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            CHAPTER 1

          

          TALIE

        

      

    

    
      I’m falling through the air.

      Darkness surrounds me with a single spotlight focused on my descent. Above me, the infinity of the galaxy. Below me, blackness. The crowd holds a collective breath in anticipation as I seem to hang there.

      My dress wings out behind me, the base a bright, tiger orange that bleeds into a bodice of deep turquoise. It wraps tight around my torso in intricate ropes and twists, Zerias crystals dotting it like constellations. Their iridescent surfaces send out rainbows like arrows into the dark.

      This next move is new, something no audience has seen yet. On a normal night, I wouldn’t be worried about performing it, but tonight is different. It’s laced with a lingering and preoccupying sadness. And in this business, distraction can be deadly.

      High Queen Laerkin has been assassinated. The news has only just reached the circus, but that’s the way it is for travelers, always days—or months—late to current events. I can’t afford the grief right now, but it’s hard to ignore. Her sudden death signals changes to the Xerus Galaxy and its ruling council that have far reaching ramifications. For the galaxy.

      For me.

      “Mommy, she’s falling!”

      The child’s shriek yanks my attention back to the present. I’m almost too low, but not yet.

      My hands fly out for the timed release of the next fly bar. It’s meters, then centimeters away. I snatch it and propel myself forward, legs and pointed toes swinging to gain momentum. My dress whips back with the force of air rushing at me. At the apex of the arc, I let go and twist. My arms wrap across my body, legs flying over my head in not one, not two, but three flips before I extend to my full length. I feel the stretch from my toes to the tips of my fingers.

      The next timed bar has released, and I’m there to meet it. Both hands grip the cool metal, and I flip so my abdomen rests against the bar. Arms push straight, and I smile—all white teeth and confidence as if I didn’t almost plummet to my death on the duraplast floor twenty meters below.

      “And that, folks, is Talie Zarna—the Soaring Starress.” Delmar’s magnified voice fills the auditorium. “Give her a round of applause.”

      I’m greeted with cheers and claps that echo against the curved walls.

      My spotlight extinguishes, and I’m left swaying in darkness, rolling sore shoulders and thanking the stars I’m done. It’s been a long day, and I can’t wait to relax, take a bath, and sleep.

      Delmar continues the post-show wrap-up and, with a subtle nod from me, one of the stagehands retracts my fly bar to the descent platform. I climb on, and it discreetly takes me down to the showroom floor where I can exit offstage, pulling my holomask free as I go.

      A rush of cool air greets me in the backstage hallway. The space is cluttered with plastice trunks of props and multi-colored outfits, and it carries the musky scent of dreyhass. I wrinkle my nose.

      “Sorry, Sti had a little accident tonight.” Maxon tries to hide his amusement, but his vertical pupils sparkle in his gray eyes.

      “On stage?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “Actually, right where you’re standing.”

      I look down to where my bare feet rest. It’s clean now, but just the thought makes me jump forward a meter.

      “There too.” Maxon’s smile widens. Now that the show is over, he’s dressed in his navy-blue staff onesuit, but he’s still got his makeup on, giving the smile an animalistic effect.

      Disgust wrinkles my nose, and I rush down the hall to the sound of his laughter, low and rumbling.

      “Where are you running to?” Freyda strides around the corner, long-legged. Her lips and eyelids are naturally inked like midnight, and she wears a simple, floor-length tunic the color of dried blood. It’s belted at the waist; the attached Melorite loops a cultural signifier of her status—Meloran premier.

      “Sti—”

      “Say no more.” She groans and closes her eyes. “It happened right after my act. Disgusting.”

      Freyda is my best friend aboard the Midway, the ship that houses the Circus Phenomena. She made it a point to befriend me immediately upon my arrival. Our bond has only strengthened over the cycles, and I don’t know what I’d do without her.

      “How did it go?” she asks.

      “Good.” My hesitation is obvious.

      “I thought it looked spectacular, though you had me wondering about that last catch. Cutting it close, weren’t you?” Her aqua blue eyes narrow, assessing me for the truth.

      “I was just tired. You know how I get with a new routine.”

      “I do, but you need to be careful, Tal.” Her black-lipped smile wavers, and there’s caution behind the intensity of it—a warning I don’t need, but she already knows that. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

      “Positive.” I force confidence behind the word.

      “As you say.” She dips her head in a gesture of assent, then motions toward an adjacent hallway. “Would you like to get a snack with me? I was just headed to the galley.”

      She knows I can’t say no to the Quaras 6 ice cream that was stocked at our last supply dock, but tonight my emotions are all over the place, and I won’t be good company.

      “Tomorrow?”

      She looks at me like I’ve morphed into a double-headed iduos. “You are turning down ice cream? Are you ill?”

      “Just tired. We’ll get some tomorrow—I promise.”

      With reluctance displayed in every part of her body, Freyda turns down the hall. She gives me one last pleading look before she rounds the corner to the galley. I’m lucky to have her as a friend, and any other night I would go with her, but not tonight. Tonight, I want to be alone.

      I continue down the hall, my bare feet cold on the dark gray duraplast, but I soon divert my path to the outer passway. It’s my favorite route back to my berth, with both the exterior wall and ceiling made of clear, sio-glass panes. Stars pinprick the view to my right while the planet we’re stationed at spans out beneath me in a clouded swirl of browns and greens.

      I opt for this route when I can. It helps me avoid the crowds leaving by way of the open concourse where food stalls and shops will capture their last credits before they disembark. I stop and stare at the cloud patterns below. I can’t even remember the name of this stop, proof I’ve been with the circus so long it’s become my life. My world. I barely remember a time before the Phenomena.

      The reflection that stares back at me through the sio-glass reminds me that’s not completely true. There are memories of my parents before they were taken from me in a transport crash. Memories of my twin sister. Memories of aunts and uncles and—

      Reality crashes into me like a Cistus tidal wave. High Queen Laerkin is dead. The rumors say she was murdered by a rogue assassin aligned with the Rising, but is it true? Since when have things become so unbalanced that an underground rebellion is gaining force in the galaxy through terror and acts of violence?

      I rest my head against the icy surface of the sio-glass, eyes closed. A lone tear streaks down my makeup-caked cheek, but I don’t brush it away. Let it stay there as outward evidence of my inward grief. The grief no one can understand because they can’t know the truth. More than just my stage makeup is a lie.

      A door slides open down the hallway, and I immediately straighten. No one uses this passway on show nights. It’s part of the reason I take it—a little slice of privacy on an overcrowded ship.

      Footsteps thud toward me, and I wonder if something is wrong. A security breach perhaps? It’s happened before. Overzealous fans trying to see one of their favorite acts or someone begging to join the show to escape indenture or poverty. I should have gotten an alert.

      I look down at my empty wrist and curse myself for not keeping my sec-bracelet on. I never wear it to perform. If I’d just left it backstage instead of in my berth, I could contact someone, but I’m all alone in this passway. Just like I wanted.

      Out of caution, I slip to the opposite side of the hall and press against a bulkhead. The footfalls move closer and—

      They stop. A door slides open and closed. I barely hear it over the pounding of my heart. Are they gone? I wait, utterly still, for any indication of movement, but it’s as silent as space.

      After a full minute, I relax. It was either a sec-unit checking my movement in the passway or someone who took a wrong turn, but I’m alone again. Good.

      I push away from the smooth wall and turn down the hall again, retracing steps I’ve made a hundred times. The passway is the same, but the view is always different, even if it’s only the subtle differences of a new map of stars. I drink in the starlight, and I’m mesmerized. So distracted that I don’t see the figure standing in the hall in front of me until it’s too late.

      “Umph.” I walk into the cold wall of a power suit. Gloved fingers latch onto my arms in a viselike grip, immobilizing me. “What in the—?”

      “Shhhh.”

      When I look up, my gaze meets golden brown eyes trained on me with fierce intensity. They are the only thing I can see since the rest of the figure is covered in black matte armor from head to booted foot.

      Soldier.

      Instinct kicks in, and I try to wrestle free. His brow furrows, and he fights to keep a grip on me, flipping me around and wrapping an arm around my middle. I’m pressed against him, a hard wall of armor at my back, but I can tell he’s holding back. He could snap me in two with the added strength of his power suit, but he doesn’t.

      “Please.” His voice near my ear is muffled by the helmet he wears but insistent. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “Then let. Me. Go!” I struggle even harder.

      How did he get past security? Is the ship under attack? Adrenaline makes me bold, but fear forces me to be reckless. I jab an elbow into his abdomen, but it’s easily deflected by his armor.

      Ouch!

      “You’re going to hurt yourself,” he mutters.

      With a forced exhale, he releases one of my arms, and I twirl away like this is an awkward dance. I expect freedom until he pulls out a deadly looking blast pistol and points it at my face.

      “Stop.” His stare burns into me, and I trace the lines running the length of his gun. They pulse a dangerous red. Set to kill. “Hide me, and you’ll live.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          RENNER

        

      

    

    
      The girl I hold at gunpoint smells like sweetened flaxon blossoms and vanilla. It’s an odd thing to note at a time like this, but my power suit hones my senses, and I’m hyperaware of everything. Like the way her cheeks flush beneath sparkly makeup and how her ice blue eyes would shoot laser bursts at me if they could.

      “Are you insane?”

      That wasn’t the response I was expecting. Fear. Cowering. Silence. Those would have been understandable, but her defiance warns of a stubborn streak. Grinding my teeth, I move to press the gun against her neck, though not too hard. I don’t miss the way her eyes widen.

      “Take me to your quarters. Now.” I bite back the please.

      “I—I can’t.”

      She’s lying. There’s a slight up-tick in her pulse. “Do it now before I knock you out and drag you there myself.”

      “You don’t know where my berth is.”

      I smirk, but my partial face shield hides it. “Second deck, aft on the portside.”

      “Who are you?”

      “I’ve got a gun to your throat. Is that really the question you want to ask me right now?”

      “What do you want?”

      “That’s better. But we’re not having this conversation now. Tell me the back way to your quarters.” Please. You can take the boy out of the unit but not the manners his mother instilled in him.

      Her brow creases in worry, and I lessen the pressure of the gun enough to show her I’ll cooperate if she does.

      “There are sec-units. You’re not going to—”

      “I’m not asking you because I need directions. I just thought it would be more fun if you cooperated. You know, me not having to pick you up and carry you the hundreds of meters to your quarters. But if you insist…” In one swift motion, I holster my gun, bend, and pick her up in a dead man’s carry like they taught me in Basic.

      “Put me down!” She sounds mortified, her fists uselessly pounding my armored back.

      I grin. I’ve got a good grip on her legs, and I think I know the best route to take. It would have been easier had she come willingly, but if she won’t cooperate—

      “I’ll tell you where to go.”

      I’ve only gone fifteen meters, and she’s like carrying a sack of feathers with the suit’s enhanced strength, but I think my point is hitting home.

      “I’m not sure I believe you.” I keep walking.

      “Please.” She sags against me. “Just put me down. I’ll take you there.”

      My options are limited at this point. I need to be hidden when this ship disembarks, or—I don’t want to think of what will come if I’m caught. It can’t happen, and it won’t.

      Gently, to make sure I’m only applying minimal pressure, I set her on her feet. I’m moving to stand upright when she full-on kicks me in the stomach. There is a thin window of space between my chest armor and the belt that attaches the leg plates. The space is covered by plyweave so as not to leave me vulnerable from a laser blast, but with skill I didn’t anticipate, she’s managed to slide her foot directly into that space. Her kick is decidedly stronger than seems right for such a small frame, and I hunch over, gasping for oxygen.

      I gasp. “Seriously?”

      She turns and sprints down the passway, but I’m faster—thank you, suit. I catch up in four long strides and wrap an arm around her middle, pulling her back against me again.

      “Not so fast, Le’è,” I whisper into her ear.

      She stills before her efforts to free herself redouble. “Let me go!”

      “I thought we had a deal.” I can’t help my smile at her gumption. Her frustration is showing, and I must admit, it’s cute.

      “I don’t deal with criminals.”

      “I’m no criminal.” My voice goes hard. “But I do need a way off this planet.”

      I spin her around and press a button so the rest of my face shield retracts. The air feels cool without the cover, and I can tell she’s surprised by the move. I can’t read anything beyond that.

      I need to convince her.

      “I’ll tell you everything”—most everything—“if you’ll just help me hide until the ship leaves. I’ll hop off at the next dock. I promise.”

      Her mouth opens, pink lips parted.

      “Please.”

      This time, when she stops resisting, I let her go. Whether it’s something I see in her eyes or I’m just a fool for a beautiful face, it’s the right choice. One must give trust to earn trust.

      “Let it be known, I do not trust you.” Her lips curve down. “But it would seem you are in need of help, and you got a very dangerous weapon past security, so I don’t see as I have much choice. Promise me you won’t harm any of my friends—any member of this crew—and I’ll hide you.”

      She thinks I’m a threat. Perhaps it’s better she does.

      “I promise.” I make a point to hold her gaze so she can see the truth, but she looks down.

      “This way, criminal.” She tosses the word at me.

      “As you say, Le’è.”

      I follow her down the passway until we reach the end. I know there’s a door to the main hallway here. I’ve studied the schematics of this ship inside and out, and I could call them up on my heads-up display, or HUD, if needed, but something tells me to wait. To see what she does.

      “We have to get up there.”

      I follow her line of sight and see the imprint of a circular panel above us. It must retract to allow access for the crawl space.

      “Boost me?”

      My wary expression must show, because she rolls her eyes.

      “I assume your suit can get you up there with a jump. Right?”

      “Right.” Interesting. The circus girl knows about military suits. “Okay, here.” I lean over and interlace my fingers. She places one foot there, and I lift her like I am hoisting a child thanks to the suit’s mechanics. Her sweet scent hits me again, and I remind myself now is a time to focus. Not to think about the fact her flowy dress is swaying back and forth around my shoulders as she maneuvers the hatch open.

      Her weight, what little I felt, leaves my hands as she pulls herself up in an impressive show of strength. I didn’t see the show tonight, but her fame as the Soaring Starress is legendary throughout the galaxy.

      Her slim form disappears from view, and I bend my knees then propel myself upward. Thankfully, I’ve got aim-assist and easily slide through the narrow hole into darkness. My hands shoot out and connect with the walls on either side of the tunnel, holding me in place.

      “Now what?” I ask.

      “We climb.” There’s a hint of amusement as she turns on the narrow platform and reaches for the first rung in an impossibly long ladder that ascends straight up until the curve of the ship hides it. A quick access to the visual map, and I see where we’ll come out. I wouldn’t have picked this as the easy route to her cabin, but it’s certainly the most well-hidden. I wonder if she’s used it before or just knows the ship well.

      “It’s six decks.”

      “I thought you wanted the back way.” She looks down at me, issuing a challenge. “Is it too far for you?”

      “Not at all.” I return her acerbic words with a smirk and gesture for her to keep climbing. I fall in behind her, and we climb. And climb and climb.

