plus, our first stop had to be Glossa, to placate Stone and keep him sweet.

      The cruiser was faster than a lot of ships, but it lacked the deep-space technology that Orion’s vessels had. Although, Stone had assured us, after a lengthy discussion, that he had the required materials on his ship for Navan, Bashrik, and Ronad to use to soup up the cruiser, using the design they’d built with Ianthan and Jethro. He figured they’d have to improvise a bit, but he had the basic items. Whether that was true or not remained to be seen, but Lauren had backed up the claim, telling us he had a load of cool stuff tucked away. I mean, if anyone had the goods, it had to be the man who scavenged and traded rare things for a living.

      With that in mind, and with nothing available to improve our engines just yet, our journey to Glossa was set to take four days, though we’d reach Vysanthe on the morning of the third day, by Bashrik’s estimate. I wasn’t really looking forward to being near the coldblood planet again, but it was a necessary evil. We needed to know what the queens were up to, and that was the only way to do it, unless we wanted to go traipsing around a load of port-planets on the off chance of overhearing some news in a ladies’ changing room.

      Truthfully, it was nice to put the Junkyard behind us. With so many revenge bounties on my head, I hadn’t felt comfortable sticking around any longer, even though I knew the pirates could attempt to seek me out in the depths of space. However, I’d come to learn that pirates didn’t like exerting any more energy on something than they really had to, and me being far away definitely worked in my favor. They wouldn’t try to track me unless they really wanted to, which I doubted any of them would.

      Things weren’t exactly peaceful on board the cruiser, though. On the agreement of almost everyone else, Lauren had let Stone out of his storage closet prison, much to the chagrin of the only one who’d objected—Xiphio. He seemed to think it was his right, as a Fed agent who’d been personally slighted by Stone, to arrest him and see to it that the ambaka stayed locked up. Still, he was reluctantly abiding by the majority vote, though I could see it pained him to do it.

      “I really think he ought to be placed in one of the cruiser’s bedrooms. I’m not suggesting we put him back in the storage cupboard, but he really shouldn’t be permitted to roam free,” Xiphio complained, as we sat around the cockpit, utilizing the fold-out table by the floor-to-ceiling windshield. “It goes against every moral fiber of my being.”

      “Maybe you could help Lauren with the diagnostics?” I suggested, knowing we were moments away from an all-out dispute. Stone was keeping to the other side of the cockpit, but his mere presence was a constant source of irritation for Xiphio.

      Xiphio glanced over to Lauren, who was standing at the far side of the windshield and scanning a flat device that scrolled with a list of the ship’s diagnostics and inventory. Well, that’s what Lauren had told me it contained, anyway. With her contact lenses, she could read the alien language, but Angie and I were stuck with our regular human vision, the alien words nothing but a jumble of symbols.

      “I would not wish to intrude. She looks so very peaceful,” Xiphio said, admiring her from afar.

      “She won’t mind, I promise.”

      Angie nodded. “Carpe diem, my man, carpe diem!”

      “Excuse me?” Xiphio mumbled, confused.

      “Seize your moment with the beautiful woman before the three-eyed thug does it!” Angie hissed.

      Xiphio smiled excitedly. “Carpe diem indeed, Miss Angie!”

      No longer needing encouragement, he got out of his chair and strode over to where Lauren stood, instantly becoming shy and awkward as he neared. It was like watching the evolution of man in reverse. He’d started out confident enough, strutting a little, only to retreat more into himself the closer he got to the object of his affection.

      “Might I assist you in your endeavors, Miss Lauren?” he asked, clearing his throat. His gills were flapping rapidly, betraying his inner panic.

      She looked at him, moving to push up the bridge of the glasses that were no longer there. “I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to not having my specs,” she said, giggling nervously. “I have phantom glasses syndrome!”

      He laughed in response, the sound warm and genuine. “You are very amusing, Miss Lauren. It’s rare to find humor, intellect, and beauty in one person,” he said quietly. “If you were a gemstone, I imagine you would be the very rarest of finds.”

      Lauren blushed furiously, reverting to her shy self, worlds away from the steely-eyed, ferocious woman she’d been with Stone. From where I was sitting, it was almost like a completely different person. Angie and I exchanged a knowing look, both of us stifling laughter. In truth, it was nice to see a glimpse of the old, softer-edged Lauren.

      I’d expected Angie to be more upset about Mort leaving, but she hadn’t said much about it at all. His departure certainly hadn’t led to any tension between us, even though she knew it was because of me that he’d gone. All she’d said was a simple, “It had to happen sometime.” Bashrik had been relieved, knowing he wouldn’t have to witness their weird friendship anymore, but after our previous disagreements, I kept expecting Angie to blame me.

      “You sure you don’t mind about Mort?” I asked for the thousandth time, leaving Xiphio and Lauren to their shy flirting.

      “Like I said before, I honestly don’t mind at all. He had to go sometime, and I’m glad it happened before we made our way to Earth,” she replied. “If his goal was only to get revenge on Orion, then it’s no skin off my nose. He wouldn’t have helped in our fight, and I’ve got no time for people like that. Yeah, he was fun, but I’m not sad to see him go.”

      I sighed in relief. “That’s good to know.”

      “I’m never going to let things get bad between us again, Riley, if that’s what you’re really worrying about,” she said, her tone comforting. “I like to think we’ve learned our lesson. We’re better women now, right?”

      I grinned. “Right.”

      “I mean, if I didn’t have you, who would I gossip with?” she teased. “Speaking of which—it looks like I’ve got a love rival.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She tilted her head toward Bashrik, who was sitting at the control panel with Stone beside him. He was chattering away animatedly, while the ambaka simply stared at Xiphio and Lauren, a frown visible above the line of his bandana. I wasn’t about to pick sides and say who would be a better choice for Lauren, but there was an undeniable sadness in Stone’s eyes.

      “And then you move these dials to alter the different levels within the cruiser’s systems,” Bashrik enthused, unaware that Stone wasn’t listening. “Hey, you catch that?” he asked, nudging Stone in the arm.

      “Sorry, mate, I was miles away. Keep thinkin’ of me crewmates,” Stone said. “What were ye saying?”

      Bashrik repeated his statement about the dials, before moving on to the various mood settings of the cruiser. This seemed to hold the ambaka’s attention a little more readily, and his eyes went wide in delight as he watched what Bashrik was doing. It appeared a fledgling bromance was blossoming between the two of them, with them bonding over their shared love of all things mechanical. Bashrik clearly thought Stone was the height of cool, too, though he’d never have admitted it.

      “Hey, Bash,” Navan said from his spot across the cockpit, but all of Bashrik’s attention was turned to Stone, who kept asking what all the different buttons did. “Bashrik!” Navan tried again, to no response. He slumped down in his chair and shot me a wounded puppy-dog look that made me stifle a laugh. I gave him a sympathetic pout, and he smiled a little. It seemed that Stone was stealing all his brotherly attention.

      “You know what, lads and lasses, I think we should have a wee hootenanny!” Stone announced suddenly, standing up and slamming his fists down on the dashboard. A grin spread across his face.

      “A wee what?” Bashrik asked excitedly.

      “A hootenanny, a shindig, a celebration, a party—call it what ye want!” he replied brightly. “You mightn’t realize it, but everyone on this ship is bound together for life. All of ye have survived near-death ordeals together and faced the wrath of the cops together. That’s the way of the ambaka—ye run together like that, you’re bound together for the rest o’ your days!”

      “That’s awesome!” Bashrik cooed.

      “Aye, you’re all me brothers and sisters now. We’re a big ol’ family. We should celebrate the start o’ this journey together!” he insisted.

      Navan frowned disapprovingly. “We can’t afford to lose our wits with drinking and revelry, Stone. It’s a nice idea, but I don’t think it’s appropriate.”

      “You gotta learn to let go, Navan. True focus comes from releasin’ all your qualms and strains,” Stone replied casually. “How can you target the important things if yer mind is swimmin’ with all sorts? You’d be surprised what a good shindig can do. You’ll feel like a new bloke!”

      Bashrik nodded eagerly. “That’s so true!”

      “He knows what he’s talking about, Navan,” Lauren chimed in, much to Xiphio’s discomfort. “We used to have parties all the time on the scavenger ship, and they never did us any harm. Most of the time, they cleared away the cobwebs and got us all energized again. I imagine we could all do with letting our hair down a bit, right?”

      “But you look just as lovely with your hair up,” Xiphio protested.

      She giggled coyly. “It’s a human saying, Xiphio. It means we could all do with a bit of relaxation.”

      He nodded, laughing. “How foolish of me,” he said. “Thank you for setting me straight. Your Earthen ways are deeply fascinating to me.”

      Stone shot him a look. “Ren’s right, as per usual. You’ve all been through a helluva lot. I say we celebrate, though we’ll keep it restrained fer your sake, Navan,” he teased. “A drink, then we pass around some food and offer up some tales of our lives. It’s an old ambaka custom I’d love to share with ye.”

      I grinned. “I think it sounds like just the thing to cheer us all up before we head into the unknown!”

      “Yeah, why don’t we go all out?” Angie suggested. “The three of us can grab some decorations and make some party food, like we used to back at your place in the city, Lauren!”

      “Absolutely!” Lauren agreed.

      “Plus, this ship was stolen from Killick—I bet it has a party mode,” I said, remembering it was a leisure cruiser. “Boys, you see if you can jazz this ship up a little! Oh, and someone should probably wake Ronad and tell him what’s going on.”

      Navan still didn’t seem pleased at the prospect, but I hoped he’d soon cheer up. Bashrik and Stone got up eagerly and made for the door, while Xiphio trailed them reluctantly. Ronad was sleeping off the last of his injuries in his bedroom. He’d taken medicine to heal his wounds, but it had resulted in some side effects that had left him feeling worn out. Even so, I knew he’d be game if he heard there was a celebration going on.

      “Cheer up, this’ll be good for us,” I said, sidling up to Navan and looping my arms around his neck.

      “I still don’t think it’s a good idea,” he mumbled sullenly.

      “We need this. Think of it as a long-overdue service on the engine of our morale.”

      He chuckled, leaning down to catch my mouth with his. “Very poetic.”

      “I thought so. Now, hop to it and get this ship in party mode!”

      “I’m just warning you now, you might not like Killick’s version of ‘party mode,’” he replied, arching an eyebrow. “You have no idea what these merevin playboys get up to behind closed doors.”

      “Considering Ronad found a set of cuffs in one of the bedrooms, I’m pretty sure I can guess,” I joked, pulling a face.

      “Hey, do not tarnish us all with the same brush!” Xiphio said, popping his head back into the room. “We aren’t all playboys, and we are certainly not all deviants like young Killick Loligo. He’s of the merevin elite—they have somewhat warped views of things. I’m from much humbler beginnings.”

      Lauren smiled at him. “You’ll have to tell me about them sometime.”

      “Perhaps that shall be my tale, Miss Lauren, to be passed around.”

      We hurried toward the expansive storage closets as the boys set off to find the party room. Inside, there were rows upon rows of boxes and drawers, stacked full of exactly what we were looking for. There were streamers in a rainbow of colors, crates of indoor fireworks, self-lighting lanterns, glitter fountains that puffed up plumes of sparkle, statues of unusual creatures and deities, and boxes filled with party plates and glasses. We kicked whatever we wanted out into the hallway, planning out the design of our celebrations. So far, it was looking like haphazard rave-chic.

      “How about these?” Angie cackled, pulling out a string of lights that were shaped like… well, something inappropriate for a family party.

      “Or these?” Lauren countered, removing a case of boob-shaped Jell-O molds from a refrigerated icebox.

      “Oh, Bashrik would definitely like those,” she joked, collapsing in a fit of giggles.

      “I would never have guessed he was a boob man. I always thought he’d be a butt man,” Lauren replied thoughtfully, before joining Angie on the floor of the closet, her body shaking with laughter.

      “He’s more of a takes-what-he-can-get guy!” Angie shrieked, clutching Lauren to her as the two of them descended into hysterics.

      I stared at my friends laughing on the floor, feeling the sting of tears prick my eyes at the normalcy of it. They were happy tears, reminding me of times we’d spent back in New York, rummaging through cupboards and boxes for party stuff at Christmas and New Year’s Eve, and on our birthdays. I pictured the three of us in Lauren’s backyard during a winter snowstorm one New Year’s Eve when we were thirteen. One of us got the idea that it would be fun to hide out in the shed from the adults. I remembered the three of us giggling like lunatics in that freezing shed as Lauren’s parents tried to find us. It had been ridiculous and we’d all gotten sick from the cold afterwards, but I wouldn’t have traded the memory for anything. I didn’t need alcohol when I had my friends for company.

      “We really missed you, Lauren,” I said quietly.

      She grinned up at me, reaching out for my hand so she could yank me down onto the floor. “I missed you guys, too.”

      “It wasn’t the same without you,” Angie agreed, wrapping her arms around us both.

      As we pulled away, I looked back at Lauren. “You wouldn’t really join the scavengers again, would you?” I asked, unable to help myself. It was something that had been playing on my mind since Stone had mentioned it.

      She hesitated for a moment. “No… I’d rather go home.”

      “You don’t sound sure,” I pressed.

      “It’s a hard question, that’s all.”

      Angie frowned at her. “Why’s it hard? You wouldn’t seriously go back to them, right?”

      A sigh stirred her chest. “It’s just… I felt needed with them. I felt necessary. It’s hard to explain, and even harder to understand, but it’s the truth.”

      “You’re necessary to us, too,” I insisted. “We couldn’t have done half of what we’ve done without you.”

      Lauren shook her head slowly. “It’s not the same. I told you, it’s hard to explain—it was more than just knowing stuff. I was integral to something, and I don’t know if I’ve ever felt that way before. You two have always been the fierce ones, and I always felt a bit left behind. With the crew, I felt like I was on an even playing field… or something. I don’t know. I’m talking nonsense.”

      Angie looped her arm through Lauren’s. “You wanting to stay with the scavengers doesn’t have anything to do with your feelings for a certain someone, does it?”

      “What? No!” she protested, visibly embarrassed.

      “I bet eyes aren’t the only thing he has three of, am I right?” Angie teased, flashing a devilish grin at our mortified friend. “Hey, if you ever find out, you’ve got to let me know—but don’t expect me to help. I can barely handle one!”

      “Can we not talk about this!” Lauren said, covering her ears.

      “Stockholm Syndrome!” Angie and I yelled at the same time, giggling raucously.

      Lauren looked at us both, but she didn’t seem as amused as I’d hoped. “Look, Stone has a lot of good qualities, despite what you guys might think. He’s nice, but I’m not going to lose my mind over a guy,” she said somberly. “You might not believe me, but I know Stone is bad news. I’m not stupid. His life is trading and stealing, and that’s not the life I want. Nothing will ever come of our ‘relationship,’ or whatever it is. So, we’ll stay friends and crewmates, and that’s all. I’ve come to terms with that, and it’s honestly okay. Our priorities just don’t match.”

      I put my arm around her, pulling her to me. “And what about a certain charming Fed agent?”

      “I have no idea how many he has, so don’t even ask,” Angie quipped. “What if they don’t have anything at all? Maybe he’s completely smooth!”

      Lauren’s cheeks flushed an even deeper shade of red, though she ignored Angie outright. “I don’t know… He’s sweet. I don’t think I’ve met anyone like him before.”

      Over the top of Lauren’s head, Angie and I exchanged a look. It seemed there were two horses in this unexpected race, though right now they were neck and neck.
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      Letting Lauren off the hook, we gathered up the boxes of party decorations and wandered through the ship, calling out for the boys. The vessel was eerily silent, considering we were preparing for a party. Then again, only three of our male crew were in a celebratory mood. Navan and Xiphio were undoubtedly sulking about the whole thing.

      Ronad poked his head around the door of the observatory. “In here!”

      We stepped through, expecting to see the glass-fronted room we were used to. To my delight, however, the place had been transformed, the plain metal walls and ceiling having morphed into a glowing light-scape, with atmospheric music flowing through unseen speakers. Gauzy red curtains had been dragged across the floor-to-ceiling windows, which ordinarily looked out on wherever we were, giving the room an underground, speakeasy vibe.

      A bar had been pulled down from one of the metal panels, as well as what looked like a DJ booth, and the boys had evidently found fluffy cushions and beanbag-type chairs to sit on, and had scattered them about the observatory, giving it an Arabian Nights feel. It was a mishmash of things, but I liked it. It certainly matched the current inhabitants of the cruiser.

      “Nice job, guys—you found party mode!” Angie whistled, dumping her boxes on the floor. “Now, who wants to give us a hand with these?”

      Within half an hour, the observatory was covered in streamers and glowing strings of lights, with the lanterns casting a romantic glow on the room and everyone within. Angie had wanted to put up the naughty lights, but Bashrik had yanked them down when Angie wasn’t looking and stuffed them in a hidden cupboard with the rest of the unused decorations. Meanwhile, Lauren and Xiphio had gone off to make the party food, with Stone insisting he go with them, since it was part of his tradition. I saw Xiphio grimace at the prospect of his love rival tagging along, but Lauren didn’t seem to mind. She was happy to have them both with her, and so was I. Maybe it would help her figure out which one she liked most, though she didn’t appear to be in any rush to decide.

      “Would you care to dance?” Navan asked, moving over to where I stood peering out of the gauzy curtain at the expanse of space beyond.

      I turned and smiled up at him. “Might as well make the most of the music, until the others come back,” I murmured. He slipped his arms around my waist, and my arms looped around his neck. We swayed from side to side, gazing into one another’s eyes, the soft music playing out the rhythm to our moving bodies. I was still worried about why he’d hidden from me, but I was determined not to let it get the better of me—not now, when we were supposed to be celebrating.

      “I love you,” he whispered.

      “I love you, too,” I whispered back, smiling. “I guess you came around to the idea of a party, then?”

      “I like this part of it,” he admitted, dipping his head to kiss me. His hands moved up my spine, making my skin tingle deliciously.

      I was just melting into the moment when Lauren and her suitors returned, carrying trays of mouth-watering food. Well, most of it looked mouth-watering, though there were a few dishes that I really didn’t feel like trying. There were bowls of blood gazpacho for the coldbloods; fish for Xiphio, which seemed a little strange considering he looked quite fish-like; breads, oils, and heavily spiced dips for us humans; and some sort of roasted insects, about the size of a small chicken, for the ambaka.

      “Pull up a cushion and get yerselves in a circle,” Stone instructed brightly, setting his insect dish down on the ground and commandeering his own spot on the floor.

      Everyone else gathered around, with Lauren sitting between Stone and Xiphio, and Angie and Bashrik sitting together, while Navan and I did the same, setting our plates in front of us. Only Ronad had no romantic interest to sit beside, but he didn’t seem bothered in the slightest, lifting up his bowl of blood gazpacho and inhaling the scent with a satisfied sigh.

      “Ah, and can’t forget summat te drink!” Stone announced. He hopped up and ran over to the bar, pulling out a bottle of something and racking up eight glasses on a bar tray. He carried it over with deft hands, placing it in the center of the circle.

      “What do we do with it?” Bashrik asked.

      Stone grinned. “Drink it, o’ course!”

      “I guessed as much,” Bashrik replied cheerfully. “But does it mean something?”

      “Now you’re gettin’ it, my man!” Stone said in a congratulatory tone, clapping Bashrik on the back. “We go around the circle, and when it’s yer turn to tell a tale of your life, ye pour, and ye drink once you’re done!”

      “I think I’ll take some of that red juice in the bar, please,” I said.

      “O’ course, Ri!” He jumped up and ran to the bar again, bringing back a smaller bottle of red liquid. He passed it to me and I sniffed it, still a little dubious after my experience with Kirin and her zombie mix. “Don’t worry. There’s not a drop o’ booze in that. If there is, ye can boot me out the airlock.”

      “Thank you, Stone.”

      “Nay problem, pal.”

      The party game sounded simple enough, though I was nervous about telling a story. I didn’t know what kind of tale we were supposed to tell, though I figured we’d find out soon enough. Undoubtedly, as the one who’d suggested we do this, Stone would be the first one to speak. I glanced around the circle as we all took some food and started to eat, at Stone’s instruction. It still stunned me that this eclectic mix had all come together, to work as one team, but I couldn’t help feeling Mort’s absence. He’d have said something funny to get us all in the right mood.

      He needed to go. He’d only have gotten in the way, and you can’t afford to have dead weight going into this attack on the rebels, I told myself, brushing away my sadness with anger. After all, he’d brought it upon himself.

      As I’d expected, Stone was the first to start the story-sharing, pouring himself a large glass of the liquid from the central bottle. It was bright blue, with a fruity scent that reminded me of the blue-raspberry gum I’d had as a kid. He told a sad tale about walking in the mountains with a girl he’d known. She’d been his first love, a childhood crush that should have lasted a lifetime. Tears pricked my eyes as I heard him describe the ambaka who’d stolen his heart. The Stone in the story didn’t sound much like the Stone sitting before us, but life had been hard on him—of course it had changed him along the way. He ended his story by assuring us that it had merely been a chapter in what he hoped to be a long proverbial book, and that he knew his heart could open again. He didn’t elaborate, but Angie and I shot each other a look. Meanwhile, Lauren looked anywhere else but at Stone or us, her cheeks pink.

      As he downed his tumbler of blue drink, he urged Lauren to speak next. She told a simple tale of sitting in Brisha’s library one solitary evening, reading through tomes of bygone kings and queens. It had made her wonder about her own life, and how she would be remembered in thousands of years’ time. She wasn’t sure she would be remembered, but she explained that it had made her determined to live a worthy life, full of adventure and excitement, learning all she could about the universe and its unique spread of cultures. More than that, she’d sensed it had been the turning point of her new existence—it was the moment she’d known she couldn’t go back to the girl she’d once been. She downed her drink, passing the figurative baton to Xiphio.

      He told a tale about searching for a rare purple pearl beneath the waters of Almaghura, which he wanted to use to impress a merevin girl he’d met. The romance didn’t last, and he claimed he was still looking for that rare pearl, casting a meaningful glance in Lauren’s direction. I tried very hard not to laugh out loud, knowing it would sound cruel. Even for a merevin, that story was cheesy as hell.

      Bashrik followed, telling the story of how he got roped into designing Queen Gianne’s palace. His father had been responsible for getting him the position, though Bashrik had felt as though he was in way over his head, given that it was his first real architecture job. In a conspiratorial whisper, he told us all how he had designed an entire floor that had no entrance, and it had never been used. A whole floor, wasted.

      To my surprise, Angie told the story about us hiding in the shed on New Year’s Eve, where the three of us giggled like idiots while slowly freezing our asses off. It was an amusing memory, especially told from her perspective. She even described how we’d finally revealed ourselves, and mimicked the way Lauren’s mother had screamed when we snuck up on her.

      When the circle reached Ronad, there wasn’t a dry eye in the house. His story was about the first time he’d told Naya he loved her. They had been sitting on the banks of Lake Tristitia, with the stars glittering overhead. He’d brought a picnic out for them, though he’d been too nervous to eat. They’d lied to Jareth, saying they were going to a screening in town, so they weren’t worried about getting home on time. When she got too cold, he’d wrapped her up warm and pulled her to him, brushing away a strand of hair and gazing down into her eyes. There, beneath the stars, he’d told her everything he felt, pouring out his heart to her. And she had said the same in return. It was a simple story, but it resonated with me.

      Navan told the story of me eating hot noodle soup with him in Siberia, before dancing in the local festival. That was a nice memory, too, though it seemed to belong to a different girl, now that I was hearing it again.

      And then, it came around to me. I poured my red juice and wondered what I was going to say. In the end, I settled for the story of Navan masquerading as my boyfriend on the very same day that my birthparents showed up at the door. I told everyone how that moment had changed the way I looked at Navan forever, though I’d had no idea where it would lead. With a smile, I downed my drink, passing the proverbial baton back to Stone.

      This time, he told a tale about a mission he’d undertaken to steal a very important item of machinery from a Fed outpost. It was stolen technology anyway, he figured, so he’d had no qualms about taking it. He laughed, reminiscing over the way Alfa had been forced to cling to the ship with his claws as they took off, leaving scratches in the exterior for weeks after.

      Before he could pass the storytelling on to Lauren, Xiphio interrupted.

      “Well, I remember my first years as a fresh, enthusiastic young Fed agent,” he began drunkenly. “I was performing to the best of my ability, bringing in criminals and saving lives, living out a true career dream. No two days were the same, and I felt as though I was doing something wonderfully useful in the universe. I had a purpose and a calling, and I had never felt prouder.

      “And then, a document landed on my desk, detailing a grave disaster that was due to befall the poor inhabitants of a planet named Tiburon. It ought to have been the crowning moment of my fledgling career… and it would have been, were it not for the actions of a foolish, barbaric criminal.”

      Lauren burst out laughing, clamping a hand over her mouth in embarrassment. “I’m so sorry, Xiphio!” she said, her voice muffled, her eyes going wide.

      Stone smirked. “For all those missin’ something, he’s talking ‘bout me.”

      “I apologize, I was under the impression it was my turn to speak?” Xiphio protested, clearly irritated at Stone’s interjection.

      “It was Ren’s turn to speak. Either way, my tradition don’t permit the spreading o’ slurs on a man’s good character,” Stone replied calmly. “You’re using it for your own ends, not to offer good feelin’ and joy among us.”

      “Perhaps you should have explained the rules a little more clearly,” Xiphio muttered.

      Stone chuckled. “There ain’t no rules, just common courtesy.”

      “You asked me to tell a story, so I chose one!” Xiphio fired back.

      “Well, how’s about I say my piece on your tale?” Stone said. “Two sides to every story, right? Looks like everyone here’s heard your side—you were just givin’ it a repeat for my sake, to try and embarrass me or somethin’. I think it’s time they knew what I had to say! I’m sure it’s more interestin’ this way.”

      “I’m sure it will be a false account but, by all means, be my guest!” Xiphio muttered, folding his arms across his chest.

      “See, this ‘ere agent made the grave mistake of ignorin’ the pleas of the Tiburon folk, to be given another place to live,” Stone began. “Their planet were half dead and their sun were near enough snuffed, but this lad thought he knew best. Off he went on his wee mission, his head stuffed full o’ self-righteous rubbish, ignorin’ what the Tiburonians said. He even held a meetin’ with ‘em and told them they’d have to move back, once the asteroid had been exploded. Signin’ their death warrant, was this guy!”

      “That is completely false, Mr. Stone, and you know it!” Xiphio interjected. “I was following Fed orders. People cannot simply be given new planets, just because they don’t like the state of their old one. Their sun had at least two millennia remaining, and their planet was habitable, if a little polluted. If they did not wish to live in dirt and dust and grime, then they should’ve taken better care of their ecosystem!”

      Stone laughed. “See, this is what they were dealin’ with! Pure stubborn attitude! It wasn’t their fault their water was drying up and their lands were spent. They’d had to recover from a massive bomb blast that ruined everythin’ in the fallout. Which, I might add, the Fed never did ought about.”

      “Because we couldn’t find the culprits!” Xiphio retorted.

      “Couldn’t find, or never tried to find?”

      “We did everything we could with that investigation!”

      Stone snorted. “Not enough, though, right? Those folks were more or less refugees, trapped on a dyin’ planet. Someone had to help ‘em, and you outright refused.”

      “No, I followed guidelines! Something you have no concept of!”

      “So, I did what Agent Xiphio ‘ere wouldn’t. I followed ‘im and moved the charges to a different asteroid when he weren’t looking. The other asteroid hit Tiburon, and everyone got what they wanted. The Tiburonians had already been evacuated, and they got the new planet they’d been dreamin’ of. Job done, problem solved, we all went home happy.”

      “Not everyone got what they wanted, Mr. Stone! My career was in tatters!”

      He shrugged. “Someone always has to pay a price, Xiphio. Weren’t it worth it, now you think back?”

      “No, it most certainly was not!” Xiphio looked like he was about to lunge for Stone, his cheeks a furious shade of purple, his gills flapping a million times a second.

      “Hey, hey, simmer down, everyone!” I said. “This is supposed to be a party, and there shouldn’t be fighting at a party.”

      Stone snickered. “Dunno what parties you’ve been to. Most of ‘em end in a brawl or two.”

      “Yeah, well, this one isn’t ending in a fight. We’re supposed to be telling stories that bond us all and give us more insight into one another, right? Isn’t that the purpose of your tradition, Stone?”

      “Well, I’ll be damned. Yer right, Ri,” he replied, looking surprisingly sheepish.

      “Good, then I hope you don’t mind if I interject, to calm things down a bit,” I said. “See, the thing is, I keep looking around at you all and wondering how the hell we all got here. Part of me is glad we did end up together, but part of me wonders what life would’ve been like if we’d carried on with our normal lives. Only, it’s impossible to think of, because I can’t picture any existence without this guy next to me.” I glanced shyly at Navan, who was gazing at me, a smile on his lips. “I know people don’t always see eye-to-eye, especially when you’re from opposite sides of the universe, but if being with Navan has taught me anything, it’s that you can never trust a first impression.”

      “I like where this is goin’!” Stone whistled, listening intently.

      “See, when Navan and I met each other, he was this angry, gray-skinned creature, and I was a stubborn, naïve girl who’d never so much as left the country she was born in,” I explained, chuckling. “I was terrified of him to begin with, and would’ve done anything to get away from him, but then I saw him sitting on top of a house, staring out into space. I’d never seen anyone look sadder or more vulnerable, and even then, I felt drawn to him. I didn’t like him much, but something was pulling us together.

      “He tried to frighten me once, by going into what I like to call ‘beast mode.’ I should’ve known then not to get involved with a guy who can grow wings and fangs at will.” I laughed, and Navan chuckled too. “In fact, I would’ve been willing to just turn my back on what I’d seen and go back to my normal life, but then things got in the way. Someone he’d considered a friend stole my blood because he thought my species was the key to immortality. So, Navan, Ronad, and Bashrik were forced to intervene. I was introduced to a world of lycans, shifters, coldbloods, everything… and I’ve never looked back. Had it not been for all of that, I’d never know what true love feels like. And frankly, it was worth it. Because there’s always a price, like you said, Stone.”

      Navan grinned, sliding his arm around my shoulders. Xiphio was staring at us with twinkly eyes, looking like he might cry at the pure romance of it all. Even Stone looked moved, which surprised me a bit. The other four were smiling too, remembering what it had taken to bring us all here.

      “Yeah, if we hadn’t been perving on you all with your shirts off, we’d be living different lives right now!” Angie declared. “I always knew boys would get me into trouble. My mom always said they would.”

      “Freaking lumberjacks, ruining everything,” Lauren teased.

      Bashrik smiled shyly. “You weren’t the only one to find something wonderful, Riley.”

      “I wouldn’t swap you for the universe,” Angie chimed in, wrapping her arms around him and kissing him fiercely on the lips. He slid his arms around her waist and pulled her closer, the rest of us looking away in amused awkwardness.

      “Well, if this is gonna turn into some sort o’ love-in, I might have to skedaddle. I’m feelin’ a little too bonded to yer all right now,” Stone mumbled. “Just gonna take this with me, keep the celebration going.” He leaned over and plucked the bottle of blue liquid off the tray, tucking it under his arm as he got to his feet.

      “You never leave a party early. What’s up with you?” Lauren teased.

      “Feelin’ weary, that’s all.” He smiled awkwardly at her, before making a swift exit out of the observatory.

      “Wonder what’s gotten into him,” Lauren mumbled, though it was clear to the rest of us what was going on. Well, to those of us who weren’t glued to each other’s faces.

      “I think I might hit the hay, too,” Ronad said, standing up.

      “No! Don’t go!” I called to him, but he just smiled.

      “Always leave them wanting more,” he said, laughing to himself as he left.

      “Well, if everyone’s going to bed, I might as well go too.” Lauren sighed, scrambling to her feet. I watched Xiphio’s face, realizing he wanted to say something to her, but it seemed he’d lost his nerve as she stretched out, yawning dramatically.

      “Might I walk you to your chambers?” he asked, finding his voice.

      Lauren smiled. “It’s only up the corridor.”

      “Of course, my apologies—what was I thinking?” He looked so crestfallen, I wanted to shout at Lauren to put him out of his misery.

      “Although, I was thinking of getting a drink to wash out the taste of that blue stuff, if you want to come to the kitchen with me?” she murmured unexpectedly, offering out her hand to help Xiphio to his feet. It was a bold move, a blend of old and new Lauren taking over.

      A wide smile spread across Xiphio’s face. “I’d be delighted to join you, Miss Lauren!”

      I watched them leave the observatory, feeling excited for their fledgling romance. Even so, I couldn’t quite shake off the awkward expression I’d seen on Stone’s face as he’d left. It was clear he completely adored Lauren, but until he said or did something to show her how he felt, it wasn’t going to go anywhere. Who could blame Lauren for showing interest in the man who was obvious in his affections? Romance was hard enough without second-guessing the feelings of a potential partner.

      “I guess we should be going, too,” Navan said, tilting his head toward Bashrik and Angie, who were still obliviously wrapped up in one another, their passionate kissing making me feel very awkward. She was my best friend, but there were some things a girl didn’t need to see.

      I nodded. “Ready when you are.”

      “Do you think they even know we’ve all left?” Navan asked as we reached the door.

      I turned toward the preoccupied lovers. “Goodnight, you two!”

      They didn’t make a sound, too engrossed in each other to notice that they were the only ones left in the observatory. Laughing at the pair of them, I slipped my hand into Navan’s and headed out into the hallway, making our way back to our room. It was nice to have a moment alone with him, especially after everything that had been going on lately.

      As soon as the door to our bedroom was closed, I wrapped my arms around Navan and stood on my tiptoes, kissing him fiercely on the mouth. His hands found my hips, holding me tight, his breath catching in the back of his throat as he kissed me back. Recounting the story of our first meeting had created a warm, fuzzy glow between us, which I was determined to make the most of.

      With a devious look on my face, I grasped his hands and pulled him over to the bed, only for him to take a step away from me, breaking free of my touch. His expression changed suddenly, becoming instantly more serious. I sat down on the edge of the bed and looked up at him, wondering what was going on. Was he worried about Earth? I couldn’t tell. It was something that was always playing on my mind, too, but it only made me more eager to make the most of the time we had, while we had it.

      “There was a story I wanted to tell, in the circle,” he said suddenly. “I couldn’t work up the courage to do it in front of everyone, but it’s one I’ve been meaning to tell you for a long time. Until now, the moment has never been right.”

      “You’re not engaged to another person, are you?” I asked.

      He smiled sadly. “You said I frightened you, when we first met. Firstly, I wanted to apologize. Secondly, I wanted to explain why,” he said quietly. “Honestly, back then, I was a different person than the one I am now… because of you. I hid from emotions, and I wasn’t good at dealing with things I couldn’t understand. I was dealing with a lot of pain, pent up over the years.”

      “Because of what happened to Naya?”

      “Partially, but there was more to it than that,” he continued. “I know I told you about the fighting pits, and me not being able to deal any death blows. And yet, you saw me kill Jethro. No doubt, you were confused. The thing is, Jethro wasn’t the first person I’d killed, though after Naya died I swore never to hurt anyone again.”

      I frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know if you remember me saying, but before I was an Explorer, I worked for my father in his alchemy lab,” he explained. “To begin with, everything was fine; I was helping out with serums and elixirs and getting to learn all the useful stuff that made the job seem like something I wanted to do. I presume that was my father’s intention, to draw me in first, before he revealed the dark secrets of what truly went on behind the scenes.”

      I looked at him with concern etched on my face. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, I had no idea what I was getting into. Making elixirs was one thing, but I didn’t understand then that, to create powerful alchemical compounds, test subjects are required. Toward the end of my apprenticeship, things took a turn for the worse. After we started making headway with the Immortality Theory, my father’s experiments became more extreme. Soon enough, he was bringing test subjects into the lab, from all over the place. He would send requests in to the Exploration Corps, to bring him back subjects of various species so that he could study them and experiment on them.”

      “What?” I gasped.

      “You saw what happened to those poor bastards at Queen Brisha’s alchemy lab, when they put that test elixir into their veins,” he murmured. “I never saw anything quite like that, but I did witness the endless suffering of the test subjects that were brought in. My father, and the other alchemists, kept them locked away in cells beneath the lab. He would send me down there to fetch them, and then… when the trial didn’t work out, or a nasty side effect took hold… it was up to me to put them out of their misery.”

      “Oh, Navan…”

      “I remember that first kill as if it were yesterday. I used to dream about it every night, though the nightmares have faded in recent years,” he went on. “He was a coldblood criminal who had been imprisoned for infidelity. He hadn’t robbed anyone, killed anyone, or harmed anyone physically. And yet, he’d been thrown in prison for what he’d done. I remember him crying out to me as I approached him. He thought I was going to help him.

      “I remember hearing those cries and looking into that man’s eyes… and panicking. I didn’t want to kill him, but if I didn’t, I knew I would bring my father’s wrath down on my head. Worse than that, I knew I might end up facing a similar fate—Jareth had threatened as much. I realize now that it was a lie—he didn’t have that kind of power—but back then I believed every word he said. I was more afraid of him than anyone else, and I couldn’t even fathom the idea of him lying to me. Barely thinking of the consequences, I took the knife from my belt and plunged it into the man’s chest, just as my father had told me to. I’ll never forget the shocked look on his face as he fell.”

      “Oh my God…”

      “In that final year at the lab, I killed more people than I can count—people from all across the universe. I killed them because I had to, and with every single death, it got easier,” he murmured. “The action got easier, anyway, but the pain never went away. Then, one day, I couldn’t do it anymore. I lifted the knife to kill a Carokian and I froze. He lunged for me, snapping me out of it, but after that kill I told my father I couldn’t kill anyone else… I wouldn’t kill anyone else. He called me a coward and sent me to Lazar, and I never set foot in the alchemy lab again. It was my uncle who taught me how to compartmentalize everything, and lock pain and guilt away, deep inside, where it can’t get out. He was the one who told me that the faces of the dead never go away, but they fade over time.”

      “I don’t understand. How come you went to the pits, then, when Naya died?”

      He shrugged. “I was numb, and I wanted to feel something again. I wanted to remember all those I’d hurt. I wanted to be punished for everything I’d done, and everything I hadn’t done… to protect her. I wanted to pay some kind of price for following Jareth’s lead in murdering those innocents, now that he’d done the same to my sister. I knew that the only way to do that was to bring back the ghosts of everyone I’d killed. I wanted to feel that pain again and drown myself in it—it was the only way I knew how to deal with my grief.”

      “Why are you telling me all of this?” I asked, concerned. “Do you want me to forgive you? I do forgive you. You were young and vulnerable; you didn’t know what you were doing. I’ve seen Vysanthean brainwashing firsthand. I know you were only following Jareth’s orders.”

      “But I shouldn’t have done any of that. It’s something I’ve always been deeply ashamed of—a year of my life that I wish I could erase from my memory,” he said. “I’ve done a pretty good job of keeping it hidden, but I didn’t want to hide it from you anymore.”

      “Why?”

      He sighed, a sad smile playing on his lips. “I don’t want there to be any secrets between us.”

      “I don’t have any secrets.”

      “No… No, I suppose you don’t,” he murmured. “I just wanted to tell you mine.”

      He moved forward and sat beside me on the bed, pulling me into his embrace. Nestling close to his chest, I could hear his heart beating faster. It worried me. There was something in his voice that turned my stomach in knots, a tremor of doubt bristling through my body. I wanted to press him further, desperate to ask why it felt like he was still hiding something from me. But, as he tilted my chin up and kissed me deeply, I realized I didn’t want to ruin the moment.

      Besides, I was probably just being paranoid.
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      On the morning of our fourth day of travel, I found myself standing in the kitchen with Navan, eating a plate of buttered toast while he sipped on a bowl of blood, when Bashrik’s voice crackled through the loudspeakers.

      “We’re about to enter Vysanthe’s solar system,” he called. It was a day later than planned, but we were finally nearing the planet of my nightmares.

      Putting down our food, we hurried through to the cockpit, where Ronad and Bashrik were manning the controls. The two of them seemed to be in deep discussion, hardly noticing that we’d entered behind them.

      “This was really your idea?” Ronad asked, his voice tense. “There might be extra scout ships out and about, or heightened measures in place to stop ships from getting by unnoticed.”

      Bashrik shook his head. “I know we need to be wary of the risks involved, Ronad, believe me I do, but if we don’t find out as much as we can, then we’re wasting an opportunity.”

      “What are you guys chatting about?” I interjected. Both of them whirled around to face me.

      “Whether we’re about to do something really stupid,” Ronad replied, flashing a nervous smile in our direction.

      Navan frowned. “You mean by coming back here?”

      Bashrik nodded, running an anxious hand through his hair. “It seemed like a good idea when I suggested it to Riley, and I still think it’s a good idea, but we are taking a bit of a risk.”

      “It’s something we have to do, though, right?” I said firmly. “Bash is right—we need to find out as much as we can, to get an upper hand on the rebels. If we know what’s happening on Vysanthe and we can work out what the queens’ next move might be, then we’ll be one tiny step ahead.”

      “You think it’s worth the risk?” Ronad wondered.

      “To find out if it’s going to be three armies against us and our allies, or just one? Absolutely!” I grinned at him, though I didn’t feel quite so brave inside. The thought of three armies charging at Earth was more than I could bear, especially when one rebel army with a notebook that could give them everlasting life was more than enough to be worrying about.

      “We can give the planet a wide berth and still pick up local transmissions,” Navan assured us. “We shouldn’t have to get very close at all if we can pick up the right airwaves, which I’m hoping will be the same as they were when we left this place.”

      I thought of the coded connection to Brisha’s underground control room and wondered if that was what he meant. Perhaps there was another one he knew to access Gianne’s news source, considering his father had worked for her for so long. Either that, or they had a way of tapping in to the local channels of their hometown, given that they’d spent their entire lives there. Just a glimpse into the past month was all we needed to gauge the current state of North and South Vysanthe, though I was more than happy to stay as far away from the coldblood planet as possible.

      “Do you think the news channels will still be transmitting?” I asked, knowing media blackouts were a very real possibility in wartime.

      “Let’s hope so. Although, I might increase the shield strength, just in case—don’t want any stray scanners picking us up,” Bashrik said nervously, putting the ship into stealth mode.

      Peering through the windshield at the approaching solar system, the sight now familiar to me, I wondered what we’d find when we got closer to Vysanthe. I had no love for Gianne, but I still held on to a fragment of respect for Brisha. I wasn’t sure what I wanted the outcome to be—I didn’t want it to be either of them, to be honest, sitting triumphantly on top of a mountain of dead soldiers and civilians. Then again, what if neither of them had won the war yet? What if it was still dragging out? I couldn’t bring myself to say which scenario I thought was better, because they were both awful.

      Then, there was the elixir to think about. Ezra stealing Yorrek’s notebook was a gut-wrenching thorn in our side, but what if one of the queens had managed to make progress without it? What if they were already rallying an army of invincible fighters, ready to take on the universe? My imagination was running away with me a little bit, but I had to be prepared for every possible outcome. Unfortunately, that was one of them.

      A loud crash shattered the peace of the slow-moving vessel, my head whipping around at the sound of it. It was a single explosive clatter, then silence, coming from the back of the ship.

      “What was that?” I whispered, just as Xiphio popped his head into the cockpit, frightening us all.

      He wore a worried expression on his scaly brow. “Did you hear that?” he asked, his gills flapping wildly.

      “You’d have to be deaf not to!” I replied, reeling from the surprise of his sudden appearance.

      “Quite right, Miss Riley. I thought it might be my Fed paranoia, always making something out of nothing,” he explained sheepishly. “Would you care to assist me in an investigation?”

      I glanced at Navan, who didn’t seem too perturbed by the noise. “You want to come?”

      “No, you go ahead. I’m going to stay here with Ronad and program the ship’s comms to pick up on the news transmissions,” he said, turning toward the control panel.

      He’d been spending less time with me since our discussion in the bedroom, about his past and his secrets, exacerbating the clawing sense of doubt that lingered within me. I couldn’t stop feeling like he was holding something back from me, especially since he kept going missing. I’d been waking up in the night to find him gone again, or he’d be up and out before I’d even awoken. At least here I knew where he was.

      “Okay, we’ll let you know if we find anything,” I said, with forced brightness.

      “I love you,” he replied unexpectedly, turning back over his shoulder for a moment.

      I smiled. “I love you, too.”

      With that, I followed Xiphio out of the cockpit and into the main space, moving toward the right-hand corridor. It was hard to tell which direction the noise had come from, but it had definitely rumbled up from the back of the ship. I was surprised that nobody else had come out to join us, though it was still pretty early. Plus, since the party, Bashrik and Angie had discovered a new level of nauseating romance, keeping themselves locked away until noon, emerging in a glowing haze with goofy grins on their faces.

      “I’m really not fond of this part of the universe,” Xiphio mumbled as we headed for the engine room, which was tucked away down a hatch at the farthest end of the right-hand hallway.

      “What, Vysanthe?”

      He nodded. “I’ve never enjoyed their politics or their people, although the ones aboard this ship are rather pleasant. In fact, they may have changed my entire perspective on coldbloods and their ways,” he said cheerfully. “I’m still extraordinarily concerned about what you told me, however—about the rebels on Earth. They seem more like the coldbloods I’m used to. Saying that, Miss Riley, I cannot fathom how it was permitted to occur. Even if the lycans posted there couldn’t deal with the intrusion themselves, they ought to have rallied the troops and called for backup. It’s their moral duty to do so—it’s written in the Universal Federal Rulebook.”

      “Maybe they didn’t have the resources,” I suggested. “The Fed always seem pretty reluctant to get involved where Vysantheans are concerned. I guess they wanted to avoid a fight. Either that, or they didn’t want to risk bringing the queens to Earth.”

      “You could be right, Miss Riley. A coldblood horde is not easy to contend with, for anyone,” he replied. “Even so, how it was allowed to happen in the first place is a great mystery. They must have discovered a loophole of some sort. Or had help.”

      “You think there might be a dirty agent in the lycan headquarters?” It wasn’t something I’d thought about seriously, but it made sense. All this time, I’d presumed the lycans had been too few to do anything about it, or lacked the resources to even notice the rebel base, but now I wasn’t so sure.

      “It’s certainly something to muse upon, though I cannot think of a single one of my Fed brethren who would defy their calling in such a manner. It’s more likely that they had grown lazy, tucked away in an isolated corner of the universe, with very little to do,” he reasoned. “A sad state of affairs, but I have seen it happen.”

      I knew he was proud of his job, but there was something naïve about Xiphio. He didn’t seem to think it was possible that an agent could be a betrayer, but I thought differently.

      “Do you have any sway with the other Fed agents in your branch?” I asked, more determined than ever to get ourselves some new allies.

      Xiphio tilted his head from side to side. “I might, now that I have Stone in custody. He shall be my shining trophy, to win back my reputation,” he said triumphantly. “If I can get him to tell the truth, then all may be forgiven. They might even start giving me the good jobs again!”

      I nodded along, trying to show some enthusiasm, but I wasn’t sure how to feel about what he was saying. The thing was, I had a bargain with Stone, to set him free in exchange for his help, but then I’d offered Xiphio Stone’s capture, to win back favor with the Fed. Obviously, I couldn’t deliver both. I guessed I’d really managed to get myself stuck between a Stone and a hard place. I just hoped I’d have time to get out of my predicament, one way or another.

      Pausing to pick up weapons, we moved the rest of the way down the right-hand corridor, coming to the hatch in the ground. I lifted the panel and urged Xiphio to go first, and the two of us clambered down the ladder into the belly of the ship. The engines were relatively quiet, purring along steadily, though it was hot as hell down here, my forehead beading with sweat within a few minutes.

      “You see anything?” I asked, but Xiphio shook his head.

      “Nothing so far.”

      Puzzled, I weaved around the various hulking blocks of machinery, wincing as the hot metal accidentally grazed my skin. The engine room stretched the entire width of the vessel, so I knew my room was somewhere above my head. Seeking it out, I clambered up onto a box and peered through one of the slender vents, seeing the familiar sight of my bedroom above. I half expected someone to jump out at me, or an eye to appear in front of me, the way they did in horror movies, but there was nothing but the peace and quiet of my chambers.

      Undeterred, I made my way back through the engine room, sneaking up to every shadowed corner, before whipping around it, hoping to take someone by surprise. The only person I managed to startle was Xiphio, who’d been creeping in the opposite direction.

      “Oh! You’ve made my gills flutter!” he cried, clutching his chest.

      “Sorry, Xiphio… I didn’t see you there,” I replied, before moving off again.

      For a crash that loud, there should have been some sign of impact, but there was nothing to speak of—no tumbled boxes or broken machinery pieces. It made me wonder if the noise had come from the rooms above, though I was a bit wary of peering through vents, in case I saw something I didn’t want to see. Even so, I looked through every available gap, but I couldn’t find a single thing out of the ordinary.

      “Weird,” I mumbled, tapping the edge of my chin thoughtfully.

      “Maybe it was a space squid latching on to the back of the ship. They do that a lot around Almaghura. They’ll just attack a ship out of nowhere and rip into it, often tearing out the engines!”

      I grimaced. “A nice image, Xiphio, but we aren’t anywhere near Almaghura, and there’s no sign of impact whatsoever. That’s what is so strange. If it was an asteroid or a bit of debris, we’d be able to see a dent or something. But everything looks fine.”

      “It may just have been an engine judder,” Xiphio suggested. “It happens frequently on Fed ships, especially when they’re traveling consistently. It’s simply something in the engine turning over, restarting itself. Nothing to worry about, but a little perplexing.”

      “An engine judder?” I repeated dubiously.

      “Yes, quite normal, nothing to fear, though it does get the blood flowing!” He laughed brightly. I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was amiss here. Bangs and crashes like that didn’t just happen… though what did I know about alien engineering? Perhaps, out here, they did.

      “We should be getting back up to the cockpit,” I said. “They’ll be listening in for the transmissions, and I want to be there when they do.”

      “Very good, Miss Riley. I’m sorry our search wasn’t more exciting.”

      “It’s better that it wasn’t. I doubt we could deal with another problem, to add to everything else,” I said wryly, as I clambered up the stepladder and out of the hatch, with Xiphio following a little too closely behind. I was glad I wasn’t wearing a skirt, or Xiphio might have ended up with a punch to the face.

      Knowing we would be getting close to Vysanthe by now, I hurried down the corridor with Xiphio at my side, eager to get back to the cockpit before the transmissions started trickling in. Xiphio, however, seemed eager to talk.

      “And what shall you and Navan do, once all of this is over?” he asked.

      I glanced at him, amused by his relentless positivity. Right now, I wasn’t even sure we would make it that far. “Live happily ever after?”

      “How delightful!” he cried, his cheeks flushing. “A love like yours is a wondrous thing to behold. Once all of this is over, I should like the same thing. Once we have vanquished those tiresome rebels, I would very much like to settle down with a nice girl and live a peaceful life somewhere.”

      I smiled. “That sounds nice.”

      “You don’t happen to know what Miss Lauren’s plans are, do you, after all of this is done with?”

      I almost burst out laughing at his lack of subtlety. “You’ll have to ask her yourself, I’m afraid. I’ve meddled in crushes and love lives before, and it has never ended well,” I said, remembering what had happened between Queen Brisha and Bashrik. He had embarrassed her in front of a party full of people because I’d encouraged her affections for him, and she’d ended up with her heart broken. Yeah, I was never going to play matchmaker again.

      “Miss Riley! You are… well, you are not mistaken, but… you think I have a crush on Miss Lauren?” he stuttered, his cheeks flushing a darker shade of purple. “I must say, I’m quite surprised… I didn’t think I was being so obvious. Does she know? Oh, goodness, tell me she does not! I’ve yet to properly woo her, and I wouldn’t have her think badly of me.”

      “She doesn’t think badly of you,” I assured him.

      “So, she thinks… fondly of me?” he pressed, testing the waters.

      “Sorry, pal. I’m not getting involved!”

      He pulled a disappointed face. “Well, if you won’t help me, Miss Riley, then you must swear that you will not breathe a word of this to Miss Lauren! Please, promise you’ll keep my affections a secret until I can muster the courage to tell her myself?”

      I lifted my hands in agreement. “I won’t say anything, but I’m pretty sure you’ll give yourself away long before then.”

      As we approached the cockpit, the rasp of the news transmission feed filtered through, the sound of it quickening my pace. Inside, the others were already gathered, clustered around the central hub, listening to what the media outlets of Vysanthe had to say about the last month.

      “Whose side is it?” I whispered, tucking myself against Navan’s side.

      “Gianne’s,” he replied.

      “Can you find a transmission from Brisha’s side?”

      He shook his head. “There’s only one channel coming through. If Brisha even has any media outlets left, they’ll have resorted to archaic measures—short-range radio waves and pirated broadcasts. We’d have to be on the ground to hear those.”

      I realized that meant we’d be hearing things from Gianne’s perspective, with her doing whatever she could to maintain her nation’s patriotism, but the bare bones of truth would, hopefully, still be there. Bashrik fiddled with something on the control panel, and the raspy transmission cleared up until I could hear every word.

      “The aerial assaults on the North have been a success, even with the departure of our allies. We are mightier than they are, we do not require outside support, and we shall always prevail,” the newscaster said. “The palace of the usurper was hit at six o’clock this morning by a bombardment of new supernova missiles. We must take a moment to remember the comrades who have so bravely given their lives in the use of these missiles. Queen Gianne has already engraved their names on the honor memorial, so they shall be remembered in the annals of Vysanthean history. It shall be known that they were the ones responsible for the new dawn that has come to our nation…”

      A crackle distorted the next few words, but I heard the last ones the newscaster spoke. I didn’t think I’d ever forget them.

      “Queen Brisha has been assassinated.”
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      I stared at the windshield, looking at Vysanthe in the distance, feeling like the rug had been pulled out from under me. My heart sank, my eyes blinking slowly in disbelief. Queen Brisha was dead, and that could only spell disaster for the rest of the coldblood planet.

      “No…” Lauren gasped, tears glittering in her eyes. The two of them had been closer than the rest of us, spending evenings in Brisha’s library, talking like two ordinary young women—despite the fact that they came from opposite ends of the universe and led vastly different lives. I could see the pain on her face, knowing that Brisha was gone.

      Stone put a comforting arm around her. “Sorry ‘bout that, Ren. I know the pair of ye was tight.”

      Xiphio eyed the action with disdain, but he didn’t say anything, evidently realizing that now was not the time or place to squabble over Lauren’s affections. She was cut up about it. We all were. An air of utter shock had settled over our group.

      “I can’t believe she’s dead,” Bashrik murmured.

      “I didn’t like either of them much, but Brisha wasn’t a bad egg,” Angie added, nestling into her boyfriend, her face sad.

      “Does that mean… Gianne won?” Ronad wondered, narrowing his eyes at the planet, which was just visible beyond the windshield.

      I looked up at Navan, who had yet to say anything. A muscle twitched in his jaw, his slate eyes growing steely. Although he’d been a Southern Vysanthean for most of his life, I knew his thoughts on Gianne—we shared the same ones. She was an insane tyrant with an enormous amount of power, and now that she had nobody standing in her way, she could seize total control of the planet.

      “The battle is not won, however,” the newscaster said, distracting us from the shock of Brisha’s assassination. “The usurper’s forces are still at large, battling to retain control of the North. They do not see the one true queen as their queen and would seek to defy our armies. We shall not allow them to disobey the might of Queen Gianne. We will continue to fight until not a single one is left standing, if that is what it takes—these are the words of our fearless leader.”

      It appeared that Queen Brisha’s military was still fighting back against Gianne’s army, despite their leader being dead. I couldn’t blame them. If I had a choice between battling for my independence or bowing down to the whims and wishes of a madwoman, I knew where my loyalty would lead.

      “They will not triumph,” the newscaster continued. “Our queen shall be queen of all Vysanthe soon enough. We must remain strong and defeat these usurping hordes who would refuse Queen Gianne her right to their throne.”

      I wasn’t sure what state Gianne’s armies were in, but that didn’t change the fact that there was only so much the North could do to retaliate and keep hold of their lands. We had seen them depleted with our own eyes, thanks to the Titans, and I knew things could only have gotten worse from there. They were likely dangling by a thread, clawing at any hope they could muster, but it would only be a matter of time before Gianne got what she wanted and took control over everything. They couldn’t fight forever.

      Unfortunately for us, that meant Gianne’s distractions would soon be over, too. As soon as the war was officially won, and the Northern forces had been vanquished by the remainder of her army, she would undoubtedly resume all the projects she had been developing prior to the war. I sensed, deep down in my heart, that she would jump straight back into it the moment she took both thrones. She would go back to building the deep-space technology that had so nearly been thwarted and would set her sights on completing the immortality elixir. Once that was done, there would be nothing we could do to stop her from doing whatever she wanted, wherever she wanted, in all the universe.

      “What do we do?” Angie asked, lifting her head.

      “What can we do?” Ronad replied. “It’s not like we can swoop down there and save the day. They’ve already lost.”

      Navan grimaced. “And we’ll lose, too, if we don’t get a move on.”

      “Navan?” Bashrik said, concerned.

      “We have to get out of here. There’s nothing we can do about Vysanthe now, but we can do something about the rebels,” he urged. “As soon as they find out what’s happened here, they’ll be slaughtering humans for blood and pushing harder for the elixir, especially now that they have the notebook. Then they’ll be pouring that elixir down the throat of every rebel soldier and making their plans to return. This won’t be the last conflict Vysanthe sees.”

      I nodded. “We need to press on to Glossa.”

      “What about everyone down there?” Xiphio protested. “I have no love for the coldbloods, but there must be countless innocents in need of some reassurance. Perhaps we can pause a moment, to see if we can arrest Gianne?”

      “And do what with her?” Navan shot back. “The Fed won’t come near this place—you know that as well as I do. I hate to say it, but the Vysantheans are on their own.”

      “For now,” I added, feeling a twist of guilt.

      Lauren nodded. “We have to deal with one thing at a time, and Vysanthe will have to wait its turn. The rebels have to be stopped first. We can’t let them make that elixir. If they manage it, it’s game over for everyone.”

      “I’ll see that don’t happen, but I need me crew first,” Stone reassured us, his arm still around Lauren.

      “If anyone can help stop them, it’s Stone,” Lauren agreed.

      “I suppose you have to think like a criminal to be able to vanquish a criminal,” Xiphio mumbled, clearly feeling put out by the bond between Lauren and Stone. Regardless, I hoped Lauren was right. We were wasting valuable time going to pick them up from Glossa, but if that’s what it took to gain Stone’s cooperation, then so be it.

      “Continuing our course to Glossa,” Bashrik said, his hands moving across the control panel.
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      Three more days passed in the blink of an eye, with us running way behind schedule. It seemed the navigation system had been wrong in predicting it would take us four days to reach Glossa. The system was glitching every couple of hours and pointing us in a different direction. Fortunately, Bashrik had caught the error before it could cause us too much trouble, diving down under the controls and restarting the navigation system manually. Afterward, he’d claimed he couldn’t find any problem with the wiring, which worried me.

      First, there’d been an unexplained crash. Now, there were unexplained glitches going on with the ship’s systems. Either someone was trying to sabotage us, or this ship was falling to pieces and we didn’t know it. I wasn’t sure which was worse.

      And so, three days off course thanks to the navigation problems and still despondent over the loss of Brisha, we were finally headed back in the right direction. All of us were gathered in the cockpit, with Bashrik and Ronad on the controls, while Angie and I sat together to one side and Navan was in the armchair next to me, drifting in and out of sleep. Lauren was on the opposite side of the room, playing a board game with Xiphio and Stone, who seemed intent on outdoing one another.

      “How long until we reach Glossa?” I asked, staring through the windshield at the endless darkness of space. I was starting to get sick of the sight of it, which was something I’d never thought possible. Now, I was starting to understand why Pandora had never bothered to venture onto the observation deck—there just wasn’t anything new to see.

      “Four days or so,” Bashrik replied.

      I grimaced. “Won’t your crew be worried about you by now, Stone? What if they’ve already left because they think you’re dead?”

      Stone smirked. “They won’t.”

      “And you’re not going to run off as soon as you have your crew back?”

      “We’ve been over this. I ain’t going nowhere,” he insisted. “I made an oath to ye, and I don’t break oaths.”

      I frowned at him. “And you’re really going to help us?”

      We’d discussed the situation at length, but I couldn’t help asking again and again. As soon as he had his crew back, as promised, he’d agreed to use his powers to help us defeat the rebels, with all of them returning with us to Earth to fulfill that part of the bargain. After that, we’d have to find a more permanent way to protect Earth from the perils of intergalactic beings, but that discussion would have to wait until we’d actually defeated the rebels—I just hoped Xiphio would make good on his promise to ask the Fed for further help. Right now, however, there was no point in running before we could walk.

      Stone nodded. “I told ye, I made me promise and I’ll stick to it. Ain’t that right, Ren? I’m a man of me word, right?” he said, looking to Lauren for approval.

      She and Xiphio had been spending a lot more time together lately, which had had a peculiar effect on Stone. He’d started acting weird around her, almost trying to imitate Xiphio’s chivalrous mannerisms. It was funny to watch, considering Stone had all the manners of a scavenger, but I felt bad for him. He clearly adored Lauren, not realizing his own feelings until he’d almost lost her to Xiphio. Now, he was trying to make up for lost time, with hilarious consequences.

      “You are a man of your word, Stone. I don’t know anyone more honest,” Lauren replied, smiling.

      “I been meaning to say, Ren, yer face looks weird today,” he said unexpectedly, his cheeks flushing. “Have ye done somethin’ to it?”

      Lauren frowned. “No, I don’t think so. What do you mean, weird?”

      “Like, all glowing and stuff,” he muttered. “Yer radiant… or something, like one of them stars out there.”

      “Are you feeling okay, Stone?”

      “I’m fine, just wanted to… say ye looked decent today. Yer clothes are nice and that,” he murmured. “Ah, forget it.” He wandered over to the controls, where Bashrik was looking up at him with doe eyes.

      I’d expected Xiphio to look pleased, considering Stone had just embarrassed himself in front of Lauren, but he didn’t seem particularly victorious. Instead, he looked sympathetic, as though he understood the difficulties of courtship. It didn’t stop him from resuming his conversation with Lauren. They’d been talking about books she liked, and he had been describing some of his favorites to her.

      “What’re ye doing over here?” Stone asked, plonking himself down in one of the chairs closest to the controls. He kept casting glances at Lauren and Xiphio, who were chuckling together, enveloped in their own little world.

      “We’ve been running some diagnostics through the system to find out what happened to the navigation program. I’ve been running every possible scenario, if you want to come and have a look,” Bashrik replied eagerly, gesturing at the monitor. “I know you’re great with ships of all kinds, so we could definitely do with your input.”

      Stone leaned forward in his chair. “What kind o’ diagnostics you runnin’?”

      “General sweeps of the system.”

      Stone shook his head. “Nah, ye need to be more specific. Ye’ll not get anywhere with general sweeps. Ye gotta go to the root of the problem.” He moved closer, with Bashrik shifting to the side so Stone could get at the controls. His hands moved effortlessly across the panel, his eyes focused on the monitor.

      I stole a look at Lauren, to see if she was paying him any attention. Xiphio was talking to her about a fairytale from back on his home world, but her eyes kept drifting across to Stone, watching him at work. There was something magnetic about him when he was focused, making everyone in the room take note of what he was doing.

      The most enraptured person, however, wasn’t Lauren. Bashrik gazed at Stone with such intensity it was almost comical, his eyes following Stone’s every move, his head nodding at everything that Stone suggested.

      “Have you seen him?” Angie whispered, stifling a giggle. “I keep expecting him to ask Stone to show him how to do it, Ghost-style.”

      I smirked, feeling a giggle rise up. “I think he likes Stone more than Lauren does.”

      “I know! I think he’d start sulking if she openly flirted with him,” she murmured, grinning. “Do you think he’s going to ask Stone to inspect his wiring?”

      Just then, Bashrik turned to Stone and nudged him in the arm, gesturing down at the cabinets beneath the panel. “Stone, would you mind coming under the panel to check the wiring with me?”

      The two of us collapsed into a fit of hysterics, drawing funny looks from the others in the room. I knew I could rely on Angie to bring a bit of levity back, given the somber atmosphere that had permeated the ship since hearing about Brisha’s assassination.

      My good humor didn’t last long, however, as I turned to look at Navan. He was curled up in the armchair beside me, muttering in his sleep, his eyes blinking awake every couple of minutes, before sleep forced them down again. There were dark circles under his eyes and his face looked haggard.

      I didn’t understand what was going on with him, but his nighttime excursions had only gotten worse. Evidently, they’d left him in a state of sleep deprivation. One evening, I’d woken up an hour after we’d gone to bed, only to find him already absent. I’d tried to find him in the ship, but he’d poked his head out of the kitchen door and told me to go back to sleep. I hadn’t felt like arguing about it, hoping he’d tell me what was going on when he was ready to.

      “Hey, sleepyhead,” I murmured as his eyes blinked open. “You okay?”

      He nodded, stretching out with a loud yawn. “I’m fine.”

      “You don’t look too good. Do you want me to put you to bed? I can heat up some blood for you, if that’ll help.”

      “Honestly, I’m fine, just a little tired.”

      I sensed there was more to his daily decline in energy, but he looked too exhausted to press the matter further. After all, if there was something major going on with him, I would get to the bottom of it sooner or later. This ship was small, and he wouldn’t be able to evade me forever.

      “How about if I come to bed with you?” I suggested, offering a seductive smile.

      “Not right now,” he murmured, sleep trying to claim him once again. “I just need a little nap and I’ll be all yours.”

      I very much doubted he’d be up to anything, even after a nap. Angie seemed concerned, too, as I turned back to see her watching us, her brow furrowed. I flashed her a look that said, “What can I do?” and she nodded in understanding.

      “You want to get something to eat?” she asked, with a knowing look. It was code for, “Let’s get out of here and talk about what’s bothering you.”

      I was about to answer when a loud sizzle ricocheted through the ship, followed by the crackling pop of fizzing electricals. Outside, in the main space, the lights flickered before plunging the room into darkness. The cockpit lights remained on, though they dimmed for a moment, and I could still see the dull glow of the hallway lights beyond the main space.

      “What the hell was that?” Angie spluttered from where she’d dived under her chair.

      “Electrical outage,” Ronad replied. “Looks like Bonnie and Clyde managed to hit something important.”

      Bashrik flashed him a warning look. “We weren’t even touching the wiring; we were closing the box back up. Whatever that was, it had nothing to do with us.”

      Stone nodded at the darkened outer room. “Yer man’s right. Nought in that box could’ve done that. That had to have come from the mainframe.”

      “Yeah, exactly—the mainframe,” Bashrik repeated defiantly.

      “Where’s that?” Lauren asked, looking worried.

      Stone shrugged. “Engine room, I ‘spect. I’d have to check yer blueprints to find it.”

      Xiphio stepped in, waggling his hand at Stone. “Actually, no, you do not. This is a merevin ship, and I know precisely where the engines are. Miss Riley and I have already visited them. You, sir, do not need to get your hands on any kind of blueprint.”

      “As yer please. Was just tryna help.”

      “Thank you, Stone. I think we’re all a little tense, that’s all. Electrical outages always do that,” Lauren said, her tone comforting. “Although, usually, it’s the thunderstorm that comes with the outages that gets me!” A forced laugh left her lips, but I could tell she really was frightened. I felt it, too. There was something amiss here—something that left an eerie feeling in the pit of my stomach.

      “Why don’t you go and check it out, Riley?” Navan suggested suddenly, as he sat up in his chair. “You’ve got the engineering skills; you can probably fix it a whole lot quicker than any of us can.”

      “What about Bashrik?” I replied, a little sad that Navan was so eager to get rid of me.

      “I’ve got to stay here and make sure none of the other systems go down,” Bashrik said, with a hint of apology in his voice. “Navan’s right. You’re probably the best one for the job.”

      I glanced around the room, feeling weirdly distant. “Fine. It’s probably a blown fuse or something. Shouldn’t take me long.”

      “You want some company?” Angie asked. “I can’t help, but I’ll stand nearby and hand you all the wrong tools.”

      I smiled at her, grateful for the offer. “Nah, it’ll be a quick fix. I’ll be back in a minute.”

      Besides, I wanted a moment to myself to clear my head. Navan’s behavior was bothering me more and more. I didn’t know what I’d done to deserve his distant manner, but if I didn’t leave the room right now I knew I’d end up snapping at him, demanding an answer. With his eyes drooping shut again, I guessed now wouldn’t be a good time. No, it was better that I kept busy. Sighing, I snatched up one of the guns that had been left on the cockpit dashboard. If I was going down to the engine room alone, I wasn’t going unarmed.

      “Whaddya you need a gun fer?” Stone asked, curious.

      I shrugged. “Just in case.”

      “In case a wire jumps out at ye?” Stone laughed, turning subtly toward Lauren to see if she was laughing, too. To his obvious disappointment, she wasn’t even listening to him.

      “Okay, well, if I’m not back in twenty minutes, send out a search party,” I joked, steeling myself. “I might have tripped in the dark and smacked my head on something sharp.”

      “Be careful… Watch out for the goblins,” Navan murmured, the dimmed light sending him off to sleep again. He was so delirious from lack of rest that I doubted he’d even be able to remember sending me off to the engine room. He probably hadn’t meant to do it in the first place, his fevered mind making him say things he didn’t want to say.

      Shoving the gun into the waistband of my pants, I headed out of the cockpit and crept through the main space of the ship, checking for any sign of hidden monsters. For a moment, I wondered if Mort might be responsible for all of this. Perhaps he’d snuck back on board and tucked himself away in the deepest, darkest crevice of the vessel, just waiting for the perfect moment to strike. Here, out in space, we were at our most vulnerable, and someone like Mort would definitely have played on that.

      Shaking off the weird feeling bristling through me, I pressed on down the right-hand hallway until I reached the hatch that dropped down into the engine room. Clambering down the steps, I was surprised to find that the room was lit. Emergency bulbs had come on, filling the place with an unsettling green glow, which made me feel like I was in a haunted house at a funfair. At any moment, I thought a sheet on a coat hanger was going to come flying out at me, followed by a dime-store Frankenstein’s monster.