      My mistake comes several minutes later, when I glance up to see her progress. Keep your head down, Renner. Head down! The folds of her dress shroud slender legs and make my heart pound faster. The sight is enough to cause me to lose my grip, and I slip away from the ladder, one hand gripping the metal rung while the rest of me dangles.

      “Careful,” she taunts. “It would be a shame if you fell.”

      “Ha ha. Very funny, Le’è. Keep moving.”

      “I know what that means.” Her breaths are slightly labored since we’ve already made it up two decks.

      “What?”

      “Le’è. It’s what the Drawx call their princess, yes?”

      “Sort of.” Has she been to Drawx before?

      “So, you’re Drawxian. And clearly a soldier. I assume you work in the palace?” She’s also got me there, but she doesn’t need to know that.

      “Less talk. More climbing.”

      “And if you’re part of the palace guard,” she continues as though I haven’t said anything, “you don’t get much free rein. Why would you be here on the Midway? Unless—” She gasps, but it’s obviously contrived. “Your princess has sent you to observe the Phenomena for her. Perhaps she fancies coming to the show herself.”

      It’s terrifying how close to the truth she is, and yet still how far.

      “And how do you repay her? By deserting.” Her words are a bitter slap.

      Let her think what she wants. I don’t reply, and she climbs on in silence. I can only assume she’s holding more accusations for when we’re back on solid ground, but it won’t matter. I can’t tell her—or anyone—what I’m doing or where I’m going. My mission is too important.

      We pass the marker for the sixth floor, and I release a sigh. She opens a side access panel, and we climb out into an empty hallway.

      “This way.”

      I’ve checked the map and know she’s not taking me to a sec-unit station, but her quarters. I’m surprised she hasn’t tried something else—I didn’t take her as one to give up so quickly.

      She stops at a door and looks back at me. Stars, she’s pretty. Long silver-gray hair is twisted into a thick braid that falls over her shoulder, interwoven with sparkling silver cord. Her stage makeup does nothing to mask her natural beauty, but it makes me wonder what she looks like underneath the paint. If her skin is as soft as—

      “Come on,” she says, as if she’s sized me up and found me wanting.

      At her touch, the door slides open to reveal a berth, massive in terms of space travel. It must pay to be the top billed act. To the left of the door, a floor-to-ceiling, sio-glass viewport looks out at the stars. A large bed takes over one wall, a couch covered in plush synth-fab the other, and a metal bar hangs from one corner. That’s odd.

      I’m no stranger to observing wealth, so I can spot the original paintings, lavish decorations, and imported materials, but there’s something extremely pleasing in the way everything is arranged. The textures are chosen for comfort, and the muted color palette leaves the wall of stars as the main focal point.

      I’m about to assure her my time here will be short, my thoughts forming words, when I see the thin silver bracelet she holds.

      It’s a sec-bracelet.

      “Don’t—”

      But it’s too late. The red light blinks, indicating it’s been turned on. I have less than a minute to convince her to hide me and the secret I protect.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          TALIE

        

      

    

    
      This isn’t how I thought tonight would go.

      Being thrown around like a sack of root vegetables. Climbing six decks through the crawl space. Having a handsome soldier in my room…

      I mentally shake myself at my observation.

      Yes, he’s handsome. What does that matter when he has a gun to my head?

      I was taken aback when he retracted his face shield and I saw how young he was, probably close to my seventeen cycles. His brown eyes are warmed by the double Drawxian suns and offset a strong jaw and full lips. And stars, he has dimples—but none of that is important because the sec-unit for this floor will be here in less than a minute to haul him out of my room and off this ship.

      Good riddance.

      “The Midway is not a transport ship. You’ll have to find another way to abandon your post.” I spin away from him, no longer afraid, knowing protection will be here any second.

      “Abandon?” He huffs out a raspy chuckle. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      I catch my reflection in the sio-glass and, behind me, the looming bulk of his tall form. He steps forward but stops a respectful meter back.

      “I may not, criminal,” I use the word to dig at him, “but there’s nothing you could say that would—”

      “They’ll kill me.”

      My shoulders pull back.

      “I—I’m being shipped off to the Polis Galaxy, but I can’t leave this system. My family needs me.” His voice breaks, and I turn in time to see him fingering a silver coin. It’s not a design I’ve seen before, but I know from my studies that Drawx uses different currency on planet than the galaxy-wide credit system.

      “What do you mean? Who’s sending you away?”

      The full force of that sun-dipped gaze hits me, and the explanation rushes out. “You were right. I’m military security attached to the royal family, to the princess, but I’m the lowest ranking. They’re pulling several of us for a detail in Polis. I’m sure I don’t have to tell you how far away that is—or how long in cryo. If I go, I’ll never see my mother and sisters again.”

      I do know how far the Polis Galaxy is. His family will grow old and die, followed by several generations, before he could make it back to Drawx. Sympathy tugs at my compassion. No one should be forced to bear the pain of leaving their family.

      “Why not leave service?”

      “Not possible.”

      “Could they come with you?” It’s a long shot, but I know some families are allowed to relocate in certain circumstances. He wouldn’t have made it to the level of royal security without either political position or extreme skill.

      “No.”

      The fact Mè Volur Tai, ruler of Drawx, is sending troops to Polis is a worry of its own, but I shove political thoughts aside. This is about one soldier, not a king’s plans.

      “What about…” I wrack my mind for options, but his gaze focuses on my bracelet. It’s nearly time, and blast it all if I don’t feel some sympathy for him. But I can’t trust him. He tried to kidnap me.

      “Please.”

      There’s that word again. The one he truly seems to mean. I wrestle with myself for another five seconds before tapping the bracelet.

      “Sec-Unit B9 reporting. How may I assist you, Miss Zarna?”

      “Cancel previous request.” I lock eyes with the boy. “It was made in error.”

      “Confirm: Cancel sec-unit assist?”

      “Yes.” The word is firm, though I feel all sorts of hesitation.

      “Affirmative.”

      The red light disappears from the bracelet, and I see the tension ease from the boy’s shoulders.

      “I can just as easily call the unit back. I canceled so I can hear you out.” Besides, he doesn’t seem to realize we’ll be stationed at Drawx for another three days. I can have him kicked off at any moment.

      “That’s it. I’m deserting my post for my family.” A shadow flickers behind his gaze. “I needed to get off Drawx. What better way than with a traveling circus?”

      “You’re willing to leave your family so easily?”

      I catch his glance at the coin. “I don’t want to leave. I have to. If I’m in-galaxy, I can still send money from any job I pick up. That won’t happen if I’m in Polis.”

      “Surely the military provides for circumstances like this. I’ve heard of laws where soldiers deploy out of galaxy. Their benefits are transferred to the family member of choice for the duration of their service.”

      “Drawx has no policy like that.” He looks away, slipping the coin into a hidden pocket of his suit.

      I sense he’s lying to me. Yet, when he speaks of his mother and sisters, the truth—and his devotion—is clear. I’ve made mistakes listening to my empathetic feelings before. Is this such a mistake? Or have I grown cynical and hardened to those in need?

      “What do you plan to do if I help you?” My jaw juts forward.

      The boy walks to the viewport and looks from star to star, as if searching for the answer.

      “After I got the news of the transfer, I walked the streets of the low sector. It’s where the poorest of Drawx live, where my family used to live until my position elevated us all.” The curve of his face shield is such that I catch a glimpse of his jaw clenching. “I don’t know what I hoped to find, but it reminded me of where I came from.”

      I take a tentative step. Something in the way he’s speaking—raw honesty—draws me in.

      “I gave a coin to a little boy begging there, and I knew I couldn’t abandon my family to a fate like that. That’s when I made the decision to flee. To find employ somewhere in the galaxy so I could continue to support my family. I went back to the transport station and was waiting when I saw a vid advertising the Phenomena. Your picture flashed, and I thought—if anyone has the power to hide me, she can.”

      I feel exposed. Even more so when he turns to me.

      “I need to get away from Drawx. Help me?”

      “Why me?” My eyes narrow in challenge. The desire to believe him is hedged with wisdom. I cannot so easily fall prey to a sob story.

      “You’re the Soaring Starress, known throughout the galaxy.” His half-grin brings out a dimple. “I assume you have sway over your captain.”

      Starlight casts shadows across the hard planes of his face and sparkles in his eyes. He’s flattering me, something I should be immune to after cycles in the spotlight, but my cheeks still flush in response.

      “It’s not the captain you have to worry about.” I create distance between us, tamping down my reaction to his smooth words. “It’s Delmar.” And the others.

      “Who’s that?”

      “Our ringmaster. He’s the man in charge and the name behind the bond on this ship.”

      I pace to my dresser and pick up a vial of Meloran perfume only to set it down again. Can I convince everyone to help me hide this boy? Should I? Or am I inviting a wolf into a den of innocents? It’s a fine line not even Freyda could walk.

      “I’ve got a feeling you can be very persuasive when you need to be.”

      I whirl around, my dress twisting between my legs. I don’t like his insinuation. I’m met with a wide smile that catches me off guard. This boy is infuriating, and—he’s not wrong.

      “I can be, but only when I have a cause I believe in.”

      “Do you?”

      “What?”

      “Believe in me.”

      He steps closer. His height and the sheer bulk of him in his jet-black power suit is intimidating. It doesn’t bring out fear so much as unease. I think most of what he says is truth, but where is the lie?

      “I don’t know yet.” I offer honesty instead.

      “I’ll take that as a step in the right direction.”

      “But there is one thing I need to know before I take you to Delmar.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Your name.”

      His grin could light the galaxy, and the laugh he offers sends wings fluttering in my abdomen. I press the spot to still them.

      “I’m Renner.” He offers his hand. “Renner Cartha.”

      “Welcome to the Phenomena, Renner. I’m Talie Zarna.”

      “Pleased to meet you, Le’è.”

      Gloved as they are, his fingers wrap gently around mine, and I tell myself I have not just made the biggest mistake of my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          TALIE

        

      

    

    
      This has bad idea written all over it, but I’m running out of options. Thankfully, the hallway is empty when I check. I pull Renner out behind me.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Quiet. Remember what I said?”

      “I think it was something like, ‘Don’t say anything, do anything, or even think anything.’” He pitches his voice high, and I level a glare at him. “Hey, you asked.”

      “I didn’t ask.” My words bite, but I regret them as we rush down the hall.

      The stress of this whole situation is sinking in, and I reassess my choice. I don’t have final say on keeping this soldier on board, but I’m the one who will be asking for a favor. Anxiety twists my stomach, and I rub at my temples to quell the growing headache.

      Should I have let the sec-unit take him off the ship? Wouldn’t it have been better if I’d just refused to help? His presence risks more than just his fate. There are things in motion—things he cannot know—that I’ve jeopardized by agreeing to help him.

      Something my mother always told me comes to mind. Never turn away from doing good.

      The memory causes an ache, searing and sharp, to pierce me.

      Suppressing the emotion, I pull us into the trav-tube. The door of the narrow, cylindrical car retracts, and we enter the shiny metallic space. The sensor will scan my identity from my sec-bracelet and take me to any floor.

      “Talie Zarna, recognized.” The melodic voice says. “Unknown party, please identify.”

      Renner flashes a wide-eyed look at me.

      “He’s my guest.”

      “Guest, recognized. What floor, please?”

      I lick my lips, too dry from the worn-off lipstick. “Stables.”

      “What—”

      I send him a sharp glance. He throws his hands in the air as if to say he gives up. So dramatic for someone who was just threatening my life minutes before.

      As I explained to him, the ship monitors voice activity in top-level hallways as part of security protocols, and his voice is not registered. I could officially log him as a guest but that would cause even more questions. It won’t be a problem in lower security areas, but the top three floors are restricted.

      “Level 29, confirmed.”

      We travel in blessed silence, which allows me time to think through what I’ll say to Delmar. If I can convince Maxon and Gemma to take Renner on as a stable hand, then perhaps Delmar won’t care either way. But I know that’s wishful thinking. Delmar is not only the ringmaster of the circus—he’s also part of every aspect of Phenomena, even down to the hired help. I say he’s controlling, but he calls it “being involved.”

      I cast a sideways look at Renner. We had to get creative with his armor since it’s the only thing he had with him when he dodged his patrol near the spaceport docking terminal. There was no way his tall form would fit anything I own. The thought makes me want to laugh, but I press my lips together.

      The plated armor pieces come off when deactivated, and have left him in a thick, black plyweave top and pants with sturdy boots. The fabric is strong enough to repel several laser blasts but has no distinguishing markings on it. I can’t decide if the look screams military or just “extremely prepared.” I’m hoping the latter.

      “What?”

      He’s caught me looking at the way the material hugs every muscled surface of his flat stomach and bulging arms. I look away. “Nothing. Don’t talk.”

      He makes an amused grunt, and I silence him with a sharp look. A few moments later, the trav-tube beeps and slows to a stop.

      “Hold door.” The door stays closed, and I turn to Renner. “I’m going to try and get you hired on as a stable hand. Maxon and Gemma are good people, and if you so much as think of hurting them—”

      “Whoa, hold on there.”

      “What?” He’s promised not to hurt anyone on board, but I’ve known him a grand total of thirty minutes, and half the time he was trying to kidnap me, so I feel it’s a valid warning. I sigh in impatience.

      “Oh, so now I can talk?”

      I prop my hand on my hip. He’s going to push me to violence. “Yes. We’re past the secure levels now.”

      “I’m not going to hurt anyone.” He doesn’t blink, doesn’t look away. “I promise you that, Talie.”

      I straighten. I believe him. “Okay. Then I’ll need you to convince them you can do this job. That’ll just leave Delmar. Maybe I can put off the introduction until tomorrow.”

      “Is that when we leave?”

      “Um…we’re stationed at Drawx for three more planetary days.”

      His jaw drops. “Three?”

      “Our show attracts a large audience, and we have a limited capacity. We’ve extended our stay here to allow more people to enjoy the circus.”

      “And you’re telling me this now?”

      “Yes. Though, as a soldier, you should have had better intel.”

      He opens his mouth to defend himself but then frowns, obviously offended. “Fine. As long as I’m below deck, it won’t matter.”

      I turn to the door but hesitate. I’ve got to find a way to convince everyone to let him stay, though I know they’ll all be against it—and for good reason. I tried once before to help someone escape a bad situation. I believed Leva was being honest with me when she said her husband abused her, only to discover she was a thief, running from the law.

      Delmar claims I’m too sheltered, and Freyda says my heart is too big, but is it so bad to believe the best of someone? To want to help? Would my mother have agreed with them or been proud of me?

      I’d thought I was doing a noble service, but it ended in Delmar making bold promises to the galactic force sent to retrieve Leva. He also banned me from interacting with guests outside of my role as Starress.

      I glance at Renner. Perhaps Delmar had been right to make that rule. Still, if I can devise a solid plan, they’ll have to go along with it. Maybe.

      “Open door.”

      The minute the door slides open, the overwhelming scent of animal manure hits us.

      “What in the galaxy is that?”