      Using the strange green light, I found my way to the electrical mainframe at the far side of the engine room. It was tucked away in a large metal cabinet, underneath the bedroom Navan and I shared. Here, there were no weird symbols to decipher or control panels to understand, just straightforward, good old-fashioned wires, fuses, and circuits.

      “Let’s see what we can do with you, eh?” I said, speaking aloud to calm my nerves. I opened the cabinet door and peered inside, startled by the sight before me. Although there were reams upon reams of neatly tied cables, one section seemed to have been tampered with, the cables pulled out and cut, severing the circuit altogether.

      I followed the thick cable up through the cabinet, using my eyes once the wire went too high for my fingers. It snaked up the wall and across the top of the engine room ceiling, before disappearing out into the main body of the ship, where it was no doubt hidden behind the wall paneling.

      It really was concerning, but the severed cable itself was an easy fix. I just had to use connecters on either end of the cut pieces and reattach them. Some connectors were already tucked away on a ledge at the bottom of the cabinet, but I first needed to find out how lively the cable was. Scanning the room for anything I could use, I settled for a scrap piece of metal with a rubber end. Holding the rubber end tight, I approached the severed section of the cable and touched the piece of metal to it.

      A bright blue light surged up the top end of the cable, racing along the line like a greyhound on a racetrack. I followed it intently, knowing I was going to need to switch off the main electrical systems before I did anything, unless I wanted to be blown halfway across the room.

      As I followed the blue light, I froze. My eyes were drawn to something overhead, clinging to the power cables. At first, I wasn’t sure if it was my eyes playing tricks on me, but then it flickered again, a clear shape emerging. A dark figure lingered above me, fazing in and out of sight.

      It seemed we had a stowaway… and they were wearing an invisibility suit.
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      I made a show of following the line of cable with my eyes, doing my best to ignore the flickering figure above me. It didn’t look like they knew their suit had malfunctioned, whoever they were, and I wasn’t about to make it obvious—not when they lingered between me and the exit. If they’d gone to the trouble of using an invisibility suit, they would undoubtedly leap to attack the moment they knew their cover had been blown.

      I huffed out a troubled sigh. “Dammit, I’m going to need another pair of hands for this,” I mumbled, keeping up the pretense. “Must be space rats or something.”

      Picking up a few of the connectors from the ledge inside the cabinet, I moved slowly back through the engine room, careful not to draw any attention to myself. I wanted our hidden friend to think they’d gotten away with it, even though I could feel their eyes on me as I made my way toward the stepladder, which led out of the engine room and back into the main body of the ship.

      The climb back up through the hatch was one of the most terrifying experiences I’d ever endured. I was convinced the suited shadow was going to snatch at my legs and pull me back down at any moment. What made it ten times worse was trying to escape while keeping an air of calm, not wanting the shadow-person to know I knew they were down there.

      In fact, without the surge of electricity to help, causing the suit to flicker, I had no idea whether our stowaway had exited the hatch after me. They might have been walking right behind me and I wouldn’t have known. The thought of it sent a shiver up my spine.

      Where had we even picked this person up? Had they found their way in from the depths of space? Had they crept on board while we were still on the Junkyard? Had they snuck on while we were lingering near Vysanthe? It was impossible to know, and even more impossible to ask. All I knew was, we were in very real danger. Already, they’d sabotaged our navigation system, and now they’d moved on to our general support systems; it was only a matter of time before they started knocking out the most important systems we had on board.

      On the way back to the cockpit, I followed the dimmed lights of the hallway, though the light of the main space was still blacked out ahead, I almost jumped out of my skin as Stone emerged from the shadow, stepping into the hazy glow. A wave of relief followed. I knew it was a long shot, but the ambaka’s skills might be the only thing that could capture our stowaway. If he could set his third eye in the right position, we could freeze the stowaway. The only problem was figuring out where the shadow was hiding. After all, I didn’t know if they’d followed me this far—I couldn’t sense anyone, and I couldn’t hear anyone, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there.

      “All done?” Stone asked, with a note of disappointment. “I were just comin’ to see if ye needed a hand. I’ve been wantin’ a look at the wirin’ on this thing ever since I joined yer all.”

      “I hit a bit of a snag,” I replied calmly. “Actually, I was coming to find you. I knew you’d been dying to see the wiring and you’ve got experience with this kind of thing, so I thought you might be able to help me out. It was a bit more complicated than I expected. Something weird has happened with the cables, and I can’t fix it on my own.” I flashed him a look that I hoped told him there was something else amiss. He peered at me curiously for a few moments, before giving a casual shrug.

      “No problem, lass, I’ll help ye out. You want me to fetch anyone else?”

      “No, it’s okay. I think you’re the best man for the job.” I didn’t want to draw more attention to the situation, if the stowaway was watching us. If I went and got a group of people together, they might start to suspect that I was on to them.

      He grinned. His calm demeanor was rubbing off on me. “Always am, Ri.”

      As we headed back toward the engine room, my mind was working overtime, trying to come up with a way I could let Stone in on what I’d seen without the stowaway finding out. It was a delicate tightrope to walk. Even if I wrote something down for him, there was no guarantee the stowaway wouldn’t look over our shoulders and see it.

      “So, whaddya think’s wrong with the wires? Did any jump out at ye?” He laughed, not realizing just how close to the truth those words were.

      “Funny you should say that,” I replied tentatively. “I think there might be some kind of space rats on board. The wires for the main room were all chewed up when I got to the mainframe. I was going to fit some connectors to make it work again, but then I followed the cables up and saw something I didn’t like the look of. I figured I should get some help instead of trying to overcome the problem myself, in case I ended up getting hurt.” I hoped I was being obvious enough, but there was no way of knowing.

      He glanced sideways at me, a look of semi-understanding on his face. “Space rats, ye say?”

      I nodded. “I don’t know when or how they got on board. We might have picked them up on the Junkyard. I don’t really know where these things can come from.”

      “Nasty things if they get into all the wrong places.”

      “That’s what I thought. I figured you’d have more experience with them than I do. I thought you might be able to do something to get rid of them. I’m happy to help,” I said slowly. “I just couldn’t see where they were coming from, you know?”

      “Any sound o’ them?”

      “Not really. Just a glimpse of some when the live current surged through the cable. It’s pretty dark down there with only the emergency lights on.”

      He nodded, letting me know he understood. “I hate vermin… Let’s see what we can do with ‘em.”

      With him going ahead of me, we clambered back down into the overwhelming heat of the engine room, where the green glow was still shedding its eerie light on everything. Down here again, I could sense eyes watching me, but there was no way of knowing if I was being tracked or if it was just my own paranoia getting the better of me. Either way, I was glad to have Stone for company—he was exactly the kind of guy to have by your side in a fight.

      “Do you wanna get the hatch, Ri? If we’re flushin’ these rats out, we don’t want ‘em getting into the ship proper,” Stone suggested, a curious look in his eyes. I wondered if his ambaka senses were already picking something up, now that he knew there was something to look for.

      I did as he said, pulling the hatch down behind us. Although it meant our stowaway couldn’t escape, it also meant we were locked in with whatever shadowy creature was hiding from us. I didn’t know who should be more frightened.

      “See what I mean? It’s all been chewed up,” I said, moving over to the electrical mainframe where the cable had been severed.

      “Yeah, some nasty little rodent’s definitely gone to town on this.”

      “Do you think we should put some pest-killer down here or something?” I wanted to play up to the part in case our hiding foe was still listening. Meanwhile, Stone’s perpetual sense of calm seemed to be doing the trick. I’d never have guessed there was anything wrong, if I were only judging by the look on his face.

      A smile curved up the corner of his lip. “You still got that gun on ye? How’s yer aim?”

      “I’m better with a knife.”

      “Well, set it to stun and ye can take a few potshots, see what ye get. Ten points for a biggun, five for a wee one.”

      Reaching for the gun in my waistband, I turned the dial to stun mode, grateful for Stone’s subtle suggestion. After all, we didn’t want to kill whoever was lurking here; we wanted to find out what they were doing here and why they were watching us from the shadows.

      “I’m a pretty lousy shot,” I admitted, forcing a laugh.

      “I can teach ye to be better, if ye’d like?”

      “Let’s see how I do first. I wouldn’t want to intrude on Lauren’s territory.” I flashed him a knowing grin that made him blush a little, before he turned his focus back to the rest of the room.

      “It’s hellish hot in ‘ere, right?” he mused. “Me forehead’s sweating bullets!”

      Holding my breath, I watched as he removed his bandana, revealing his third eye. Sticking close to his side so I wouldn’t get caught in its gaze, I waited as he moved his line of sight across every inch of the room, starting from one side and moving all the way over to the other. There were plenty of places to hide in the engine room, but Stone was already one step ahead.

      “Where’s a wrench when you need one?” he asked, weaving through the built-up machinery, casting his glance in every direction. All I could do was follow him as he hurried along, his expression thoughtful, as though he knew precisely what he was doing. “Why don’t you shoot in all them corners, see if we can catch any of the buggers!”

      I did as he instructed, firing rounds off into the darkened corners of the engine room as we pushed through from the back of the space, heading for the hatch again. If our stowaway was down here, they would have no choice but to run or reveal themselves. As it happened, they seemed to agree with the idea of running.

      “There!” Stone yelled, turning his gaze toward the stepladder.

      A slight gap had appeared between the hatch and the engine room ceiling, letting us know that someone was trying to escape. Now that Stone knew they were there, he had them caught in his freezing vision. The gap in the hatch stayed the same, even though I couldn’t see the person holding it up. Evidently, they’d made a break for it, hoping they could get out into the ship, where they could lose themselves in another hiding spot, using the vessel’s vast size to their advantage.

      What they hadn’t counted on was me having an ambaka as my secret weapon. With the ambaka species well-documented as being extinct, I doubted our stowaway would even have known what Stone was, especially as he kept his third eye under wraps. Even in discussions about what we were going to do on Earth, we’d kept Stone’s skillset vague, speaking only about his “powers,” so it was likely that the hidden lingerer had no clue what trouble they’d stepped into. If they had guessed, they would still have only had two options: run or attack. The fact that they hadn’t attacked made me even more curious.

      I fired a pulse of blue light at the stepladder, the stun setting sending electrical charges out of the barrel toward its victim. At first, I missed, which forced me to fire out another few rounds. The last of them hit its mark. The invisibility suit flickered, as it had done above my head earlier, and a clear shape faded in and out of sight.

      With Stone holding the stowaway in place, we approached. He leaned forward and grasped at the flickering suit, finding the switch that rendered it useless. The invisibility shield crackled for the last time as it fazed back into sight. The silver, rubbery material covered the whole body, with a ski mask-like hood concealing the face. I reached for the hood.
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      As the hood came away, I gasped. A female Rexombra stood before me, the silky black of her fur spiking up in two mohawks that rose from the base of her neck, up to the peak at either side of her forehead. She had the face of a panther, her feline eyes piercing into mine. Hooked inside one of her cat-like ears, a scarlet feather dangled from a silver hoop. I’d seen a similar piercing in the ear of Alfa, Stone’s friend and crewmate, who was of the same species as this female, though I didn’t know what the feather was supposed to represent. Both of her muscular arms were frozen in the air, lifting the hatch up, her body stiff. Even so, judging by the pure fury burning in her eyes, I could tell she was fierce.

      “What’s a Rexombra doing on board our ship?” I asked, thinking out loud.

      Stone offered a shrug. “’Tis not unusual for folks of all kinds to hire Rexombra as spies or assassins—any job they don’t wanna do themselves, usually. They’re trained killers, no two ways about it. A useful skillset to a lot of folks, given they’re stealthy and never get themselves caught.”

      “You think the rebels would send an assassin?”

      “Dunno, could be. Bit pricey for ‘em, I would’ve thought.”

      I frowned, confused. “Do you think we picked her up on the Junkyard?”

      Stone laughed. “No chance, Ri. I’d have sniffed ‘er out at some occasion, if she’d been ‘ere that long. Has to have been more recent than that.”

      I remembered the mysterious clang just outside Vysanthe that had hit the rear of the ship without leaving a dent. Rexombra were notorious for their ninja-like ways and stealthy behavior. I guessed she’d used those skills to find us near Vysanthe, picking us out as a prime target. The bump might not have been particularly discreet, but it had been enough to put us off the scent—we’d gone running, expecting to find something at the root of the noise. Undoubtedly, our distraction had been the exact thing this Rexombra had needed to get inside. Hell, she’d probably slipped into the engine room behind us, knowing it was a spot none of us went to very often. Now, I realized she was the one responsible for all the strange happenings recently. Perhaps she’d wanted to hijack the navigation system to try to figure out where we were headed. Why she’d cut the wires, however, I didn’t know. Had she wanted to delay us for some reason?

      “Tell me, spy, what do you know about us? What have you heard?” I asked, my stomach sinking. “Tell me everything you know, or I will personally see to it that you get put into an airlock without a suit and are fired into space.”

      I didn’t really mean it, but I needed her to think I meant business. Before, I’d been afraid of her knowing what Stone was in case she knew how to evade him, but now I realized the true extent of what she must have overheard. If she’d been on this ship since we’d picked up the transmissions outside Vysanthe, then she’d had the opportunity to listen in on everything we’d said about the queens, the rebels, the elixir, the notebook, and Earth. By now, she’d know just as much as we did… and that meant the people she worked for did, too.

      She glared at me in silence, her mouth frozen.

      “Stone, unfreeze her mouth.”

      “As you like, Ri,” he said, releasing the Rexombra’s mouth from the grip of his third eye.

      I lifted my gun to her, not taking any chances. Her golden eyes glowered in my direction as she bared her teeth with a flash of sharp fangs.

      “I will not breathe a word. For my queen!” she roared. Before Stone or I could do anything to stop her, she chomped her jaws together, biting down on something hidden within her mouth. Purple froth spilled out of her mouth a split second later, dripping to the floor, where it sizzled. Stone unfroze her, and she collapsed, her eyes glazing over as her body slumped forward. He caught her before she could hit the deck, gently lowering her to the ground.

      “For her queen?” I gasped, horrified by what I’d just witnessed.

      Stone nodded, peering at the dead Rexombra. “Likely the boss she was working for.”

      “Gianne must have done this,” I whispered, almost hyperventilating at the sight of the female’s contorted face. Her eyes were turning a sickening shade of milky white. “The queen must have had her spies lying in wait, with orders to get aboard any vessel that came too close.”

      My stomach churned. The Rexombra’s state was only worsening as the moments passed. Her sleek, beautiful black fur was withering to a curled gray, as though someone had ignited a lighter too close to her body. The liquid in whatever pill she’d taken was clearly potent, eating up her body from the inside out so there would be no scrap of evidence left.

      “You oughta scarper pretty sharpish,” Stone warned. “I’ve seen these pills work afore, and they ain’t nice. I’ll deal with ‘er, if you wanna go tell the others what’s gone on.”

      I nodded gratefully, skirting past the dead body and clambering up the steps and out of the hatch, eager to be as far from the engine room as possible. Holding on to the contents of my stomach, I hurried along the corridor to the cockpit, where the others were waiting, apparently oblivious to anything that had happened. I supposed they’d had no way of knowing, since the stun pellets were silent, but still… it seemed impossible that somebody had just died, and they had no idea.

      “Riley, are you okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost!” Lauren said. She rushed over to where I stood leaning against the entrance of the cockpit, using the doorframe to hold myself up. It was the only thing stopping me from fainting.

      I shook my head, feeling woozy. “We found someone… They snuck on board. They were spying on us. They took a pill, and… they’re dead.”

      “What do you mean?” Angie asked, joining Lauren as they helped me over to one of the chairs.

      Everyone clustered around, their expressions worried. Navan was nowhere to be seen, though. The poor guy had probably gone off to take a nap in our room; I’d have to catch him up later. I took a deep breath and told the others everything that had happened, from the first sighting after the severed cable, to the last sight I’d seen when I’d hurried from the engine room.

      “So, I think she was working for Queen Gianne as a spy outside Vysanthe, employed to listen in on anyone who came too close—anyone who seemed to be acting suspiciously, in the vicinity of the planet,” I concluded miserably. “She must have heard everything we said. At the very least, she’ll know about the notebook and the rebel base on Earth.”

      “You realize what this means, don’t you?” Bashrik said somberly.

      “Queen Gianne will be headed for Earth as soon as she figures out where it is,” Xiphio answered for him.

      “It won’t take her long. She must have the information from the Asterope hidden away somewhere. Plus, her spy will have had access to our navigation system. Even a vague idea of where Earth is will make finding it easy,” Bashrik said.

      Ronad sighed deeply. “She has the secret to deep-space tech now, right? Once she has those coordinates, there’ll be nothing standing in her way.”

      “Plus, I know the cruiser is faster than a lot of ships, but we are still weeks away from Earth,” Lauren murmured. “Even factoring in the time it’ll take for Gianne to build new deep-space ships, she’ll get there before we do at this rate.”

      At that moment, Stone strode into the cockpit, clapping his hands together as if brushing off the last of whatever he’d done to the Rexombran spy.

      “Is it done?” I asked anxiously.

      He nodded. “Jettisoned ‘er into space. Job’s a good’un. Just… don’t watch out the windshield fer a bit. It’ll not be pretty.”

      As if to prove his point, there was a quiet thump as something collided with the windshield. Unable to stop myself, I turned in time to see the Rexombra’s body shatter on impact, scattering in every direction. I snapped my head in the opposite direction, but I’d already seen too much. All of us had, by the looks on everyone’s faces.

      “Couldn’t you have put her in a pod or something?” I asked, repulsed.

      “Why waste a good pod? Death’s death; she ain’t gonna care if she got a pod or not, but we might care if we need to escape or somethin’.”

      “I suppose…”

      He wandered over to a chair and sat down, putting his feet on the dashboard. “I’m guessin’ Ri here has caught ye all up on what happened? Sneaky critters, them Rexombra. Better to be the pal of one, instead o’ the victim, right, Ren?”

      Lauren smiled at him. “That’s very true. If we’d had Alfa, we might’ve spotted the spy sooner.”

      “We were just discussing logistics,” I interjected. “Lauren’s right. Even with the building time it’ll take to get a new fleet in the air, Gianne will get to Earth before us. If we keep going toward Glossa, that is. It’s still three days away, but if we turn around now and head for Earth right away, and really punch the engines, we might be able to give ourselves a head start. It might buy us that day or two that we need to beat Gianne to it.”

      Stone sat up straight, turning toward me. “Nah, not gonna happen, pal.”

      “Let me finish, Stone,” I fired back.

      “We don’t go to Earth ‘til I’ve got me crew back. That’s final.”

      “You aren’t in charge of this ship, Stone,” Angie said coldly.

      He shrugged. “Maybe not, but ye need me more than I need you.”

      Lauren looked to him with sad eyes. “What are you saying, Stone?”

      “I’m sayin’ I won’t help a one of ye until I get me crew back. You gotta understand, Ren—what yer askin’ me to do is the same as me askin’ you to leave yer pals behind. I can’t do it.”

      I wanted to tell him that he’d already asked her to do that when he kidnapped her, but I held my tongue. Getting into a different argument with Stone wouldn’t do us any favors right now, not when he was already being stubborn.

      “And we won’t change your mind?” Ronad asked.

      “’Fraid not.”

      “Stone, will you just listen to me for a second! I wasn’t finished talking,” I snapped, losing my patience. As much as I hated wasting time, I knew we had to reunite Stone with his crew. If we wanted an advantage over the rebels, we would need his powers. More than that, if we wanted to claw back a head start over Gianne, we were going to need whatever goods he had available from his years of scavenging and trading.

      He held up his hands. “My bad, Ri. Tempers are flarin’, and I got all carried up in the flow. What more did ye have to say about it?”

      “You and your crew have got something we need. So, as much as I hate to say it, we have to go to Glossa, regardless of the time it’ll take us to get there.”

      Bashrik frowned. “What?”

      “We’re going to have to give some time in order to buy ourselves more of it,” I explained.

      Stone nodded in appreciation. “I remember now. Ye need to give this cruiser some juice, right?”

      “Precisely.”

      “An’ I’ve got the goods to make the juice?”

      “I’m really hoping so.”

      Lauren’s eyes brightened. “Are you talking about all that stuff in the cargo bay?”

      “Bingo,” I replied. “Although, I’m not sure what he’s got, exactly. He just keeps saying he’s got ‘stuff.’ You’ve spent time on that ship—don’t suppose you can shed a little light on it?”

      Lauren turned to me, looking hopeful. “Stone has been collecting all these different engine parts over the years. He steals them from people who don’t pay up. There’ll definitely be something in there that the guys can use to patch together a deep-space engine. He’s got power cells and mechanisms from species all across the universe.”

      Ronad and Bashrik exchanged a look. “You might be a stubborn ass, but at least you’ve got the goods to back it up,” Ronad said, smiling.

      “Ye’ve always gotta have the goods, pal. Always.”
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      Over the course of the next three days, Stone kept to himself, while the rest of us drifted aimlessly through the ship, spending our days together in the cockpit before retreating to bed each night. Everyone felt more hopeful, thanks to the news that Stone likely had what we needed to upgrade the engines. I was trying to feel more positive, too, but I worried that by the time we picked up his crew, souped up the engines, and returned to Earth, there was every chance we might still be too late. I’d caught Navan up with everything that had happened with the Rexombra, and the story seemed to warm him a little toward Stone, in addition to the news about the scavenger’s supplies.

      On that first night, after the stressful events of the spy in our midst, I attempted to stay awake to figure out what Navan was doing, but as soon as my head hit the pillow, I was out like a light. Even with the stresses of Gianne playing on my mind, I couldn’t fight sleep, to the point where I began to wonder if someone had slipped something into my evening herbal tea.

      On the second night, things had started off in the same manner. As soon as my head had hit the pillow, I’d drifted off into a fitful slumber, only to be awoken an hour later by a terrifying nightmare. In the fever of my dream, I’d seen the flickering Rexombra dangling from a cable above me. Her disintegrating body bristled with electrical currents as her rotting hand reached for my throat, her golden gaze turning milky white. My eyes blinked open with a start, and a cold sweat trickled down my forehead.

      Staring at the wall opposite, my mind racing a million miles a minute, I couldn’t help wondering if there might be another spy hiding somewhere. I was pretty sure there wasn’t, but my brain was working overtime, conjuring up worst-case scenarios left, right, and center.

      Wanting some comfort, I wriggled backward in bed, snuggling up to the familiar shape of Navan’s body. He slipped his arm around my waist, scooping me closer, making me feel safe. To be honest, I was surprised he was still alert enough to hold me, but I was glad he was. After what I’d been through that day, I needed to cuddle, even if we were both only half conscious.

      Twenty minutes later, I was still wide awake with Navan’s arm wrapped around me, his grip getting looser by the moment. I’d stayed motionless in his embrace, not wanting to disturb him in case he’d fallen asleep. His breath was ticklish against the back of my neck, but I couldn’t tell if he was awake or not. Ordinarily, he’d mumble something or plant a gentle kiss on my shoulder, to let me know he was falling asleep, but there’d been none of that—he’d been too tired to even say a sweet goodnight.

      Suddenly, he stirred, moving his arm away from me with such deliberate care that I knew he was trying to sneak off without me realizing. I stayed still, determined to trick him into believing I was asleep. This was the moment I was finally going to get to the bottom of what had been going on with him, and I wouldn’t rest until I’d figured it out.

      I listened as he rolled out of bed and tiptoed across the room. He paused for a moment beside the bed; I could hear him standing there and felt his gaze drift across me. It was a peculiar sensation, with one half of my conscience urging me to open my eyes and ask him what was going on, while the other half insisted I keep them closed so I could catch him in the act of whatever he was up to. It was a bit deceitful to lie there silently, but after all his sneaking around, I doubted he’d have been honest with me anyway.

      Only when I heard the whispering whoosh of the hatch did I turn and sit up, making sure he’d gone. Throwing back the covers, I jumped out of bed, put on slippers and a robe, and hurried after him, careful to keep a stealthy distance.

      Hanging back, I watched him head all the way up into the main space, where the lights had since been fixed, before moving down the left-hand hallway. He kept going until he reached one of the doors in the middle of the corridor, where I knew nobody was staying. To my knowledge, it was just a spare function room that had more recently been used as a storage unit, full of boxes and disused furniture.

      He entered the room alone, closing the door behind him. I waited a couple of minutes before creeping up the corridor after him, pausing beside the same door. My heart beating faster, terrified of what I might discover, I leaned in and pressed my ear to the hatch.

      Inside, Navan coughed and spluttered, the wrenching noises rasping from his chest.

      So, that’s his secret, I thought miserably, tears pricking my eyes. He’s sick… really sick. He must not want me to know; otherwise, he’d have said something.

      I wondered if something awful had happened to him during the fight with Ezra and Stone. I’d seen him on the floor, totally knocked out, but maybe there had been more to it than met the eye. Maybe Ezra had done something else when he’d jabbed Navan between the shoulder blades with an Aksavdo move. Had he poisoned him? Navan hadn’t been himself since that day. We’d been through almost everything together, so it had to be something really, really bad for him not to breathe a word of it to me. I guessed he didn’t want me to worry, but now I was worrying more than ever.

      I lingered by the door, not knowing what to do. Every fiber of my being wanted to storm across the threshold and put my arms around him, and yet I couldn’t do it. He’d sought to keep this from me—what right did I have to burst into his private haven and disturb him? I was his girlfriend, but he’d evidently wanted to keep this a secret from me for a reason. Until he was ready to tell me what was wrong, I’d have to resign myself to ignorance.

      Reluctantly, I made my way back to the bedroom, making a mental note to check that room in the morning, to make sure there was nothing strange inside. If he was hiding something terrible from me, that room would hold the secrets.

      As I lay back down in my bed, feeling the absence of Navan more intensely than ever before, I pulled the blanket around me, snuggling in as best as I could without him. Even so, it took hours before sleep finally claimed me. I was only aware that I’d even managed to drift off when something roused me around five o’clock in the morning, making me blink awake for a moment. Navan had come back at last, though he looked worse than he had when he’d left.

      “Where did you go?” I murmured wearily, turning to face him.

      “Just needed something to drink. Go back to sleep,” he whispered, scooching in beside me and slipping his arm around my waist.

      “Are you okay?”

      He nuzzled my neck, kissing me gently. “I’m fine, just thirsty. Come on, go back to sleep, beautiful. I’m sorry I woke you.”

      “I had a bad dream,” I said, feeling him pull me closer.

      “I’m here now. There’s nothing to worry about.”

      “I dreamed you were sick.”

      “I’m fine, Riley. We’ve all had a tiring day, that’s all,” he murmured, his voice growing sleepier. “Cuddle up and close your eyes. Pretend you never woke up.”

      I stared at the wall, listening to his breathing. I could feel his chest moving against my back and hear every snuffle as he sank into an exhausted sleep. The thing was, I was terrified that he would never wake up. Perhaps he’d been keeping his illness to himself so he didn’t lower morale. After all, none of us would have the spirit to continue if we lost him… least of all me.

      I’d only lingered by the door for a handful of minutes, but it had been enough to scare the living daylights out of me. I had no idea what was happening to him, but truthfully, it had sounded like he was slowly dying.
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      The following morning, I slipped out of bed early and sprinted through the ship, wanting to see what was inside the room where Navan had holed himself up for most of the night. Opening the hatch, I was disappointed to find nothing amiss at all. I searched high and low, scouring the old furniture and endless towers of boxes, but I couldn’t find anything that would give me a scrap of insight into what Navan had been doing in here for so many hours.

      Puzzled, I padded out of the room and headed for the kitchen, fixing myself and Navan some breakfast before heading back to the bedroom. However, when I reached the doorway and punched the entry pad with my elbow, while trying to balance two dishes, it opened to reveal an empty bed. Navan was already gone, though he could only have had a couple of hours of sleep.

      Still holding the two dishes, I moved back through the ship toward the cockpit, knowing there’d be someone in there who might have seen where Navan had gone. To my surprise, he was already sitting in the copilot’s chair, chatting with Ronad. They fell silent as I entered, making me wonder if I’d grown another head in the night and simply hadn’t realized.

      “I was just looking for you,” I said, trying to smile. “I thought you could do with some breakfast.”

      Navan took the bowl from me and placed a kiss on my forehead. “Thanks, Riley, I’m starving. I might go eat this in the kitchen, save me leaving bowls around the place.”

      Every time I walked into a room, it seemed like he was eager to leave it. I didn’t know what I’d done wrong. Even if he was sick and trying to hide it from me, that didn’t mean he could treat me this way, making me feel like I was on the outside, looking in.

      “You secretly trying to get Ronad to plot a course for Earth?” I joked.

      Navan’s face morphed into a mask of seriousness. “I would never do such a thing, not when we know about Stone’s horde,” he said, his eyes flitting nervously around the room, as though he were following some unseen bug. “Anyway, we have to tackle one problem at a time. Yes, the threat of Gianne reaching Earth is horrible, but we have nothing if we don’t have Stone’s help and his cargo full of ship parts. So, we need to do as he asks for our plan to destroy the rebels to work. I’ve come to terms with it.”

      “I was just teasing,” I murmured, my cheeks getting hot with embarrassment.

      Hell, I knew the severity of the situation better than anyone. My nerves were still shot after finding a spy in our midst and discovering that Gianne was headed for my home planet. If anyone had the right to be anxious about Earth’s future, it was me, not him—I was well aware of what was at stake, and the prioritizing we needed to do to get there.

      “I know, but these aren’t laughing matters,” he replied anxiously, before planting another kiss on my forehead and leaving the room. I felt like I’d been scolded by a schoolteacher, aside from the cursory kiss he’d granted me.

      Mortified tears pricked my tired eyes. Navan was acting even weirder than before. He seemed nervous and jumpy, his mind constantly elsewhere. It was almost like he couldn’t even see me anymore. I wanted to storm down the corridor after him and ask him outright about the state of his health so we could all get over this and start figuring out a solution, but I was almost too afraid of what the answer might be. It seemed easier to deal with the backlash of his behavior, rather than know the truth, in case that truth took him away from me for good.

      “Ronad… have you noticed Navan acting strange at all?” I asked, plopping down in the seat next to him.

      He glanced at me, flashing a smile. “No, not at all. I think he’s just a bit tired, same as the rest of us.”

      “You don’t think there might be anything wrong with him?”

      “Nope, seems to be the same old Navan to me,” Ronad replied, his tone annoyingly chipper.

      “Really?”

      He nodded. “Really. I promise you, he seems fine. Are you okay? After what you went through the other day, I wouldn’t be surprised if you felt a little paranoid about things,” he said, instantly making me doubt every thought I’d had that day.

      “Maybe you’re right. It has been weird.”

      “Well, here’s something to take your mind off everything.” He grinned, gesturing up at the windshield. A planet was appearing in the distance, glowing a peculiar shade of blue in the impenetrable blackness of space.

      I frowned. “What is it?”

      “Welcome to Glossa.”

      “I thought it was supposed to take us three days.”

      “Two and a half, thanks to some friendly neighborhood pockets of solar wind. Bashrik and I have been pinballing us between stars to harness the plasma streams,” Ronad said, with a cheeky grin.

      “Sounds intense,” I replied, flashing a smile.

      I sat up a little straighter in my seat and gazed out at the approaching planet, squinting to get a better look. I wasn’t sure if it was my eyes playing tricks on me, but Glossa definitely seemed to be glowing brightly, almost like one of the nearby stars. I would have mistaken it for a sun of some kind, had it not been for the unique blue color.

      As we neared, I immediately understood why Stone had called it the safest planet in the universe. The entire surface was shrouded in a blue shield of energy, similar to the one that appeared when Stone used the power of the weird bracelet that he always wore around his wrist. I’d been meaning to ask what it actually was, but something else constantly seemed to get in the way.

      “She’s a beauty, ain’t she?” Stone’s voice came from the cockpit entrance.

      I turned to see him standing in the doorway with Lauren coming up after him, a smile playing on his lips, his manner just as calm and easy as always. Xiphio followed close behind, carrying plates of food—presumably for himself and Lauren, as part of some romantic breakfast. The sight of it irked me a bit, knowing my actual boyfriend had run off with the dish I’d brought him, with no hope of a romantic meal together.

      “How come the planet glows like that?” I asked, focusing on Stone.

      “Same reason this does.” He lifted his arm, showing off the bracelet.

      I frowned at his vagueness. “So, all the inhabitants of Glossa use the same technology your bracelet uses?”

      He shook his head, chuckling. “Nah, Ri, the inhabitants are the technology.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “This bracelet on me wrist ain’t a piece of jewelry, like ye all presumed,” he explained, moving over to the windshield to get a better view. “It’s a livin’, breathin’ critter called a nudus, and I’m mighty grateful to ‘ave found it.”

      “That thing is alive?” I gasped, glancing at the glowing blue accessory. It didn’t look alive. Then again, the universe was full of surprises—sentience seemed to take a million different forms out here. Why should I be shocked that one could be worn?

      Stone nodded, flashing me a disapproving look. “It is, but ye shouldn’t call it a ‘thing.’ How’d ye like it if I called you a thing?” he chided playfully. “I bought this ‘ere nudus on the darkstar market in exchange for some love bugs I’d managed to get me hands on—make ye stay all night, if ye catch me drift.”

      I blushed. “I catch your drift.”

      “No idea how this fella managed to get his mitts on this nudus, since ye can’t land on Glossa without one,” he went on, amused with himself. “Anyway, I don’t usually go in fer the trafficking of critters, but this seller couldn’t wear it himself, and I had me a bit of knowledge over what it could do, so we struck us a deal. I didn’t have to offer many of me love bugs for it, neither.”

      “How come the seller couldn’t wear it? Surely, you just strap it on your wrist and off you go?”

      It was Lauren who answered. “Nudus are, basically, parasites that bond to a host in a symbiotic fashion. They let the host use their shielding powers in exchange for extracting necessary nutrients from the host’s body,” she explained. “The thing is, they’re pretty picky creatures—they choose their hosts carefully, so not everyone can wear one.”

      These things were getting more interesting by the second, though I wasn’t sure I liked the idea of something clinging to my wrist, sucking the nutrients out of me. Stone clearly had a much stronger stomach than I did; he barely seemed to notice his.

      “What do you mean they ‘choose’ their hosts?” These nudus didn’t seem very sentient to me.

      “The nudus live to protect. It’s the core value that drives their existence,” Lauren replied, her eyes twinkling with the thrill of getting to talk about them. “It’s why they prefer to choose hosts who don’t have violence in their hearts. They stick to the purest of souls.”

      I flashed a dubious look at Stone. “So, how did he end up with one?”

      “Stone is one of the most honorable and kind-hearted people I’ve ever known. Everyone who knows him properly says the same thing,” she said, without missing a beat. “It’s no wonder the nudus trusted him enough to latch on.”

      Stone glanced at her, a grin spreading across his face. “I was gonna say it were just blind luck,” he murmured bashfully while Xiphio looked on with obvious jealousy, still holding the plates of food in his hands.

      “Perhaps, Miss Lauren, we ought to sit down and eat before our breakfast gets cold,” he said.