      “Your new job.” I manage not to smile too broadly.

      “Talie?” Gemma comes out of a stall to the right of the trav-tube, carrying a bucket and brush. She wears a stained purple apron over her onesuit, and her black braids are pulled into four buns on top of her head. “What are—who are you?”

      “Hi, I’m—”

      “This is Renner,” I interject. “A friend.”

      Gemma puts the bucket and brush down and comes toward us. Her dark gray slitted eyes travel from Renner’s to mine, and I see the question there.

      “I know this will be a terrible inconvenience, but is there any way you could use another stable hand?” I swallow. “He needs passage to the next port.”

      “Gemma?” Maxon pops his head out of a stall twenty meters down. The rest of his large frame follows when he sees us. He brushes his hands on the apron covering his onesuit as he approaches. “Who’s this?”

      “Renner.” Renner accepts the shake, and I’m impressed he doesn’t wince, as Maxon is famous for testing weakness through simple forms of greeting.

      “Maxon,” Gemma reprimands. “He’s Talie’s…friend.”

      “Yeah?” Maxon stares back, his pupils thin slits in the brightness of the overhead lights.

      “Please.” I turn back to Gemma as I know she’ll be the one to make the final decision. “Can he stay and help until the next port?”

      A squeal erupts from the stall behind us. The puox housed there is known for being antsy and temperamental when the ship is docked, preferring the perpetual motion of space travel. No one but Maxon usually goes near him.

      Renner moves to the stall door. “Hey, boy.”

      Three choruses of “no” follow him, but he ignores us.

      “It’s all right,” he whispers, slipping into the stall.

      “That one’s daft.” Maxon grunts, running a hand through his unruly light brown hair.

      “Go help him,” Gemma insists.

      “He got himself in. He can get himself out.”

      I inch closer, worried we’ll hear the sounds of attack from the large animal. Instead, I see Renner scratching the puox’s furry brown forehead. It stands half a meter taller than him, the six powerful legs reaching to Renner’s hip, but it slowly moves its head up and down as if to encourage more petting.

      “He’s a sweet one,” Renner calls back.

      I share an incredulous look with Gemma. No one has ever called Scar sweet. “Does he get much chance to run? I know they hate being caged up.”

      “All the animals are exercised daily in the holo chamber,” Maxon says, defensively.

      “What he means,” Gemma says, “is that we care for them as if they were part of our family.”

      “Because they are,” Maxon adds.

      Renner appears from the stall with a confident air. “I can tell. The stalls are clean, and the animals are healthy. I’d be grateful if you’d have me on.”

      I tense, looking between Gemma and Maxon, but when I catch her slight nod, I know Renner has a place to stay. For now.

      “I’ll show you your berth, but mind you,” Maxon leans forward. “You’ll be working for your food and board.”

      “I wouldn’t expect anything else.” Then, surprising us all, Renner bows to both me and Gemma before he follows Maxon down the length of the stables observing the various breeds and oddities they’ve collected over our travels through the Xerus Galaxy.

      “He seems nice.” I feel Gemma’s focus on me. “But who is he really?”

      And here is the part I wasn’t looking forward to. Defending my intuition.

      Renner approached me in the worst way possible—with a blaster aimed at my face—but if I omit that and only share that he’s a boy in need of help, will they believe me? Would I believe me? It’s difficult to explain the agony I saw when he spoke of leaving his family, but it was there, and it was real.

      “He needs to get off Drawx. And before you can remind me of Leva, this is different.” Or I hope it is.

      “I didn’t say anything about her.” Gemma smooths my hair, her touch soft like my mother’s once was. She and Maxon aren’t that much older than me, but they’ve always been there for me. “I’m just worried you haven’t considered what a risk you’re taking.”

      “I have. He’s not…I don’t think he’s taking advantage of me. Of us.” I lift up a silent prayer to the stars it’s true.

      “Have you talked to Delmar?”

      If I lie and say I have, she’ll check up on that. If I say I’m going to and don’t, she’ll do the same.

      I choose the truth. “Not yet.”

      “You should, Talie-girl. You know he has final say.” Gemma rests a cool palm against my cheek so I’ll meet her gaze. She has a peaceful presence the animals love, and I sense her calm washing over me as well. “If this is important to you, he’ll listen because he cares about you. We all do.”

      My stomach twists. He may listen, but if I don’t have a good enough plan in place, it’s not going to matter.

      “I will,” I say.

      “You should do it now.” Her words are gentle, but I don’t want the push.

      “I was thinking tomorrow.”

      “You know Maxon can’t keep that boy a secret until tomorrow. And I think you’ll want to be there when Delmar interviews him.”

      Interviews. That’s a kind word for it.

      I release a quiet sigh. She’s right—again. Delmar won’t bother to make sure I’m there. He’ll just have Renner detained, interrogated, and thrown off the ship. We don’t take on new crew often, and when we do, they are vetted from one end of the galaxy to the other.

      It’s Delmar’s job, and a big part of keeping us all safe, but it makes this impossible.

      “I’ll comm him.”

      Her head tilts to the side, listening. “No need. He’s on his way down.”

      My hope plummets. He must have been alerted about my guest access in the trav-tube. I have less than three minutes to think of a better plan than begging. The soldier certainly doesn’t deserve that level of devotion from me, but his family also doesn’t deserve to have him shipped off to Polis and be left to starve without his support.

      If there’s one thing I can’t stand, it’s oppression. Our galaxy is big enough to support all, and yet poverty still exists. It was something my mother always said.

      I squeeze my eyes shut and lock down the thoughts. They come more frequently after news of the High Queen’s death, but I can’t afford to be distracted when Delmar arrives.

      My mind races for a solution when I hear Gemma call out to Maxon.

      “Come here, my love.” Her words are infused with affection for her mate. “I need help with the feed tube again.”

      And it hits me. The solution to our problems.
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          RENNER

        

      

    

    
      My quarters smell like wet iduos, and I almost knocked myself unconscious upon entry—I’ve got to watch the low beams since I’m nearly two meters tall—but I’ve successfully made it on board the Midway. I’m not actually leaving Drawx for another few days, but I’m going to count this as a win.

      I take in the small space. And I do mean small. To my right, there’s a thinly padded sleeping platform with a pillow and blanket. My skin itches just looking at it. To the left, I’ve got a wash station, small table, and cubby space. Not that I have anything to stow, since my armor is currently in Talie’s closet. I feel naked without my blast pistol, but it’s a small price to pay for anonymity.

      The space is covered in muted tones of dark gray duraplast and is about as cold as Drawx’s frozen ice cap, but I’ll take it because at the far wall across from the entrance is a dome-shaped window or viewport. I’ve never enjoyed space travel, something about the confinement and lack of direct control, but having access to a star-side view is an acceptable remedy.

      Infinite space interrupted by planets and stars. A good reminder there is a vastness beyond what I’ve known. And that there are people counting on me.

      I pace toward the viewport, fingers resting against the cool sio-glass. With a twinge of sadness, I see it’s not stars before me but Drawx sprawled out below. Dusty beige cloud cover hides most of the planet from view, but in an ironic twist of fate, I can just make out the continent where the capital is located. My home.

      The reality of the distance from here to there terrifies me, but fear is something I’ve learned to embrace.

      “Knock, knock,” a deep voice says from behind me.

      Without my armor’s heightened senses, I feel unprepared and curse myself for not paying better attention to my surroundings. I turn, unsure of what to expect.

      “I should say welcome aboard, but I’m not sure if you are yet. Welcome, that is.” A tall man wearing a black onesuit with silver edging steps into the room.

      Talie stands behind him. She’s still wearing that distracting teal and orange gown, but her eyes hold a wariness I don’t expect. It makes my pulse kick up.

      “And you are?” I stand up straight, eye to eye with this man.

      “Delmar. Ringmaster of the Circus Phenomena.” His piercing black eyes narrow. He’s a striking figure, what I’m sure women call handsome, but there’s also sharp intelligence in the way he looks over me. He’s got to be in his early twenties, not many cycles past me, but he holds himself like a much older man.

      “Renner.” I extend a hand without blinking.

      He ignores the greeting. “Talie tells me you’re looking for a job.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Maxon seems to think you can handle it. I’ve my doubts.”

      I swallow past my unease.

      “Tell me, Renner.” He leans forward. He’s got intimidation tactics down.

      Too bad for him I’ve trained for this.

      “What is it that you can offer my circus?”

      “Well, sir, I—”

      “Because I don’t see much about you that would lend itself to usefulness.”

      Ouch. If this guy would let me finish a sentence, then he’d find I know a lot more about exotic animals than he does, compliments of my former position in the royal palace. But before I can open my mouth to tell him that, Talie moves.

      It’s like watching some parallel version of my life. She comes up next to me, grips my arm, and leans in. I think my mouth starts to fall open, but I snap it closed. Why is Ice Princess honeying up to me now?

      “Delmar.” Her voice oozes with sweetness. “As I was trying to tell you on your way to Renner’s cabin—you remember, just a few moments ago when you wouldn’t listen to me? Renner is more than just a stable hand.”

      Delmar’s gaze snaps to mine, and my gut clenches tight. Is she going to tell him I’m a soldier? That cannot happen.

      “He’s my intended.”

      I choke on air, trying and failing to cover it with a cough that turns into a wheeze. Did she just say intended?

      “It’s okay, sweetie.” She winks at me and turns back to the ringmaster. “I think it’s time our secret came out.”

      Secret? This is more like headline news on the holo—to me.

      “Delmar knows I don’t make rash decisions.” I catch the look she gives him, and it’s weighed down with so much meaning, I can’t begin to guess all she’s conveying.

      Then she looks at me, smiling like I’m in on this whole thing. And it occurs to me, I should be. If this is her way of getting me on the Midway, I need to go along with it.

      “Of course. We’re intended. For one another.” I look down into her ice blue eyes and decide to have some fun. “I mean, who wouldn’t want to marry this sweet Solarius night blossom?” I cup her cheek and lean down as if I’m going to kiss her, but she flushes and twists away.

      “What do you say?” Talie asks.

      “Yeah, Del. What do you say? Will you let me stay on as an early wedding present?” I flash my most charming smile, trying to match Talie’s confidence, but Delmar’s lips form a thin line.

      “It’s Delmar or Ringmaster to you. And this is a bad idea. One I can’t get behind.” His gaze cuts to me like he sees all my flaws and is cataloging which he’ll list first.

      “I,” Talie pauses. “I really think it’s the best way.”

      I catch the look they share. There is more going on beneath the surface of their words. Things left unspoken but shared nonetheless.

      “I can’t risk it.” Delmar’s words are written in durasteel.

      “Delmar.” Talie’s tone softens, and a funny twist grabs my midsection at the velvety texture of her voice. She looks at me, and I’m lost. To the thought that she cares for me and we’re ready to build a life together and—

      Snap out of it, soldier. It’s a ruse.

      “Please.” Talie holds the ringmaster’s gaze. “He needs to be on this ship. I never ask you for anything, but I’m requesting this.”

      That’s when I see it. There is more going on here than a simple ploy she’s trying to sell to the obviously sharp ringmaster. He doesn’t believe it, but I see his resolve falter.

      “Talie.” Delmar says her name like a curse. Hope surges to life as his shoulders slump in defeat.

      Somehow, she’s done it. Persuaded the ringmaster I need to stay. I assumed she could be persuasive, but stars I had no idea how right I was. This one is dangerous. This is a girl to watch out for.

      “I promise to work hard, sir.” I straighten, meeting his gaze. “And I’ll,” I search for things I’ve heard at court, “honor this woman in word and deed.”

      The look he gives me says it’s definitely over the top, but maybe he thinks that’s just part of my Drawxian culture.

      “I accept your request to stay until such a time as I don’t.” There’s an edge to his words, but he continues. “Everyone pulls their weight—even the Staress’s intended.” He all but rolls his eyes at that. I’m not sure what I missed, but he knows our relationship is fake, and he’s still letting me stay. I’m not going to question that.

      “Of course.” Her fingers are warm on my arm.

      “Get him set up with Nia for a suit and Mika for security access. I expect you to make sure he stays out of trouble.”

      “I will. Thank you, Delmar,” she says.

      He dips his head to her and then nails me with a look. “One wrong move, and you’re gone.”

      “Yes, sir.” I move to salute before stalling. Military habits die hard.

      Delmar spins on his booted heel and exits my quarters. In the moments it takes him to leave, Talie is across the room and looking out at the sio-glass as if she can’t stand to be near me.

      “Intended?”

      She turns to face me, and I catch the pink spots on her cheeks. She can’t meet my gaze, and I wonder why she said what she did if it causes her this much distress. Surely there had to be another way.

      “It was the best story to keep you on board.”

      I rub the back of my neck. “But he knows it’s fake.”

      “Yes.” Her eyes pour into mine.

      I want to ask why he would go along with it, but I see resolve behind her gaze. I instinctively know she won’t explain what just happened to me. And does it matter? This is what I wanted.

      I shift toward her, resting back on my humor to break the tension. “I feel like there’s one important question I have to ask.”

      Her light blue eyes are the color of the Drawx polar moon when she finally looks up.

      “Exactly how many kids do you want?” I hold in my smile.

      She surprises me with a laugh she quickly covers with a hand. “You’re impossible.”

      “That’s what my mother always says.” I shrug as if I don’t get it, but it’s hard to be casual when it comes to my family.

      “Are you ever serious?”

      My mind flashes to the real reason I’m here. The weight of the knowledge I have and must deliver and what it means for the galaxy. And the danger I’m potentially placing her in. The less she knows, the better.

      “Nope. I can’t say that I am.”

      “We’ll see.” Her look pierces through me like too many laser blasts to center mass. I’ve got to watch myself with her. She’s trying to see past my façade, and that will only end in danger.

      “Trust me, Le’è.” I lean in, my gaze dipping to her lips before I rein myself in. “You don’t want to see my serious side.”

      More pink colors her cheeks and, with a shake of her head, she rushes past me to the door. “Breakfast is at zero six hundred.”

      “On the tenth floor, mid-deck. I know.”

      “Don’t be late.”

      “I’m never late for food.”

      The corner of her mouth twitches before she whirls away in a cloud of perfume that makes my head swim.

      From kidnapper to intended. I’d say this day has certainly taken a turn for the better.
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      When I walk into the galley the next morning, I’m met with the tantalizing scent of cinnamon and vanilla. Then I see Renner surrounded by all of my friends. Of course he’s the life of the party.

      He’s freshly showered and wearing a worker’s navy-blue onesuit like everyone else at his table. The suit hugs his narrow torso and makes his tanned skin stand out, white teeth flashing as he laughs. It’s clear he hasn’t been in space long enough to lose some of his natural coloring like the rest of us.

      Pon, one of the show clowns, sits on his left, openly drinking him in with a huge smile that crinkles her pixie nose. Nia, usually more interested in practicing her Gavron Harp, sits on Renner’s right and seems to be enjoying whatever story he’s telling, twisting a finger in her dark hair. Elcan, the other half of their musical duo, doesn’t appear to care, instead talking with Lena across the table.