      Lauren turned to him as though she’d only just remembered he was there. “Sorry, Xiphio, of course. My mind’s all over the place today.”

      They wandered over to one of the tables by the front window, with Stone watching as subtly as he could. I felt bad for him, especially as he’d been visibly thrilled a moment ago. That kind of compliment didn’t come easily from anyone, but to hear it from Lauren must have meant the world to him.

      As I leveled my gaze toward Glossa, a thought came to me. If these nudus were responsible for forging a shield around Glossa, then perhaps they could do the same thing for another planet.

      “Could we use these nudus as a shield for Earth?”

      Stone inhaled sharply, as though he was about to tell me my repairs would cost a fortune. “That’d be tough, Ri. It’s like Ren says—these critters don’t just join themselves with anyone,” he replied. “They’re proper picky about whom they want fer a host. Plus, fer a job like that, the wearers would have to wear a bunch of nudus at once. It’d suck the life outta them, more o’ less.”

      “It’d kill them?”

      “Nah, but they’d feel like they wanted to be dead. It’d suck all the juice outta them.”

      Lauren nodded, distracted once again from her food. “Not to mention the fact that it would only be a temporary solution,” she said. “If the shield is blue and hazy like this one, which I presume it would be, it might block or filter out some of the wavelengths of light that come from the sun, which might cause some problems on the surface. There’d be no way of knowing how it would affect Earth until the shield was actually up, but you can bet it won’t be a permanent fix—our atmosphere could never adapt in time.”

      Stone smiled at her. “She can’t get enough o’ learning about critters and things, can she? I think she read every book I had on ‘em within a couple hours.”

      “Knowledge is power,” she fired back, grinning.

      “Well, the temporary thing shouldn’t be too much of a problem,” I interjected. “All we really need to do is prevent Gianne from landing on Earth’s soil so we can destroy her fleet in the safety of space, without having to worry about human casualties. So, that means we only need to keep the shield up while we stop her from landing on the planet’s surface. After that, we can take it down, or put some up here and there if debris becomes a problem.”

      Lauren gave a tentative shrug. “I guess that could work.”

      I nodded eagerly. “I say the nudus are worth a try.”

      “I say ye use whatever ye can get yer mitts on, if you’re wantin’ to defeat that coldblood queen,” Stone added, a contented smirk curving up the corners of his mouth. He could see that Xiphio was annoyed by the attention he’d managed to divert, and the two of them stared at one another in a silent standoff while Lauren remained blissfully unaware. Soon enough, I knew she was going to have to make a choice, even if she didn’t realize it yet.

      “Hey, isn’t that your ship?” I announced, pointing through the windshield at a vessel floating beyond the atmosphere of Glossa. It looked pretty beat up, even more so than the last time, but whether that was general wear and tear or the sign of more dangerous troubles, I didn’t know. Stone didn’t seem too bothered by the way it looked, though I guessed beauty was in the eye of the beholder.

      “Ah, there she is!” he cooed. “I’ve missed the old bird.”

      Ronad looked up at him. “You want me to patch a message through?”

      “If ye could, pal.”

      Ronad’s hands moved across the controls, and a screen flickered to life on top of the dashboard as the speakers crackled. A moment later, Alfa’s face appeared on the monitor, his feline eyes peering into the camera, clearly trying to pick out a friendly face. As soon as he saw Stone, a fanged grin lit up his panther-like features.

      “Stone, my man!” he cried. “Swish ship you got there! Who’d you nick that naughty little number off?”

      “Never you mind who I nabbed it off. A good thief never kisses an’ tells. Ye weren’t gettin’ worried about me, were ye?” Stone teased.

      “No way, man. Just wondering what was taking you so long! You’re getting slow in your advancing years.”

      “Advancing years my ass! Yer just jealous, Alfa, ‘cause you know no matter how old we get, I’ll always be the better lookin’ one.” The pair of them cackled, and Lauren smirked at the exchange.

      “Is Ren with you?” Alfa asked, turning serious for a second.

      “Aye, she’s over there. Safe and sound.”

      “Glad to hear it, pal. We want everyone to come home to roost, you know?”

      He nodded. “I know it, Alfa.” There was a hint of something strained in his voice, like he was trying to force down an emotion he didn’t want to feel.

      “So, we getting out of here, or what? You wanting us to ride in both ships?”

      “There’s been a change o’ plans,” Stone explained. “I’ll tell ye all the new course o’ action when we’re all together. For now, follow us through the shield and we’ll meet ye all on the surface. I hate doin’ the debriefs over these screens.”

      Alfa grinned. “Me too, pal. See you down there. We’ll take your lead.”

      “In a bit, Alfa.”

      With that, the screen flickered off and the speakers hissed into silence. Stone lifted his gaze to the windshield, watching the patchwork ship wheel around us and come up to the rear of our vessel. I could see it blinking on the controls.

      “What do you want me to do?” Ronad asked.

      “You just head fer the shield, Ronnie, and I’ll do the rest.”

      With a nod, Ronad surged the cruiser forward, a grimace creeping onto his face as we neared the glowing blue shield that surrounded Glossa. I shared his trepidation. What if we couldn’t get through the barrier? What if this was all a ruse to trap our ship and take everything we had? It would certainly be the perfect place to do it, though I was just starting to believe Stone could be trustworthy. I hoped he didn’t prove me wrong.

      Holding out his wrist, he sent out a shield of his own, the light pouring from the nudus. The blue energy bristled upward, surrounding our ship and the junkyard ship behind us, until we’d both been drawn into the protective embrace of the nudus shield.

      As Ronad brought our ship to the very edge of Glossa’s barrier, the hull eased through like a hot knife through butter. It let us through without any problem at all. I wondered what it might have been like if the shields hadn’t worked, but fortunately we didn’t have to find out. We’d passed through, and soon enough, we’d have Stone’s crew on our side, bringing us one step closer to returning to Earth.

      With the potential of the nudus on my mind, I felt a renewed sense of hope for Earth’s safety. If we could protect it, then maybe, just maybe, we could do this thing and win.
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      As soon as we broke through the blue barrier, the shield’s haze faded, revealing a surface covered in pocked craters of all shapes and sizes… and not much else. It was like old pictures I’d seen of the moon back home, the landscape barren and eerie. Instead of being gray and slightly dull, however, Glossa’s surface was a shimmering shade of ivory that gleamed when the light hit it, glancing in from the nearest star.

      After what Stone had said, I’d been expecting to see these nudus everywhere, but there wasn’t a single one in sight, just endless barren rock. I supposed I’d forgotten there might be places like this in the universe, after getting lucky with the exciting planets we’d been to—Zai, Wander, Pulsyde, even Vysanthe. Here, there were no people wandering around, or exotic new animals to look at.

      Ten minutes later, we set the cruiser down on a flat part of Glossa’s surface, a puff of dust rising as the junkyard ship settled beside us. Bashrik and Angie had been roused from their usual morning adventures, and Lauren and I had briefed them as we’d descended. Now, with everyone gathered together, we plucked up a few weapons for safety purposes and walked toward the front hatch of the cruiser. Glancing around for the famous parasites, we headed down the gangway, setting foot on Glossa for the first time.

      “Where are the nudus?” I asked, as Stone’s crew began to emerge from their ship.

      “They’re in there.” Stone pointed toward the nearest crater, which seemed to have some kind of mossy vine circling the base of the indentation. It was the closest thing to a plant I’d seen on this planet, though it wasn’t much to look at, the moss-like fronds a mix of dull red, blue, and violet.

      I peered over the edge of the crater. “I don’t see any of them.”

      “We probably scared ‘em a bit. They nest in there. They’ll come out when they’re good and ready.”

      “Can’t we call them out?”

      Stone shrugged. “They won’t answer ye—ye gotta be in the know; they sometimes like a vibration, though they’ll still only come at ye if they want te.”

      “They’re very intelligent beings, Riley, but they’re not capable of language,” Lauren explained, stepping up beside me. “They thrive off sensory communication, responding to aura and emotion instead of words.”

      “I suppose we can’t ask them to choose us, then?” I joked.

      Lauren smiled. “Afraid not, though I’m sure they’ll deem you worthy.”

      “I won’t hold my breath.”

      Up ahead, Stone’s crew were making their way toward us, looking puzzled. Lauren moved to greet them, too, though the rest of us stayed back, keeping our distance until Stone had bridged the gap between us. They eyed us with suspicion, and I couldn’t blame them. The last time they’d seen us was in the clearing outside the Salty Siren, when things had gone south for everyone involved. Even now, they were peering over Stone’s shoulder to get a better look at us, and they didn’t seem too pleased.

      “Stone, my man, what are you doing hanging around with this lot?” Alfa asked, striding up to wrap his friend in a bearhug. “Aren’t they the ones that almost got us all killed?”

      The Darian nodded. “Yeah, ain’t they the reason we lost some of our wares?”

      Stone smiled. “These are Ren’s pals. They were only tryin’ to capture me so they could get their mate back. These are the ones I took ‘er from, way back when.”

      Only, it wasn’t way back when. To us, it was still pretty fresh in the memory, though I wasn’t about to remind him of that fact—not when he had the full force of his crew to support him.

      “Ren, good to see you in one piece!” Alfa cried, moving on from Stone and pulling Lauren into a tight embrace. He picked her up and whirled her around, his furred muscles rippling as she laughed.

      “Better than a million pieces, right?” she replied.

      “You’re damn right!”

      Lauren grinned and turned back to the rest of us. “I suppose we should make some introductions if we’re going to be working with each other,” she said, beckoning for us to move forward. I took a tentative couple of steps, ending up at her side.

      The lycan narrowed his eyes. “Working with each other? What’re you talking about, Ren? You been out of the ship too long—you’ve lost your mind.”

      “I haven’t lost my mind, Dio, but we’ll get to that. First, I want you all to get to know each other,” she continued, gesturing at me first. “So, this is Riley, and this is Angie—they’re my best friends from my home planet. This is Bashrik, Navan, and Ronad—they’re coldblood friends of mine. And this is Xiphio, a new merevin friend.”

      I noticed she kept out the part about Xiphio being a Fed agent, and he appeared to have the sense to keep his mouth shut. Undoubtedly, Stone would reveal Xiphio’s true identity to his crew, especially given Stone’s ties to the merevin. But right now, the last person a scavenger probably wanted to meet was a member of an intergalactic policing force.

      “Guys, these are my crewmates,” Lauren ventured, gesturing toward the other side. “This is Alfa, my Rexombran buddy. This is Niniver, my Darian pal and only female partner in crime. Dio, my lycan friend. Kip, my Carokian friend. And you all know Stone already.”

      “He not your pal?” the lycan teased, getting a punch in the arm from Lauren.

      “Of course he is, Dio.”

      “It’s good to have you back, Ren,” the Darian proclaimed, grinning through her spiny teeth. “There’s been way too much testosterone wafting about without you on board.”

      Lauren grinned. “You’re not on the prowl again, are you, Alfa?”

      “Cheeky! At least I go after what I want,” he fired back with a wink, a hearty laugh rumbling from his throat.

      It really looked like they were pleased to see Lauren again, treating her as one of their own. I didn’t know whether to be happy or worried, especially after what Lauren had said about not being able to return to a normal life. I wasn’t sure if she’d meant it, and now I was even less certain. The truth was, Lauren looked just as pleased to see them again, her whole face lighting up with joy.

      “Anyway, what’s all this stuff about us working together, then?” the Carokian, Kip, rasped, his red eyes bulging. “I’m happy to see you both again, but let’s get down to business if there’s business to be getting on with.”

      Stone shot him a look. “Trust you to piss on our jollies. Can’t a captain have a moment o’ joy in seeing his crew again?”

      “He can, boss, but your moment’s up.”

      “I s’pose you’re right, Kip. As ever,” Stone muttered. “Thing is, I made us a deal with Ri’s crew. She’s a sound sort o’ lass, and I want ye all to treat her with the respect she deserves, right?”

      A rumble of agreement rippled around the junkyard crew. I was surprised that Stone had singled me out as the leader instead of Navan. I wasn’t really sure what to do with that kind of responsibility, but, with Navan as wiped out and woozy as he was, I figured I was as good a figurehead as any, for the time being.

      “Right, well, we’ve made us a little agreement,” Stone continued. “I’ve said we’ll give this fine lot a hand, to help ‘em protect a planet called Earth. It’s Ren’s planet, too, if that sways yer vote. Now, ye know how we do things round here—you’re welcome to join us or not. I ain’t gonna force you, and I ain’t gonna take offense if it ain’t yer sack o’ Sonorans.”

      Dio frowned. “Earth, did you say?”

      Stone nodded. “Aye, I did.”

      “I got pals down there, I think. Lycans are living there, right, as part of the Fed group stationed there?”

      “You’re right, the Fed there are lycans,” I chimed in.

      Dio smiled, flashing his wolfish teeth. “Then I say count me in. Be nice to see some fellow lycans for a bit. I could have sworn I had a pal there—can’t remember his name right now, but it’ll come back to me soon enough.”

      “It’s all those mushrooms you’ve been cooking, Dio!” Alfa teased.

      “Aye, you’re probably right… you’re probably right.” The lycan grinned dopily, a chuckle rising from his throat.

      The Rexombra turned to me, his feline eyes meeting mine. “I go where my man Stone goes, and I help wherever my pal Ren needs a hand. So, I’d say you’ve got my assistance, Captain Ri.”

      “Thank you, Alfa. Glad to have you on our side,” I replied, forcing the nerves from my voice.

      The only two remaining who hadn’t spoken up were the Darian and the Carokian, though it was hard to read anything on their unusual faces. I couldn’t even look the Carokian in the eyes, and the Darian wasn’t much better. Even so, we needed all the help we could get, no matter where it came from.

      “What d’you say? Niniver, Kip?” Stone pressed.

      “I’m gonna stay with the ship, boss,” the Darian, Niniver, said after a lengthy pause. “I can’t be fighting the wars of other folk, not right now. My heart wouldn’t be in it, and there’s no point in fighting if your heart ain’t in it.”

      Stone nodded in understanding. “That’s your choice, Nin, and I value yer honesty.”

      “I’m staying, too,” the Carokian named Kip said, a moment later. “I know we all paid for the ship, but there are some improvements I’ve been wanting to make on it, and it’s been so long since we had a break to just fix things and recuperate. I’m going to stay here with Nin, if you don’t mind.”

      “Understood, Kip. I only want ye with us if yer fully on board. It’d only be a waste of yer talents if I brought you along and ye didn’t want to get involved in the crux of the moment,” Stone conceded. “Better to part ways before an awkward moment comes along. Besides, I’ll be happier knowin’ there’s someone takin’ care o’ the old bird.”

      “Just what I thought, boss,” Kip replied. “Though we’ll be seeing you again, right? You’re not going to leave us out here?”

      Stone smirked. “Ye know me, Kip—can’t stay away from trouble fer too long. I’ll be back before ye know it, and we’ll be flying off into the sunset, pickin’ up where we left off.”

      “Glad to hear it, boss,” Niniver chimed in.

      “Well, you two better take grand care of me ship ‘til I get back to her. And take grand care of yourselves an’ all.”

      “Will do, boss,” Kip rasped.

      “Aye, of course we will!” Niniver agreed, smiling through her spiny teeth. “Don’t let these ordinaries get you locked up.”

      Stone flashed them a knowing look. “Never have, pals. And never will.”

      I looked at Xiphio, whose expression was darkening as he listened to Stone’s confidence. I still hadn’t told him about the other deal that I’d made, and, frankly, I didn’t plan to. What he didn’t know couldn’t hurt him. By the time all of this was over, he might have lost his hunger for locking Stone up and throwing away the key, anyway. It didn’t seem likely, but it wasn’t impossible.

      “See you if you survive?” Niniver said.

      Stone nodded, a smile on his face. “See ye if we survive.”

      It wasn’t the first time I’d marveled at the ambaka’s ability to remain unerringly calm in the face of danger. He didn’t seem fazed by the prospect of his own death, though I knew he’d be worried about the lives of his crew. Perhaps after witnessing the genocide of his species, he simply didn’t care about his own existence anymore. I wasn’t sure where it came from, but I wished I had that same relentless cool.

      “Ah, wait up, there’s another thing an’ all.”

      “What’s up, Stone?” Niniver asked.

      “Can ye fetch us them crates from the cargo hold? The ones with the stars on ‘em?”

      Kip frowned. “What do you want them for?”

      “Well, ye know they’re me nest egg. I’m cashin’ a few of ‘em in,” Stone explained. “These lads and lasses need a bit of an upgrade, an’ I’ve got the goods for ‘em.”

      Niniver shrugged. “Fair enough, boss. It’s all yours fair and square. Seems a shame to waste it on a bunch of ordinaries, but that’s up to you.”

      “That it is, Nin.”

      “You heading for the nudus nests?” Kip asked.

      “We are indeed.”

      “Then we’ll stack your crates by the hatch here. We might not be here when you get back.”

      Stone patted the Carokian on the back. “Yer a gem, Kip.”

      With that, the Darian and the Carokian went back inside the patchwork shell of their ship to start unloading Stone’s stolen goods, while the rest of us moved off toward one of the craters, following Stone’s lead. At the top, he pounded his feet on the hard rock, like a bird stomping on wet grass, apparently trying to coax out the unsuspecting worms.

      “Stamp your feet,” he urged, and we followed suit.

      Soon enough, wriggling creatures emerged from the mossy undergrowth that lay nestled at the bottom of each crater. They moved slowly, their glowing bodies pulsating. Each of them was differently colored, and shaped like what I imagined a space slug would look like. However, they didn’t seem to be moving in any particular direction, their writhing forms weaving in and out of the mossy nests with a soft squelching sound.

      Stone put his fingers in his mouth and whistled loudly, the deafening sound piercing the silence of Glossa’s surface. It had a startling effect on the nudus, who all turned around at once and started heading for Stone. It seemed they liked the vibrations rippling from his particular whistle. From within the crater, even more of the brightly colored space slugs inched out of their hiding places, pulsing toward the root of the sound, heading in our direction en masse. Honestly, I’d never seen anything more frightening or more disgusting. The whole thing looked like it had come straight out of a B-horror movie.

      “We should sit on the lip of the crater, in a line,” Lauren suggested, sinking down to the ground and kicking her legs out over the lip of the hole. “Then hold your wrists out on your thighs, like this. Let the nudus come to you.”

      I followed her instructions, though I was nervous, feeling like an owner waiting to be chosen by a dog. Glancing across at Angie, I could see she wasn’t particularly eager either, her face screwed up in a grimace of disgust as the space slugs got ever nearer. I could only imagine what they would feel like once they’d made their way up to our wrists.

      “Do you think one will pick you?” I asked, turning to Navan.

      He shook his head. “No nudus in their right mind would pick me.”

      “Or me,” Bashrik agreed, though Ronad stayed surprisingly silent on the matter. I wondered if he thought himself pure enough to be chosen by one. Judging from the things he’d told me, I imagined he was the kind of coldblood who just might be pure enough of heart to earn a nudus.

      Sure enough, the glowing slugs inched up the crater toward Bashrik and Navan, before veering away sharply, their pulsing bodies speeding up, as though they couldn’t wait to get away from the toxic influence of the coldblood contingent. It was almost comical to see the speed with which they hurried away, their squelches getting louder the faster they went, leaving a trail of fart noises in their wake.

      “Well, that was rude,” Bashrik muttered. It looked like, secretly, he was a bit upset that not even one nudus had chosen him.

      “Welcome to the black-heart club, coldblood compadres,” Alfa remarked, as the slugs veered away from him, too.

      “You shouldn’t take it personally—it doesn’t mean you’re a bad person. Just means you’ve done a few things these beasties don’t like,” Dio added, his impure lycan soul enticing zero nudus to choose him as a host. “Although, I probably shouldn’t have jilted that Twizigian babe. That might have been wrong of me.”

      Alfa growled at his friend. “I told you not to do that. She could’ve stayed on board with us.”

      “What can I say, Alf? I can’t be tied down.”

      As the two members of Stone’s crew continued their banter, I kept on watching the slugs. They were slowly making their way toward me, though they stopped at Lauren first. Several nudus surged excitedly toward her and latched on to her immediately.

      She giggled as one wrapped itself around her wrist. “It tickles!”

      “How can you let them do that?” Angie complained, as a band of nudus headed in her direction. “Ew, gross, gross, gross!” She shrieked as they wriggled up her legs and wrapped themselves around her forearms, their pulsing bodies glowing happily with every piercing wail of disgust she gave.

      “Look!” Ronad shouted excitedly, lifting his arms. The nudus seemed to adore him, as they swarmed him with their glowing affection, covering him wherever they could find an available spot. Evidently, he had the purest heart amongst us.

      “You’re playing host to a parasite, Ronad. I wouldn’t act so giddy about it, if I were you,” Bashrik said dryly, though it appeared nothing could dampen Ronad’s spirits.

      Angie flashed her boyfriend a knowing look. “Do I sense a hint of jealousy, my little Bashy-Boo?”

      “I have asked you repeatedly not to call me that in public,” Bashrik muttered. “And no, I am not jealous. Why would I be jealous of some glowing little space slugs that suck the energy out of you, when I have you for that?”

      Angie cackled, brandishing her own slugs at him. “You can say all the mean things you want. You’ve got yourself a pure-hearted woman over here!”

      I kept waiting for the nudus to come to me, but they seemed to be distracted by the people on either side of me. Feeling self-conscious, I scooched closer to the edge of the crater, making it easier for them to get to me.

      Meanwhile, Stone had picked up a few more nudus for his arms, acting surprisingly gentle toward them. He brushed his finger along the back of one of them, smiling as it bristled under his touch, the glow getting brighter for a moment. They really did seem to love him, their pulsing forms moving across his body like caterpillars on a leaf. It was a welcome opportunity to see the softer side of Stone. With him like this, I could almost understand how Lauren had warmed to him, forgiving him for everything he’d done to her. Besides, if the nudus were attracted to him, there had to be something good about him, deep down.

      A short distance from Stone, Xiphio was also picking up a fair number of nudus. I’d expected him to, given the sweet manner he had about him. What I hadn’t anticipated, however, was the lengths to which the merevin’s competitiveness could stretch. Although he had collected a good number of nudus, he didn’t seem satisfied. Glancing back at Stone, I realized why: the ambaka had collected more than him.

      “I bet you have resorted to cheating, Mr. Stone!” Xiphio called. “You do that whistle thing and it confuses them, I imagine.”

      Stone shot him a look. “These nudus come to me ‘cause they know I’m good o’ heart. Ain’t my fault I’ve got more than ye—I must be a better bloke.”

      “I refuse to accept that!” Xiphio cried, moving closer to the lip of the crater so a new swarm of nudus could come to him.

      Seeing this, Stone did the same, the two of them desperate to outdo each other, regardless of the fact that Lauren wasn’t even watching; she was too engrossed by the movements of her own nudus. I had to laugh. The pair of them looked ridiculous, trying to coax the slugs onto their arms, just to impress a girl who wasn’t even paying attention.

      Before I could count who’d won between the two of them, a purple nudus wriggled up toward me, moving across my legs and up to my arms, which lay flat against my thighs. It seemed to sniff me, bringing its glowing snout close to my skin.

      Come on, little sluggy, pick me, I urged. I promise I won’t pull a face if you choose me.

      For a moment, it looked like it was going to wrap itself around my wrist, but then it stopped, moving slowly away from me with an air of disappointment. I even thought I saw its light dim for a moment, because of what it had sensed in me. The thing was, I couldn’t blame it for not wanting to choose me. I understood why it had said no. I had Pandora’s blood on my hands; what else had I expected?

      “Hey, I’ll gladly wrap myself around you, if it’ll make you feel better,” Navan said, leaning in to put his arm around my shoulders. “These slugs don’t know the first thing about good hearts. I know what’s in yours, and it’s better than anything in the universe.”

      It was the nicest thing he’d said to me in days, and the sentiment took me by surprise, leaving me tongue-tied for a moment. “Same goes for you, mister,” I said, at last.

      “I love you,” he whispered, kissing my cheek.

      “I love you.” Who needed a space slug, anyway?

      In the end, Lauren, Angie, Ronad, Stone, and Xiphio all had several nudus on each arm, of varying colors and sizes. They seemed pleased about it, though I could see that Lauren was starting to feel woozy, her eyelids blinking more slowly than normal. Ronad looked a bit off color, too.

      “Let’s get to the ship and put these beasties away soon as poss,” Stone announced. “Those without nudus, do us a favor and scoop up some o’ that there mossy stuff. Make sure ye pull it up from the roots. If we’ve got that, we won’t have to wear these critters all the time and feed ‘em with our nutrients.”

      Bashrik, Navan, Alfa, Dio, and I nodded, before clambering down into the crater to pick some of the multicolored moss, which twisted in circular vines across the basins of the craters. It smelled of dirt and something lavender-like. As I picked up armfuls of the stuff, I looked up to see Stone flashing Lauren an impressed grin.

      “Ye did well, Ren!” he commended. “I knew yer heart was as pure as driven snow.”

      “Not too shabby yourself,” Lauren replied. “I knew this hard man act was just pretend. Inside, you’re a softie with a heart of gold.”

      His gaze met hers. “Only fer the right folks, Ren. Only fer the right folks.”

      With my arms full of colorful moss, I hurried after the retreating nudus-achievers, with Navan, Bashrik, and the other two bringing up the rear. They looked around as we entered the cruiser, and Alfa gave a low whistle of approval as he took in his new surroundings. Dio seemed impressed too, his wide eyes saying everything, his jaw nearly hitting the floor. As promised, the star-marked crates had been stacked just inside the hatch, awaiting Stone’s inspection.

      “Nice digs, Stone!” Dio enthused, heading through to the cockpit, where everyone else had disappeared to. As I followed him inside, I saw the others removing the nudus and placing them in metal boxes, where I proceeded to dump the mossy vines, spreading the plants across each one.

      “It’ll do, Dio, though you are guests on this here ship,” Stone insisted. “Ri here is the cap’n, and I expect ye to treat her as such.”

      Alfa smiled. “Happy to have a captain who knows what they’re doing for a change!”

      Stone laughed, gripping his pal in a headlock. “Take it back!”

      “Never!” Alfa slipped out of the headlock easily, though I had no idea how he did it. One moment, he was trapped, the next he was on the other side of the room.

      “Once everyone is finished messing around, perhaps we can get to the business of upgrading these engines and heading for Earth,” Xiphio interrupted loudly, clearing his throat. “We are running out of time, after all.”

      Bashrik nodded, taking the controls. “I’ll chart our course now and get my toolkit. Hopefully, it won’t take us too long.”

      “Thank you, Bashrik. At least we have a pilot we can rely on,” Xiphio replied curtly. “Now, while I have your attention, I was hoping to make a suggestion. Perhaps, on our way to Earth, we might enlist the assistance of other Federal agents. Now that I may use my capture of Stone as leverage to restore my reputation, I firmly believe my colleagues will join forces with us.”

      Stone snorted, his fellow crewmates chuckling. “Ye didn’t capture nothin’. Ye couldn’t capture a fart in a jar.”

      Xiphio scowled at him. “You all realize this is temporary, yes? As soon as Earth is saved, I shall be forced to arrest every single one of you, as per my obligation as a Federal agent. It is not my wish to do so, but it is what I must do.”

      I wondered how far he would end up going with his threat, even though there were a million things standing between us and the end of all this. Truthfully, the merevin’s heart didn’t seem to be in it anymore… except when it came to Stone.

      With him, it was personal.
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      I awoke with a start, my eyes flying open, my body drenched in a cold sweat. I couldn’t remember having a nightmare, but it felt like the aftermath of one. My breath was coming in sharp gasps, my heart racing, my temples thudding. As my pulse slowed, I glanced at the clock, noting that it was still the middle of the night, even if the view outside remained the same.

      As my racing brain slowed down, I realized what had happened. It wasn’t a nightmare that had woken me but something far worse—the terrifying reality of what lay ahead of us. We had the nudus tucked safely away in their boxes, nourishing themselves on the mossy vines, but I was still anxious about what we planned to do with them. The barriers were strong and could cover vast distances—we’d already seen that in action from Stone and Glossa itself—but there was no way of knowing what would actually happen, when it came to using them. What if they failed? What if Queen Gianne found a way through? What if we got there too late to be of any use?

      Navan, Bashrik, Ronad, Stone, and myself had MacGyvered a working deep-space engine from the endless stash of useful junk that the ambaka had scavenged over the years. Those crates had been a cave of engineering wonders. Thanks to Stone’s thievery, we would get back to Earth way quicker than we would have without it. But even then, there was no telling whether Gianne would get there before us. I just wished building the barriers could be as straightforward as building an engine. Machines were predictable and logical; these barriers we were intending to create were anything but.

      Taking a deep breath, I rolled over in bed, seeking out Navan’s arms to comfort me. But his side of the bed was empty, his covers thrown back, and there was no sign of him anywhere. Instead of feeling sad that he’d disappeared in the middle of the night without a word, I felt a bristle of anger rise through me. I was tired of this. I was tired of turning over in bed to find him gone and not knowing why.

      Enough was enough.

      We were supposed to be in a partnership, but I was feeling more and more alone with every night that passed. I didn’t see the point in him keeping secrets from me, especially when we were about to ride into certain death together.

      Powered by pure exasperation, I scrambled out of bed and stormed out of the room, into the darkened silence of the ship. Everyone else was asleep, having gone to bed hours earlier. Something was wrong with Navan, and I was determined to find out what.

      Halting outside the room where he’d holed himself up the other night, I lingered on the threshold, pressing my ear to the closed door. I could hear strange noises inside. He wasn’t coughing up his insides this time. Instead, it sounded almost like metal scraping against the ground. I also caught the slam of drawers being closed and the gentle hum of Navan singing to himself.

      I tapped the entrance pad, only for it to flash red. It was locked from the inside. I rapped my fist on the closed hatch.

      “Open the door, Navan!” I hissed. “I’m not leaving until you do.”

      Inside the room, the sounds changed. I heard things being shoved into drawers before they were slammed shut frantically.

      A moment later, the hatch went up, and Navan stepped to the side as I strode in.

      “Riley—” he began, his eyes wide.

      I barely looked at him as I stalked around the room, flipping the lids off boxes and searching inside the cabinets. To my frustration, I still couldn’t find anything amiss, though I knew he was doing something in here.

      “What are you hiding from me?” I snapped, whirling around to face him.

      “I’m not hiding anything,” he replied, after a tense pause. “I was doing some… meditation, that’s all.”

      “Why are you lying to me?” I gasped, feeling as though someone had squeezed the air out of me. Tears beaded in my eyes, and my stomach was churning with nerves.

      He stepped forward, but I backed away. “I was just stretching in here. I haven’t been sleeping very well, and I hoped it might help.”

      “Bull! A load of lying bull!” I wheezed, clutching my chest. “I know you’re sick, Navan. I know you’re sick and you’re keeping it from me. I heard you the other day, coughing and spluttering. All I want to do is take care of you and be there for you, but how can I do that when you won’t tell me what’s going on?” Tears trickled down my cheeks, hot and fierce, refusing to be forced away.

      To my disbelief, Navan laughed. “Well, I suppose I am sick. In a way.”

      “I knew it!”

      He shook his head. “I am… lovesick.”

      “This isn’t the time for jokes, Navan. I just want to know what we’re facing so I can help. I don’t want you to shut me out of anything, no matter how bad it is. Honestly, I can take it. Just tell me what’s wrong with you.”

      “You are what is wrong with me, Riley, in the most incredible way possible.”

      He sank down on one knee, lifting his gaze to meet mine. From his pocket, he took out a small silver box, intricately carved with what looked like a river scene, with trees surrounding a winding brook and pretty birds with their wings outstretched, swooping low over delicate flowers. I stared at him in shock. Nothing was registering properly. Half of my brain was still asleep. None of this made sense.

      “What… What’s going on?” I mumbled.

      He smiled shyly. “I had this whole romantic idea planned out,” he explained, laughing softly. “If we got back to Earth and Gianne hadn’t arrived yet, bringing her harbingers of doom and gloom with her, I was going to take you on a little trip… to the fields of Texas, where we first met. I was hoping to take you to the creek and propose there. I guess I never factored in your inquisitiveness.”

      I felt like I was going to crumble, my knees shaking. “I don’t understand…”

      “I’m trying to be romantic… and failing miserably,” he said, still grinning. “Honestly, I should have done this ages ago. It took me way too long to realize that I couldn’t bear to be without you. When Kaido took you away, and we got separated on Vysanthe, I started to think about it more. Then, when all that stuff happened with Seraphina… I knew I never wanted to be separated from you, ever again.”

      I staggered across the floor and sank to my knees in front of him, unable to stand a moment longer without keeling over. Tears were coursing down my face, and my chest was heaving, though not out of sadness anymore.

      I shook my head. “I’m dreaming…”

      With a nervous smile, he opened the intricate box and turned it toward me, revealing a beautiful ring cushioned in dark red velvet. In the center of a silver band, a sea-green stone glittered, surrounded by smaller green stones of a slightly paler shade. It suited me perfectly, reminding me somehow of Earth. Plucking out the ring and turning it over, Navan gently squeezed the sides together. A hologram shot up out of the stone. Moving inside the flickering golden light was an image of Navan and me standing together in a field of swaying corn, a billion stars glittering overhead. Written in the constellations was a message: May the light of our love never go out.

      “My love, my only love… will you marry me?” he asked, his voice thick with emotion.

      I lunged toward him, wrapping my arms around his neck and pulling him tight to me, kissing him on the lips with every ounce of love and passion I felt. It was overflowing from me, my heart and soul too overwhelmed to respond to his question with mere words. His mouth moved against mine, his free hand trailing up the length of my spine, making my nerves tingle.

      A few moments later, I pulled away, gazing into his eyes.

      “So… is that a yes?” He looked so adorably nervous that I wanted to smother him in kisses all over again. It was clear he wasn’t sure what the correct human response was, in a scenario like this.

      “Of course it’s a yes!” I cried, though Navan lifted a finger to his lips, conscious that the others on the ship might still be asleep. After all, the hatch was still open. I wanted to yell it to the universe, but I could understand his hesitancy. With a war approaching, this felt like it should be oddly private—a moment between the two of us.

      As Navan lifted my hand and pushed the ring onto my finger, a little excited squeak rose from his throat. I shared his excitement as I stared down at the beautiful piece of jewelry, my cheeks aching from the relentless smile that had appeared on my face. I marveled at the ring and the way it glinted in the light, the sea-green gemstone shifting color with every subtle turn. Without warning, Navan scooped me back into a passionate embrace, catching my lips in his, placing the box on the floor so he could hold me properly.

      I pulled back and peered up into his glittering eyes. “Wait, what have you actually been doing in here all this time? Did you make this ring?”

      The pieces of the puzzle were slowly coming together in my mind. There was something so unique about the stone and the setting, not to mention the hologram, that it had to be handmade.

      He kissed me on the lips. “Yeah, I’ve been in here making it. I didn’t want to pick a room too close to ours in case the hammering disturbed you and you came snooping. I should’ve realized constantly disappearing in the middle of the night was a bad way to go about things, but I wanted it to be a surprise. I didn’t want you to accidentally find it before it was finished.”

      “I thought you were dying!”

      He chuckled against my neck, tracing kisses across my collarbone. “Why would you think that?”

      “I came sneaking up here one night and heard someone coughing. I thought it was you, choking up your lungs or something.”

      He looked thoughtful for a second. “Ah, I know what that was,” he said, at last. “I was putting the hologram together, but it requires piecing together these miniscule holographic fibers, which create the picture when the ring is turned. I’d accidentally inhaled a bunch of them and was trying to cough them all up. They’re not dangerous or anything, just itchy.”

      “And that’s what you were doing in the Junkyard, when you disappeared that morning! You were buying the materials for the ring!” Everything was starting to make sense now, making me realize how foolish I’d been. Navan trusted me; he’d already told me he didn’t want secrets between us. He’d proven that when he’d opened up about killing all those test subjects in Jareth’s lab. Of course there was nothing he was keeping from me.

      “I was so worried you might follow me and figure out what I was up to, or that you might really think I was up to no good at the brothels,” he admitted shyly.

      “Well, I’m glad you were doing this and not one of those alien broads,” I teased, grinning with utter happiness. “Did you tell any of the others what you were doing?”

      “Just Ronad. He’s the only one who can keep a secret. Plus, I needed someone to cover for me, in case you started to suspect something,” he said. “I’d have roped Bash in, but he is terrible at keeping things to himself. He’d have tripped up and said something to Angie, then she’d have told you, and my whole plan would’ve gone up in smoke. I mean, it hasn’t exactly gone as planned, but it was still a surprise, right?”

      I nodded. “A very lovely one.”

      “I’m sorry about leaving you on your own every night. I felt so bad about lying to you when you found me in the kitchen. Part of me wanted to just tell you there and then…but the ring wasn’t ready and I didn’t want to ruin it.”

      “What were you doing in there that night?”

      “I was taking a break to make a batch of energizing blood, to get me through the night.”

      I smiled at him, realizing what it had taken for him to make this ring for me. “I guess the kitchen wouldn’t have been a very romantic place to propose.”

      “I don’t suppose an old bedroom full of storage is much better, but such is life.” He flashed me a mischievous grin, before sitting up and pulling me onto his lap. I wrapped my legs around his waist, holding his face in my hands as I gazed into his eyes.

      “Well, I think this is perfect. To be honest, you could’ve asked me in a garbage chute and I’d still have said yes.”

      He looked uncertain for a moment. “Really?”

      “What, did you think I was going to say no?” I was stunned that he could even imagine that was a possibility after everything we’d been through. Although I was still only nineteen, I couldn’t picture myself ever being with anyone else.

      “I was a bit nervous that you might, especially considering how weird and distant I’ve been with you lately. I was just trying to stay away so I didn’t blurt everything out, but I know how it must have looked,” he replied solemnly. “Besides, I know we’ve talked about marriage before, but I was worried you might think it was too soon in our relationship or too soon in your life. On Vysanthe, it’s normal to marry young, but I know it’s not the same everywhere on Earth.”

      I smiled at how adorably nervous he was being. “Hey, Jean and Roger only dated for five months at the end of high school before Roger proposed to her, and they were married a couple months after. So, getting engaged so soon or so young isn’t that crazy to me. It doesn’t make a difference, as long as two people really do love each other.”

      “That’s a relief to hear, believe me.” He exhaled deeply, the tension in his shoulders easing.

      “Anyway, if you think about the things you and I have been through, it probably adds about a decade to the amount of time we’ve been together,” I joked, brushing my hands through his tufty hair. It was getting longer, the dark spikes starting to turn into soft curls.

      He laughed brightly. “That’s very true. I hope you’re not getting sick of me.”

      “I could never get sick of you.” I leaned forward and kissed him hard on the mouth.

      “And you won’t change your mind?” he murmured against my lips.

      “Not a chance. Not even if we have to postpone the wedding until after this stupid war is over.”

      The thought that we wouldn’t have time for a wedding put a bit of a damper on my spirits, but the prospect of one day being his wife was enough to tide me over for now. I could already picture Jean and Roger standing awkwardly on some alien planet while we said our vows, both of them wondering what the hell their daughter had gotten herself into. It would be worth the wait… provided we made it through the fight, that is.

      Navan flashed me a mischievous look. “Who says we have to postpone the wedding?”
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      I stared at him in confusion. “What do you mean? With everything that’s going on, we don’t have time for a wedding.”

      “Not unless we get married now—right this minute, in this very room.”

      I laughed at his boyish enthusiasm, my heart racing with renewed hope. “How would we do it?”

      “Well, I’ve got a few other bits and pieces hidden away in that box. We can make our own ceremony, combining my customs and yours. I’ve been doing a bit of research, thanks to Ronad. Although, I have to say, I’m pretty worried about what he spent his days doing, back in Siberia. He knows so much about human weddings. He kept saying something about Bridezillas and Say Yes to the Dress. No idea what he was talking about, but it sounded horrifying.”

      I doubled over in fits of laughter, imagining Ronad watching a load of trash TV. “I always knew reality TV would come in handy one day!”

      “Anyway, I made a second ring for myself,” he said quietly, looking bashful. “Originally, I was hoping we could have all our friends and some of our family here to witness the ceremony, but I don’t think I can go another day without being able to call you my wife. I don’t want to wait until the war is over.”

      “Neither do I,” I gasped, my heart pounding. “Should we wake the others?”

      Navan shook his head. “I just want this to be you and me—starting the way we mean to go on.”

      I smiled at him, hoping that Angie and Lauren would forgive me for doing this alone. They were close by, asleep in their rooms, but this didn’t seem like a moment for witnesses. I wanted what he wanted—a ceremony of just us two, promising our love to one another. After all, we could always have a party another time, to celebrate the union.

      “We’re doing this?” I whispered, breathless with excitement.

      “If you want to.”

      I nodded effusively. “More than anything!”

      “Then, let me go first.”

      After setting me back down on the ground, so I was kneeling opposite him, he maneuvered the ornate box into the space between us. He opened tiny drawers in the sides to reveal a miniature ceremonial knife, a small dish, a plain silver ring, and a smaller silver ring. As he removed the velvet cushioning that had held the engagement ring I still wore, I saw a small bowl in the middle, a dark liquid sloshing around within. It was similar to the one I’d seen back on Vysanthe, during the near-miss of Navan’s wedding to Seraphina. Even now, I couldn’t understand how it stayed liquid, though I presumed it was some coldblood alchemy at work.

      I pulled a face. “Is that what I think it is?”

      “I had to improvise. It’s mostly blood from Ronad, Bashrik, Stone, Angie, Lauren, and Xiphio, mixed with a few drops of anti-coagulant serum. Since nobody knew what had caused you to collapse on the battlefield, Bashrik had to take a sample from everyone, including himself, when they came back, in case Ezra had dispersed some kind of nerve agent or poison. Ronad nicked the sample vials for me; he thought it’d be a nice touch, to make our own ancestral bowl.”

      I wasn’t so sure I liked the idea of my friends’ blood sloshing about in a small bowl, but it was a big part of Vysanthean tradition and I was about to marry a Vysanthean. Besides, this way it meant our friends were with us, in blood if not in body.

      “And we have to add ours?”

      “Just a couple of drops,” he said, turning toward one of the old cabinets. “Oh, I made these for you, too. Ronad said you might need them, so you could throw them at someone. He wasn’t very specific, but I presume you know what he means.” From within the dusty drawers, he pulled out a bouquet of steel flowers, bent into the shapes of all sorts of exotic petals and leaves.

      I smiled. “Throwing the bouquet might have to wait, but I know what they’re for. They’re beautiful.”

      “And they’ll last forever, unlike regular flowers.” He beamed proudly. “So, are you ready to do this?”

      Taking a breath, I nodded. “Ready when you are, hubby.”

      “I haven’t prepared anything, so I’m going to say what I feel,” he began nervously, picking up the smaller silver ring and holding it just in front of my wedding finger. “Riley, you and I are the impossible love that will make it through anything. We’ve defied the odds of distance, time, and chance to come together, and there will never be a day that I don’t wake up completely grateful to have found you. I’ve never believed in a higher power, but you are my higher power—you are the impossible gift that I’ve been given, and I will spend the rest of my life loving you, in return for the miracle of having you by my side every single day. With this ring, forged with the love I bear for you, I ask you to be my wife.”

      I couldn’t wipe the smile off my face, his every word making my heart beat faster. His hand was shaking slightly, his face a confusion of happiness and anxiety. We had come so far, against all odds, and now we were here, making the ultimate promise to one another. A year ago, I couldn’t have imagined my life would change so much. Even six months ago, I wouldn’t have believed it.

      “I will be your wife, Navan,” I murmured, as he slid the ring onto my finger. His face instantly relaxed. Now that his part was over, I figured he could enjoy the rest. As I prepared to make my vows, he handed me the larger ring from the side of the box. The silver was embellished with the same stars and delicate ears of corn as mine—a matching pair for a matching pair. Lifting the ring to his finger, I began to speak.

      “When I was very little, love didn’t come easily to me. I didn’t know what love was, and it took a long time for me to learn how to embrace it. I always thought of it as a weapon instead of a gift, until Jean and Roger showed me that, sometimes, people come into your life who will never leave. I got lucky with them as parents, but I never thought I’d ever be lucky in love,” I said, feeling tears brim in my eyes. I took a moment to steady my voice before I continued.

      “When it came to romance, I always felt a disconnect, like it was something that wasn’t intended for me. Little did I know that it was intended for me—it was just hiding on the other side of the universe. Navan Idrax, you’ve opened up my entire existence to things I never thought possible. You’ve shown me the stars and what it means to be free with my heart. You’ve protected me when I needed it most and stood at my side as my equal. You’ve given me the love I never thought I deserved and made me realize that I was worthy of it all this time. That is the greatest gift anyone could give. Navan, with this ring, I ask you to be my husband.”

      He grinned as I slipped the ring onto his finger. “Riley, I will be your husband.”

      With that, he picked up the ceremonial knife and made a small incision in the center of his palm. I took the knife from him and did the same, wincing as a flicker of pain shot through my hand. It lasted only a moment, and a bead of scarlet rose up to the surface of my skin. We were doing this slightly differently than the way I’d seen it done before, and for that I was glad.

      He lifted his palm and gestured for me to place mine against his. It felt strange and a bit gross, knowing his blood was mingling with mine. To anyone else, this would have seemed weird, but it was the Vysanthean way. Besides, there was something ancestral about it that I liked, which I guessed was the point.

      “Your blood runs in my veins,” Navan began. “My blood runs in your veins.”

      “Your blood runs in my veins,” I echoed. “My blood runs in your veins.”

      “Blood of the future, and blood of those we love,” Navan continued, altering the words slightly. “Now, we are one.”

      “Blood of the future, and blood of those we love,” I replied. “Now, we are one.”

      “You don’t have to drink the blood. For us, it can be purely symbolic,” he said, much to my relief. “Now, we are husband and wife.” He grinned from ear to ear as he removed his hand from mine and wiped the blood away with a cloth he had lying on the chair next to us. He handed it to me, so I could clean away the blended blood of our species. It was strange the way his darkened mine, though I felt weirdly satisfied knowing that a tiny fragment of his blood did indeed run in my veins. Now, he would always be with me, no matter where we were in the universe or what separated us.

      He closed the gap between us and slid his hands around my waist. I realized how ridiculous I must have looked, getting married in my silk nightdress, but it could have been far worse; I could have ended up getting married in my favorite pair of Care Bear pajamas that I still wore back in NYC. As I pressed my hands to his chest, feeling the flutter of his heartbeat, I stared at the two new rings on my left hand, both of them interconnecting perfectly. They didn’t seem real.

      “I have a husband,” I murmured, almost to myself.

      “And I have a wife,” Navan whispered back, lifting his hand to my chin and tilting it upward. He pressed his lips to mine, and his other hand wandered over the curve of my hip. A shiver of bliss ran up my spine, as I knew there would be a whole new level to our lovemaking now that we were married. His kisses definitely took away the flicker of guilt I felt at not bringing our friends in to witness the ceremony. After all, we couldn’t have done any of this if they’d been here.

      Navan scooped me up into his arms, carrying me bridal-style out of the storage room and into the hallway beyond. With my arms looped around his neck, he carried me through the ship to our bedroom.

      There was a desperation in the heat of our passion as the hatch opened and we entered. I couldn’t get enough of him, my tongue exploring his mouth, his lips setting my body alight. Without a word, he moved me over to the bed and lay me down. His hand slid down the contours of my body, a gasp rising from my throat as my back arched in anticipation of his touch. In one swift motion, he tore away my nightdress, as my hands grasped for the edge of his shirt and pulled it over his head.

      I wanted to feel every inch of him, unifying us completely in the eyes of the universe.
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      The following morning, beaming and feeling thoroughly in love, I cuddled into Navan’s side as we walked through the ship toward the kitchen. Nestling closer to my new husband’s chest, I marveled at the ring on my left hand. It would be a while before that word felt comfortable… husband. And yet, it felt completely right.

      “Ready to face the music, darling wife?” he whispered conspiratorially, the sound of the others making breakfast echoing out toward us.

      “Of course, darling husband.” I grinned as I said the word out loud. It was weird enough to think about, but to say it was a whole different ballgame. It didn’t feel real yet.

      “All I’m saying is, perhaps you could keep it down a bit. The walls aren’t as thick as you think they are,” Lauren said to Angie, with an embarrassed look on her face. She looked up as we entered.

      “And I’m telling you, Bashrik and I… Well, we weren’t up to anything last night. I conked out as soon as my head hit the pillow, and Bashrik stayed up most of the night playing some silly game on the ship’s entertainment system,” she retorted, a forkful of mystery machine food halfway between her plate and her mouth.

      Navan and I exchanged a glance, while I struggled to stifle a laugh. It seemed we hadn’t been as discreet as we’d thought last night, and poor Bashrik and Angie were taking the rap for it. Even so, I wasn’t about to own up, not when there was something more exciting to tell everyone.

      I looked across at my best friends, feeling nervous about what we were about to say. I had a feeling they’d be miffed at me for not waking them up when they were only down the hall, and I wasn’t sure if they’d understand my explanation. It had been a private moment that needed to be between just the two of us, but in their situation I knew I’d feel a bit upset at being left out of my best friend’s wedding.

      “You’re up early,” Bashrik remarked. “You managed to sleep off this sickness that’s been bothering you, Navan?”

      “Why does everyone think I’ve been sick?”

      Ronad arched a knowing eyebrow. “Because you’ve been wandering around this ship like a zombie for days. I’ve tried to reassure everyone that you’re just tired, but nobody seems to listen.”

      “That’s because nobody can be that tired. It’s just not possible,” Angie explained, pushing her food around. “I mean, the other day, he was chattering on about goblins in a forest. You tell me what kind of healthy person—oh my God! Have you… Are those what I think they are?!” Her eyes were bugging out of her head as she stared down at my hand and Navan’s. “You didn’t! Did you?!”

      “What are you going on about, Ange?” Lauren asked, peering over.

      “Those RINGS on their fingers!” Angie pointed wildly at our hands as she hurried over, shrieking so loud I thought the windows might crack.

      “No way!” Lauren yelled, jumping off her stool and sprinting over to where I stood, wrapping her arms around me while Angie sandwiched me from the other side. “You naughty little monkey! Why didn’t you say something?”

      “Yeah, why didn’t you come and get us?” Angie sobbed, though I had a good feeling they were tears of happiness.

      I smiled. “We sort of got swept up in the moment and didn’t want to disturb anyone.”

      “You wouldn’t have disturbed us! I could have been on the toilet with my panties around my ankles and you still wouldn’t have been disturbing me!” Angie lamented, squeezing me with all her might. I knew there was a hint of hurt in her squeeze, but she was getting it out in a healthy, loving manner. I just hoped my ribs could take it.

      Lauren nodded. “We would have come running, Riley. All you had to do was call.”

      “I know… We got carried away, I guess.”

      “Hey, if you want to blame someone, blame me,” Navan interjected. “I was the one who coaxed her into a slapdash ceremony. She wanted to wait until the war was over, when there could be a proper wedding, but I just couldn’t bear another moment without having her as my wife.”

      “Aww! If that wasn’t so freaking adorable, I’d beat the crap out of you for marrying our girl without us,” Angie said, a lingering hint of disappointment in her voice.

      “You are going to have a party when all of this is over, though, right?” Lauren’s voice was so hopeful that I couldn’t let her down. Besides, I knew Jean would want to see me get married, and Roger had often talked about walking me down the aisle. I couldn’t disappoint them any more than I could disappoint my closest friends.

      I nodded reluctantly. “Of course we are. It wouldn’t be right if all of you weren’t there to celebrate this with us.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Navan agreed. “I imagine Kaido and Sarrask will want to come along, though I may have to leave dear old Mom and Dad out of this one, if that’s okay with you.” He flashed me a cheeky glance.

      “Perfectly fine with me. They’ll only start pointing out everyone’s inferiority.”

      As Angie and Lauren launched their affections at Navan, enveloping him in a tight hug and calling him “brother,” Bashrik took the opportunity to wander up shyly. He’d remained silent while Angie and Lauren had gotten their excitement out, but now he seemed emboldened by their actions. He was smiling like a maniac, and the expression was frankly startling.

      Without warning, he lunged toward me and pulled me into a tight bearhug. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d hugged Bashrik, but I definitely hadn’t received this kind of hug from him. His coldblood strength was immense as he squeezed tighter, to the point where I thought he might crush me to death with his happiness.

      “Bashrik… I can’t… breathe…”

      He released me immediately. “I’m so sorry, Riley. I’m just—I’m so happy for you both!” he sobbed, tears pouring from his eyes. As he attempted to brush away some of the streaming tears, he reached for some of the paper towels on the counter and blew his nose hard, the sound reverberating in my ears like an elephant’s trumpet.

      “Thank you, Bashrik. We’re pretty happy about it, too,” I said, patting him gently on the back as though he were a small child. It seemed to calm him down, anyway.

      “You are such beautiful creatures, and here you are, married! You’ve found your missing piece, your other half, your better part… I just think it’s so beautiful.” He collapsed in a fit of tears again, his chest heaving. I didn’t know whether to keep rubbing his back or start laughing out loud at the state of him. I’d never expected Bashrik, of all people, to act like this. Saying that, there was something undeniably touching about his reaction.

      Free from the grip of Angie and Lauren, Navan moved over to give his brother a warm hug, releasing me from my responsibility as back-rubber extraordinaire. The sight of the two of them clutching one another, while Bashrik repeated his congratulations, was remarkably sweet. It warmed my heart even more, confirming my suspicions that today was going to be a very good day.

      “Congratulations, Riley,” Ronad said, skirting around the emotional brothers. He grinned at me and opened out his arms before pulling me into a hug, swinging me from side to side.

      “Thank you for keeping his secret,” I whispered. “He still managed to surprise me.”

      Ronad laughed quietly. “I knew he would. He’s a crafty devil, our Navan.”

      “Hey, hey, hey, what’s a scavenger gotta do to get a slice o’ the action? Massive congrats, compadres. Wish you’d woken us; I’d have played a jig for ye while ye danced toward yer husb-to-be,” Stone whooped, muscling in on Ronad’s hug. Even though we didn’t know each other very well, I was happy to have his congratulations. There was something so genuine about Stone that it was impossible not to like him. More and more, I was beginning to see what Lauren saw.

      “Must you always rally about in such an uncouth manner, Mr. Stone?” Xiphio chided, his curt tone a stark contrast to the tears of joy running down his face. “This is a delightful occasion, not one that requires your pirate jigs or your unrefined traditions.”

      “A party’s a party, Xiphio. Just offerin’ the gift o’ music, that’s all.” The ambaka chuckled merrily as he released me and wandered over to Navan, where he patted my husband on the back with wild enthusiasm. “Congrats, man. Damn excited to see me brother and me sister so happy!”

      I grimaced. “Please don’t call us that, Stone. The thought is nice, but it really doesn’t sound right.”

      “See yer point, won’t do it again.”

      Alfa and Dio were the next to congratulate us, both mirroring Stone’s attitude. I barely knew the two of them, but they had the same charm as Stone. Alfa was the flirtier of the three scavengers, while Dio seemed to be the sensible one, and Stone was somewhere in between. It was nice to watch the way they interacted with one another, treating each other like actual brothers despite being vastly different species.

      Without warning, Alfa scooped me up in a fireman’s lift and threw me in the air with frightening strength. Every time he threw me up again, he spoke, though it was hard to catch everything he said with the air rushing in my ears and my brain jangling in my skull. “I love a wedding… I bet you were a beautiful bride, Captain Ri… Shame we couldn’t have seen it… I hope we’re invited to the big party.” I hadn’t eaten anything yet, but I was about to lose whatever I had left in my stomach.

      “Stop throwing her up like that, Alf. It ain’t ladylike,” Dio barked.

      To my relief, Alfa stopped, catching me deftly and setting me back on my feet. “Sorry, Ri. I got a bit carried away. I love a wedding; it puts everyone in a good mood, don’t you think?”

      I stumbled, and Navan’s hand reached out to steady me. “It does… but please don’t… throw me again.”

      A small smile played upon Navan’s lips. “Yeah, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t break my wife on our first day of marriage.”

      Alfa laughed heartily. “I promise I’ll restrain myself.”

      “Forgive his enthusiasm, Riley. It comes from a good place,” Dio said. “Congratulations on your marriage. I wish you both a long and happy life together.”

      “Thank you, Dio, and thank you for getting him to stop.” I laughed. Dio bared his teeth in a fanged smile. “Now, let’s see if this machine can conjure us up a wedding cake, shall we?”

      “Did ye say cake?” Stone lifted his head eagerly. “I’ll help ye.”

      As I made my way to the food-printing machine, Stone met me on the other side. He seemed to be in good spirits, though his eyes kept drifting toward Lauren, who was mid-conversation with Xiphio. Meanwhile, Navan was pouring drinks for everyone, his chest puffed out proudly.

      “How’d ye do it, Ri?” Stone sighed, leaning his chin on his hand.

      “Do what?”

      “Make this romance bollocks look so easy.”

      I chuckled. “Well, for a start, I wouldn’t go around calling it ‘bollocks.’”

      “Ye got me wrong, Ri. I love a bit o’ romance, but it makes a bumblin’ moron outta me. Me mouth gets in knots and I can’t speak proper,” he lamented, gazing at Lauren. “I try and do what our pal Xiphio does, but his tongue is made o’ pure silver and mine is a jumble o’ nonsense.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He shrugged. “Take this mornin’. I was bringin’ her breakfast in bed, as a bit o’ a treat like, but walked in on her in the niff. She screamed, I dropped me tray, and she hasn’t spoken to me since.”

      I felt so sorry for him, but the image of him wandering in on Lauren getting dressed was too funny not to laugh. The poor guy was doing everything he could to try to impress Lauren, yet he kept failing miserably. I knew why, but I didn’t think he was going to like what I had to say.

      “You need to stop trying to be like Xiphio,” I explained. “You aren’t him—you’re you. Lauren likes you the way you are, so just be yourself around her. You won’t get anywhere if you act like some overly romantic idiot she doesn’t know.”

      He frowned. “But she likes the charm o’ Xiphio.”

      “Yes, but she also likes the banter you two used to have before you became this weird version of yourself. Honestly, act normally around her and you’ll be surprised how she reacts.”

      “Ye think so?”

      “I know so.” I didn’t want to get in the middle of a love triangle, but now that I understood Stone more, I felt sympathetic toward him and his plight with Lauren. He was trying to better himself, thinking that was what Lauren wanted. It was sad, in a way, to see him second-guessing himself. Hopefully, now, he would stick to his own path and see where it led him.

      “Right, that settles it then,” he whispered, his face determined. “Today’s the day. I’m gonna tell that lass how I feel about her. I’m goin’ to be meself, and if she doesn’t like it, I’ll stand aside and let Xiphio keep on charmin’ her. I’m not a quitter, Ri, but I know when to give up.”

      I smiled at him, feeling buoyed up by my own romance. “I think that sounds like a good plan, Stone. Just don’t make any overblown gestures.”

      “Right y’are. I just have to be meself. Easy peasy.”

      The food-printing machine beeped, revealing a huge cake covered in lurid green icing. Picking away a tiny bit of icing, I saw that the sponge inside was an unappetizing shade of black, though the crumb I’d managed to pluck out was absolutely delicious. It wasn’t exactly what I’d hoped for on my wedding day, but it would do. Everyone loved cake. I was just glad there was some other culture out there that loved it as much as humans did.
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      That afternoon, with our stomachs and our hearts full to bursting, most of us were lounging in the cockpit when Xiphio barged into the room. He looked excited, hopping from foot to foot, before rushing over to the pilot’s chair, peering down over Bashrik’s shoulder.

      “Are we passing by the Gannet Quadrant?” he asked desperately. “I saw the Vitriol Tower from the window, and I am certain we have entered that part of the universe.”

      Bashrik checked the navigation monitor. “Yeah, we’re passing the boundary between the Gannet and Zephyr Quadrants.”

      I frowned, lifting my head off Navan’s chest. “Vitriol Tower?”

      “It’s a space station for the lost and desolate travelers of the universe—those who have no other option but to leave it in the hands of a higher power,” Xiphio said. “They may go there in search of asylum, housing, money, forgiveness… anything, pretty much. The Voice of Judgment decides their fate, one way or the other. Anyway, that’s not important right now. If we’re near the Vitriol Tower, that means we’re close to one of the merevin Fed outposts.”

      “There’s one near here?” Navan looked surprised.

      Xiphio nodded excitedly. “There is, and now that I have Stone within my grasp, I’m certain they will come to our aid. I should like to contact them at my earliest convenience. Which happens to be right this moment.”

      “That’s fine with me. Do you have their channel?” Ronad asked, from his seat beside Bashrik.

      “Oh, no need for such things; I have a direct line. Indeed, I simply wished to inform you of my actions, as I shall be needing the cooperation of Mr. Stone.” Xiphio turned to look at the ambaka, who was tucked away in the corner of the cockpit with Lauren, the two of them playing a board game together. He looked up as he heard his name mentioned, though he didn’t look too pleased.

      “What’s it yer wantin’ from me?” Stone asked bluntly.

      “I would very much appreciate it if you would pretend to be my captive. They will not believe that I’ve caught you if you are simply standing there beside me; they’ll sense something is amiss. So, I must insist you look like a captive, cuffs and all.”

      Stone shook his head. “Not a chance, pal. Ain’t nobody trussing me up for the slaughter.”

      “There shall be no killing, Mr. Stone. I simply need to convince the Fed agents that you’re my captive. Nobody will die today.”

      “Still, I ain’t doin’ it. I’m not playin’ pretend for a bunch o’ agents who’d happily lob me in a cell.”

      “It’d only be for a short time, Stone,” I chimed in.

      “Not sure it’s a good idea, boss,” Dio interjected, with Alfa nodding in agreement.

      “Me crewmates have got me back. They can see the truth of it. I don’t blame you lot for wantin’ to trust in Xiphio here, but we know the Feds—we know what they do to folks like us.” Stone shrugged, sitting back in his chair. “Xiphio’s heart might be in the right place, but he don’t have no control over those agents down there.”

      Xiphio looked affronted. “They will not lay a hand on you, Stone. I wish to speak with them and garner their trust, that is all. I shall turn you loose as soon as the communications have come to an end.”

      “Nope, not doin’ it.”

      I noticed Lauren getting antsy, wringing her hands in a worried manner. I wasn’t sure whose side she was on in this dispute. After all, she’d spent enough time with the scavengers to share their suspicion about the Feds, but then, she was still one of us, too.

      “Stone, maybe you should do this, for our sake,” she said, a moment later. “We’re going to need more allies than we currently have. You know the value of numbers in a fight. Even with the nudus, we’re going to need backup. You always said to me, ‘Never go into battle without a big bunch o’ pals.’ These Feds might not be friends yet, but they could be useful to us.”

      He looked at her, his expression changing. “Ye think I should gussy meself up like a common wastrel?”

      “For one grand performance… yes. We know you’re not one,” she teased, reaching over the table to touch his hand. He flinched as though someone had electrocuted him, his eyes gazing down at her hand on his.

      “Ye make a good point, Ren.” He looked up at her, keeping his eyes on her as he replied to Xiphio. “If ye promise to let me go soon as we’re done, I’ll do what ye ask.”

      Xiphio grinned. “I absolutely swear it, Mr. Stone.”

      “Right, well, call yer mates up then,” he said, with forced cheer. I could see he was uncomfortable with the situation, but he was doing this all for Lauren.

      “I shall, just as soon as I have you tied up.”

      Stone glowered at the merevin. “What, right now?”

      “If you would oblige me, Mr. Stone.”

      With a grunt, Stone got out of his chair and walked over to where Xiphio stood, allowing the merevin to clamp a pair of Fed cuffs across his wrists. He visibly shuddered as they locked into place, making me wonder if they were conjuring up a bad memory. Perhaps Stone had been captured, once upon a time, though he’d evidently wriggled out of it—otherwise, he wouldn’t be here.

      “Thank you, Mr. Stone!” Xiphio cried. Stone’s mood darkened. With his wrists in cuffs, his usual, cheerful self had disappeared entirely. Apparently, there was something that could chip away at his perpetually calm demeanor, and that something was capture.

      With Stone suitably restrained, Xiphio lifted out a conch shell. Honestly, I had no idea where he’d been keeping it. It seemed to be a comm device of some sort. Xiphio blew into it with hilarious enthusiasm, his cheeks turning purple with the strain. However, I couldn’t hear any sound coming out of the shell at all. Either Xiphio didn’t know how to work it, or it was working on a frequency I couldn’t hear. He kept blowing until a loud trumpeting sound shattered the silence. It was coming from the shell, but it didn’t appear to match up with Xiphio’s breaths.

      A split second later, a holographic screen shot up from the end of the conch, sending Xiphio staggering back in surprise. In the crackling image, a merevin female with distinctive purple markings stood at the helm of a ship, peering through the hologram with suspicious eyes. As soon as she picked out Xiphio’s face, she laughed, though the sound was a cruel one.

      “Agent Xiphio, is that you?” she asked between chuckles. “What are you doing, calling through the conch? We Feds have normal comm devices, you know.”

      “I am aware, Phocida. I wished to cut out the middle man, that is all.”

      “That sound gave us all a fright,” the female merevin, Phocida, said. “Goodness, the others will be beside themselves when I tell them who’s calling. They will never believe it!”

      “Are you at the outpost or aboard a vessel?” he asked. I had to give Xiphio props for carrying on regardless.

      “We’re on a ship, watching the border. What business is it of yours?” Phocida replied tersely. “Shouldn’t you be at a desk somewhere, keeping out of trouble?”

      Xiphio puffed out his chest. “Actually, no. I decided to venture on a little mission of my own, chasing down a notorious thief and trader of illicit goods.”

      Phocida snorted. “I was wondering why your work log had been so sporadic of late. You are making us merevin agents look bad, Xiphio. Not that you hadn’t done that already,” she taunted. “Wouldn’t it be easier if you just admitted you had taken a vacation?”

      “I was not taking a vacation! I was tracking down the infamous Stone, and, moreover, I managed to capture him!” He reached out and grabbed Stone, yanking him into Phocida’s line of sight. The ambaka made a pretty unconvincing captive, standing there casually, a bored expression on his face. Xiphio nudged him in the back, clearly wanting him to act more “captured,” but Stone wasn’t about to do more than he had to.

      “You actually managed to capture him?”

      Xiphio grinned. “I did.”

      Her gaze flitted to something behind Xiphio’s shoulder. I could see her eyeline moving to the other side of the hologram, though Phocida had no way of seeing us, hidden away behind the conch’s line of sight. Suddenly, her entire demeanor changed.

      “Wait, is that… Are you on board Killick Loligo’s ship?” she gasped. “That’s the Loligo insignia above the door, right there! I’d know it anywhere.”

      A bristle of panic rippled through me. Phocida looked shocked that Xiphio was in possession of the cruiser, and I guessed that didn’t bode well for us. What if Killick had reported the ship missing? What if he’d gone back on his promise? He hadn’t seemed like the kind of guy who’d do that, but then, I had honey-trapped him and stolen his ship.

      “What if it is?” Xiphio said defiantly.

      “We received word a while ago that the honorable Killick Loligo had given his most expensive ship to a band of heroes in need. If you have his ship… that band of heroes must include you.”

      “And my crew, of course!” Without missing a beat, Xiphio turned the conch so Phocida could see us all. We waved lamely, not really knowing how to respond. She didn’t seem to know what to do with the information either. Still, I was glad that Killick had kept his promise to us, even if he had used the incident to indulge in some bragging rights.

      Phocida frowned. “Killick said your mission was top secret, though you must understand that nothing can be secret from the Fed. Tell me, what are you up to? What is this mission of yours? Perhaps we might be able to offer some assistance, if you would consider informing the Loligos of our part in all this.”

      Xiphio smiled, flashing us a triumphant look. “Now that you mention it, there may be something you can do to help us. If you would permit me a moment to speak with my fellow heroes, I shall inform you further once I know more.”

      “Of course, Agent Xiphio. We should be delighted to help any friends of the Loligos, in any way we can.”

      Setting the conch down, Xiphio gathered us all quickly in the far corner of the cockpit. “What should we say?”

      “Tell them everything,” I cut in, before anyone else could speak. “We don’t have time to waste with concealing the truth. We need to tell them what we’re facing, and we need to tell them now. If they agree to help us, that puts us in a much better position when we actually reach Earth.”

      The others nodded—all except Stone, who was standing in front of the hologram, still looking bored. Xiphio hurried back to the conch, while the rest of us looked on. I’d hardly dared to hope that the Fed would help us without us having to get on our knees and beg. By the looks of things, fortune was on our side for once.

      “Phocida, I have spoken with my colleagues, and we have concluded that we should like your assistance,” he said firmly. “You see, we are on a mission to save a troubled nation. In fact, this planet is part of the Embryo Project, though they have somehow been overrun by Vysanthean rebels. I have it on good authority that there are not many Fed agents stationed on the planet itself, what with it being a relatively new nation, which is why I believe these rebels have managed to infiltrate and sneak in under the noses of our fellow Feds.”

      Phocida looked stunned. “It is part of the Embryo Project, you say?”

      “It is, and so it is our duty to come to their aid. I trust you will assist us?”

      I’d never seen Xiphio express himself with such confidence before, his voice clear and authoritative. Glancing at Lauren, I saw her watching him closely, a small smile tugging at the curve of her lips.

      “Of course, if these rebels are in violation of the Embryo Treaty, then we must do all we can to remove them. Tell me, what is the name of this planet? I must know if I’m to set plans in motion,” Phocida declared.

      Xiphio nodded. “It’s a planet called Earth. I shall send the coordinates to your ship, if you would be kind enough to pass the message on to the rest of our fellow agents. We need all the backup we can get, especially as there are other forces at work who may further threaten the existence of the Earthen residents. Queen Gianne has set her sights on the planet, you see, and so urgency is very much of the essence.”

      Phocida gaped at him. “Queen Gianne? As in… the Vysanthean Queen Gianne?”

      “The very one, Phocida.”