      Leith, Lena’s twin brother and fellow silk dancer, is eating up Renner’s words. In his typical over exuberance, he elbows Mika just as he’s taking a bite. The clown-slash-tech guy scowls and turns to Seah. The clowns tend to stick together, their real-life personas very different than their on-stage personalities. And then there’s Roper at the end of the table. He’s pretending to be uninterested, but he pays Renner inconspicuous attention, nonetheless.

      Renner is like meat tossed to a dreyhass horde. And he loves it. His dimples are shining for the Verse to see.

      I head toward the buffet line just as he looks up. Our eyes lock, and the dimples deepen. I remember the feeling of strength in his muscled arm. The heat of his body as I leaned against him in the confines of his cabin. The way he almost kissed me.

      I turn and join the line.

      He was playing a part, as was I. Even Delmar joined the ruse, but that was to hide the truth from Renner. I just needed to convince our ringmaster to let Renner stay and that my idea was best.

      Bringing Renner on board as my intended has likely circulated through the wide path of gossip only a circus family can share. He will be accepted based on that alone, and therefore easier to hide from the outside world.

      Clearly, it’s already working.

      I push my thoughts of Renner away. The boy is distracting in the worst way. And so flippant about it all. If he could just—

      “Morning.”

      I smell dusk mint and musk. The fragrance reminds me of evenings on Cerlia, walking in the twilight as the night fog swirled around my feet. It was during those evenings that mother would tell us the myths of her people while star bugs lit the ever-growing darkness. We were in our own universe trailing through the black on a ship built of imagination conjured by her words.

      “Good morning.” I keep my head down and shove the thoughts away. They threaten to take me to a dark place that will haunt the rest of my day.

      “Did you know they have muffins?”

      “What?” My neck cranes starward, reminding me just how tall Renner is.

      “Muffins. There are three different types. I’m telling you—if everyone knew what kind of food the circus serves, they’d jump at the chance to join.”

      I duck my head, smiling. This boy keeps surprising me. “I gather you like muffins?”

      “They are the galaxy’s most perfect food.” He says it so seriously.

      “I hope you had your fill, then.”

      “I had six.”

      I gasp. “What?”

      He has the decency to look embarrassed, but the line moves, and I follow. He turns back to his table, and a small part of me wishes he would have stayed. I debate joining him when I have my breakfast, but indecision freezes me. I’m the Soaring Starress, the main attraction of the circus, and he’s a hired hand working the stables. Even if the news of our intent has spread, what’s the expectation? I’m woefully ignorant in the ways of a relationship and find my face flooding with heat and wishing the duraplast would swallow me whole.

      Plate full, I search for Freyda, but her place is empty. Instead, I sit alone at a small table by the floor to ceiling viewport and turn my face to the black to wait for my cheeks to cool. I take a deep breath and let the view calm me.

      I have lived on this ship for five cycles and never once gotten bored of the stars. Millions of them, always there to light our way. If I lean back, I can catch a glimpse of the Quaris 6 galaxy cluster.

      “So.” The chair across from me rattles away from the table, and Renner sits. “I’m helping with the show tonight.”

      “Oh?” I try to ignore the way my heart pounds in response to his nearness.

      “Pon says everyone helps. I think Nia is getting me the uniform. I’m in sector A2. Is that good?”

      “You’ll have a good view, yes.” My eyes flicker to his, then back to my pink Drawx melon, the flesh so sweet it’s practically a dessert. Fresh produce from planetside is always one of my favorite things at our stops.

      “This will be my first time seeing the show,” he says, and then goes into a story Pon was sharing that I’ve already heard.

      I want to listen, but his scent triggers the earlier memory of my mother and brings High Queen Laerkin’s death to the surface of my thoughts once again. I’ve tried to come to peace with it all, but the calm is fleeting. Renner ran the thoughts off, kidnapping me as he did, but on the dawn of a new day, I find nothing has changed. The memory of her is a bitter taste in my mouth juxtaposed to the sweet melon. Her death ushers in—

      “Talie?”

      “I’m sorry.” I swallow. “What did you say?”

      “I asked what your favorite act is.”

      I sigh and lean back in my chair, appetite gone. “I like them all.”

      “I see.” He steeples his fingers. “What’s wrong?”

      I want to make a snide comment about how he told me he was never serious and his concern borders on that, but I can’t. There’s a part of me that longs to be asked that very question by someone who actually wants to know the answer. Not someone who’s only there because they have to be.

      “I’ve been thinking about the High Queen’s death.” The truth slips out.

      He visibly stiffens. “Why?”

      “It was…tragic. How can something like that happen?” I lean in and lower my voice. “You were with the royal guard. They blamed it on the Rising, but…how does someone get past that type of security?”

      “I—I don’t know. I’ve never been to Cerlia.” He looks out the viewport, rubbing at his jaw. “But it only takes one person not doing their job…”

      “There were rumors it was an assassination.” I don’t know why I say it, but his reaction is not what I expected.

      “Where have you heard that?” His brow dips in a jagged V, serious and focused. I’m seeing the royal guard side of Renner.

      “Ship chatter,” I hedge. “It probably came from some guest spouting a conspiracy. No one really knows.”

      The murder took place planets away, but the ramifications reach throughout the Xerus Galaxy. I know that better than most.

      “It is true!” Freyda stands with her hands on her hips, black lips parted in an exaggerated O. “You—he—I can’t believe this, Talie!”

      Her outburst has caught the attention of the rest of the galley, and I freeze. “Freyda.” I look at Renner and back to her. I nearly miss her wink. “Let’s go somewhere and talk.”

      “But he’s your intended.” She blurts the word so loudly, I’m sure the whole ship can hear, and I cringe inwardly at her overacting. Then again, if I wanted the ship to know, it certainly will now.

      “Frey.” I jump to her side, food long forgotten, and latch on to her arm. “Walk with me?”

      I shoot a look back at Renner, but he seems relieved to see me go as he reaches for my discarded muffin.

      Out in the hallway, Freyda bursts into a fit of giggles, but I hush her until we’re on the trav-tube.

      “And Delmar said I was only good for the tightrope. I’d say I’m quite the actress, am I not? Was it just me, or did Pon look overly disappointed that Renner is off the market?”

      I shake my head, but she laughs again. “Are you so certain she hadn’t already heard? Ships gossip and all.”

      “Good point.” Her black lips quirk. “Delmar said this ruse was your idea.”

      “It was. And if he would have listened to me before barging in to Renner’s room, things could have gone differently.”

      “You know how he gets,” Freyda says. “His way or the void.”

      She’s joking, but sometimes it does feel that way. I lean in, conspiratorially. “You should have seen Renner’s face.” I recall his look of utter shock. “Priceless.”

      “You didn’t tell him your plan before Delmar came in?”

      “I didn’t have the chance. But you know, it’s better this way—fewer questions.” We share a look.

      “Speaking of his face…” She trails off, one perfect eyebrow lifting. “Where did you find this Aquis look-a-like?”

      I laugh at her comparison to the Meloran god of the sea who is always pictured toned and shirtless.

      “I actually think he’s more muscular than Aquis, but I’d have to see him without a shirt to know.”

      “Freyda.” I blush at her boldness.

      “You’re right.” She holds out her palms to me. “You found him first.”

      “He’s just…” I bite my lip.

      This was the part of the story I hadn’t rehearsed. After our charade in front of Renner, Delmar had pulled me aside to tell me in no uncertain terms that having Renner aboard was a security risk. I got him to agree to take Renner from Drawx using our “intended” ruse, but Delmar made sure I knew Renner would be kicked off at the next viable station with news of our broken engagement to follow.

      I knew what I would tell the crew until then—a well fabricated lie. But what could I tell my observant best friend? If she knew the truth about him nearly holding me hostage, she would be much less forgiving.

      “Talie, how did you meet this boy?” Her look sharpens. “Where is he from? How did he convince you to get him on the crew?”

      Her rapid questions coil around my lungs, but the trav-tube door slides open giving me a moment to collect my thoughts. We walk toward my berth, but Freyda’s silence is pressure. When we reach my door, she stops. Despite the fact it’s time for her rehearsal, she won’t leave until I give her answers.

      “He needs to get off Drawx. Quickly. He’s doing it for his mother and sister.”

      “Oh, Talie.” My name comes out as a sigh on her dark lips.

      “It’s not like last time. I promise. He’s not like Leva.” At least I don’t think so.

      “Why do you insist on putting yourself in harm’s way like this?” Now she sounds more like a premier and less like my friend. “He could have found another way off Drawx.”

      I can’t argue that.

      “As handsome as he is, I’m not happy about this. Farce or not, he could ruin everything. You know the rules, Tal.”

      The coil tightens, and I fight for breath.

      “I’ve got to go. We’ll talk later?” She kisses me on the cheek and flies down the hall on light feet as if she were atop the tightrope already. She’s gone before I can form a coherent thought, but maybe that’s best.

      I’m tired of defending my decisions. My mother challenged me to always let compassion and kindness lead my decision-making. She trained me to evaluate, process, and be decisive, yet living on the Midway has left my true self atrophied. Like a limb forbidden to work its purpose, only to find it has forgotten it.

      I shake off the feelings of unrest, reminding myself that five cycles with Phenomena is a small price to pay for safety.

      I enter my room and see the door to one of my closets has stayed open. Renner’s black armor shines back at me, and I thank the stars I didn’t invite Freyda in—this would be hard to explain.

      I’ve already hidden his pistol in a drawer, but the rest must be concealed. I kneel and begin to move it further into the closet. Chest and back plates, arm pieces, and leg shields all made of the same light weight, durasteel blend in matte black. Not power armor, but a power suit strong enough for security detail. And then the helmet, a thin sio-glass, retractable panel that—a black datapad slides to the floor.

      Frowning, I pick it up and tap it awake. It flashes angry red at me and demands a passcode. It’s encrypted and probably only opens to his touch. I move to set it back down, but an image appears on the screen—a personalization option many use.

      It’s Renner, standing with his arm around the waist of a young woman. She’s very beautiful with long, blonde hair that hangs in wavy curls and a bright smile. He looks relaxed. Happy. He’s clearly wearing a royal guard uniform, the crown insignia above his heart indicating his position.

      I bring the datapad closer. Its palm-sized screen makes me squint, but I catch the thin outline of an aurtanium crown circlet on her head. My stomach clenches, and I toss the device back with the armor.

      I knew there was more to Renner Cartha than what he shared, but this image seems in direct conflict with the story he told me. The photo looks like it was taken recently and, if he’s this close with who I can only assume is Lè Fayrin Tai, Princess of Drawx, then why would he be shipped off to Polis?

      Is it possible he’s using me just like Leva did? Have I agreed to help a criminal escape—again? And if so, what has he done?

      I sink to the floor, dropping my face into my hands, and allow the tears to fall. Mother said my compassion would be my strength, but all it has given me is weakness.

      When my cheeks dry, my gaze lands on his armor. Steely resolve clamps around my heart, acting like its own power suit. I will uncover Renner’s lies and the real reason he needs to leave Drawx, or else his days with the Phenomena are numbered. I cannot allow him to endanger our crew or the secret we hide.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 7

          

          RENNER

        

      

    

    
      Eight muffins later, I follow Mika down the tenth-floor hallway to the main security office. We’re surrounded by dark gray walls interrupted every five meters by inset glowing lights on the bulkheads. It’s cold, and our boots clomping against the duraplast disrupts the silence.

      Mika, shorter than me by at least ten centimeters, wears a focused gaze I wouldn’t expect from someone who plays a clown in the Phenomena. He’s also bulkier in the arms, chest, and thighs—a body more suited to a militia man than an entertainer.

      Then again, as most cast members seem to do, he works two jobs aboard the Midway. He’s the sec-liaison, working in connection with the hired security team to bridge the gap between sec-units and cast members. Perhaps there’s something in his past that recommends him to this job more than that of a clown.

      It is odd though. The security on the Midway is far above what I would have expected. I gained entrance through my job as royal security on the guise of scoping out safe passage for my charge, but I still had to do some technical masking of my blast pistol in order to slip it past security.

      Now I have to do some fancy talking, or things could go very badly for me in the next few minutes. It’s a shame the liaison wasn’t Pon, who would have been much easier to distract. Instead, I’m left with a scowling, grouch-face of a man.

      It’s time to do what I do best. Find a weakness and exploit it.

      “I appreciate you helping me out.” We turn yet another corner in the massive ship.

      Grunt.

      “Do you enjoy being a clown?”

      Grunt.

      “Have you been with Phenomena long?”

      Grunt. Shrug.

      Okay, so not motivated by his job. Family, perhaps?

      “Traveling like this…do you get to see your family much?”

      Grunt. Deeper scowl.

      Nope. That was a step in the wrong direction. I cast an in-depth, sideways glance at the man, looking for clues. Brown hair with streaks of gray, wearing the same onesuit we all are.

      Wait. There it is!

      “You’re a Wraxian Wrestle Mania fan?”

      “What?” He turns toward me, skepticism written in every line.

      “Your tattoo.” I point to the black WWM on the inside of his wrist.

      “Oh.” He huffs a breath, but there’s the hint of a smile in it. “Yeah. I’m a bit of a fan.”

      “I got to meet a few of them at my last job.”

      His head snaps to me. I got to meet all of them at private parties, but that would create too many questions regarding what I did before joining the circus.

      “Who did you meet?”

      I gauge him. The top three fighters are Manic, CharChar, and Jaws. They’re the most well-known and often the issue of debate between fans. But ‘fans’ is too small of a word for what the lovers of Wraxian Wrestling are. More like fanatics. If I say the wrong one, my chances could be shot.

      Mika doesn’t have the look of a CharChar fan with the fighter’s expensive taste, excessive preening, and flowy Margaux fighting style. I’d assume he was a Manic fan, but something tells me that would be wrong. Then it comes to me—his hair!

      “Buzz.”

      His mouth drops open. Got him.

      “You met the Buzz? What was it like? Was she as impressive in person as she seems on the vids?” His eyes are the size of Zera’s moons.

      I have to squelch my grin because he’s so earnest. B, as she prefers to be called, is the only female in the higher Wraxian levels. I wouldn’t have considered Mika a fan, but his hair is styled exactly like hers, long on the top and in the back, buzzed on the sides. That’s commitment.

      “She was amazing. And really nice in person,” I add because it’s true.

      “I’ve heard reports of that.” Mika’s animated in a way I wouldn’t have expected and, when we reach the security office, he’s more than happy to get the door for me.

      I slide past, beaming. Now for the next part of my plan. I share as much about B as I think is right, and Mika listens like a starving man at a feast. She was the nicest of the four at the party, and we found we had a lot in common, both growing up poor and making something of ourselves.

      Mika adds his own trivia as he works, entering me into the ship’s security, and then pauses. “You know what? I got a signed poster.” He shakes his head. “I nearly fainted dead away when it arrived.”