      “Goodness. And here I was, expecting today to be a quiet one.” She sighed heavily, her expression anxious. “I shall rally as many troops as I can here and follow your ship. Do you plan to contact the Fed branch who are supposed to be watching this planet?”

      “I am, Phocida. As soon as we reach Earth’s solar system, we shall reach out to the lycan Fed agents who are stationed nearby and request their immediate assistance.”

      “Should you not contact them now, so they may gather their resources?”

      Xiphio shook his head. “Indeed not, and neither should you. We don’t wish for them to launch a premature attack on the rebel base, which may give away our larger strike. The last thing we need is to have this rebel scum running for the nearest escape route. They must be punished according to Fed guidelines.”

      “Of course, Agent Xiphio. Although, you realize that the lycans may not wish to cooperate with us?”

      He shrugged casually, giving off an air of certainty. “If we are bound in a mutual cause, I see no reason why we can’t put our differences aside. Lycans and merevins have always tolerated one another well enough, and if they do not like us giving the orders, then we can always install a facilitator who can make the orders more palatable to a lycan strike force.”

      “An excellent idea, Agent Xiphio,” Phocida said, with a hint of surprise in her voice. “Honestly, I should not have recognized you as the agent you were a year ago. Your time with Killick Loligo must have worked wonders. You seem so wise now.”

      Xiphio beamed. “How very kind of you, Agent Phocida.”

      “So, what shall I call this operation? It will require a name if we are to swiftly put it into motion.”

      Xiphio froze, his mouth opening and closing uncertainly, his large eyes looking over at us with desperation. Rising out of my chair, I rushed over to where Xiphio stood and smiled up at the female agent. She peered at me curiously, her eyes narrowing.

      “We are forming a Universal Alliance, Agent Phocida. Since we’re made up of various species, we thought it only right to be inclusive.”

      She nodded in appreciation. “I like it… I like it very much. Tell me, who are you?”

      “I am—”

      Xiphio placed his hand on my shoulder. “She is Riley, and she is the captain of this ship,” he said, before I could answer. I looked up at him in surprise, not knowing how to respond to the title. I didn’t think of myself as the leader of this ship, by any means. Still, nobody swooped in to correct him. I just hoped this didn’t mean everyone would expect me to start making executive decisions. We were very much a team, and I was determined for us to stay that way.

      “A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Riley. I trust we shall be seeing more of one another, upon our arrival on Earth?”

      I nodded, feeling my stomach churn at the prospect. “I imagine so, Agent Phocida. Also, I’ll ensure that my pilot sends over some blueprints to you so that you can change the engines on your ships. It’s a reasonably quick fix, but we have to get to Earth as soon as possible, and we can’t rely on the speeds of normal engines.”

      “What will these changes do?” Phocida wondered, her tone suspicious.

      “They’ll open up your ships to deep-space technology, allowing you to move more quickly through the universe. Unfortunately, this technology has fallen into the hands of Queen Gianne, so we’ve got to do everything we can to keep up.”

      Phocida looked overwhelmed, her scales growing pale. “I shall see to it that these changes are made. We will set a tracker on your ship, if you don’t mind, and follow you as soon as we can. It should only be a minor delay, once these changes have been made.”

      “Thank you, Agent Phocida. You have no idea what this means. My planet thanks you.”

      “It is our pleasure, Captain Riley. If the Loligos have put their trust in you, then so must we. After all, it is our duty to protect and defend, and this planet called Earth is in need. We shall be close behind you—look out for us.”

      “We will, Agent Phocida.”

      With that, the call ended, the hologram disappearing back into the end of the conch shell. As soon as the female agent was gone, Stone broke easily out of his cuffs, the two magnetic bands clattering to the floor as he stretched out his wrists. He looked irritated, the happy-go-lucky demeanor dwindling.

      “Never trust a Fed,” he muttered.

      “We’re going to have to,” I fired back. I really hoped we could trust them to come to our aid. Out of everyone in the universe, I supposed I had more faith in them than anyone else.

      “Well, I ain’t goin’ into battle with only Feds at me back. I know better than that,” he said firmly, turning his attention to Alfa. “Hey, Alf, don’t suppose you could give your old pals back home a buzz, could ye? We could do with folk like them at our backs. Rather have a handful o’ good guys than a load o’ incompetent agents.”

      Alfa grinned, flashing his fangs. “Already did. I sent them the coordinates last night—my buddies are meeting us there.”

      “Nice one, Alf. Can always rely on ye.”

      I was doubtful. “I’m not sure about getting Rexombra involved. Not after that spy incident.”

      “Relax, Ri, Alf’s pals are the best in the biz,” Stone replied. “Trust me, they’re good. Ye won’t regret having ‘em on yer side when the fightin’ starts. Best warriors in the ‘verse. They’re worth it for the one or two bits they might snatch on the way—‘tis a tiny price to pay.”

      In my mind’s eye, I saw the flickering invisibility suit of the Rexombran spy, and the way she had bitten down on the poison pill, her body decomposing in front of my eyes. Rexombra were spies and assassins for hire—how far could we trust a species who killed for cash, offering their skills to the highest bidder? Then again, who was I to say no to more allies?
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      After Bashrik had sent over the necessary information, we slowed our cruiser down a bit to give the Fed time to rally their troops and catch up. Although we were eager to get to Earth as quickly as possible, it would be a big mistake to arrive there without our backup.

      There wasn’t much to do on the ship, given that we were just moving through the vast expanse of the universe, heading for home. There were games and a music system, but we’d pretty much exhausted those.

      Bashrik and Ronad sat in their usual spots by the controls, though Ronad’s eyes were closed and he was snoring softly, his feet up on the dashboard. Angie was in Bashrik’s lap, and the two of them were laughing quietly, enveloped in their own little world. Stone, Alfa, and Dio were clustered around a table, playing a variation on stabscotch, while I was snuggled up on one of the armchairs with Navan. Xiphio had gone to take a long soak in the enormous tub of the main bathroom. Lauren was sitting in the corner with a book spread out on her lap, her gaze flitting toward the windshield every couple of minutes. She seemed distracted, her manner antsy.

      “I’m going to train for a bit in my room,” she announced, putting away her book. “If anyone wants me, just call.”

      “You want some company?” I asked.

      She smiled, shaking her head. “Not right now. I just want to go through some moves with my staff—keep my skills sharp before we reach home, you know?”

      “Cool. Well, let me know if you need a sparring partner. I’m no good with a staff, but I can figure it out.”

      “Will do.”

      I had a feeling that home was precisely the thing that was bothering her, because it was bothering me, too. It’d been so long since we’d been back there, and we weren’t exactly returning under the best circumstances. What if we couldn’t save it? What if we got there, and it was all too late? I shuddered at the thought, trying to keep a positive outlook.

      As Lauren exited the cockpit, Stone got up from his seat and hurried across the room, making some garbled excuse to Dio and Alfa about wanting to call it an early night. They looked at him as though he’d grown a second head, their expressions making me laugh. I doubted Stone was the kind of guy who’d ever had an early night in his entire life.

      Reaching the cockpit hatch, Stone glanced over his shoulder and shot me a pointed look. This was the moment of truth—he was going to tell her everything. I smiled at him with all the encouragement I could muster, falling short of giving him an embarrassing thumbs-up. I wasn’t sure which way Lauren’s feelings would turn, but I couldn’t help wishing him the best of luck. Against all odds, the three-eyed bastard had won me around.

      “What was that all about?” Navan whispered.

      I smiled secretively. “He’s going to tell her.”

      “Just in the nick of time, too.” Navan nodded toward the cockpit entrance, where Xiphio had just walked in wearing nothing but a towel. My mouth fell open at the sight of him in all his glory, though it was interesting to see the rippling pattern of his striped scales a little more closely. Usually, most of it was buried beneath his uniform.

      “Rask’s sake, Xiphio, put some damned clothes on!” Bashrik muttered. “There are ladies present.”

      Angie grinned. “Hey, these ladies can speak for themselves. I, for one, am not complaining.” She nudged Bashrik, chuckling at his sour face. Soon enough, a smile broke out on his lips, though his arms held her just a little bit tighter.

      Xiphio looked down at his half-naked form. “Oh, sorry about that—I had just finished up my bath when I felt an urge to come in here and say something. Sadly, it could not wait.” His large eyes peered around the room, his expression disappointed. “I don’t suppose you know where Lauren has gone, do you?”

      “She went to lie down for a bit,” I lied, wanting to give Stone his moment to confess his crush. He definitely didn’t need to be interrupted by his one rival.

      “No, she didn’t. She went to practice with her staff,” Alfa chimed in cheerfully. I shot him a look, prompting him to shrug his muscular shoulders in confusion. Dio leaned over and whispered something in his crewmate’s ear. Alfa’s face morphed into a mask of shock.

      Xiphio frowned, walking over to where I sat. “Please, Riley, tell me which one it is. I should hate to wake her up if she’s sleeping, but this really cannot wait.”

      “I’m sure it can, Xiphio.”

      “No, no, it really cannot. I had an epiphany earlier, speaking with Agent Phocida the way I did. I felt in control, my entire being brimming with confidence and courage. Did you see? I did not falter once, though she expected me to—they all expected me to,” he explained, puffing out his chest, his gills flapping.

      “You dealt with that situation better than anyone could’ve, Xiphio, but I don’t see what that has to do with Lauren. She said she didn’t want to be disturbed.” I was determined to put him off.

      “Don’t you see? I must ride the wave of this newfound courage and express my true feelings for Lauren. I thought it could wait until our battles were over, but now I see that it cannot. I must tell her before we arrive on Earth, so she may know that I love her, and I may know her feelings. I would charge into the fray with so much more vigor if I knew she felt as I did.”

      My heart clenched at his sweet admission. I knew how he felt about Lauren—it was obvious for anyone to see—but I had not seen this coming. Why did it have to be now, when Stone was doing the exact same thing? I grimaced, remembering why I’d sworn not to get involved in other people’s romances again.

      “Not now, Xiphio,” I urged.

      “It has to be now!”

      “Let her finish her training, then you can speak with her.”

      He frowned. “Why are you trying to stop me? My love cannot be restrained.”

      “No, we can see that.” Angie snorted, getting a playful smack from Bashrik.

      “I just think she needs some time to herself, that’s all,” I insisted, feeling exasperated. In desperation, I looked to Navan for help.

      “Yeah, maybe you should hold off for a bit,” he said, but I could see there was no convincing Xiphio. His face was set with determination, and he clearly wouldn’t settle until he had all of his cards out on the table for Lauren to see.

      He turned and marched out of the room without another word, striding away with his towel flapping. Rolling my eyes, I clambered out of Navan’s embrace and chased after the merevin, grateful that he hadn’t taken off at a sprint. I caught up to him a few yards from Lauren’s room, hurtling around him before coming to a halt, putting myself between him and the door. He eyed me curiously and attempted to push past, but I put my hands out to stop him, feeling the cold of his scales beneath my palms.

      To be honest, I wasn’t entirely sure why I was stopping him from reaching Lauren. I mean, I had no idea which guy Lauren liked more. Maybe Xiphio was the preferred choice, and I was standing in the way of the wrong one. I supposed I felt like Stone deserved his chance to tell Lauren how he felt, considering he wasn’t nearly as open about it as Xiphio was. Even if she rejected him, he was entitled to that opportunity.

      “What is the meaning of this, Riley?” Xiphio asked sternly.

      “I don’t think you should disturb her, Xiphio.”

      He frowned. “And why not? Why are you so insistent on coming between me and my dear, sweet Lauren?”

      “It’s just not a good idea, that’s all.”

      A strange smile pulled at the corners of his plump lips. “Riley, I must say, I am flattered that you would consider me in a romantic fashion. Had I not already fallen for dear Lauren, I might have been swayed by your affections. Alas, my heart is already set on another.”

      I gaped at him. “What? I just got married, Xiphio!”

      “There is no need to be ashamed, Riley. I, too, have endured the suffering of unrequited love.”

      “There’s nothing unrequited about it—I don’t like you like that! I’m Navan’s wife and more than happy to be so!” I hissed, struggling to keep my voice down. “Look, the truth is, Stone is with her right now. He had some things he wanted to say, and I think you should back off and let him say them.”

      “That wretch is in there with her? What is he saying? Is he confessing his love? No, I will not allow it! He has no right.” Xiphio shook his head. “He ought to know that I displayed my affections first. Does he not understand the code of chivalry?”

      I didn’t have time to answer any of his questions, as he charged me, pushing me to the side.

      Regaining my balance, I raced after him, terrified that this mess would come to blows. They had almost ended up fighting before, and I didn’t want it happening again. We didn’t need anyone getting into a scrap and injuring themselves before reaching Earth—we needed to have everyone in one piece.

      I lunged to try to pull him back from Lauren’s bedroom door, my hands accidentally catching the edge of his towel. It fell to the ground with agonizing slowness, but it was too late now—he had already burst into the room.

      “I demand you stop this immediately!” he cried, while scrabbling on the ground to regain his dignity. He managed to pull the towel back up and fasten it around his waist, but I’d already seen far more of him than I’d ever wanted to. By the shocked looks on both Lauren’s and Stone’s faces, they had too.

      “What are you talking about?” Lauren asked, recovering quickly. Her cheeks were bright red.

      “My feelings for you are far stronger than this rude criminal’s feelings could ever be. I am not one to point out the failings in another man, as it is not my style to be cruel, but he lies and cheats for a living. What sort of romantic relationship could he offer you, considering his nature?” he replied, taking a deep breath. “Forgive me, I should not have said all of that. Stone is a good man, in his own way. The truth is… I love you so very much. I do not think I could stand to see you in the arms of another. I fear it would kill me.”

      Lauren turned to Stone, her eyes widening in surprise. “What’s he talking about, Stone?”

      The ambaka lowered his head, sighing in exasperation. “Cheers fer gettin’ the jump on me, Xiphio, old pal.”

      “Stone?” she pressed.

      He looked up, a glitter of irritation flashing in his eyes as he glanced toward Xiphio. “I was buildin’ up to it, Ren,” he said, his tone bitter. “Ye just couldn’t stand to let me have a shot, could ye? Ye just had to come in ‘ere and ruin it, didn’t ye?” He glared at Xiphio. For the first time ever, he actually looked angry.

      “I didn’t realize you had not yet told her,” Xiphio mumbled.

      “It’s none of yer business, anyway!” Stone snapped, getting to his feet and storming over to where Xiphio stood. “I know yer half nekkid, but it’ll not stop me from knockin’ yer fishy head off yer fishy shoulders.”

      “Oh, yes, well, it shan’t stop me from defending myself, either!”

      “Ye sure you’re not a snake instead o’ a fish?”

      Xiphio scowled. “I am not a fish—that is terribly insulting. I am a merevin.”

      “Yeah? Well, I’m pissed off.”

      “You’re not seriously telling me that you think you’re a good match for Lauren? Look at her beautiful face—it’s evident to me that she had no idea you were besotted with her. What sort of suitor are you, if you cannot even make your feelings known?”

      “I was tryin’ to, before ye burst in here with yer giblets swingin’!”

      “An accident, good sir. I was simply trying to stop you from making a colossal mistake. I’m the better suited one. You know it, and I know it. So, let us shake on our differences and allow me to take it from here.”

      Stone bared his teeth. “Listen ‘ere, pal. I traveled with ‘er for over a month, while you were hearin’ of her second-hand. Ye didn’t even know her!”

      “Well, you were going to sell her on the flesh markets!”

      “No, I weren’t, ye lyin’ sack of fish guts. I don’t go in fer that sorta thing. I trade in inanimate objects only.”

      Xiphio snorted. “Says the man with the living creature wrapped around his wrist.”

      “That were a one-time thing. I already explained all o’ that,” Stone hissed. “I’d never ‘ave sold Ren to no one, even if I were in the market fer that kinda stuff. She’s special!”

      “I know she’s special, which is why I knew, even before I met her, that I would fall madly in love with her.”

      “D’you know how mad that sounds? Can ye hear yerself?” Stone shook his head. “Must be all that deep water back home gettin’ to yer head, crushin’ the sense out of it.”

      Lauren stood up and folded her arms across her chest. The two guys turned to her slowly, her actions silencing them. Evidently, they were expecting her to put one of them out of his misery. I watched her in anticipation, wondering which one she was going to choose.

      “I guess neither of you has considered my feelings in all of this?” she said calmly. “Look at the pair of you, squabbling like kids over a toy. Well, I’m not a toy you can play with, and I’m not a prize to be won in some slinging match. I’m not interested in either of you. At least, not right now.”

      “What do ye mean?” Stone asked, his face remaining blank. Next to him, Xiphio looked downright crushed.

      “We’ve got way too much to worry about without bringing crushes and feelings into the equation. We just don’t have time for any of this nonsense,” she said firmly. “My home is in danger, in case the two of you had forgotten. That includes my parents, my friends, every creature, every plant, every book. It’s all at risk—everything I’ve ever loved is under threat, and you two are fighting over something that doesn’t matter right now.”

      Xiphio’s cheeks were purple with shame. “I just wanted you to know that I care… before we enter a fight we might not win.” His tone was bordering on childish, and I could see from Lauren’s face that she wasn’t impressed.

      “If you really cared about me, the way you say you do, you will be my friend and ally first, before asking for more. I need people to have my back and the backs of everyone on this ship. I need you to be working together, not fighting over who you think has more right to be with me.”

      Her words cowed them both in an instant, and the two of them exchanged a shy glance.

      “Sorry, Xiphio,” Stone muttered.

      “Sorry, Stone.”

      Lauren smiled. “Good. Now, I don’t want to see either of you for the rest of the evening. I suggest you go and get to know each other better before we reach Earth. Although, Xiphio, you should put on some clothes first.”

      “Yes, Miss Lauren,” Xiphio mumbled.

      “Sure thing, Ren.”

      With that, the boys left the room, hurrying off with their tails between their legs. As soon as they were gone, I flashed an impressed look at my best friend, giving a low whistle of congratulations. I’d never seen her like that before. As much as I hated to admit it, Lauren’s time with the scavengers had done something remarkable, turning her into this fierce young woman who could command respect from anyone. The shy creature she’d once been had gone, though there was something sad in that, too.

      “I can’t believe what a badass you are!” I laughed as I wandered over to join her on the edge of the bed. “Honestly, you’ve changed so much. It’s like you’re a completely different person. A total badass person.”

      A funny expression drifted across her face. “I’m not a different person. I’m the same Lauren I always was.”

      “Still, I can’t imagine you doing that a month ago.”

      Lauren rubbed the back of her neck. “I just… I have a better picture now of who I am on my own. Before, I was always one of three, you know? When we got separated, I learned what it meant to just be me, without the two of you propping me up.”

      I felt stung by the words. “I guess I never thought of it like that.”

      She reached over and took my hand, a warm smile on her face. “Please don’t take offense to it, Riley. It has nothing to do with you or Angie, or anything that the three of us have shared. I love you both just as much as I always did. The only thing that’s changed is, now, I’ve found a sense of independence that I didn’t have before. It’s the kind of independence I’d hoped to get in college—it just came from being on board a scrappy little spaceship instead.”

      Lauren leaned against my shoulder, and we sat like that, side by side, as I marveled at all the ways the universe had changed us.
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      Three days later, Lauren, Angie, and I were huddled in front of the cruiser windshield, watching the planets of our solar system pass by. It was weird to see them close up, after a lifetime spent hearing about them on the news, or in documentaries, or described in textbooks. Pluto came first, with its snowy heart showing on the surface. Even if it was technically categorized as a dwarf planet these days, I still liked to think of it as fully-fledged. Then, Neptune passed in an electric blue haze, followed by the peculiar blue of Uranus.

      Naturally, Angie snorted. “Ha, I’ve seen Uranus.”

      “Real mature, Ange,” Lauren chided playfully.

      She shrugged. “What? Someone had to say it.”

      We fell silent again as Saturn appeared alongside the cruiser, her icy rings glinting, then the mighty Jupiter with its signature red spot. We started to really get excited as Mars came into view, knowing we weren’t far from home now. Soon enough, we would see the familiar sight of Earth again, and though I was thrilled by the prospect, it didn’t quite seem real. Earth felt like a dream, left over from another lifetime.

      As we passed by the welcoming warmth of the rusty-colored Mars, the cruiser came to a standstill, just short of Earth. Even so, we could see it through the glass pane, all three of us in complete awe at the vision of our beautiful blue, green, and white marbled home. Tears sprang to my eyes, my heart overwhelmed at the sight. Turning to my friends, I could see I wasn’t the only one.

      There she was, just as we’d left her, with no sign of Queen Gianne and her army anywhere. I wasn’t sure which one brought me more happiness—that we were home, or that we’d reached it before Gianne could.

      “Why’ve we stopped?” I asked, turning to Bashrik. I was too excited about going home to think straight.

      “I figured we should stay up here a while longer before landing,” Ronad chimed in. “The merevin Feds aren’t here yet, and we should probably get in touch with the lycan contingent before we start setting any shields up. Plus, we’re going to need to conserve our energy up until the last moment, when we put the nudus on.”

      Bashrik nodded. “Yeah, the last thing we want to do is start building shields without the lycan Fed knowing about it. They might think it’s an attack and start retaliating.”

      So close… and yet, so far, I thought grimly.

      Navan came up and put his arm around my waist, before addressing the room. “We need to get in touch with the lycans and make sure they’re fully on board with the plan, so we can figure out how they’re going to prevent mass human panic. We can’t exactly make the shields invisible, so we’ll have to explain it somehow.”

      “And how do we contact the lycans?” I wondered, remembering how difficult it had been the last time. “I mean, we don’t even know where their headquarters are.”

      Dio, who had been minding his own business in the corner, sat up straighter, attracting our attention. “It’s good you’ve got me, then, isn’t it?”

      “What, does your kind have a pack mind or something? Like, a telepathic link?” Angie asked, arching an eyebrow.

      Dio laughed. “Not quite. I used to be a Fed agent. I wasn’t stationed here myself, but these will probably be the same bunch I left behind when I got kicked out.”

      Xiphio gasped out loud. “You were a Fed agent?”

      “I was, though I wasn’t very good at it. Apparently, it’s bad form for a Federal agent to take bribes.” He flashed a wolfish grin. “Anyway, I know how to get in touch with my lycan pals. All I need is a quick lend of the ship’s systems and I’ll have us there in no time.”

      Bashrik moved away from the controls. “Sure, do what you’ve got to do.”

      “Are we sure this is a good idea?” Xiphio protested, evidently struggling with the idea of a dirty agent. For me, it only confirmed something I’d already been suspecting: with a Fed that spanned the universe, there had to be some underhanded activities going on. I’d already wondered if that was how the rebels had been allowed to build their base on Earth in the first place, with their secret being kept by some lycan agent down there. It really wouldn’t have surprised me.

      “Relax, Xiphio. I realized my calling in the end—I was always destined for the scavenger life,” Dio replied, chuckling as he made his way over to the controls and started to work his magic. Before long, a flashing light showed up on the navigation system, though it didn’t appear to be coming from Earth at all.

      I thought back to the first time I’d been taken to the Fed HQ, after coaxing them out and forcing them to come to us. The air had felt distinctly different—I remembered that much—and there’d been a sharp wind that had carried the scent of saltwater. I’d been convinced we were by the ocean, somewhere on Earth, but this was just confusing. Judging by the flashing light on the navigation monitor, it looked like the headquarters were stationed on the moon. There was a strange sort of irony in a bunch of lycan agents living on the moon, but I didn’t know if it was polite to say in front of Dio.

      “Are there two Fed HQs here?” I wondered.

      Dio shrugged. “Wouldn’t surprise me. They’ll have an outpost down on the surface, for immediate purposes, and one farther away. Especially considering this planet is part of the Embryo Project, they’d try to keep their distance, with only a few guys on the ground.”

      “There’s one on the moon? The actual moon?” Angie looked stunned.

      Alfa padded across to the windshield and looked out, before casting a bemused expression back at us. “Don’t you Earthlings have a name for your moon? Seems a bit unfair, just to call it ‘moon.’”

      I guessed he had a point, though it wasn’t something I’d thought about before.

      “It’s probably because it was the first one we ever saw, as humans,” Lauren explained, though she didn’t look entirely convinced.

      The cruiser jolted forward unexpectedly. “Sorry—not used to these controls!” Dio yelped, as Bashrik swooped in and took over, directing the ship toward the flashing beacon that had appeared on the screen. It was taking us away from Earth, much to my dismay, but I knew we’d soon be back on her surface, forging our shields and keeping her from harm.

      Keeping my eyes on her until the ship turned too far in the opposite direction, I added fuel to the flames of the hope that burned brightly within me. We’d made it here before Gianne, and we were about to enlist the lycans into our fold. The merevins were on their way, and Alfa’s Rexombran pals would be coming too. Even so, the thing I was looking forward to the most was sinking to the ground and feeling Earthen grass under my feet again. It would be strange to smell the scent of home again, but I was more than ready for it.

      Ten minutes later, the surface of the moon came into full view, the cratered landscape barely seeming real from this distance. It looked like a set, something from a Hollywood movie. The sight completely took my breath away; it resembled one big mountain range, with peaks and gorges. I couldn’t see any sort of building, but that didn't mean there wasn't one down there—the rebel base had taught me that much.

      “Since everyone is getting a turn on the controls today, do you want to send updates to your buddies?” Bashrik asked, glancing at Alfa. “I can send them to the merevins, but you all might as well meet us at HQ instead of frightening some poor, unsuspecting humans.”

      Alfa grinned. “Thought you’d never ask.”

      As soon as Alfa had sent the coordinates, Bashrik put the cruiser into landing mode, and the ship descended toward the rocky, gray landscape. He tried to get as close to the flashing beacon as possible, but as soon as the underside of the cruiser hovered above the given coordinates, a shiver of electricity bristled through the ship with a loud crackle. There was a shield below us, blocking our entry. He tried to touch it again, but the same thing happened, a shimmer of movement rippling outward, revealing the vague shape of a small dome.

      Undeterred, Bashrik lifted us up and moved us a short distance away, before setting us down on the silty surface. This time, nothing stood in our way, though I wondered if the lycan Fed would fear we were an enemy ship.

      As if sensing my concerns, Dio pulled out a curious-looking object. It looked somewhere between a flute and a panpipe, and was forged from a bronze-tinged metal. Gripping it in his clawed hand, he moved over to the windshield and blew into the instrument’s mouthpiece. A faint whistle emerged. It was difficult for the human ear to hear, but it seemed to be causing everyone else some trouble, as all of them were covering their ears and grimacing in pain.

      “Do you hear anything?” I looked to Angie and Lauren.

      Lauren shrugged. “A tiny whistle, maybe.”

      Angie nodded. “Yeah, same.”

      “Are you kidding? I think it’s going to crack my skull open!” Bashrik gasped, squeezing his eyes shut.

      A moment later, Dio stopped blowing into the mouthpiece, and a look of relief washed over the face of each alien in the room.

      “What the hell was that?” Ronad muttered, rubbing his temples.

      Dio grinned. “My calling card. Just give it a minute, you’ll see.”

      Sure enough, five minutes later, the comms system sparked to life, an image flickering up on the monitor. There, facing us, was a stern-looking lycan with distinctly feminine features, and she did not look impressed that we had settled on her territory. Her bright orange eyes pierced through the screen, her long, dark lashes giving them a dramatic, almost Egyptian appearance.

      “I am Commander Mahlo of the Universal Federal Agency. State your purpose,” she demanded.

      I wandered over to the monitor, just as Dio hurried over from the windshield and appeared at my side. She frowned at the sight of me, a glimmer of surprise flickering in her eyes. Evidently, she hadn’t expected to see a human on the ship. As Ronad entered her line of vision, her entire face softened.

      “Ronad, is that you?” she asked.

      He smiled. “Back from my adventures, Commander Mahlo!”

      “What brings you all the way out here? You would be better off consulting with the human relations headquarters on the planet’s surface. I wasn’t aware you even had the coordinates for this facility. Were you not back in Siberia, trying to discover the source of the human disappearances?” There was a glint of suspicion in her eyes, her expression darkening once more.

      “We can talk about all of that along the way, Commander. First, we need some help,” I said. “You might not realize it yet, but Earth is in danger. We’ve got backup on the way, but we need to talk with you first.”

      She frowned. “What sort of danger? Are we speaking of the rebels? If so, we have not sensed any immediate change in their behavior.”

      “That’s part of the problem. There’s a lot you don’t know, but we’ll tell you everything if you let us into your headquarters.”

      She paused for a moment. “Very well. I have given your ship permission to enter through the shield. If you set down in the designated area, we shall fetch you so that we can talk further about what you know. If there’s danger afoot, we must hear of it.”

      “Thank you, Commander Mahlo.”

      As the screen flickered off, Bashrik got the ship back in the air, moving us toward the flashing beacon. This time, when he moved us through the shield, there was only a faint bristle of energy before the ship descended beneath its protective exterior. As soon as we were through, I gaped at the vision before me. A vast, chrome structure of several metal domes stood beneath the cover of the shield, stretching across a large area of the moon’s immediate surface.

      Other vessels were parked in an expanse of open space. The Fed ships were instantly recognizable, reminding me of the one we’d used back on Earth, during that first mission to find the rebel base. Although, back then, we’d thought we were only looking for shapeshifters. We’d never expected a band of rebel coldbloods. I shuddered at the memory.

      “How do you know Commander Mahlo?” I asked, turning to Ronad.

      “She was one of the agents I had to beg for a position in Siberia. I ended up reporting back to her a lot. We’re good pals,” he replied, with a cheerful smile. “Plus, we share a mutual love of Earth TV.”

      “Is that all aliens do here—watch trash TV and eat human food?” I remembered Mort’s taste for cheeseburgers, quickly pushing the memory of the shifter out of my head.

      Ronad grinned. “Pretty much. I can’t vouch for all human food, but I will say that reindeer blood is freaking delicious.”

      I gaped in mock horror. “Not Rudolph!”

      “Only at Christmas,” he said with a wink. “I’ve yet to sample those delights.”

      As the ship came to a halt and Bashrik killed the engines, a small crew of lycan Feds emerged from the main entrance of the domed structure. They headed straight for the cruiser, every single one of them armed to the teeth, as expected, and dressed in the skintight black suits that I remembered.

      “I suppose we better meet them at the door so they know we come in peace,” Navan said with a wry grin. He took my hand as we all headed for the entrance hatch. My stomach twisted with nerves. After all, the moment the lycans agreed to our plan, it would mean we were preparing for all-out war.

      “Commander Mahlo has requested your presence,” the first lycan agent remarked, his tone surprised, as we all stepped down the gangway to greet them. “Although, we did not realize there were so many of you.”

      “Will she mind?” I replied.

      The lycan shrugged. “I guess not. Follow me.”

      With our lycan escort, we moved across the surface of the moon, the ground almost sandy beneath our feet. The shield appeared to be augmenting the habitat, pumping oxygen into the space so we could breathe. Still, it took some getting used to, looking up at the stars and the lunar landscape while feeling oxygen in my lungs.

      We entered through the sliding metal blast doors of the HQ, arriving in a foyer with marble floors and a desk in the center. It all seemed very familiar to me, but I knew this couldn’t be the same one I’d visited last time. There was no way I’d come to the moon without knowing about it.

      The lycan crew took us straight across the foyer and down a hallway, coming to a halt outside an ordinary-looking door. The first lycan knocked on it and then ushered us all inside.

      Commander Mahlo was waiting for us on the other side, her eyes showing the same surprise that the lycan crew had shown at the sight of so many of us. She shook it off quickly enough.

      “Haka, would you fetch some more chairs?” Commander Mahlo asked, gesturing for us to sit wherever we could find space while the other lycan hurried outside to get more seating.

      As soon as we were settled, she spoke again. “So, what is this danger we’re in? We’ve been monitoring the planet closely, so I’m interested to know what you’ve discovered that we haven’t.” There was a strange note in her voice, making me wonder if she was holding something back.

      I smiled dryly. “Let’s just say that Earth is going to find out about aliens very, very soon.”
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      “Please, enlighten me,” Commander Mahlo purred.

      I gave a tight laugh. “It’s not going to be quick.”

      “As you can see, I have the time. Otherwise, I would’ve left you out there on the lunar surface.”

      I shrugged, glancing back at the rest of my group. They all wore encouraging expressions, spurring me on. After all, this was what we’d come here for. If I didn’t tell her everything, there was no way we were going to get the lycans on our side, and, right now, we needed all the help we could get.

      “Well, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      Steeling myself, I gave her a rundown of everything we had endured and were about to face, with the others chiming in where I’d skipped over something that might be important. I told her of Orion, Ezra, and the elixir, and how they were likely to be gaining ground with it as we spoke, following it up with a detailed account of the imminent threat headed our way—Queen Gianne would be arriving any day now, given her advanced deep-space technology, and we had to be ready for her when she did.

      I explained what we planned to do with the nudus, as a means of defending Earth against the aerial onslaught of Queen Gianne, while Navan reminded her that we would need help combatting the rebels on the ground. It was going to be a battle from all angles, which meant we were going to need the lycans’ cooperation, especially where the human population was concerned. Something would need to be done to cover up the sudden appearance of a bright blue light in the sky.

      Commander Mahlo looked at me as I came to the end of my rapid relay of intel. She had said nothing the entire time, her nostrils flaring subtly. I peered at her, listening to the sound of her sniff, my brain recalling a lycan skill from the last time I found myself in the Fed HQ—it appeared that Commander Mahlo was a veritas, or truth-smeller. I guessed that, even though the trait was a rare one, the Feds had enlisted a few veritas to their ranks. Realizing what she was, I grimaced, hoping she hadn’t scented anything she didn’t like in what I’d said.

      “What you tell me is true,” she said, at last. “Indeed, I should’ve known to trust you. You were a friend of Galo’s, were you not?”

      I nodded. “He was kind to me, though I didn’t know him very well.” I paused, unsure whether to continue. “Orion used him, Commander Mahlo… and he died trying to help us. I’m sorry, but we were forced to bury him on Vysanthe. I know it’s not what he would have wanted, but it was the only place we could lay him to rest.”

      A sadness flickered across Commander Mahlo’s face. “I suspected something terrible might have happened to him,” she said with a sigh. “He disappeared some time ago, and nobody heard any word of him. We presumed the worst… and it seems we were right. I was promoted in the absence of Commander Sylvan. Galo should have been the one promoted, but when he disappeared too, I took on both their jobs. Truly, it ought to be him sitting here instead of me, but such is the way of the universe.”

      “I really am sorry, Commander Mahlo. I’m sorry about Commander Sylvan, too. I didn’t see what happened to them, but they were captured trying to help us. He was a brave man, just as Galo was.”

      “At least you had the decency to bury my friend. As for Commander Sylvan, what happened to him was a travesty, though we could do nothing to free him,” she replied. “Now, we must look to greater things than mere revenge. Remind me of your plan for Earth? I’m not certain I understood what it is you wish to do.”

      Gesturing for Stone to lift his hand and show Commander Mahlo the nudus around his wrist, I explained again what we planned to do with the curious creatures. I could see she wasn’t convinced, but there was no turning back from this now. This was the only way of keeping Earth safe, no matter how risky it might sound.

      “There must be more to it than a simple shield?” Commander Mahlo said, frowning.

      I nodded. “Absolutely. Stone here—the guy with the nudus—he also happens to be our secret weapon.”

      “He doesn’t look very impressive,” she muttered, turning to him. “No offense.”

      He shrugged casually. “None taken.”

      “He’s an ambaka. While we put up the shield across the globe, to prevent Queen Gianne from landing on Earth, Stone here will lead the attack on the rebels.”

      A gasp rose from her throat. “An… ambaka, did you say?”

      “Bit more impressive now, eh?” Stone joked, winking at the lycan leader.

      “If we split our resources, I’m sure we can take on both sides,” I urged, trying to keep the desperation from creeping into my voice.

      Commander Mahlo said nothing for a long time, her orange eyes fixed on Stone. He didn’t seem to mind too much, lolling in his chair, but her silence troubled me. What if we’d come all this way and she nixed the whole thing in one fell swoop? Behind me, anxious looks drifted between the rest of my friends and crewmates, with Alfa and Dio getting antsy at the back of the room.

      “I suppose I must be honest with you now, as you’ve been so honest with me. I wasn’t sure whether I could trust you, at first, but you have proven yourselves worthy allies of our mutual cause,” she said slowly, as if picking her words carefully. “You see, we’ve known about the rebel coldbloods for a while, as you’re aware. No doubt you’re wondering why we haven’t done anything about them.”

      We all nodded.

      “Well, it pains me to admit it, but it was easier to let them be, as they seemed to be keeping to themselves. A few humans were disappearing, that is true, but fighting coldbloods is no easy task. It’s why the Fed have kept out of Vysanthean troubles for decades.”

      “But things have changed?” I asked.

      “Yes, in the wake of my friend Galo’s disappearance, and my subsequent promotion, I ordered my taskforce to track all ships leaving Earth and all ships leaving Vysanthe. Our Fed radar is a sensitive thing, and can detect invisibility shields, such as yours,” the commander continued. “As such, I can tell you that Queen Gianne’s and Queen Brisha’s ships have already departed Vysanthe. I did not realize they were in possession of deep-space technology, but given a basic trajectory using these engines you spoke of, the queens’ ships will be here in a matter of days.”

      With the queens’ ships on their way, the timeline was going to be a tight one. I paused as I replayed the words in my mind—Queen Gianne and Queen Brisha? That couldn’t be right.

      “You’ve got to be mistaken, Commander Mahlo. Queen Brisha can’t have left Vysanthe. She was assassinated. I know any news coming from the South has to be taken with a pinch of salt, but I doubt they could make up Queen Brisha’s death.”

      Commander Mahlo frowned in thought. “Has her army been decommissioned?”

      “Her soldiers must still be fighting in their queen’s name,” Bashrik interjected.

      Navan nodded. “Working alongside them, I’d never seen such loyal warriors before. I wouldn’t be surprised if they fight until there isn’t a single one of them left.”

      “You realize that means both queens know about the deep-space tech and Earth, don’t you?” Lauren added grimly.

      “From what you’ve all told me of these twin queens, that should not come as a surprise,” Xiphio mused. “I was not well-acquainted with them, the way most of you were, but I got the feeling they were constantly spying and stealing secrets from one another.”

      “Always the way with fancy folk. Can’t help ‘emselves. Always wantin’ what someone else has got,” Stone added.

      Commander Mahlo smiled, excitement flickering in her orange eyes. “The thing is, now that you’ve told me of your plans, you have granted us a glimmer of hope.” She took a nervous breath. “Ever since we discovered the rebels, we’ve had a plan of action in place, in case the queens ever came to exact punishment on their defectors. Now, with the ships leaving Vysanthe, we’ve had to put it in place as quickly as possible. We’ve been planning to launch a surprise attack on the queens’ ships before they can even land. It was set to be a suicide mission, but it was the only plan we had.”

      “It still sounds like a suicide mission to me!” Alfa joked. Dio nudged him sharply in the ribs.

      “What my friend means to say is, how have your plans changed?” he said.

      “To be honest, my mind is still trying to figure that out. You have offered us some solutions that may take a fraction of the risk away,” she replied thoughtfully. “However, it still presents us with some problems, too. For one, although I think the nudus shields can be very useful, I’m not sure how we can avoid the mass panic that will follow if we forge them across the globe.”

      Lauren nodded, tapping her chin. “If we put up the shield, humanity is going to figure out that aliens exist.”

      “Precisely.”

      “Yeah, but if we don’t put up the shield, then Gianne is going to land on Earth and capture—or worse, kill—massive numbers of humans for her elixir,” I protested. “She’ll harvest them like crops, and you can be sure as hell, when they’re being drained dry for their blood, they’ll know about aliens then.”

      I was starting to wonder if it even mattered. Those who knew about us thought of Earth as an embryonic planet with a lesser species living on it. To them, we were backwater nobodies that had yet to branch out and join the rest of the universe. We weren’t advanced enough, by their standards, but maybe it was time for us to take that step. As a species, we’d been theorizing about the presence of aliens for decades, so why not reveal the truth? I mean, it was ridiculous to believe we could be the only sentient beings in a universe this large.

      “You could be right,” Commander Mahlo mused. “We could always contact the world leaders and get the word out. They may be able to find a way to ease the panic better than we can.”

      “The US might already be one step ahead of you there,” I said bluntly.

      “How do you mean?”

      “My friends and I came across the US president on a planet called the Junkyard. I imagine you’ve heard of it. Anyway, he was in the middle of a meeting with Ezra, Orion’s right-hand man. So, it’s pretty reasonable to guess he’s in cahoots with the rebels. I think they’d struck a deal of some kind, but it was hard to hear the full extent of what they were talking about.”

      Commander Mahlo looked disappointed. “Yes, that does complicate matters somewhat. Do you think he’s allied the US with the rebels already?”

      “I’m not sure how far it’s gone.”

      Commander Mahlo sighed wearily. “Then I’m not sure what to suggest.”

      “How about we find a way to get a global broadcast out ourselves?” Lauren suggested, her voice hopeful. It was the best idea we had, and I could tell everyone thought the same. A murmur of agreement ran around the room.

      “Damn good idea, Ren,” Stone replied, before turning his attention to Commander Mahlo. “Don’t suppose ye heard of any weapons findin’ their way to the rebels, did ye?”

      It was something that had been bothering me, too. If the Fed had special radar, they might’ve noticed some unusual activity in the days since Ezra had run from the Junkyard.

      “I’m not sure about any weapons, but a ship did return a while ago—just the one. The same one had left Earth some time earlier, but it looked beaten up on its return. I could check the system and see if we have any more details on where it visited.”

      I didn’t need any system telling me where that ship had been. There was only one culprit that fit the timeframe, and that culprit was Ezra, returning from the Junkyard with Yorrek’s notebook in tow. I wasn’t sure if his crew had managed to get their hands on any of the pilfered serrantium weapons, or if Ezra had even returned to pick them up, but I knew he had the most important item of all.

      “Have there been any changes in the rebel activity?” I asked.

      “The latest intel we have is that Orion went quiet for a while, but then he started stockpiling resources—weapons, blood, everything. That’s around the time this ship left Earth. We believe the factories are still functioning and the rebel alchemists are still hard at work, but that’s about all we know,” she explained, with a hint of regret.

      It was the same stuff we’d heard from Mort, though my thoughts on his trustworthiness hadn’t changed. Even now, I couldn’t help wondering, somewhat bitterly, if he’d lied to us about certain details. It would be just like him to keep out an important fact or two, though I had no evidence to prove it.

      “Did you hear anything about a notebook?” Navan asked anxiously.

      Commander Mahlo stared at him, her eyes suspicious. “A notebook? No, we haven’t heard of anything like that. What do you know about a notebook?”

      “No way, lass. Our guts are all spilled out,” Stone interjected. “Gotta give a little to get a little.”

      “Have the alchemists started doing anything different?” I pressed.

      Again, she looked blank. “Not that we know of. As I say, they’ve been stockpiling, by the looks of things, but that seems to be it. Do you know something we don’t?”

      “Ezra took something valuable during a different encounter we had with him on the Junkyard. He took a notebook that belonged to a renowned alchemist on Vysanthe. We think it might contain the secret to the immortality elixir, but we’re not a hundred percent sure.”

      Commander Mahlo set her vivid gaze on me, aghast. “No… That can’t be. Last we heard, they were missing something important—a final ingredient.”

      “Yeah, and that book could contain the secret to it,” Bashrik muttered.

      “Then again, if what you’re saying is true, we might have a window of opportunity,” I said, my mind whirring. “If nothing has changed down there in the rebel base, then maybe they haven’t figured out the key yet. If that’s the case, then this means we’re all still on a level playing field. No one is immortal yet, and, if we can get our asses in gear, nobody will be.”

      Angie nodded excitedly. “If we take out the rebel base before they can do anything else with the elixir, we can get rid of the rebels and their unnatural experiments in one go. A clean strike!”

      “A joyous occasion, if we can make it work,” Commander Mahlo conceded.

      I smiled at my best friend’s enthusiasm, though I couldn’t share in it. There were still too many things that could go wrong, and no way of eliminating the risks beforehand. We just didn’t have time for an intricate scheme, with every possible avenue covered. The queens’ ships would be arriving in less than three days. In that brief interim, we needed to figure out the best positions for our shield-bearers, find any weak points, and get everyone in position before the enemy surrounded Earth.

      Even if we’d had months to prepare, I doubted we’d ever be truly ready for what we were about to face. But if these queens and these rebels thought they could come to my neighborhood and take what didn’t belong to them, they had another thing coming. This was my home, and even if it took the last scrap of energy I had, I would never back down.

      This was humanity’s fight, and my fists were raised.
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      “So, are we clear on who’s going where?” I asked, glancing at the group gathered around the table. Two days had passed, and the Fed had been keeping an eye on the movements of the Vysanthean ships. A beacon had pinged that morning, letting us know that the queens’ respective fleets were a day away from arriving, which meant we had to move… and move fast.

      Queen Gianne was leading the way, by all accounts, with Brisha’s unyielding army—now without their figurehead—following at a discreet distance. I’d half expected the two fleets to end up fighting one another before they even reached Earth, but it appeared that Gianne wasn’t aware of Brisha’s ships trailing after her. They were making sure of it, which I supposed made sense. After all, they could get back to warring with one another when the rebels were dealt with and the key ingredient to the immortality elixir was theirs.

      Commander Mahlo had moved us into one of the larger meeting rooms that morning so we could flesh out the details of what lay ahead of us. There were a lot more of us than there’d been two days ago, and the room was feeling comfortingly full.

      Around one edge of the huge circular table sat Navan, Bashrik, Ronad, Angie, Lauren, Stone, Xiphio, Alfa, Dio, and myself. Around the other side sat Commander Mahlo, flanked by two of her associates. Beside them sat the merevin contingent, who’d arrived the previous evening. Agent Phocida sat with two of her associates, looking decidedly anxious. It was clear none of the Fed wanted to make direct eye contact with Alfa’s Rexombran backup, who filled the last set of seats. There were five of them, three males, two females. The intimidating band of black-furred assassins had arrived just this morning, and their fierce, almost regal presence seemed to be making the Fed even more uncomfortable.

      Seeing everyone all piled into one room reminded me of The Empty Purse casino. I guessed the stakes were just as high here. We’d run through everything again this morning, for the sake of the newcomers, who seemed to have taken it in stride. The Rexombra commanded respect without having to say a word. Nothing appeared to faze them—not war, not coldbloods, not immortality elixirs, nothing at all. Unlike the Fed, who continued to cast distrustful glances at the coldbloods. Aside from Ronad, who didn’t quite look like one, I knew they were having trouble believing that our coldbloods weren’t going to turn on them.

      Commander Mahlo was the first to speak. “For our part, we will initiate a surprise attack on the approaching queens. Half of our forces will lie in wait for them, while the other half will be at your disposal for the rebel attack, Riley. Should our ambush succeed, the rest of us will join the fight on the planet’s surface, with only the rebel forces to contend with. Judging by our numbers, it shouldn’t be too difficult to overcome them and take control of their facilities.”

      “And yet, you have not stepped up to destroy them thus far, though you’ve had ample opportunity,” Agent Phocida chimed in, evidently unimpressed by the lax attitude of the lycan Fed.

      “How about we refrain from squabbling amongst ourselves?” the female leader of the Rexombran support growled. “There is a bigger cause here. The past does not matter. We are all here now, a Universal Alliance. Let us focus on what can be done about it now.”

      The two agents looked cowed. “Of course, Warrior Anai.”

      “You are not Rexombran—you do not owe me a title. Anai will be fine,” the Rexombran female purred, her golden eyes flickering with inner fire.

      “Will both lycans and merevins be launching this surprise attack?” I asked, grateful that Anai had stopped them from fighting. There had been some tension ever since the merevin contingent arrived, with both factions unable to agree on the best course of action against the queens. They’d only started cooperating once the Rexombran forces had arrived.

      Agents Phocida and Mahlo exchanged a glance. “They will, Riley,” the latter replied.

      “Good. So, we agree to send four Fed ships to Earth—carrying Lauren, Angie, Ronad, and Xiphio separately?” I asked. “Meanwhile, Stone is going to come with Navan, Bashrik, and me to the base in a fifth ship, to set up the last shield position. A guard of merevins, lycans, and Rexombra will accompany each shield-bearer to one of the other four positions across the globe, on different continents. The shield-bearers will wear several nudus, to improve the strength of the shield in their section, yes?”

      The Fed had tried to insist on sending agents instead of the four from my group, but Stone had interjected, explaining that the nudus had already chosen their hosts. Until the strength of those hosts waned, the nourishment was no longer enough, or the host died, the nudus would not attach to anyone else, leaving us with no choice but to send the original four. It pained me, knowing we might have had another option, but the nudus weren’t trinkets to be traded willy-nilly.

      Anai raised a hand. “We will send only one Rexombran with each of these shield-bearers. One of our warriors is worth ten of these.” She gestured to the merevins and lycans at her side, though there was no unkindness in her voice. To her, it was a matter of fact. “We shall keep the rest of our warriors back for when things turn sour.”

      “Probably a good strategy,” I said, with a nod. “Once these four shield-bearers are in position, we’ll need to wait for the Fed signal before raising the shields. This means you four can reserve your energy for when we really need it.” I looked to Angie, Lauren, Ronad, and Xiphio, feeling my stomach lurch at the thought of them disappearing off on their own, to perform this insane task.

      Commander Mahlo made a hum of agreement. “We will send word as soon as we’ve launched our surprise attack. This should give you ample time to raise the shield before the queens even get close to the planet’s atmosphere.”

      “Whether we win or lose in our ambush, the shields should still be raised before the outcome is clear, as an extra means of protection,” Agent Phocida added.

      “I agree completely,” I said, trying to stay calm. “Now, we know the humans are going to freak out when the shield goes up. It doesn’t matter what we say or do—that’s a fact. But, if they know the blue nudus shield is trying to protect them, we might be able to reduce the kneejerk panic.”

      Navan flashed me an encouraging smile. “So, to try and get this under control, Riley is going to make a live global broadcast across every available media outlet using some of the technology here at Lunar HQ. The human race might handle things a little easier if the news comes from a human.”

      “Unless they think she’s a shapeshifter,” Xiphio chimed in. I could see his intentions were good, but that kind of talk wasn’t particularly helpful right now.

      “We’ll have to hope they trust what they see,” I insisted, getting a murmur of agreement from my crewmates. The Rexombra nodded too, which seemed to alleviate any further concerns. It was like having the cool kid’s approval at school.

      “Hey, yer missin’ the most important part,” Stone prompted with a friendly wink.

      “Of course, sorry about that,” I said, with a nervous smile. It was hard to keep track of all the pieces. “Once I’ve made the broadcast, Navan, Bashrik, Stone, and I will be going to Siberia to infiltrate the rebel base. Using Stone’s powers, we should be able to freeze the enemy and overcome them without much bloodshed. Even so, we’ll need to take some lycan, merevin, and Rexombran soldiers with us, as backup.”

      “Our blades are yours, Riley,” Anai said, her exotic voice igniting something brave inside me.

      “And so are… our guns and things,” Commander Mahlo added, stealing a look at Anai and her three Rexombran guards. I wondered if she was seeking their approval, too, but Anai said nothing in reply, her golden eyes staring solely at my side of the table.

      “Yup, that’s all o’ it in a grisly little nutshell,” Stone announced, sitting up straighter. “Ye try to outrun the big fightin’ for years, but it always catches up with ye.” He laughed cheerfully enough, having returned to his perpetually easygoing state.

      “You are correct, ambaka,” Anai mused. “Truly, I wish our skills had been called upon far earlier, so we might have avoided all of this ugliness. We have an oath amongst our people not to involve ourselves in regicide, but sometimes exceptions ought to be made.”

      The thought made me wonder how a Rexombran would fare in a fight against a coldblood. I’d heard about the impressive powers of the Rexombra and seen some of their stealth for myself, but could one assassin really have stopped all of this? I doubted it. Even now, they seemed reluctant to get right into the fray, preferring to keep to the edges, where they could dart in and out of the fighting. After all, these weren’t soldiers who marched en masse into battle; they were skilled warriors who dealt with one person at a time. Had we somehow managed to befriend them and enlisted them to kill the queens back on Vysanthe, before a single whisper of war had been uttered, we might’ve nipped this in the bud, but that moment had long since passed. There was no use in wishful thinking.

      “Hopefully, it’s not too late to fix this,” I said firmly. “If we stick to the plans we’ve made and give it our all, then we can make this work. We can stop the rebels, Queen Gianne, and all their terrible plans for the universe, once and for all. It’s what the Fed were put here to do, and we are here to help you fulfill that duty, down to the letter.”

      “For a human, Riley, you are a mighty leader,” Anai replied.

      I grinned, despite the nerves shivering through me. “We’re tougher than the universe gives us credit for.”

      “I believe that to be true,” Agent Phocida said, smiling.

      “Well then, if everyone knows what they’re doing, then we need to get this ball rolling,” I declared, shaking off the all-consuming fear that kept threatening to freeze me in its grasp. I knew what I was doing this for, and I had to keep that firmly in my mind. Otherwise, I would lose all sense of hope. From the outside, this looked like a suicide mission—a one-way ticket to the end of the world—and though I would fight to my last breath, I was afraid I might end up with a front-row seat to Earth’s demise.

      Everyone stood at once, scraping their chairs back, the sound an oddly domestic one that reminded me of high school lessons and meetings. It spurred me on, giving me courage, reminding me of what we stood to lose if we didn’t succeed—there were kids down there who deserved the chance to live. In fact, there was a whole species down there who deserved the same thing.

      As we left the meeting room, Agents Phocida and Mahlo spoke into their comm devices, gathering a crew together. They would meet up with us outside. I had to get the broadcast out as soon as possible, with the queens’ ships arriving in less than twenty-four hours, but I refused to let my friends leave without saying goodbye. This time, for real, we had no idea when, or if, we might see each other again. The risks were way too high for any assurances of survival.

      Stepping out into the dusty landscape, with the stars twinkling overhead, my friends and crewmates turned. Anxiety crackled through the air between all of us, and the atmosphere was thick with uncertainty. I moved toward Angie and Lauren first, holding them close, forcing myself to keep the tears back. This was no time for weakness of any kind, though all I wanted to do was sink to my knees and beg them to stay. A small part of me wanted to jump into the nearest ship and get the hell out of here—but that coward would never win over my heart.

      “Make Earth proud,” I whispered. “Do it for everyone we’ve ever known and loved.”

      “And you, Riley,” Lauren murmured, squeezing me tight.

      “Yeah, give those rebel bastards a taste of human revenge. Hulk-smash the crap out of each and every one of them,” Angie added.

      I laughed softly. “Will do. Just keep yourselves safe, okay?”

      “I’d be more than happy to use one of those Rexombran hunks as a living shield,” Angie whispered, waggling her eyebrows. Although, as her gaze turned to Bashrik, her face morphed into a mask of sadness, her humor disappearing in an instant. “You take care of yourselves. I want to see both of your faces back here, in one gorgeous piece. Understand?”

      “Understood,” Lauren and I chorused.

      With that, she hugged us both one last time before wandering over to Bashrik. He slipped his hands around her waist, gripping her tight, and as she threw her arms around his neck, the two of them were lost in their own world of goodbye.

      “One piece, remember?” Lauren said, diving in for another squeeze before making her way toward her waiting ship. I noticed Stone and Xiphio watching her go, but she didn’t pause to say anything more than a brief farewell to either of them, including them in the general goodbye she said to everyone. From the defiant, conflicted look on her face, I guessed it was too hard.

      Xiphio and Ronad did the rounds, saying farewell to those of us who weren’t heading to Earth just yet. I was already struggling to hold it together when Xiphio put his arms around me and said farewell, but as soon as Ronad came toward me, my emotions threatened to get the better of me. We’d shared so much together in the time we’d spent in the Idrax house, just him and me, talking through the night, exchanging stories and dreams for the future. If anything happened to him—if anything happened to anyone… I couldn’t even allow myself to think about it.

      “You got this, Riley,” he said, wrapping me in a hug. “We’ve singled you out as our leader for a reason. You’re fierce—so fierce. There’s no stopping you now.” He smiled, pulling away slowly.

      “Be careful, okay?”

      “Hey, if it’s my time to go, it’s my time to go,” he said, a sad glint in his eyes. “Just make sure you survive this. Your story isn’t over yet.” He glanced from me to Navan with a knowing arch of his eyebrow, before heading toward the ship that had been designated for him.

      Meanwhile, keeping away from the heart-wrenching goodbyes, Stone, Dio, and Alfa were hurrying between the four ships with the crates of nudus that had been feeding off the mossy vines since leaving Glossa. They already knew which nudus belonged to who and were dropping them off inside the corresponding vessels. As soon as all the nudus were offloaded from the cruiser and delivered to the four Fed ships, and all the additional lycan, merevin, and Rexombran guards were on board, the hatches closed and the engines fired to life.

      A moment later, they took off, disappearing through the lunar barrier with a crackle of energy. I watched until the very last moment, waving up at the retreating ships. My throat was tight, and tears were threatening to fall from my eyes at any moment. I’d said goodbye to my two best friends, with no way of knowing how all of this was going to play out. It was the hardest thing I’d ever done, but there was no time to dwell on it.

      After all, Earth was about to get a very important broadcast.
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      Navan slipped his hand into mine as we headed back into the metal domes of the Fed’s Lunar HQ, moving toward the comms center. Through glass panels, I could see Fed agents hard at work, getting everything in order for the upcoming battle: checking all the trackers, scanning the local airspace, sending messages to and from the ships, leading the other agents to their ambush spots.

      Off to the side of the main hub, Commander Mahlo had set up a room for me to make my broadcast, using the technology they had at their disposal. I felt sick to my stomach, my hands already shaking at the prospect of delivering such a vital message—the most important message, perhaps, in human history. In my mind, I could hear all the old recordings from past wars, the ones I’d always heard in films and documentaries, of great world leaders announcing we were at war. Now, that responsibility had fallen on me.

      As Navan let go of my hand, I stepped behind the desk, looking down at the papers arranged in front of me. Commander Mahlo had had them written out in English, but everything was blurry. My eyes could barely focus on a single word.

      “Are you ready for this?” Commander Mahlo asked, moving behind a camera and lifting her hand to the controls. Aside from her, the only ones left in the room were Navan, Bashrik, and me. Stone had gone to look over the ship that was taking us to Siberia, while Alfa and Dio had joined the Rexombran contingent.

      I gulped, sweat beading on my brow as my stomach churned. “I just need a minute.”

      Navan stepped up to me, holding my face in his hands. “You can do this, Riley. Just stick to the script, and this will all be over before you know it. Make them understand—make them believe in you, the way the rest of us do.” He leaned in and kissed me softly on the lips, reigniting my courage. I mean, what was reading a script compared to holding up a global shield? I could do this. I had to do this, for everyone who was about to risk their lives for the human race.

      “I’m ready,” I said, and Navan moved away, taking up a position beside Commander Mahlo. I could see his eyes flicking toward a monitor, but I tried to ignore it, focusing on the lens of the camera instead.

      Raising her comm device to her lips, Commander Mahlo instructed her communications officers to start the live broadcast. Without a word, she lifted five fingers, her mouth counting down the seconds in silence. Five, four, three, two, one.

      I was live.

      “My name is Riley Ingram, daughter to Roger and Jean Ingram of Brooklyn, New York City. I was kidnapped in Texas many months ago by a group of alien rebels,” I began, my heart still pounding. “Roger, Jean, I love you more than words can say. I’m sorry for scaring you, but I want you to know that I’m safe… for now.

      “That is part of the reason I’m speaking to you like this, hijacking the airwaves. The truth is, there is a threat approaching—an alien threat, more powerful than you can imagine. I know you’re all going to think I’m a crackpot who’s seen one too many episodes of The X-Files, but you’d be wrong. We aren’t alone in this universe, and there is an enemy on its way. Even so, I need you all to stay calm. There is no need to be alarmed. All I ask is that you stay hidden in your homes for the next seven days, possibly more, until another announcement comes to signal the all clear. There are good alien forces at work here, too, who want to help the human race survive. They are called the Universal Alliance, and we are part of that alliance. They are going to create a shield to protect everyone. As soon as you see a blue light in the sky, do not feel alarmed, just stay in your homes. It is the Universal Alliance seeking to keep you all safe.”

      I reached out and grasped Navan’s arm, bringing him into the frame in all his alien glory. I knew the humans would never believe me unless they could see an alien with their own eyes. Hopefully, he would be enough to convince them, though I realized that someone like Commander Mahlo, Agent Phocida, Alfa, or Xiphio might have been more convincing.

      “I speak to you now, as an alien ally, to tell you that there is good in the universe,” Navan said. “Humanity has to trust in its allies if you are to survive. We will do all we can to save your planet. In return, we ask that you do not panic or cause chaos. Make our job easier—keep yourselves hidden—and we hope that this will all be over soon enough, with as little disruption to your lives as possible.”

      “Stay safe. Stay indoors,” I added, sounding like a commercial. “Humanity must survive.”

      A moment later, Commander Mahlo nodded to us, her officers cutting the transmission. As soon as it had ended, I took a deep breath, praying our message didn’t end up causing more panic than intended. I knew how humans could be, looting and stockpiling, and trampling the weak to get their hands on what they wanted. There was nothing like the end of the world to show humanity’s true colors.

      Then again, I also knew that most people would just assume it was a hoax, ignoring me entirely… until they saw the shield, that is. I had a feeling that would be the gamechanger, the moment they realized I hadn’t been talking a load of garbage or simply hijacking the airwaves for my own amusement. As soon as that barrier went up, there would be no feasible way of explaining its appearance. Soon enough, they would all have to start believing in aliens.

      “Good job,” Commander Mahlo commended me, coming over to shake my hand. “Let’s hope the message gets through to them.”

      “My thoughts exactly,” I muttered, looking to Navan for comfort.

      He smiled, slipping his hands around my waist and gazing down into my eyes. “Technically, your last name is Idrax now. I mean, if you don’t mind the baggage that comes with that name. I wouldn’t blame you if you did.”

      Seeing his shy expression, I couldn’t help mustering a grin. “I love anything that belongs to you,” I whispered, leaning up to kiss him tenderly. “I’m happy to be an Idrax.”

      As I melted into his kiss, his lips moving slowly against mine, kissing away the nerves of the broadcast, I couldn’t help wishing that Jean and Roger were here. I wanted to tell them, face-to-face, that I’d been lucky enough to marry the love of my life. Hell, I even wanted to tell Sasha and George—my birthparents—that I wasn’t a Fenton or an Ingram anymore. I was an Idrax now, and I wanted, more than anything, for them to share in my happiness. Finally, I had a name that nobody could take away from me or fight over. Riley Idrax was going nowhere.

      Now that the message was out, we were free to start on the final leg of our journey. With Navan and Bashrik at my side, and Commander Mahlo following us back out into the lunar landscape, we made our way toward the ship that Stone was hanging off, his hands fiddling with something inside a control panel. Undoubtedly, he wasn’t used to having a ship that actually worked the way it was supposed to, prompting him to run a full check on the diagnostics.

      “We headin’ out, are we?” he called as we approached, dropping down into the thick layer of dust.

      “Can’t put it off forever,” Bashrik murmured, his voice distant. I hadn’t watched much of his farewell with Angie, wanting to give them a private moment, but I could see he was cut up about it. Truthfully, I felt bad about it. I mean, I got to undertake this part of the mission with Navan by my side, but he would have to listen to what was happening with the shield-bearers from afar.

      “Ally-up, lads!” Stone whooped, dusting off his pants and striding up the gangway into the waiting Fed ship. Bashrik followed shortly afterward, with Navan pausing at the foot of the gangway, giving me a moment alone with Commander Mahlo. A small cluster of Fed soldiers were moving toward us, coming out of the Lunar HQ entrance. There were four merevins and four lycans, but no promised Rexombra. I looked around, wondering if the sleek assassin was prowling around the ship, but it looked like we weren’t getting one after all.

      “Commander Mahlo, I thought we were supposed to have a Rexombra on the ship with us.”

      She nodded. “There was some confusion in the planning stages. It was the merevins’ job to inform your friend, Alfa, that he was to join you, but they apparently thought we were telling him. As such, you have no Rexombra on your team, per se. However, he has joined the rest of the Rexombran faction, who have already set off to take up their positions. They will assist in the airstrike, once you have entered the rebel base.”

      “And your teams and the merevin squadrons?”

      “They will assist on your instruction; we have our comms linked to yours. As soon as you’re ready and have scoped out the clearest targets, we will fire down on the rebel base and take out anyone who tries to run,” Commander Mahlo replied, her words comforting me. I would’ve preferred to have a Rexombra on the ground with us, to sneak up on guards and get us in, but we’d have to make do with what we had.

      “I’ll try to share as much information with you as possible as soon as I can,” I said.

      “Please, do ensure that the ship remains in stealth mode on your arrival outside the rebel base. This ship has been fitted with newly devised technology that will render you invisible to any sensors the rebels might possess,” she explained. “They don’t seem to have much in the way of detection, aside from the barrier, but the fact that they are stockpiling resources would suggest they’re becoming antsy about their future security.”

      “With Bashrik at the helm, we’re in the safest hands possible.”

      “Very well, then I can detain you no longer,” she said, with a reluctant sigh. “The truth is, everyone will be looking to you. It is not an easy thing, to bear that kind of responsibility on such young shoulders. However, I know you’re capable of enduring its weight.”

      “I’m nothing but a mouthpiece, Commander Mahlo. This is all of us, not just me, and I’ve got the best team anyone could wish for.”

      She smiled, looking shy for a moment. “I would not normally say this, but… may the Wolf Mother, in all her glory, go with you.”

      “Thank you. I hope I see you on the other side of all this.”

      She offered out her hand, and the two of us shook on it like old acquaintances. “You too, Miss Ingram.”

      I smiled. “Actually, it’s Idrax now. Riley Idrax.”

      “My mistake, Mrs. Idrax.”
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      With Bashrik in the pilot’s seat, despite the protestations of the eight Feds who’d come aboard with us, we set off for Siberia. On the navigation monitor, I could see the red dots that signaled the rest of the Fed fleet—all those who hadn’t gone to lie in wait for the queens’ approaching vessels. Another series of flashing lights had joined them.

      “Who are the blue lights?” I asked Bashrik.

      “The Rexombran fleet,” he said brusquely.

      “At least we’re not alone, eh?” I said brightly, trying to lighten the mood, but only Stone offered a smile. “Can you patch us in to the Earth news networks? New York City, if possible?” I pointed the position out on the map. Bashrik’s hands danced across the controls, bringing up a series of news broadcasts on the screens that surrounded the cockpit walls.

      The news anchors looked perplexed, banners running across the bottom of each screen, hailing an alien invasion. Some of the news stories were asking if it was an elaborate hoax, while others were wondering if this was some sort of unsanctioned government action—a made-up event so the governments could implement martial law, perhaps, or a weapons test gone wrong, resulting in an unbelievable cover-up. In the streets, people were running, the cameras showing scenes of smashed up windowfronts and empty shelves in the grocery stores. Meanwhile, looters wearing scarves around their faces and baseball caps pulled low were charging into buildings, stealing whatever they could get their hands on, not caring that the cameras were rolling.

      Still, most of the roads and streets looked empty, aside from the looters, giving me some hope that my words had been taken to heart. The majority of people looked like they were staying inside, the way I’d told them to. I really hoped they stayed there until all of this was over.

      “Maybe we should turn that off,” Navan suggested gently, putting his arm around me.

      “In a minute. I want to see what’s going on,” I protested, holding his hand and gazing down at his ring—the one that matched my wedding band. “Promise me, no matter what happens, that you’ll keep yourself safe. I don’t want you doing something stupid, getting yourself killed in the process.”

      He pushed a strand of hair behind my ear. “There’s nothing to worry about. We have a secret weapon, more powerful than anything the rebels could prepare for. It’s going to be okay, I promise.”

      I gazed up into his eyes, saying nothing. I knew he was trying to put me at ease, but it was too late for that. Every cell in my body felt uneasy about the battle we were heading into. A lot was resting on Stone’s shoulders. I’d seen what he could do with a small swarm of pirates, but even he didn’t know how far his powers would be able to stretch—it wasn’t as though he’d held off an entire army before. We were heading into war with a weapon we hadn’t tested… That never ended well.

      Have faith in him. If the coldbloods feared the ambaka, then Navan’s right—we have a force Orion and Ezra won’t be expecting, I told myself, determined to stay positive.
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        * * *

      

      Fifteen minutes later, we arrived in an eerily familiar spot. It looked like a forest clearing in the Siberian woodland, but I knew there were secrets lurking beneath the otherwise ordinary exterior. This was the spot Mort had brought us to before, when we’d first entered the rebel base what seemed like forever ago.

      The invisibility shield lay just ahead of us; I couldn’t see it, but I could sense the shimmer of it. Trying to create a picture of the camp in my head, I remembered the alchemy lab, with its chimneys belching that awful, rust-red smoke, tucked away near the back of the base. If we were going to strike the camp, we needed to get Orion out into the open air. If he hid away in his bunker, alongside Ezra and the rest of his henchmen, it could end up being more of a siege than a battle—we’d never get them out of there.

      “Call everyone into the cockpit,” I commanded Bashrik, who urged the others to gather. As soon as they were all in the room, I opened the comms channel to the rest of the Fed. “What’s your status?”

      The transmission crackled. “The shield-bearers are set to raise the barrier in thirty minutes,” Agent Phocida replied.

      “Yep, thirty minutes,” Lauren’s voice agreed, followed by those of Angie, Ronad, and Xiphio.

      “Cuttin’ it fine, ain’t ye?” Stone interjected, his brow furrowed.

      I turned to him, confused. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, if I’m gonna put up my part o’ the shield here, ye realize it’s gonna sap me of me prime juice. I’m tough as old nuts, me, but when my bit o’ the barrier goes up, I should warn ye—I might lose a bit o’ the power in me ambaka eye. Ye might not have long to take out all the rebels ye can, though I’ll do me best.”