      “Wait, it’s signed?” I feign shock. I’ve got to time this perfectly.

      “Yeah.” He drops his gaze, and I can see heat creep up his neck.

      “I’d love to see it.”

      “You would?” His head snaps up.

      “Totally.”

      “Hold on,” he looks over at the control system, and I know to watch. “I could bring it here. Then we can finish your input.”

      “That would be great. I’ll wait here.” All alone with the sec-system.

      His fingers blur over the board, but I’m used to observing every detail.

      “I’ll be right back. Don’t touch anything.” He winks and taps the last key before heading for the door, looking as giddy as Scar was for his morning meal—which, thankfully, was not me.

      The second he’s gone my hands fly to the keys and repeat what I saw. I estimate I have less than five minutes, but that should be plenty of time. I’ve hacked many security systems before and have a feeling this one isn’t going to be—

      <<SECURITY ALERT>>

      I take that back. This is higher level security than I would have guessed. Though maybe I should have, considering what I’ve seen so far.

      Tapping a few more keys, I regret not having my datapad with me. That’s part of why I’m doing what I am. I was in such a hurry to find a place to hide onboard, I didn’t think through the fact that Talie’s room is worlds away from mine, in both security and distance. I can’t be seen—or heard—on her floor, especially not carrying armor to the basement.

      But…

      I press a few more keys.

      <<ACCESS GRANTED>>

      And that, folks, is how it’s done.

      I did my research, so I know every cast member is chipped. The sec-bracelets are their outward connection to the security team, but inwardly, each crew and cast member has a small microchip that alerts the sec-team to their whereabouts. It’s an over-the-top precaution in my opinion, but perhaps it has something to do with the contract each member signs.

      If an active chip is implanted in me two things will happen. One, it will make me visible to everyone on board. That’s not so bad, but I prefer anonymity. And two, it will attempt to overwrite my existing chip. If an overwrite is initiated, an alert will be sent to the Drawxian guard station. Instead of my guard chip being hidden, it’ll act like a beacon to my exact location.

      Bottom line: I can’t be injected with an active chip.

      By now, I’m typing so fast my fingers barely touch the keys. I need to initiate a new protocol for the chip Mika’s going to implant. When I’m done with it, the chip will go dormant unless I activate it, and even then, it will be modified to appear normal without interfering with my guard chip.

      When the activation key is reformatted, I pause to pop my knuckles and then create a subroutine that will supplant the other security protocols Mika has set up. I’ll be given the highest security clearance and any external search for my name will come up blank.

      When I’m done, I quickly cover my tracks and spin away from the console. I feel a twinge of regret knowing that, if this comes to light, his job will be questioned, but a soldier’s gotta do what he’s gotta to do.

      The door whispers open seconds after I move. Whew.

      “Here it is.” Mika grins as he unfurls a poster as tall as he is.

      B is decked out in her wrestling gear, all shiny metal and white duraplast plates sparkling along her arms and legs, her torso wrapped in beetle-black armor. Her devilish smirk makes her impression even more impressive. And terrifying.

      Mika allows me to admire the poster—I don’t have the heart to tell him the signature is faked—while he puts the finishing touches on his work and then turns to me with a chip injector. “Ready?”

      “Hit me,” I say, extending my forearm.

      The implantation stings, but I’ve had my fair share of chips through my previous job, this is no different. I make sure to thank him for the chance to see the poster and talk to a real fan and then bow out for him to finish his work. His smile and firm handshake let me know I’m in his good graces—for now.

      I head to the trav-tube to go back to the stalls. The door opens, and I step into silence. I’ve secured passage off of Drawx, and now the second part of my mission is in place—I’m invisible.

      Good work, Ren, but eyes forward. They’re counting on us.

      I hear the praise in her voice, and a note of sadness washes over my satisfaction. She’s always been like that—focused on the next step, never feeling accomplished or able to rest, always pushing forward. It’s been a full-time job just to keep up with her the last two cycles.

      I miss that. And I miss her. The reality of my situation is tenuous, but we both agreed it was the only way. Information like what I’ve been tasked to deliver cannot be transmitted—it must be couriered in person, or we’d risk tampering or—worse, deletion.

      I reach for the space above my left wrist, rubbing at the smooth skin there. The stakes are higher than I can imagine, but I also trust her instincts.

      Besides, I’ve never gone back on my word, and I don’t plan to now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 8

          

          TALIE

        

      

    

    
      The arena is dark except for a brilliant spotlight focused on Nia and Elcan dressed in matching red and black outfits. The strains of the siblings’ melodious and haunting music echo throughout the large auditorium, hushing the audience. Everywhere I look, people fill seats all the way to the top row. It makes the gigantic space feel smaller, but not by much.

      I close my eyes and let the music wrap around me. As the first act, they set the mood for the evening. The whole show of Phenomena tells the story of a maiden fleeing her home world, taking to the stars on a rogue ship, and having adventures with the captain she comes to love. Each act showcases an aspect of her adventures and their story, but the beginning is both my favorite and the most emotional.

      Nia’s clear voice rings out accompanied by her Gavron Harp. Each plucked string folds into the next and creates a reverberating blanket of sound. Then Elcan adds melody and rhythm over the top with his 100-key Gammaphone and lends his voice in harmony. The words ricochet in my heart.

      
        
        
        I must run, I must flee

        Take to the sky, leaving all of me

        In the past, below me now

        I’ll fade away, disappear somehow

      

      

      

      Memories tug at me, and the sadness lacing Nia’s lyrics feels like it’s taken from my mind. I’m holding back tears when I feel a presence next to me.

      “Renner.” I blink, pretending I’ve got something in my eye so I can look away.

      “Stars.” His grin goes wide as he takes in my outfit.

      I blush, thankful for the low lighting. I chose one of my favorite gowns for tonight. It’s black with shimmering gold embroidered over the sleeves and body suit. The open back dips to my waist, and the skirt is cut into strips to allow movement. My hair is ringed with intertwined gold and black leaves, and my makeup is dark. Smoky shadow on my eyelids, burnt red on my lips. The makeup doesn’t matter since no one gets to see my face, but it helps me get into character.

      “You look…amazing.”

      “Thank you.” I clear my throat and look back to the stage.

      Roper is just coming on, the lights extinguished as he sets up for his magic act. He stands tall, shirtless, and confident as the swirling images of his glowing tattoos flicker across his dark skin with each movement. I know when he’s ready because he stands still, eyes closed, and arms outstretched.

      I look over at Renner, a wide smile drawing out his dimples.

      “You look good too.” My voice is low, and part of me hopes he doesn’t hear, but the dimples deepen.

      “Thanks.” He straightens his shoulders and smooths the silver V of the black onesuit, tugging at the bottom. “It’s a little snug.”

      My gaze flickers to his trim waist and muscled legs. Snug yes, but not unflattering. Heat floods my cheeks again, and I look away. “What do you think of the show?”

      “So far, it’s galaxies better than I thought it would be.”

      I make a face, and he chuckles.

      “No offense meant. I just got to see a lot of performances and entertainment at my…last job.”

      His words remind me of what I found on the datapad and what I promised myself. I need to dig into his past if I hope to figure out the truth that lurks behind his humor. I can’t afford to let his charm—or his presence—distract me.

      “You mean as a royal guard.” My voice is just above a whisper, but he flinches like I announced it over the loudspeaker.

      “Yes.” He searches around us.

      “Were you close to the royal family then?” Such a personal question is a risk, but it’s also a test.

      “Depends on what you’d call close.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      He scrunches his nose. “I was around them a lot.”

      “Still not an answer. How long had you worked for—”

      Applause interrupts me. Frustration flares, but I can’t help the smile that washes over me when I take in the stage. Roper is one of the best performers I’ve ever seen. You never know what to expect with him, but it will always be a hundred times more impressive than you could imagine.

      Currently, he’s standing on three tables balanced one on top of the other, the bottom perched across a chair on two legs. He’s standing on one foot with a flaming card extended above him. And he’s grinning.

      I pull my gaze back to Renner. The gold is gone from his eyes in the low light. Now they remind me of a Zerias mining pit—deep and sparkling. As if mischief waits beneath the surface and cunning below that.

      I calculate my next question. I believed him when he talked about his mother and sisters, but his photo with the princess undermines that. I wonder if the truth lies somewhere in the middle.

      “It must be hard to leave your post like this.”

      “Yes.” I hear only honesty in his reply.

      He turns away, rubbing at his jaw. He watches Roper, and I watch him. The curve of his jaw, the way his styled hair twists up in the front, the lines etched by his focus—out of character from his normal, joking attitude. His full lips are pressed together like he’s holding something in.

      What isn’t he saying? I’m now certain he’s lying to me, yet I’m not innocent in that regard either. I know what it’s like to keep secrets and how they can eat away at you. He flinches and turns away, pressing up against the wall so quickly I step back too.

      “What? What is it?”

      His chest rises and falls in quick succession, but he doesn’t answer.

      I follow the path of his gaze. Roper in the middle of the auditorium, the next section of floor seating, which is Renner’s responsibility, then next to it where—

      I see a line of young men filing into a large, open section of seating. They are thirty minutes late, and their heavy boots make loud, thudding sounds. To Roper’s credit, he doesn’t pay them any attention.

      I look back to Renner, but he hasn’t moved.

      “What’s wrong?” I slide up next to him, pressing close so he can whisper what the problem is.

      He dips his head, chin brushing against my cheek. I still at his nearness. I don’t want to admit to myself that I like the pungent, minty scent he casts off or the warm press of his arm against mine.

      Stars, he unsettles me.

      When he speaks, I almost don’t hear him. “Soldiers. My unit.”

      He doesn’t have to say anything else. While the stage lights are on, he’s stuck here against this wall. Any movement will draw attention to us, and we’ll be in clear view of the three full rows of soldiers.

      “Stand still,” I whisper back. My lips accidentally brush his cheek, and my chest ignites in fire. I mentally starve it of air. “As long as we don’t move, they won’t notice us.”

      “Any man with eyes would notice you.”

      His words pool in my abdomen like hot coals. “How can you joke at a time like this?”

      “I wasn’t joking.” The half-smile that accompanies his words threatens to rekindle the fire.

      His gaze consumes mine, our breath mingling in what little space lies between us. He’s so close, I would only need to lean in for our lips to meet. The traitorous thought has me pulling back far enough to create distance. It’s as if Renner has his own gravity, and I can’t escape it.

      I turn away, flooded by conflicting emotions. That’s when I see several of the soldiers pointing in our direction. Have they recognized him, or am I the focus of their attention? Either way, a glance to the stage, and I know the rest of the main lights are about to go on for Roper’s grand finale. I clasp Renner’s arms and pull him to face me, his back to the audience.

      The music sounds. Roper steps onto an ascending platform. The lights burst bright.

      It feels like I’m moving in slow motion despite my urgency. My hands slip from Renner’s arms to his neck, fingers digging into his hair as I pull his head down. My first thought is to make it look like lovers caught in an embrace, but one look in Renner’s amber eyes, and I see my mistake.

      Our lips meet.

      My senses jolt into overdrive. Colors explode in my vision like fireworks, and I slip from reality into a world where only Renner and I exist. Where the warmth of his touch reaches my soul, and the press of his lips acts like a searing bond between us, drawing me in.

      Then panic hits. I know this is wrong, and my heart pounds at the overstep.

      When darkness shrouds us again, I force myself to pull back. We’re both breathing hard, and my lips ache for another taste of his, but I silence them. He steps closer, his gaze flickering to my lips with a smirk.

      I push back, my hand on his chest. “You’re welcome.”

      He frowns. “What?”

      “For rescuing you. Again.” Then I straighten, adjusting my dress. That’s all it was, a rescue. I remind the longing pulsing in my abdomen that’s all it can ever be. Then I turn toward the arena.

      It’s show time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 9

          

          RENNER

        

      

    

    
      I don’t know what in the galaxy just happened, but all I can think about is kissing Talie again.

      It’s an idiotic thing to be thinking with my unit sitting less than fifteen meters across the auditorium, but her sweet scent intoxicates me. My mind fogs, and all I know is the deep red of her lips followed by the heady scent of her perfume. The honeyed sweetness of her taste.

      My second father always said a woman would be my undoing. If it has to be Talie…

      “Renner.” Her sharp words act as a verbal slap.

      “Sorry. What?”

      “You have to go.” Her blush highlights the sparkling face powder she wears. She frowns and tries to move farther back, but my hand is on her waist, holding her close. The warm skin of her back burns beneath my touch.

      “They were looking.” She seems flustered. “I—I had to do something quickly.”

      I hate to think of what she’d come up with given extra thinking time.

      “Right.” I release her, feeling dazed, and look back to the door behind us. I was told all backstage doors are locked during each performance to minimize distraction, but it should be open now.

      “Hurry. I can’t draw attention back here. The kiss only worked to hide you once.”

      I meant what I said. There’s no way Talie can remain unnoticed for any length of time, especially not while she’s wearing this distracting dress that shows off all her best attributes. But I know what she means—we’ll start looking suspicious.

      I step forward but am met by smooth duraplast. “Uh, Talie?”

      She frowns, meeting me at the door. “They must have forgotten to unlock it. I exit on the other side of the stage…” Her words trail off as the lights wink out.

      “What—”

      “Oh no.” I feel more than see her tense next to me. “Renner, do you trust me?”

      This question is a familiar one, but I’m usually the one doing the asking. She steps closer, her flaxon scent swirling around me. Reeling me in. I don’t trust easily, but—

      “Yes.”

      “Here.” Her hands press something against my forehead, and I feel a tingling zap as she taps something in on the side. “Whatever happens, do exactly what I say.”

      My gut clenches. That doesn’t sound good. “What do you mean—?”

      Lights ignite the darkness, and I’m blinded. It’s like a sun is crashing to the floor of the stage. My vision clears, and my brain slowly catches up. I’ve got a holomask on. It will morph the structure of my face, giving it a more caricature-like appearance, but is it enough?

      “Smile,” she whispers. Then her fingers wrap around mine with warmth and strength…and she pulls me to the stage.

      “I may be wrong,” I say through clenched teeth, “but this feels like the opposite of hiding.”

      She merely grins, thrusting her free arm into the air and waving like she’s on parade. And that’s when it dawns on me. I’m going to be part of her act tonight.

      No no no no no!

      Sure, I’ll fight to protect my charge, engage in hand-to-hand combat, or even scale the side of a spaceship if I have to—but perform in front of hundreds of people? No way.

      “No no no—I am so not doing this.”

      “Shhh. Smile.”

      She raises my arm, and I realize just in time, she’s having me twirl her to a crescendo in the music. It’s loud and blaring, giving me just enough cover to protest.

      “Can’t I just sneak out the other side?”

      “Renner. This is the only way.”

      We are now three-quarters across the stage when the space where we’re standing begins to raise. She pulls me behind her on the platform and positions my arm around her waist. When she looks at me, her luminous eyes glow under the lights.

      “Just watch me and do what I say. You’ll be fine.” She speaks through her teeth.

      I avoid looking anywhere but at her. I can feel the platform jetting us higher and higher, and I don’t want to think about the lack of nets to catch us or wires to secure us.

      “This is quite the first date.” My usual shield of humor snaps into place.

      “To be a date,” she says, as the platform slows, “you’d need to ask me first.”

      I open my mouth to protest, but she holds up a hand to stop me.

      “Wait here.” With a wink, she throws herself out and away.

      Trails of black and gold follow her as she flies through the air. I tense, and it takes everything in me not to reach for her. But then her hands connect with a swinging bar, and she flies toward the other side of the auditorium. The crowd bursts into an uproar.

      Sickening anticipation holds me captive as she flips from one bar and catches another at the perfect time. She swings up and leaps to another platform, arms extended in showmanship. It’s so loud now, you can’t hear the music behind the cheers. People fill every seat in curving balconies that surround the center stage in a full circle.

      I watch to see what she’ll do next, excessively aware of how high I am and how little I have to hold on to. I force my shoulders back to make my posture look at ease, but I’m all rigid lines and clenched fists.

      Then Talie grabs a bar above her and leaps. Concentration lines her face, and the muscles in her arms tense as her legs propel her forward. Another bar releases, and I hold my breath until she’s latched on to it. She rushes toward me faster than I thought possible. Her look warns me to be ready. I am.

      I latch onto her waist, pulling her back against me. She waves again, and I join her, feeling completely ridiculous, but it seems to be what the crowd wants.

      “This next part is going to be…challenging.” Her breaths come in short bursts.

      My eyes go wide. “What does that mean?”

      She pulls another bar forward and down, positioning it behind me like a seat. “You’re going to swing on this, upside-down.”

      “I’m sorry, I don’t think I heard you right. Did you say upside-down?”

      She stabs me with a look. “It’s the only way to involve you without you actually having to do anything.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “You’ll swing out, drop down so you’re hanging by your legs, and then extend your arms.” She swallows, and I see the first flicker of doubt. “I’ll come out next, do a flip, and you’ll catch me.”

      “In the air?” I’m trying to make sense of this.

      “Trust me, Renner. I’m very good at what I do. It’ll be easy.”

      I want to make a quip about this being way out of my already-impressive wheelhouse, but she sneaks a glance at the stands where my unit sits, and I know she’s doing this to help me. I don’t deserve this.

      “Talie, if I don’t catch you…”

      “Don’t worry. You will.”

      She smiles at the crowd and then leans in. Her gentle kiss on my cheek distracts me from the height and sheer craziness of this. I’m lost to the feeling of her nearness again—and then she pushes me off the platform.

      I go sailing back, thankful for my death grip on the wire, and remember what she said. I have to drop so that I’m hanging upside-down.

      Don’t look down. Don’t. Look. Down.

      It takes all my effort to move one hand to the bar. I’m close to the apex of my swing and I need to be ready. I draw in air, swallow, and let go. Sinking back, the world tilts upside down and my knees latch onto the bar.

      The last step—the hardest one—is releasing my hands.

      I’ve trained with the toughest Drawxian warriors, and I’ve faced my death more times than I’d like to remember, but this is another level of crazy.

      I let go, and my weight swings me back toward Talie. The crowd gasps and I appreciate their sympathy.

      Why yes, this is the most terrifying thing I’ve ever done.

      Still, I can’t let it show. Despite the holomask I wear, I need it to look like I know what I’m doing. My life—and the integrity of my mission—depends on it.

      Gold and black meet my gaze, and I see Talie waiting for me on the platform. I come close and then swing back. That’s when I see her leap into the air on another bar. I think I see her head nodding in rhythm, and it only takes me a second to realize it’s not to the music, but to our timing.

      She’s helping me know when to expect her jump.

      I home in on her. She’s sailing toward me, determination in the set of her jaw. She reaches the apex of her swing just as I head back, and that’s when it happens.

      She lets go, tucking forward in a spin of black silk and sparkling gold. My hands are outstretched and ready, but I don’t know what to expect. I’m swinging closer, but it doesn’t look close enough. She’s flying at me, extending into a straight line, but I’m positive she’s too low.

      My stomach lodges in my throat. I’m going to watch Talie plummet to her death.

      At the last moment, she seems to still in the air. A collective breath is held. Every person a statue. My world tumbles at the impossible vision in front of me—

      Then her hands clasp mine.

      Shouts and cheers from the audience thunder around us, but all I can see is Talie’s eyes locked on mine. Her hands secure in my grasp as we swing through the air.

      I don’t know how she did it, but she’s managed to pull off the impossible.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 10

          

          TALIE

        

      

    

    
      Adrenaline races through my veins as Renner’s hands death-grip mine. It’s painful, but I’ll take too-tight over too-loose. We fly through the air, spotlight trailing, as the song nears the end.

      “Just hold on,” I say.

      Our locked gaze feels like a lifeline—perhaps for both of us. Veins pop in his neck as blood rushes to his head.

      “We’re almost done,” I say, hoping it’s true.

      I’ve worked with my crew for over a year now, and they know what they’re doing. Renner is a completely new addition to my act, but this isn’t so far from my usual performance that they can’t catch up.

      Our swing has slowed dramatically without my legs moving as a counterweight, and I feel the slight hitch as the bar descends right on time.

      Renner gasps. “What was that?”

      “They’re lowering us to the ground.”

      “Oh. Good.”

      “What? No snide remark or flirtatious innuendo?”

      “Get back to me when my feet are on the floor.”

      I tamp down my humor. “Remember, this is a performance. You’ve got to make it look good when we get down.”

      “Yeah. Just one question.” His face turns crimson, and I check to see how far we have to go. “Exactly how am I supposed to get down?”

      “I’ll drop, then you’ll grasp the bar and move into a pike position. Bring your legs down between your arms and the bar, then let go. It’s simple.”

      “You call that simple?”

      Some of his snark is returning. Oh, joy. “You’re strong. You’ll figure it out.”

      “Oh, so you did notice my muscles.”

      I let go and land on the floor in a flourish of swirling black. I do a spin, and when I’m done, I extend a hand toward Renner. He’s still hanging on to the bar, trying desperately to get his legs through his arms. He may be muscled, but he needs to work on his flexibility.

      “Hurry up,” I whisper shout through my overly brilliant smile.

      “I’m trying,” he huffs. It looks like he’s about to give up, and I’m mentally scrambling to figure out a way to cover him when I hear him mutter, “For all that’s good in the Verse.”

      He pulls himself up, arms bulging, and when he lets go, he somehow manages to do a half-flip, half-twist to land next to me on his knees.

      He reaches for me, and our eyes lock. Then, so deliberately I think time has slowed, he kisses my palm. The feather soft touch of his lips sends a tingle up my arm, and the lights go out.

      “That was dramatic.” I draw in air through my nose and quickly yank free from him. “Hurry, stand up. We have to take a bow.”

      I hear a grunt followed by a groan, and he’s standing next to me. “My knees may never be the same.”

      “Smile,” I command as the lights come up. I reach for his hand and thrust our entwined fingers into the air. Then we take a bow. At least he’s good at this part. He grins and waves as if he’s been doing this all his life, but when we rotate toward section A1, I go numb.

      Most of the men in his unit are cheering and clapping as if they’ve enjoyed the show immensely, but one man sits with his arms crossed. He’s staring a hole through Renner.

      “Come on.” I pull him to the exit.

      We have to get out of the spotlight. The holomask should conceal him from facial recognition, but what if it wasn’t enough?

      When we reach the door, I glance back, but the man is looking away. My muscles relax. I must have misread his look. Perhaps he was dragged here by his unit and hates the circus. I turn around just as the door closes and reach to disengage the holomask at Renner’s temple.

      His wide smile is waiting. “That was wild.” His enthusiasm is electric, and buzzes something to life in me.

      “You guys were out of this Verse!” A stagehand is beaming at us with clasped hands under her chin, dark brown curls bouncing back and forth.

      “Definitely like the change up,” another hand says.

      There’s a small crew backstage to help performers get on and off at the right times, and they’re all clapping enthusiastically. It’s overwhelming.

      When I first started performing, it was always like this, everyone amazed and more than a little terrified at what I did every night, but it’s been cycles since anyone who’s part of the show has reacted like this.

      “Talie. Renner. A word.”

      Delmar. My blood turns to ice.

      “Uh oh. We’re in trouble.” Renner’s easy grin opposes his words.

      I extract my fingers from his and follow the ringmaster through a side door into his stage-office. It’s cluttered with datapads for every aspect of every act, props that need fixing or updating, and a chair with so many costumes piled on top, it looks like a mound of Zerias crystals threw up on a rainbow. Delmar won’t need to announce until after Gemma and Maxon’s act, so I know we have at least fifteen minutes. Hopefully it won’t take him long to chew me out for bringing Renner into the act.

      “Look, Delmar, I’m sorry, but—”

      “That was excellent!”

      I’m stunned to silence.

      “Wasn’t it?” Renner picks up a fake red nose made of plastice. He frowns and puts it back on the desk. “I thought the last part was probably the best.”

      “Your dismount could use some work,” Delmar says flatly, giving him a sharp look, “But I’ll admit I haven’t seen that much passion from you in a long time, Talie.”

      My cheeks flame.

      “Why didn’t you tell me you were doing the act together?” Delmar turns an inquisitive eye on me, and I know he’s asking more than what his words imply.

      My only thought had been to help Renner, but have I put the Phenomena at risk in some way? The holomask is a precaution but not strictly necessary for me. Had I misjudged its necessity?

      “We wanted it to be a surprise.” Renner places his arm around my shoulders.

      My body betrays me, and I lean against him. My thoughts replay our kiss, his lips fire under mine.

      It was a distraction, nothing more. I pull away.

      “That it was.” Del moves to a chair behind the desk and brings his computer to life with a touch. “But it was a good show. Very good. And it fits within the story line better than I could have planned.”

      I should be happy right now, smiling that our impromptu act was a success, but all I can think of is the reality that I can never kiss Renner again. Of all that is good in the galaxy, why does this thought bother me so much?

      “Thanks.” Renner looks my way. “We thought so.”

      I doubt he has any clue what the show’s story is, and that’s when I realize he is exceptionally good at deception.

      “Good.” Delmar rubs his hands together and then types with a flurry of fingers. “I’ll have the art department work on a new poster. The Soaring Starress and her Captain.”

      Her captain? The words drench me like a bucket of ice water.

      “But—”

      Delmar gives me a look over his screen. “It’s good to share some of the spotlight, Talie.” I know what he’s not saying. Less focus on me isn’t a bad thing, but doesn’t he realize Renner isn’t here for long? “I’d like you to include Renner in more of the act. I know you’re the center of it, but see what you can do to incorporate him. Nothing out of his skill range,” he’s sure to point out. “I’ll give you double gym time this week during travel.”

      “Uh,” Renner’s jaw is tense from attempting to mask his surprise. “That’s…great.”

      Delmar’s too wrapped up in his own plans to notice. “This is good. Just what the show needs. Now, off you two go. Remember, double time this week. I’ll make sure Maxon figures it out with your cleaning schedule, Renner.”

      “Oh, thanks.” There’s no missing the sarcasm.

      Renner follows me back into the hallway, leaving Delmar to his scheming. The door slides shut behind us, but I can’t move. This wasn’t what I expected.

      Renner is now part of my act. My act.

      I’ve been the Soaring Starress for five cycles now. Aside from the level of difficulty I tackle, part of what makes me unique is that I do the act alone. My timed bars took special engineering and are part of the perceived danger. Not to mention it’s the one thing I have control over. Well, had control over.

      I meet his gaze and see something I wasn’t expecting. Hesitation.

      “What?” My frustration seeps out.

      “I guess I’m going back up there, huh?”

      “Looks like it.” I twist my braid through my fingers and start down the hallway, but he pulls me to a stop.

      “Talie, wait. I…” His brow furrows. “I didn’t plan this, you know.”

      “Right.” I believed him before, but the photo of the princess fills my memory. Was he hiding from the guard unit because he’s deserting, or is there another reason? One that could bring my friends and me into danger?

      I turn back down the hallway.

      “Talie, hold on. Stars, you’re fast for someone so short.” He pulls me into an alcove with a floor to ceiling viewport overlooking Drawx. “Just wait a minute, will you?”

      “What?” I cross my arms and dip my head. I just want to go back to my room, take a hot bath, and forget the events of tonight. Especially the kiss that still sears my memory.

      “I’m sorry.”

      I look up at him through my lashes.

      “Really. I know everything you did tonight was to help me, and”—he rubs at the back of his neck—“I probably don’t deserve it.”

      “Probably?”

      He laughs, and I can’t help but soften a fraction.

      “Okay, I definitely don’t deserve it. I know I dragged you into all of this.” He frowns and looks out the viewport, lifting a hand to press against the sio-glass before he drops it to look back at me. “I hope you know I appreciate everything you’ve done. It’s your act, and I’m sure you don’t want me ruining it. Why don’t I talk to Delmar and see if he’ll change his mind?”

      I’m waiting for the wisecrack, but it doesn’t come.

      “I am truly sorry,” he adds.

      The repeated apology softens me even more. “It’s…okay. And don’t talk to Del.” I draw in a calming breath. “When he sets his mind to something, it’s done.”

      “Only if you’re sure.”

      “I am.” I nail him with a look. “But it’s going to take hard work to get the act right. Do you think you can do it?”

      “I can try.” He flexes his fingers.

      “You did do fairly well tonight,” I concede.

      “Yeah right. I felt like a giant flouse swinging up there.”

      “No, it’s true,” I say past my laugh as I picture the overweight, four-legged creature swinging on a fly bar. “I don’t know many people who would have done what you did. I mean, I did shove you off a thirty-meter-high platform in near darkness.”

      “How about we never speak of the height again?” He offers a shaky laugh.

      “Please don’t tell me you’re a soldier who’s afraid of heights?”

      His eyes darken, and the mood shifts. “We can’t all be the Soaring Starress, Le’è.”

      I sense the change in him. We stand close, hidden in this alcove. The reflected light from Drawx highlights half of Renner’s face, and a warning klaxon goes off in the back of my mind. He might have impressed me during the show tonight, but I’m merely the means to his escape. Nothing more.

      “I’d better go.” I start to move away, but he grabs my wrist. His warm fingers ground me as I search his expression for an answer. To what question, I’m not sure.

      “Talie.” The hesitation is back. “I have something I need to tell you—”

      “Renner,” Maxon barks, startling us both. “Time to pull your head from the stars, Fly Boy. Clean up, stall four.”

      “Duty calls.” He gives me a rueful look then shrugs, something like relief flashing before he schools his features.

      My eyes follow him, and I wonder what he might have told me. The truth? Or some crafted version of it meant to make me feel like I was in his confidence.

      He turns, catching my gaze. “Until tomorrow.”