      I nodded, realizing he was right. Yes, we had his freezing powers, but we also needed him to be the last piece in the barrier puzzle. He had assured us that this quantity of nudus, spread across the five pure-hearted bearers, would work to build a viable shield, but I just wished one of us could take his place and relieve him of some of the strain. I could only imagine what juggling both must take out of a person; I just hoped Stone could do it for long enough that we could take out Orion and his henchmen, at the very least.

      “In that case, we need to really pinpoint our strike,” I said. “We should focus on Orion and Ezra. If we can get rid of the ringleaders, the rest might crumble.”

      “Yeah, we should try and draw Orion to the edge of the rebel base,” Navan agreed, turning to his brother. “What weapons do we have on the ship?”

      “We’ve got a few crates of explosives, and we can always call in the lycans, merevins, and Rexombra to strike wherever we want them to strike,” he replied. “I say we hit the alchemy lab, which should send a bunch of rebels running outside the invisibility dome.”

      I nodded. “It should draw Orion out, too. If he thinks the elixir is being compromised, he’ll run to defend that first.”

      Stone wandered over to the window and pressed his forehead to the glass. We were still in stealth mode, our ship invisible to the rebel sensors, but we could see out. “Plant a load o’ bombs near this lab ye speak of. That’ll send ‘em into a right panic. Orion’ll be jumpin’ all over himself to save his precious samples. If that nifty little book is in there, he’ll jump to save it, too.”

      I spoke into my comm device, which linked up to everyone else. “Did you hear that? We’re going to set bombs outside the alchemy lab to draw as many rebels out into the open as possible. Fire on those who escape. We’ll give further instruction as it comes to us. Copy?”

      “Copy that, Captain Idrax,” Agent Phocida responded. “Merevins standing by.”

      “Copy that,” Commander Mahlo repeated. “Lycan fleet standing by.”

      “Copy that, Warrior Idrax,” Anai chimed in. “Rexombran squadron standing by, ready to fire.”

      I turned to the rest of my somewhat meager-looking team. There were only twelve of us, but I knew our small number could work to our advantage. After all, the sensors might pick up a large swarm of people approaching the dome. With a smaller squad, we could make our way around the dome undetected, slipping under the shield without causing any disturbance. Now, all we had to do was get into the best position.

      I went around the room, quickly instructing the lycans and the merevins to form a perimeter, marking out the general points of entry. They would act as beacons to the descending fleets, where the soldiers could be dropped off when I called for them. Once they had their orders, they left the ship, hurrying across the forest clearing until they reached the shimmering exterior of the invisibility dome.

      I turned to the others. “I want everyone to take a few bombs each and plant them around the outside of the alchemy lab. Plant several outside the main bunker, too, if you can reach it without being detected,” I said, flashing Navan a knowing look. I didn’t want him taking any unnecessary risks. “It might be a good idea to hit the towers that are keeping up the invisibility dome, but they might be too deep into the center of the base.”

      “Remind me why we ain’t usin’ those invisibility suits again?” Stone mused.

      “Commander Mahlo informed me that changes have been made to the barrier since the last time I was here. Back then, we could’ve snuck in with suits on, but now it carries an electromagnetic pulse that makes them useless. Believe me, I wish we could use them,” I replied hurriedly.

      “Won’t they see us coming?” one of the merevin agents asked anxiously.

      I sighed, wanting to get on with the job at hand. “No, they won’t. In order to install the electromagnetic pulse around the bottom of the barrier, they’ve had to compromise on visibility. Commander Mahlo has informed me that the lower section of the dome will be fuzzy, unlike the transparent upper half, so we shouldn’t be seen with the new camo markings they’ve put on our suits. Now, does everyone know what they’re doing?”

      A ripple of agreement ran through the final four of us, and we moved toward the back of the ship, where the crates were kept. The lycans and the merevins had already taken guns and blades, and a few bombs between them, but there were still plenty to go around. I delved in and took four of the bombs, turning them over in my hands before strapping them to a belt across my chest. By the looks of it, the mechanisms were similar to the ones I’d used on Vysanthe—a simple push-the-button-and-run kind of thing.

      Picking out a bandolier of knives to strap across the opposite side of my chest, and two guns in matching holsters, I got myself geared up for a fight, while the others did the same. Navan picked up a large, curved saber, sliding it into a scabbard that was fitted to his back, before strapping two handguns to his thighs. Bashrik, meanwhile, went for three pistols—two on his thighs, one hanging at his waist—and a larger gun, dangling from his back, while Stone selected two handguns. He picked up a retractable staff, too, extending it and whirling it around in the air, the way I’d seen Lauren do it. I realized, in that moment, that he must have been the one who’d taught her to fight like that.

      “Everyone ready?” I asked, feeling a clench of nerves.

      “Aye, ready to blow this base to smithereens!” Stone grinned.

      “Ready on your command,” Bashrik added.

      Navan nodded. “Good to go.”

      “Good. I’ll go for the outer edge of the alchemy lab. Navan, you go for one of the lab chimneys if you can. Bashrik, you take the far side of the lab. Stone, you can help me—I’m not letting you out of my sight.”

      We headed out of the ship, the biting Siberian weather nipping at my bare skin. I was wearing a full Fed military suit, as everyone else was—with the exception of Stone, who’d drawn the camo markings onto his own clothes, claiming he “already wore enough black to get away with it”—and it kept out most of the chill, which I was grateful for. It was only my face that felt the cold wind as we hurried across the clearing, skirting around the edge of the dome. I kept one hand on the shimmering surface, feeling it out as we raced along. The last thing I wanted was to accidentally hurtle inside the barrier, coming face-to-face with a blue-suited rebel.

      After ten minutes of running, I signaled for the others to stop. Taking a deep breath, I poked my head inside the barrier, taking a good look around to catch my bearings. There, just a short distance ahead, were the outer walls of the alchemy lab. I could see the chimneys belching out their disgusting smoke. All around, blue-suited shifters and coldbloods wandered about the place, going about their daily duties, with no idea of what was about to happen.

      I ducked back out. “The lab is just in front of us. Bashrik, you press on to the far side with Navan. Try and get as close to the bunker as you can. Stone, stick with me.”

      Navan dipped down to kiss me on the lips before hurrying away with his brother in tow, disappearing around the edge of the dome. I stepped forward, before glancing over my shoulder at Stone. Right now, he was too valuable to take inside the barrier walls.

      “You wait in the trees for my signal,” I said. “As soon as those bombs go off and we get Orion into the open, I’ll call for you.”

      He grimaced. “Nah, I ain’t no coward. I’ll come and blow up some stuff with ye. Ren’d want me to."

      “We need you alive, Stone. That means you need to sit out the pyrotechnics, okay?” I insisted. “Lauren would agree with me. We need you to be a surprise to them. If they spot you, we might be in trouble.”

      “Nah, they’d not know what I am!”

      “I’m not risking it, Stone.”

      The transmission of our comm devices crackled. “Stand down, Stone. Await Captain Idrax’s instructions,” Commander Mahlo confirmed.

      “Stone, do as she says,” Lauren interjected, her tone decidedly nervous.

      He flashed me a reluctant look. “Fine, but ye better believe I’ll run in, if ye don’t call me soon enough.”

      “Noted.” I smiled anxiously, watching him run into the tree-line before I crouched through the invisibility barrier. There were blue-suited guards on duty, casually strolling around the perimeter, but they didn’t see me as I crouched low behind a control post, waiting for them to pass by.

      As soon as they did, I raced for the alchemy lab, pressing my back flat against the nearside wall, hugging the shadows. Close to where I stood, I noticed several piles of shoes and clothes stacked neatly in a line, alongside heaps of valuables. The sight of the bizarre mounds made my stomach lurch. Evidently, these were all waiting to be thrown in the furnace, once the shifters and coldbloods had searched through for anything they might want.

      Feeling the anger rise through me, I plucked one of the bombs from my crossbody belt and started to turn the timer, setting it for five minutes. Lifting the comm device to my lips, I relayed the information to the rest of my bomb squad in a whisper.

      “Set bombs to detonate in five minutes.”

      I’d just rolled the first bomb toward an empty patch of ground a short distance away, when I spotted a familiar face. Wearing a patch over his missing eye, Lazar was hobbling between Orion’s bunker and the alchemy lab. I ducked down, feeling suddenly exposed.

      “Your uncle is here,” I whispered bitterly to Navan. “I have eyes on Lazar.”

      “As soon as Stone freezes everyone, I’ll make him pay for everything he’s done,” he whispered back.

      “And I’ll help!” Bashrik added sourly.

      However satisfying it would be to see Lazar suffer, he wasn’t the one we were here for. Time was running out, with the shield due to go up in twenty minutes’ time, and Orion and Ezra were nowhere to be seen. I hadn’t expected them to just come sauntering out into the open, but I’d hoped to catch a glimpse of them somewhere, especially if what Commander Mahlo had said was true. They were in stockpiling mode, which could only mean one of two things: they were panicking about something, or they’d figured something out and were preparing to make a final move. Either way, that kind of event required a leader to get everyone organized—so where was he?

      A strange hum bristled through the air. Fearing I might’ve been spotted, I crept back into the shadows.

      “Could you stop flitting about for a moment!” Lazar snapped, speaking to the person who had been humming. The two of them were just beyond the edge of the wall where I stood, my view obscured. If I peered around now, they were sure to see me.

      “To hum, I have fun,” a voice replied, high and eerily sweet. I knew that voice.

      “Yes, well, this isn’t the time for fun,” Lazar muttered.

      “Perhaps it is. You try?”

      I dropped down to the ground and dragged myself to the edge of the wall, daring a look around the side. Lazar was standing at the entrance to the alchemy lab, his one eye staring furiously down at the colorful figure of Mauve—the crazy fae who’d almost killed me outside the Fed outpost. She was the one who’d stolen my blood sample and tried to make an elixir out of it, resulting in the whole thing backfiring and killing everyone inside the outpost. How had she even gotten here?

      “Mauve, get back here,” Lazar insisted as the fae wandered around, laughing to herself in that creepy, high-pitched giggle. “If you want to help, you have to actually do something useful!” It seemed as though he was trying, and failing, to control the fae, and she didn’t care one bit.

      “The sun. It is nice here.” She sighed, lifting her face to it.

      Lazar growled and rolled his eyes in exasperation. “What in Rask’s name was Orion thinking, bringing a nutcase back here from who knows where?” he muttered, half to himself.

      The fae shot him a cruel look, a bitter smile twisting up her mouth as her hands moved slowly. She rose up into the air, glaring down at him. A moment later, Lazar flew several feet through the air, Mauve’s telekinesis throwing him off to the side, while she floated away without a care in the world. He landed in a heap, almost directly in front of where I lay. I stayed perfectly still, praying he wouldn’t look to his right and see me.

      Grumbling a string of expletives, Lazar scrambled to his feet, brushing the red dust and dirt from his blue pants. To my relief, he didn’t look at the spot where I was, but turned around and headed back toward the alchemy lab. I stayed where I was a few seconds longer, wanting to be sure he hadn’t seen me.

      “What was that about?” Bashrik whispered through the comms.

      “You remember that crazy fae who nearly killed me?” I said.

      “Yeah,” Bashrik and Navan chorused.

      I sighed heavily. “Well, she’s here.”

      Her presence sent a shiver of terror up my spine. After our last encounter, I would’ve been happy never to cross paths with her again. Yet here she was, as insane as ever, and just as volatile by the looks of it. Orion must have picked her up on his way back to Earth, since that decimated outpost had been close to where he’d found me and the others.

      “Maybe we should throw these things and get back outside the perimeter,” I suggested, feeling suddenly uneasy.

      A crackle came through the comm device. “The queens’ fleets arrived without warning. They arrived too early. The Fed ambush has failed. We are sending reserves to hold them off. The shield must go up now. Repeat, the shield must go up now.” I couldn’t tell whose voice it was, but I could hear the broken urgency in what they said. Our time was up. It was now or never.

      “Turn the dials to ten seconds and throw at the lab!” I yelled into the device. “Go, go, go!”

      Tearing the bombs from my belt, I did just that, turning the dials and throwing them with all my might toward the alchemy lab. Sprinting away, I felt the rumble of an explosion beneath my feet as the first of the bombs detonated, starting an incendiary chain reaction with the other bombs we’d set. A deafening roar bellowed in my ears as bomb after bomb went off. Thick plumes of black smoke were filling the air, and the sound of people shouting peppered the chaos.

      It was time to see if we could smoke these bastards out.
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      Coldbloods and shifters poured out of the alchemy lab in a tide of saggy flesh and gray skin, staggering as the tremors of every explosion rippled through the earth. Black smoke rose from the lab, and fires flickered in the entrance and inside the farthest chimney. Clearly, Navan had managed to get a bomb inside the chimney stack, and the rust-red plumes were turning a thick gray. I could see the beginnings of more flames licking up the sides of the lab walls, while the rebels raced for water, desperate to put out the fires before they could spread.

      “Gather to the side of the bunker—there’s a metal container there. Let’s rendezvous behind it,” I hissed into the comm device, hoping the others could hear me. Across the open expanse of ground, where the panicked rebels swarmed, I’d picked out the shape of a shipping container, standing close to the entrance of the bunker.

      Tucking myself behind every post and stack, I sprinted for the container. I glanced over my shoulder to see Lazar running toward the source of the explosions, his eyes scanning the spot on the ground where I’d lain. I hoped he wouldn’t figure anything out from the flattened grass or the splintered bomb casings, not with the thick smoke and ash falling everywhere.

      I reached the back end of the container at the same time as Navan and Bashrik, with Stone skidding to a halt behind it a moment later. I stared at him in disbelief.

      “I told you to wait in the trees!”

      “Couldn’t hear nothin’ over these useless trinkets,” he muttered, shaking his comm device at me. “Yer bombs went bang, and I came runnin’.”

      I shot him an unimpressed look. “How did you know to meet us here, then, if your device wasn’t working?”

      “Ah… ye’ve got me on that one, lass.”

      “It’s probably a good thing he’s here now,” Navan cut in. “We’re going to need him pretty soon with all of this going on.”

      Bashrik peered around the side of the container, before ducking back. “Yeah, we’ve got most of the rebels out in the open. We can’t leave the freezing much longer, or we’ll end up getting caught.” His tone was anxious, his gaze flitting across the chaotic scene.

      “Especially if Mauve and Lazar are here,” Navan agreed coldly.

      I glanced up at the sky, as though the fae could appear at any moment. “She’s buzzing around this place somewhere, so keep your eyes peeled for her. If she uses her telekinesis on you, you’re toast.”

      “What d’ye reckon went awry with the ambush?” Stone mused.

      My heart clenched at the prospect of the queens’ fleets breaking through the Fed line. “I think they arrived way too early, that’s what happened. Gianne must have known she was being tracked or something and tricked the Fed into believing she was arriving later. What’s left of Brisha’s army will have followed whatever Gianne was doing, to try and keep up with her.”

      “This is a mess—a complete mess,” Bashrik muttered. “Angie is out there, and now we’re going to have to deal with the queens’ ships too. There aren’t enough of us for that.”

      “We knew there was a chance the ambush might not work,” Navan replied, though he didn’t sound convinced.

      “Did we? The Fed sounded pretty freaking confident. If they hadn’t been sure, I’d never have agreed to let Angie go off like that, all by herself. This is ridiculous.”

      “It’s only ridiculous if we give up before we’ve even begun,” I shot back. “Angie is stronger than you give her credit for. If she wasn’t busy raising a shield to protect us all, she’d tell you the same thing. So, come on, get your chin up, and let’s get on with our part in all of this.”

      Our devices crackled as we pressed ourselves flat to the side of the shipping container. “This is the Universal Alliance calling Stone. We require the Deep Freeze.”

      It was the signal we’d been waiting for, but the timing was all off. We needed to wait until Orion and Ezra showed up, but they were nowhere to be seen. Either they were deliberately staying below ground, keeping out of harm’s way, or they weren’t even here in the first place. To be honest, I wasn’t sure which scenario was worse.

      “What d’ye want me to do, Captain Ri?” Stone asked, his eyes wide. “We waitin’ or what?”

      “That is a negative on delaying the Deep Freeze. Stone, go now!” Commander Mahlo’s voice replied through the comm device. Even so, he held his ground, waiting for me to give him an order. I could feel the weight of responsibility that Commander Mahlo had spoken about.

      I shook my head reluctantly. “We can’t wait for Orion and Ezra to show up. You’ve got to do what you’ve got to do,” I said. It was a tough call, especially considering my theory about the whole pyramid crumbling if we took the ringleaders away. I just prayed I’d done the right thing.

      “Aye, aye, Captain.” Stone dipped into a funny little bow, before clambering up onto the top of the shipping container. Bashrik and Navan helped him up, hoisting him by his feet. As soon as he was up there, he bent over the edge to look at us and tore off his bandana, leaving us free of his freezing powers. It was our own signal to start bringing a rain of fire down on the rebel forces.

      “The Deep Freeze is in place,” I shouted through the comm device. A split second later, everyone around us came to a sudden, eerie standstill, each one of them frozen like a statue, their limbs bent at unnatural angles, their faces contorted.

      Over by the alchemy lab, the fire raged on, spreading outward now that there was nobody to contain it. Soon enough, it would start consuming the nearby buildings, engulfing the rebel camp one structure at a time. I glanced at Bashrik and Navan, but the peculiar silence drew my attention once more. It was weird to see a would-be battlefield so still and unmoving, everyone frozen in place.

      My eyes flicked up to Stone, who stood in the middle of the shipping container. I remembered what he’d said about the nudus draining his strength and compromising his third eye—as soon as he started building his part of the shield, we’d have to wipe out every single rebel.

      As if synced to my thoughts, Stone pulled back the sleeve of his camo-marked black jacket. Now, I understood why he hadn’t wanted to wear one of the Fed suits. There, all the way along his arm, right up to the shoulder, were glowing nudus, their power adding more force to a beam of blue light that had begun to surge skyward. He had way more clinging to him than the others had had in their boxes; I just prayed he’d waited until we were on the ship before he’d put his on, otherwise he’d be starting to struggle soon. Once the light had reached the atmosphere, it began to spread out like poured liquid, seeking out the edges of the other shields that were creeping across the globe, forging one complete barrier.

      Through the transparent upper half of the dome, the sky darkened a little, like in an eclipse, casting everything in a bluish haze. It wasn’t blocking out the sun completely, but it was getting between the light and the ground, creating a strange filter that made everything look as though it were in perpetual dusk.

      “Lycan fleet, merevin fleet, Rexombran fleet, it’s time to strike!” I announced. “We need soldiers on the ground and air support before the shield closes—you won’t be able to get in otherwise. The Deep Freeze is a success, but it won’t last long. Stone’s energy is being sapped by the nudus.”

      “Copy that, Captain Idrax,” Agent Phocida responded.

      “Copy that,” Commander Mahlo agreed.

      “Firestorm is on its way, Warrior Idrax,” Anai chimed in.

      “Let’s take these bastards down!” I shouted, flashing a look at Navan and Bashrik. We set off across the frozen landscape, wielding our weapons and striking anyone in our path.

      Two minutes later, the comforting sight of our ally ships thrummed into view, having surged through the remaining gaps in the nudus shield so they could join us. They could leave, if they needed to, but as soon as they were out of the shield wall, they couldn’t enter again.

      Their guns opened fire, hammering down on the rebel base. A swarm of soldiers burst through the fuzzy lower half of the perimeter a few seconds later—merevin, lycan, and Rexombran alike—all of them cutting down our foes with guns, blades, and bare hands.

      It was a brutal killing spree, but I couldn’t allow myself to think about the decimation of life. I would have to worry about it later, when my species was no longer under threat. All around me, blood sprayed in sickening fountains, before the remains of ashen bodies began to float upward. Wherever I turned, there was death and destruction, and I was standing at the center of it all.

      However, even with the arrival of our allies, we were only just scratching the surface of the rebels who remained. Stone couldn’t freeze everyone, and there were still rebels charging toward us from all the angles Stone’s third eye couldn’t reach, with even more hidden away inside the bunkered buildings. They emerged every couple of minutes in terrifying spurts, charging at us with their mouths open in hideous war cries. Using the bandolier of knives, I took down an entire front row of approaching enemies, each pointed blade plunging through the throats of all those who would’ve sliced off my head without a moment’s thought.

      “Riley, get down!” Navan roared, barreling into me and knocking me to the ground. A bullet pierced the side of the wall I’d been standing in front of, thudding harmlessly into the masonry.

      Jumping up, Navan helped me back to my feet, gesturing at the towers and vantage points that littered the rebel camp. Within the shadows, rebel snipers were hiding, their scopes set on us and our allied forces. There was no way Stone could deal with everyone, though he was doing his best, his focus split between the shield and the battle. I knew it took some concentration to create the shield beam because I’d overheard Stone instructing the others on how to forge it. Sometimes, if threatened, it would appear of its own volition, but if the bearer wanted to create a beam that wasn’t for the purpose of immediate bodily protection, it required mental instruction; a continuous mantra of thought, sent to the nudus, so it could pick up on the emotional vibrations and read them accordingly. Honestly, I didn’t entirely understand how the creatures worked, but there seemed to be a hive mentality among them—once one nudus did something, the others followed. Anyway, they seemed to be doing the right thing at Stone’s silent request.

      The comm device crackled. “This is Warrior Anai calling Warrior Idrax. Someone is trying to steal the Fed ship outside the perimeter! We are standing by to shoot it down.”

      My gaze flicked toward the fuzzy lower section of the perimeter, trying to figure out where the clearing was. The distorted band of invisibility barrier was only about ten feet in height from the ground, but it blocked a clear view of the spot where we’d left the Fed stealth ship. Fortunately, I remembered where I’d entered the last time I’d been here, letting the memory lead me. Determined not to relinquish a single vessel into the hands of the enemy, I sprinted toward the last place we’d left the ship, with Navan racing after me. As soon as I burst through the invisible barrier, I saw the face I’d been dreading to see. Mauve was trying to hack into the side hatch of the Fed ship, her sharp nails digging into the control panel and tearing out wires.

      “You try and grab her from one side; I’ll get her from the other,” Navan whispered to me, before circling around the side of the clearing.

      Removing a knife from my bandolier, I crept toward the ship. It didn’t seem like the fae had noticed us, her attention focused solely on getting into the stealth vessel. There weren’t any rebels running around out here, though I was curious to know how she’d managed to evade Stone’s stare. Perhaps she’d flown too high to be caught in it. However she’d done it, she was here now, and she’d managed to get the hatch open.

      I lunged toward her. Before my hand could grasp at her ankle, her head whipped around, her eyes boring into mine as that cold smile twisted up the corners of her mouth. With a flick of her wrist, she sent me flying backward, and my head hit the ground with a thud. I struggled to my feet in time to see Navan’s sword cartwheeling through the air toward her, but she was ready for the attack this time. Holding up her hand, she froze the blade in place, before sending it hurtling back toward Navan, missing his ear by a matter of inches. It slammed into a tree trunk behind him, the blade wobbling from side to side.

      As Navan took out his pistol and started to fire, I charged back toward Mauve. I’d barely closed on the ship when she flicked her wrist once more. My knees buckled beneath me, and I faceplanted into the dirt. With a high-pitched giggle, she disappeared inside the belly of the vessel, closing the hatch behind her. The invisibility cloak smoothed seamlessly over the doorway. I couldn’t see the ship fly off, but I could hear the engines roaring to life and feel the rush of hot air whip at my face as it soared higher.

      “Stealth ship is approaching us at speed,” Anai said, through the comms. “We’re giving chase.”

      “Don’t pursue it past the shield!” I replied frantically. “If it gets out, let it go. Otherwise, you’ll have no way of getting back through the nudus barrier.”

      “Copy that, Warrior Idrax. Let’s see if our guns can get the thieving bastard.”

      Knowing what Mauve was like, I had a feeling she’d get out of this one. That crazy fae was a menace to the universe, but we had bigger problems to worry about right now—far bigger than a destructive, insane little creature.

      Once Navan had his sword back, we returned to the fray, cutting down all the rebels who sought to stand in our way. They were still pouring out of the bunker and the lab, and every other building that lay scattered about the place, only about half falling under the spell of Stone’s peripheral and central vision. Already, I’d lost track of the number of times someone had tried to take my head off, or I’d heard the whoosh of a bullet zing past my ear. It was a good thing I didn’t scare easily.

      “Bash, you okay?” Navan asked, as we jogged toward his brother.

      He nodded, his eyes going wide as he fired over my shoulder, taking out a creeping shifter with a pair of pistols in his fleshy hands. “I am now.”

      I glanced around, assessing the situation. We had ships in the skies, but not all of them could get beneath the dome’s surface without overcrowding each other. Beyond the hazy shimmer of the invisibility dome, I could tell they were struggling to pick out the rebels by heat signature alone. It was an impossible task. No, if we were to stand any chance of giving them a clear line of sight toward the enemy, we needed to take out the dome itself.

      Already, I was starting to see the fallen bodies of lycan and merevin agents, who’d been taken out by the snipers in the buildings nearby. Everything was in chaos, and it was only going to get worse once Stone’s abilities started to slip. He was being defended by a small team of Rexombra, who seemed more or less bulletproof to my human eyes, moving so fast they were little more than blurs. He was in safer hands with them than he was with us, but Stone couldn’t hold the shield and hold back the rebels forever.

      “We need to hunt down Orion and Ezra,” I said, turning toward the bunker entrance. “Stone’s eye is holding for now, but the nudus are sapping him more with every minute that passes. We need to get to Orion and take him out before—”

      Stone crumbled, hitting the deck with a hefty thud that ricocheted across the battlefield like the beat of a war drum. Above his fallen body, the whole shield disappeared in the blink of an eye, the glow of the nudus dimming around Stone’s arms.

      “STONE!” I howled, sprinting for the shipping container and launching myself onto the surface of it, keeping low. Blood poured from his body, and his eyes were flickering weakly—he’d been shot. I tore off part of my uniform and wrapped it around the wound to staunch the flow of blood, but the fabric was already getting soaked.

      Below me, two of the Rexombra tore off in the direction from which the gunshot had been fired, sprinting up the sides of a tower. They swung in on the unaware sniper, throwing him headfirst from his crow’s nest. That was one down, but there were still too many out there.

      As an allied army, we’d managed to kill most of the enemies Stone had frozen, but now there was no way of slowing down the onslaught of those who remained. Soon, we’d be overwhelmed.

      I didn’t understand how the entire nudus shield had fallen. Unless something had happened to the others.

      “This is Commander Mahlo to Captain Idrax.” Her voice crackled urgently through the comms.

      “Go ahead.”

      “We’re experiencing mass failure of the shield. There is nothing we can do,” she explained. “All five forcefield points have been taken out. The shield is down. I repeat, the shield is down.”

      “What’s happened to the shield-bearers?” I asked desperately.

      “The shield is down. I repeat, the shield is down.”

      “What’s happened to the shield-bearers?!” I screamed, but the reply was the same.

      “The shield is down. I repeat, the shield is down.”

      I whipped around as I felt arms encircle me, fearing that someone was trying to attack. With my fists up and ready to fight, I found Navan crouching beside me, his arms reaching out to hold me, while all-out war erupted around us. We’d lost our advantage, and now I was terrified that I’d lost my friends, too. If the five forcefield points had been “taken out,” then that could only mean one thing…

      “How could this happen?” I whispered, my lungs tight with fear.

      There was no way those five points could’ve been taken out all at once. Only the Universal Alliance had known the locations, and only we had known what purpose those locations served. There was only one way that this could’ve happened—someone on Earth, who was already here on the planet, had wanted the shields to break.

      But who? That mystery was even more confusing. I instantly thought about the US president, but he’d sided with the rebels. He’d brokered a deal with Ezra, no doubt under Orion’s rule, so the last thing he would’ve wanted was to have the queens’ armies attacking the planet, threatening everyone below. None of this made any sense. If it wasn’t the US president, and it wasn’t the rebels, and it wasn’t Queen Gianne, then who the hell was it? Who’d snuck in under our noses and shattered our hopes?

      A loud thrum juddered through my body, drawing my eyes back up toward a familiar blue sky. Descending toward my planet, a fleet swarmed. Red and black came first, plunging through the clouds, with the guns of silver and green following after, firing down upon them.

      Queen Gianne was here, and she was headed straight for us.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Ready for the PENULTIMATE book of Riley and Navan’s story?

      

      

      Dear Reader,

      Thank you for reading Allies!

      Book 7, Invaders, is the thrilling penultimate book of the series, as we move toward the grand finale in Book 8!

      Invaders releases June 22nd, 2018.

      Pre-order your copy now for convenience and have it delivered automatically to your reading device on release day!:

      If you’re in the US, tap here.

      UK, tap here.

      Australia, tap here.

      For any other country, tap here.

      
        
          
            [image: Invaders]
          
        

      

      I’ll see you back in Vysanthe!

      Love,

      Bella x

      P.S. Sign up to my VIP email list and I’ll send you a personal heads up when my next book releases: www.morebellaforrest.com

      (Your email will be kept 100% private and you can unsubscribe at any time.)

      P.P.S. I’d also love to hear from you — come say hi on Instagram, Twitter or Facebook.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Read more by Bella Forrest

          

        

      

    

    
      HOTBLOODS

      Hotbloods (Book 1)

      Coldbloods (Book 2)

      Renegades (Book 3)

      Venturers (Book 4)

      Traitors (Book 5)

      Allies (Book 6)

      Invaders (Book 7)

      THE GIRL WHO DARED TO THINK

      (Completed series)

      The Girl Who Dared to Think (Book 1)

      The Girl Who Dared to Stand (Book 2)

      The Girl Who Dared to Descend (Book 3)

      The Girl Who Dared to Rise (Book 4)

      The Girl Who Dared to Lead (Book 5)

      The Girl Who Dared to Endure (Book 6)

      The Girl Who Dared to Fight (Book 7)

      THE GENDER GAME

      (Completed series)

      The Gender Game (Book 1)

      The Gender Secret (Book 2)

      The Gender Lie (Book 3)

      The Gender War (Book 4)

      The Gender Fall (Book 5)

      The Gender Plan (Book 6)

      The Gender End (Book 7)

      A SHADE OF VAMPIRE SERIES

      Series 1: Derek & Sofia’s story

      A Shade of Vampire (Book 1)

      A Shade of Blood (Book 2)

      A Castle of Sand (Book 3)

      A Shadow of Light (Book 4)

      A Blaze of Sun (Book 5)

      A Gate of Night (Book 6)

      A Break of Day (Book 7)

      Series 2: Rose & Caleb’s story

      A Shade of Novak (Book 8)

      A Bond of Blood (Book 9)

      A Spell of Time (Book 10)

      A Chase of Prey (Book 11)

      A Shade of Doubt (Book 12)

      A Turn of Tides (Book 13)

      A Dawn of Strength (Book 14)

      A Fall of Secrets (Book 15)

      An End of Night (Book 16)

      Series 3: The Shade continues with a new hero…

      A Wind of Change (Book 17)

      A Trail of Echoes (Book 18)

      A Soldier of Shadows (Book 19)

      A Hero of Realms (Book 20)

      A Vial of Life (Book 21)

      A Fork of Paths (Book 22)

      A Flight of Souls (Book 23)

      A Bridge of Stars (Book 24)

      Series 4: A Clan of Novaks

      A Clan of Novaks (Book 25)

      A World of New (Book 26)

      A Web of Lies (Book 27)

      A Touch of Truth (Book 28)

      An Hour of Need (Book 29)

      A Game of Risk (Book 30)

      A Twist of Fates (Book 31)

      A Day of Glory (Book 32)

      Series 5: A Dawn of Guardians

      A Dawn of Guardians (Book 33)

      A Sword of Chance (Book 34)

      A Race of Trials (Book 35)

      A King of Shadow (Book 36)

      An Empire of Stones (Book 37)

      A Power of Old (Book 38)

      A Rip of Realms (Book 39)

      A Throne of Fire (Book 40)

      A Tide of War (Book 41)

      Series 6: A Gift of Three

      A Gift of Three (Book 42)

      A House of Mysteries (Book 43)

      A Tangle of Hearts (Book 44)

      A Meet of Tribes (Book 45)

      A Ride of Peril (Book 46)

      A Passage of Threats (Book 47)

      A Tip of Balance (Book 48)

      A Shield of Glass (Book 49)

      A Clash of Storms (Book 50)

      Series 7: A Call of Vampires

      A Call of Vampires (Book 51)

      A Valley of Darkness (Book 52)

      A Hunt of Fiends (Book 53)

      A Den of Tricks (Book 54)

      A City of Lies (Book 55)

      A League of Exiles (Book 56)

      A Charge of Allies (Book 57)

      A Snare of Vengeance (Book 58)

      A Battle of Souls (Book 59)

      Season 8: A Voyage of Founders

      A Voyage of Founders (Book 60)

      A SHADE OF DRAGON TRILOGY

      A Shade of Dragon 1

      A Shade of Dragon 2

      A Shade of Dragon 3

      A SHADE OF KIEV TRILOGY

      A Shade of Kiev 1

      A Shade of Kiev 2

      A Shade of Kiev 3

      THE SECRET OF SPELLSHADOW MANOR

      (Completed series)

      The Secret of Spellshadow Manor (Book 1)

      The Breaker (Book 2)

      The Chain (Book 3)

      The Keep (Book 4)

      The Test (Book 5)

      The Spell (Book 6)

      BEAUTIFUL MONSTER DUOLOGY

      Beautiful Monster 1

      Beautiful Monster 2

      DETECTIVE ERIN BOND (Adult thriller/mystery)

      Lights, Camera, GONE

      Write, Edit, KILL

      For an updated list of Bella’s books, please visit her website: www.bellaforrest.net

      Join Bella’s VIP email list and she’ll send you an email reminder as soon as her next book is out. Tap here to sign up:  www.morebellaforrest.com

    

  

cover1.jpeg
The
Hotbloods
Series
BOOK SIX

MILLION- BE?YSELLING Au*n;gga/“

BT A F O R RES:R





nav.xhtml

    
  
    		Title Page


    		Contents


    		Also by Bella Forrest


    		Copyright


    		Problems reading?


    		Chapter 1


    		Chapter 2


    		Chapter 3


    		Chapter 4


    		Chapter 5


    		Chapter 6


    		Chapter 7


    		Chapter 8


    		Chapter 9


    		Chapter 10


    		Chapter 11


    		Chapter 12


    		Chapter 13


    		Chapter 14


    		Chapter 15


    		Chapter 16


    		Chapter 17


    		Chapter 18


    		Chapter 19


    		Chapter 20


    		Chapter 21


    		Chapter 22


    		Chapter 23


    		Chapter 24


    		Chapter 25


    		Chapter 26


    		Chapter 27


    		Chapter 28


    		Chapter 29


    		Chapter 30


    		Chapter 31


    		Chapter 32


    		Chapter 33


    		Chapter 34


    		Chapter 35


    		Chapter 36


    		Chapter 37


    		Chapter 38


    		Chapter 39


    		Chapter 40


    		Chapter 41


    		Chapter 42


    		Chapter 43


    		Read more by Bella Forrest


  







images/00003.jpeg
The
Hotbloods
, Series

BOOK SEVEN/

MILLION- BEST;LLING AUTHOR

BELLA FORREST