      I nod, uncomfortable with how his statement makes me both excited and terrified. Renner Cartha, the runaway soldier, is much easier to ignore than Renner Cartha, the boy who caught me in midair.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 11

          

          RENNER

        

      

    

    
      I am so bad at this. Like, the worst of the worst. And that’s not easy for me to admit. To be fair to myself, I am swinging upside down, thirty terrifying meters in the air, trying to catch a girl who’s throwing herself off another swinging bar. At me.

      Did I mention we’re really really high in the air?

      At least there’s a net this time and the lights are on full blast, but I’m sucking worse than a black hole.

      “Renner, are you ready?”

      I yank my eyes up from the net below me—far, far below me—and lock on to Talie. She’s swinging forward, but my mind is still elsewhere.

      “Uh, no?”

      She swings away from me, but her frustrated grunt lets me know she’s not happy with my lack of focus. Give me hours of combat training, and I’m all over it, but the ground is more than a little distracting. Plus, the bright lights erase the magic from the night before. No crowd amping up my adrenaline. It’s just hard work and a persistent ache behind my knees.

      Thankfully, Talie convinced Delmar our act wouldn’t be ready for another few nights, and I got to skip the last two shows, but we’re out of excuses now. I’ll be part of the act as soon as we get to our next location, and that means nailing all of these catches. Right now, I’d settle for nailing one.

      I’m glad we’re on our way—I need to get as far from Drawx as possible—but that’s only the first step of many for me.

      My mind jumps back two nights. I almost told Talie everything. My will must have been weakened from the performance, because I’ve been tortured and never given up secrets, but one look from those icy blue eyes, and I want to spill my life’s story.

      “Planet to Renner. We only have twenty more minutes!”

      Right. Focus. You can do this, Renner.

      “Okay. Ready.”

      We’ve just reached opposing arcs, so I know she’ll release when we’re nearing the closest apex together. My palms prick with sweat, and I quickly rub them on my thighs before dropping them down again. I need more chalk, but it’s too late now.

      She’s nearly to me. Three. Two. One—Talie lets go and throws herself into a backward flip. We tried it with her doing two rotations, but I couldn’t get the timing right, so we’re back at one. I know she’ll extend straight after the first rotation.

      She does, and her gaze locks with mine. My hands are out, reaching, stretching. Our fingers graze one another, and then she’s falling to the net. Again.

      “Sorry,” I call out. I can’t count the number of times I’ve said that in the last two hours.

      When I look down, she’s lying on the net, her dark blue onesuit hugging curves in a way that makes me forget how high up I am.

      “You okay?” I call down.

      Her eyes burn laser holes through me.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.” I reach up and latch on to my bar. “Coming down!”

      I’ve at least managed to get my legs through so I can drop down this time. I want to do some type of fancy flip as I fall to the net, but—for once—the rational part of my brain overrides the show-off part.

      I fall, bounce a few times, and come to rest in the same position as Talie, just a few feet away.

      “So that was…fun.”

      “How about I drop you fifteen times, and then you can let me know how fun it was?”

      “Touchy, touchy. So what if I dropped you…a few times? I almost caught you that last time.”

      “Almost won’t cut it when there’s no net.”

      There’s no bite to her words, but they impact like an asteroid all the same. I would never forgive myself if I dropped her and there was no net.

      I roll on my side toward her. “I’ll get it. I will.”

      She mirrors my action. “I’m not so sure about that.”

      I huff an exaggerated sigh. She may be right—two hours is a long time to work at something without success. Make that three days of double practices, and it’s looking hopeless.

      “I don’t get it. This isn’t like me. I’m athletic, strong, agile—you name it!”

      “And so humble.”

      I grin. “Yes, humbleness is one of my finer qualities.”

      Talie rolls her eyes to the fly bar still swinging above us, but I see the smile she’s trying to hide.

      I may sound arrogant, but I crawled my way from the trenches into the royal guard. I worked harder than anyone. Stayed extra hours in the training gyms, pitted myself against guys two times my size, and then ran the rest of the way home. Every day.

      Swinging on a little metal bar and catching a girl who weighs half of what I bench press should be easy.

      “I think we should call it a day.” She sounds disappointed, and I get it. She flips over the edge of the net, landing gracefully on the floor, and reaches for her datapad.

      I need to get it together. Here I am, pouting over the fact that I’m not comfortable swinging around with the stars when I have a mission to work. I’ve been so focused on fitting in and getting away from Drawx—both of which are important things—but I need to push to the next step. Unfortunately, that can’t happen without my datapad.

      I slam onto the floor and wince. “Why isn’t there a ladder?”

      She doesn’t even look up.

      Activate charm, soldier.

      “So,” I lean against the pole next to her but forget it’s not anchored into the floor like you’d expect. It shifts back and forth, allowing movement for the net, and I trip to the side.

      “You okay?” Talie’s eyes narrow as I manage to regain my balance.

      “Fine. Great. Perfect.” Real smooth. “I was thinking maybe you could have my belongings delivered to my berth.”

      “Your belongings.” She frowns. “Oh. You want…that in your little room?”

      I know she thinks I mean my armor, but that’s only half of it. There are things in special compartments that, in addition to my personal datapad, are crucial for me to have nearby. I could ask for just the device. That would be a normal request, but it would be useless to me without the other items, and I can’t risk her becoming suspicious.

      “Hey, it’s not that little.” It really is that little. “But yeah, no need to have it taking up space in your closet.” I shrug as if it’s the most nonchalant thing in the world, but in less than three full days, I’ve realized Talie reads people better than most. She’s caught me off guard a few times already, and I need to be prepared when it comes to her perception as well as her allure.

      And oh my, does she have allure.

      I pull my gaze away from admiring that very allure—long legs, toned arms, pouty lips I know from experience are beyond soft—and look into her eyes.

      “It’s not a bother. I have the space.” She looks back to her datapad.

      Okay. Plan B…

      My mind races through the options. Getting to her floor is not impossible, thank you Mika, but being there and getting into her berth are two different things. Touch access is hard to spoof.

      I wrack my mind for something convincing. What could I offer that she wouldn’t question?

      “And so humble.” Her words come back to me and a plan forms.

      “Oh, Miss Soaring Starress.” I shift closer, and she looks up. “You’ve spent the day humiliating me. Now it’s my turn.”

      Wrinkles form on her brow. “I don’t think—”

      “Do you trust me?”

      Recognition flickers to life. “You’re really pulling that?”

      “Yes. I really am. I mean, a guy’s got to save face, doesn’t he?”

      “What are you talking about, Renner?”

      “One more go,” I nod upward. “If I catch you, you step into my world. If not, we’ll forget it.”

      “I will not be cleaning out stalls for you.”

      “No,” I laugh. “It’s not animal related.”

      She has no idea.

      She frowns. “I need to know what I’m agreeing to.”

      “A good time.” My wink makes her blush. I enjoy that far too much.

      “Ren—”

      “Come on. What are the odds?” Considering I’ve dropped her one hundred percent of the time today, she’s definitely got the advantage.

      “Fine.” Her shoulders pull back, and her chin lifts. “One more time.”

      We take opposite platforms up, and then I draw my bar back to me with a press of a button. After re-chalking my hands in a cloud of white dust, I turn around, take a steadying breath, and fall back, allowing the bar to carry me like a swing. I know she’s doing the same but front wise. I kick a few times, gaining momentum, and then comes my least favorite part. I drop down so my knees hook the bar and my arms dangle.

      Stomach in my throat, I’m ready.

      You can do this. My mental cheerleader sounds a lot like my mother, and I smile before I wipe it clear and focus.

      “Ready?” she calls out.

      “I was born ready.”

      Her head tilts in challenge.

      I merely grin back.

      We swing closer together, and she lets go. This time I concentrate on her rotation. I follow her movements and laser in on her hands with hyper-focus. We’re perfectly aligned, like mirror images, and then our gazes lock just as our hands do.

      Her smile is as brilliant as a Drawxian sunrise, and I can’t draw in air.

      “Color me impressed, Fly Boy.” Her breath comes out in a gasp. “You did it.”

      We sway through the air together, hand in hand.

      “All I need is a little motivation.”

      “Are you going to tell me what I agreed to?”

      “Nope.” I add a wink, but I think its effect is lost with the inversion. “Just be ready in two hours, Le’è.”

      “I’m ready now,” she challenges.

      “Okay.” I drop her, and she lets out a laugh as she falls to the net.

      She may think she’s ready, but she has no idea what she’s up against.
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          TALIE

        

      

    

    
      I’m waiting outside of the trav-tube on my floor like I told Renner I would be, but I’m regretting accepting his challenge. My fingers grip my arms tightly, and I have to mentally tell myself to relax just as the door whispers open.

      He’s wearing his black, polyweave pants and a thin white shirt, not his crew onesuit, and his grin is like a slice of a waxing Cerlia moon.

      “What are we doing?”

      His replying silence tells me I won’t find out anything until he wants me to.

      “Can you at least tell me where we’re going?” Surely he can answer that.

      “First things first. You’re going to need to change.”

      I look down at my flowy, magenta skirt grazing the floor and the tight, black top that sits just above the skirt’s high waist. “What’s wrong with this?”

      “Trust me. You need to change. Come on.”

      His fingers brush the narrow window of bare skin as he maneuvers us down the hall. My body reacts in a flood of heat, and I move faster to escape the warmth of his touch. Palm to the door, and my berth slides open.

      “Home sweet home.” Renner steps into my closet before I can stop him. “Let’s see…not this, or this, or—” He turns around, holding up a see-through dress I wear over a bodysuit. “What do we have here?” His eyebrows waggle.

      “Put that back.”

      “I’m just saying.”

      “Put it back, Renner.”

      “You’re no fun.” He pouts before turning back to the rack of my everyday clothes. “This will do nicely.”

      I catch the tossed pair of leggings, close-fitting black top, and sports bra. He’s apparently thought of everything. Before he has a chance to step out of the closet, I close the door with a devilish smirk.

      “Hey!” His voice is muffled.

      “You come out when I’m changed.”

      “Fine.”

      I force the smile from my face. Yes, he’s got a certain type of charisma that’s becoming harder and harder to ignore, but he’s a liar and on the run—someone I have to keep at a distance.

      When I open the door, I catch him lounging on the floor, his long legs taking up all the space. He takes up all the space with his minty scent and broad shoulders surrounded by my sparkling gowns and strappy heels. The armor he wants me to deliver is piled next to him, but I haven’t found a way to get it down to his deck without suspicion. I’m glad when he doesn’t ask again.

      “Will you tell me what we’re doing now?”

      He scans my body. It’s evaluative and shouldn’t bother me, but my cheeks disagree, flushing hot.

      “You need boots.” Thankfully, he doesn’t notice my discomfort and turns back to the closet.

      “Boots?”

      “These’ll do perfectly.” He hands me a pair of ankle-high boots with a low heel like he’s my personal stylist.

      “I had no idea you were such a fashionista.”

      “Growing up with three sisters, I was forced into a lot of things no strapping young man should be.” His words are playful, but there’s distance to them. “Now, hair up, and we’re ready to go.”

      “Up?”

      “In a,” he fumbles for the word, “bun thing.”

      I so want to comment on this, but it’s not worth the effort. Instead, I quickly twist my hair up and then turn to him again, hands on hips. “Now?”

      “Perfect.” His lips twist, those star-cursed dimples showing, but the next instant, he turns for the door.

      We head down the hall, away from the trav-tube. I don’t spend much time on this floor outside of my room or Freyda’s, though I know Delmar, Roper, and the captain all have berths here too.

      When we stop at frosted glass doors, his grin could split the Verse in half. It’s a gym space usually reserved for top level crewmembers. I can’t even remember the last time I was in here.

      “We’re…working out?”

      He inclines his head, and I touch the door, using my bio-access to gain entry.

      “Not exactly,” he says. “We’re sparring.”

      My abs tighten. Sparring? As in, fighting? “No, we’re not.”

      “Come on, Le’è, afraid of a little hand-to-hand combat with me? Do my muscles scare you?”

      He flexes, and I can’t help but admire the way his t-shirt goes taut, the action freezing everything inside me before the ice melts to molten lava. Stars, he’s…fit.

      I give myself a mental shake.

      “No. I’m just afraid I might injure you.” I give him a pitying look. I’ll have to play this carefully, walking the line between holding my own and showing off the training I have. He can’t see past the façade I must live behind.

      “I think I can manage.” His laugh is golden sunlight.

      He walks to the back of the gym, past equipment, climbing walls, and weights to where there are thick mats laid out for an occasion such as this. How did he know the gym was here? Then I recall his comment about the ship’s schematic. He knows more than he should—I have to remember that.

      “Have you ever sparred before?”

      I look out through the sio-glass while I answer, hoping to mask the lie. “I might have picked up a thing or two on some planets we’ve stopped at.” When I look back, I wish I hadn’t.

      He faces away from me as he pulls off his shirt. Long, corded muscles wrap around his torso and back and, when he turns, his well-defined chest and abs are on full display. It’s the body of a disciplined soldier worked into submission and strength through cycles of training.

      Maybe I am a little afraid of his muscles.

      “There a problem?” His amusement says he knows I’m uncomfortable, but I won’t give him the satisfaction.

      “No.” The word scrapes out, and I force my gaze to meet his.

      His smile—dimples and all—is the only reply. We stand like that, tension flooding the space between us, and I wonder what he’s thinking. With a blink, he turns toward the mats.

      “What style have you studied?”

      “A little of this, a little of that.” I shrug and turn in a circle as if taking in the space, but it’s really so I won’t have to see the bare planes of his chest and arms as he flexes them back and forth in quick, warmup stretches.

      “What happens if I do this?” In an instant, he’s behind me, voice low in my ear as his arm wraps around my neck. It’s a band of steel trapping me against him while his other hand grips my loose one.

      I react without thinking. My free hand goes to pull at his arm around my neck as my opposite elbow nails his ribcage. He lets go to enforce his grip around my neck, but I’m ready. I reach up defensively in a punch directed at his perfect nose, but he pulls back. Instead, I yank his thumb out. At the same time, I rotate my head, get my chin below his forearm, and duck.

      He’s bigger than me, and I can feel his barely contained strength, but I know what to do next. I aim a strike at his most vulnerable anatomy but get his thigh instead. His laugh is the only response.

      “Not so fast, Le’è.” He increases the pressure around my neck, but my chin keeps my airway open.

      I try to push him off balance with my left leg, but he only mimics me, so I change course. Alternating my weight, I swing my right leg forward. My head slips through his arm, and I yank it out behind him, hyper-extending it. The next instant, my knee connects with his abdomen.

      He coughs, but it turns into a laugh as he throws up his hands in surrender. “I’m impressed.” He rubs at the spot on his flat stomach, and I readjust my hair. I hope I didn’t give too much away, but you can’t stop instinct.

      “You certainly learned a thing or two. Now, what about this?” He comes at me again, a spark of flint in his expression. He’s enjoying this way too much.

      Our sparring increases. I don’t give in, but I also don’t push to the full extent of my abilities. We’re both holding back. It’s a fine line we’re dancing, like Freyda on her tightrope. While I’d never admit it to Renner, I’m having fun. I haven’t sparred with anyone in a long time, and he’s good. Scary good.

      Twenty minutes later, drenched in sweat and stripped down to my workout bra and leggings, I find myself lying flat on my back. He kicked my legs out from under me, yet again, and my muscles are fatigued with the effort.

      Still, I can’t help myself. I twist as he’s moving for his water. My right foot shoots out, connecting with one leg while the other twists and pulls. It’s a perfect tangle of limbs, and he trips. He tries to balance himself but only ends up tipping forward more. Then he’s crashing on top of me.

      “Ooomph.” My hands desperately push at him. “Get off.”

      I feel a deep rumble come from his chest and realize he’s laughing. His muscled deadweight pins me, and I can’t help but join him. Our bodies shake with amusement, and I suddenly feel every inch of his bare skin where it touches every inch of mine.

      Propping himself up on an elbow, he turns, and his eyes meet mine, spots of sun flashing in a well of brown. My gaze traces his freckles as they dot his brow, his cheeks, his chin. It lands on his lips. I can’t help the memory of our kiss. The kiss that never should have happened.

      Like he’s reading my thoughts, his laughter dissipates, and his look deepens. I want to reach over and touch his hair, run my fingers through it, but I’m trapped beneath him.

      Our breath commingles, and I forget. I forget the weight of responsibility on my shoulders. I forget the lies he’s told. I nearly forget who I am. And I let myself, because a large part of me wants to be found in this moment. By golden eyes and rounded lips. In strong arms and laughter. In—

      The door slides open, and reality slams into me like a force-wave.

      Renner stands the next instant, hand extended. “I think we’re done for the day.”

      My heart pounds, and I take in the two crew members who’ve just entered. They’re top-staff and dressed in workout gear. A needed distraction.

      I push to my feet without his help, every muscle shaking from the exertion of our sparring. I’m slipping fast, falling headlong into the golden eyes of a boy who would just as soon trick me as he would care for me. I can’t let these distracting thoughts—this distracting boy—in. My duty prevents it. My honor forbids it.

      “Do you know what dock you’re getting off at?”

      He pulls his shirt down and turns. “What?”

      “What dock? I mean, you’re not staying with Phenomena forever.”

      Shock and hurt flash before he can hide it. Good, Talie, press in to that.

      “I hadn’t thought about it,” he admits.

      “Well, you should.” I tug my shirt back on. “I need to know when I can stop incorporating you into my act.”

      “I’ll get better.” It’s not an answer, but it tells me more than I think he intended.

      I force myself to turn away, heading for the double doors. I don’t want the memory of the disappointment I hear in his voice.

      “It won’t matter anyway. They’ll forget you when you’re gone.” I walk out. The cool burst of air from the hallway sends a chill up my spine even as guilt twists inside me.

      I can’t afford to let Renner in. I can’t afford to be distracted by thoughts of kissing him—an utter mistake.

      And I absolutely can’t afford him discovering who I truly am.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 13

          

          RENNER

        

      

    

    
      I should be congratulating myself on a successful mission: datapad and gear rescued, ego mostly intact. Instead, I hear Talie’s words on repeat: They’ll forget you when you’re gone.

      That means she’ll forget me when I’m gone. And why wouldn’t she? I’m just some guy who manipulated her into hiding him and then wedged his way into her trapeze act. Not exactly the hallmarks of relationship material.

      Wait, relationship?

      Her ruse must be getting to me because the thought of being promised to Talie isn’t as shocking, or as impossible, as I once thought.

      Danger! Danger! My internal warning system screams at me to rein it in.

      Food. That’s what I need. Maybe they’ll have muffins at dinner this time.

      I take the trav-tube to the galley and grab a bowl of what I hope is Drawxian chowder, a spicy soup made with chunks of corcha fish. I’m shocked they have it here, seeing as the taste is an acquired one.

      “I thought you might like that, Renner.” I look up over my steaming bowl and see a bright smile and green eyes framed by thick lashes.

      “Uh, thanks?”

      The girl’s grin broadens. “Anything you want, just let me know.”

      I’m about to mention muffins when Freyda steps up. “I think he’s got more than he needs.”

      The girl winks, and I move down the line, piling on bread and odd-looking fruit I’ve never tried before.

      “Successful practice today?” Freyda asks. She’s nearly my height, and her permanently black lips and eyelids intrigue me.

      “I’m learning. We’ll leave it at that.”

      “Drop my friend when there’s no net, and you’ll regret it, Fly Boy.”

      How is that nickname sticking? It makes me feel like an insect or something.

      “You hear me? Or else you’ll be sent off this ship so fast you’ll—”

      “Is that the premier in you talking?”

      “What?” Freyda’s dark-lidded gaze flashes, incredulous.

      “You’re Meloran and,” I look at her belt, “a premier by the looks of it. But we’re not on Meloran and, the last I heard, you aren’t the captain.”

      Her eyes narrow, the darkness of the black on her lids adding to the effect. “I may not be the captain, but I have sway, Fly B—”

      “Please don’t call me that. And I have no doubt you’re important. I just don’t take kindly to threats.”

      We stand there, caught in a stare-off. Finally, I break the silence. “What are you doing in the circus?”

      “The Phenomena takes all kinds, clearly.” Her words land as she bypasses me on her way to Delmar.

      Great. Looks like I’m making friends.

      I wonder where Talie is but push the thought away. I can’t afford to be distracted by her. I dig into my soup, enjoying the spice mirrored by the salty tang of seafood. It makes me miss home but not my life in the palace.

      I miss the early mornings when mist hangs thick and heavy in the air. And I miss the meadows that stretch out past the hut my family lived in. The scent of earth and grain pungent on my early morning runs in the foothills of the Solax Mountains.

      I don’t miss the constant vigilance of my job or the incessant worry. One mistake could cost not only the life of my charge but my life as well.

      Laugher erupts across the dining room, and I see Pon standing on tiptoes doing an impression of someone. Mika merely shakes his head, but Shea and Lena goad her on. Leith only looks interested in his datapad, which reminds me I need to get below deck and to privacy.

      I shovel the rest of my soup down, enjoying the burning sensation as the spice’s full heat hits me, and then stand. Pushing the last bite of a roll into my mouth, I deposit my tray at the counter and head out.

      They watch me go, but I ignore them. What Talie hinted at is true—my days with the circus are numbered, and I need to initiate the next phase of my plan soon.

      The trav-tube deposits me at the stalls, and I pause to scratch Scar’s forehead. He’s become fond of me and even let me ride him through the holo that morning. I tried not to take too much pleasure in Gemma’s shocked response when I told her, but a boy can only be so humble.

      “You’re my friend, aren’t you, Scar?”

      The puox presses harder against my touch and makes a guttural sigh of contentment. I don’t know how anyone could be afraid of the six-legged creature with brown tufts of fur. Then again, there are the teeth to consider…

      I give him one more pat, then turn toward my berth, ducking when he tries to nip me to come back. “I’d like to keep all of my limbs, thank you.”

      The animal gives a sheepish look, and I rush to my room. I’ve got to make contact, which also means I need to create a secure channel. Propping myself on the edge of my bed, I pull down the computer interface console. It’s an awkward setup and proves just how small this room is, but it’ll work. It has to. Then I take out the things I reclaimed from Talie’s closet.

      The mere thought of her tempts me to relive our time sparring. It was one of the best workouts I’ve gotten in a long time and betrays the fact Talie has way more training than she let on. The image of her standing there with sweat glistening as she took on a fighting stance arrests my thoughts, but my datapad flashes to life, and the picture emblazoned there draws my mind back to reality.

      Get your head out of the stars and back into the game.

      But this is no game.

      Lè Fayrin Tai looks back at me. Her sweet smile helps me redouble my focus. Sure, it’s fun training with Talie, and yes, I find her more than a little distracting, but I’m good at walking a fine line between flirtation and deception. I have to be. The success of my mission depends on it.

      I unlock the datapad with my touch and select a cord that will connect it directly to what acts as a charging port but will also convey information. Then I pull out the keyboard every berth comes with. It’s meant for access to shipboard information, entertainment, and basic communications, but I need more.

      My fingers hover over the board, and I roll my shoulders, regretting it the next instant. I’m sore in places I didn’t know existed. It makes me remember the feel of Talie’s strong, sure grip in mine. The look of surprised pleasure when I made the catch. Then the worrisome sense of responsibility knowing I held her life securely in my hands as we swung back and forth.

      She’s a means to an end, Renner.

      Now the voice in my head is Lè Fayrin’s. I sense the inflection her high-born status lends her words and the commanding way she keeps me on task.

      Right. Time to go invisible.

      I use my datapad’s built in sec-system to cover my tracks, keeping my activity from registering on the ship-wide system. It was all built in by my gearhead back on Drawx. Once that’s done, I access my private folder and find a message from Lè Fayrin.

      
        
          
            
              
        Tell me you are safe. - F

      

      

      

      

      

      I should have accessed this days ago, but she knew the risks.

      My response is one word.

      
        
          
            
              
        Yes.

      

      

      

      

      

      She’ll either understand and appreciate my brevity or be frustrated with the lack of information.

      Lè Fayrin is disadvantaged by her emotions. I’ve known her long enough to pinpoint that flaw, but there have been times where those very emotions have aided her in ways I never would have understood. It’s the reason her loyalties lie where they do and the very reason I’m here now.

      She believes in something greater than what greed can gain, and I’m afraid that will put a target on her back if it hasn’t already. I’m also afraid of what will happen to her if I’m not there.

      Only deal in realities, Renner. They are the only things you can rely on.

      Cold words from a cold man—the captain of my former guard—but truth, nonetheless.

      Navigating away from her message with decisiveness, I run a security protocol on all network traffic, helped again by built-in systems in my small but mighty datapad.

      Things are going well when my screen flashes with a red alert:

      Search Results: 1.6T items found

      I blink, and nausea coils through my stomach. This is not good.

      Clicking on the top result, I flinch when my face fills the screen. It’s my service image from years ago, so my hair is trimmed short, and I’m wearing a black uniform with the royal seal emblazoned above my heart. A symbol that the Drawxian crown is my highest authority and has my deepest devotion. I absentmindedly rub at the familiar spot.

      Below it, my formal name in bold, flashing text: Lt. Byrenn Car-Tai, Wanted Criminal.

      The sickness swells. I was born Byrenn, but my mother never called me anything but Renner. Then, when I joined the service of the king, my last name was cut and pasted to that of the royal line like every other royal guard. It’s supposed to be a reminder of the debt we owe to the crown. To me, it felt more like losing my identity.

      <<WARNING: SYSTEM DETECTION IMMINENT>>

      I yank the datapad from the cord attachment. What in the Verse—

      “That your picture, boy?”

      I jump from my seat into a fighting stance before I catch myself. Maxon is standing in front of my door—my closed door—with a bucket of slop in one hand and a knife in the other.

      “I—what?” How did he get in here without my knowledge? I should never be so distracted I don’t hear a door open.

      “I can smell a lie better than two heads on an iduos, boy.” Maxon takes a step and points the knife in my direction. “Don’t mess with me.”

      “Yes.” I meet his gaze, unflinching. I know from both his body language and the way his eyes never leave mine that he won’t accept anything less than the truth. “It’s me.”

      “What’d you do? Kill somebody?”

      I flinch. What I’ve had to do in the name of the crown and to protect Lè Fayrin is none of his business, but I know he’s not asking about that.

      “No. I deserted my post with the royal guard.” It’s true, though not even close to the whole truth.

      “And Talie knows?”

      “Yes.” She knows the parts she needs to.

      “Don’t know what my girl sees in you or why she’d protect you,” Maxon’s head tilts to the side, “but as long as she’s got your back, so do I.”

      It’s the last thing I’d expect from him. His duty isn’t to me. It’s to the circus, but as I consider him, I wonder if that’s completely true. Is there more I’m not seeing here? Some connection beyond fellow performers?

      I open my mouth to ask, but he disappears—right through the wall.

      Not only am I galaxy-wanted, I’m living on a floor with a man who can walk through walls. This is something out of my worst nightmare.

      “Oh, and,” Maxon pops his head through the wall, his smile wider than a supernova. “Stalls five and six need cleaning.”

      I have so many questions, but he disappears, and my chance to ask is gone.

      I change back into my work onesuit with deliberate slowness. I don’t mind the menial task of cleaning out stalls, knowing it will give me time to process this new information. To consider all my options. What I don’t like is the lack of privacy I’m certain to face now.

      It seems living under a holomask on the stage of a circus might be the best place to hide. And that means convincing Talie her act is better with me than without. At least until l can get to the type of galaxy-wide port I need.

      If I can charm a puox, surely I can charm a circus girl. Right?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 14

          

          TALIE

        

      

    

    
      Lyrical music weaves through the crowded auditorium. I’m waiting in the wings, but this time my—our—act follows Lena and Leith’s silk dance. The change is a little off-putting, but I agree with Delmar. It fits the storyline better now that there are two of us.

      Or there should be two of us. I have no idea where Renner is.

      Lena is on a floating platform in the middle of the stage, arms extended, and Leith is suspended below her on a length of pure white silk. I haven’t seen their act in a while, and I’ve forgotten how incredible the twins are.

      As part of a unique race that creates their own silk, their exotic ability charms crowds and draws out oohs and ahhs. Silk extends from threaders in Lena’s wrists. It comes out a shimmery blue as she leans over, dangerously far. The silk wraps around a hanging bar similar to my fly bars. When it’s secure, she leaps off and spins in a circle, starlight colored silk shooting from her other wrist.

      You wouldn’t expect silk to be so strong, but it is. In mid-flight Lena changes position, flipping upside down, and Leith reaches out to her. She extends a hand to him, silk automatically wrapping around his wrist, and they circle from the hanging bar, his dark purple strand mingling with hers.

      I’m mesmerized by the spinning colors and don’t notice Renner until it’s too late.

      “Sorry I’m late.” He huffs out a breath. “Had some issues with the dreyhass again. Nasty creatures.”

      His minty scent surrounds me, superseding the greasy smells from the concession booths, but I keep my focus on the show. “Glad you could make it.”

      “You kidding?” He props an elbow on the wall directly behind me and cocoons my body. “I wouldn’t miss this for the Verse. Not after all those practices you put me through.”

      I can’t help it. I turn to look up at him. “I put you through?”

      Stage lights flash against his white teeth. He’s teasing me.

      Over the last week of travel, we’ve rehearsed every day. Sometimes two times a day. Now that he’s gotten the hang of catching me, he’s always the one who wants to try it “one more time” at the end of rehearsal.

      “Tonight is the big night,” I say, gauging his reaction.

      “Yeah. It is.” His arm shifts, and I see him fiddling with the new holomask. We both wear them now, and I know he’s still not used to it. But it’s more than the mask that’s bothering him. He looks…

      “Renner Cartha.” I turn away from the stage and give him my full attention. “Are you nervous?”

      “Me? Nervous?” His voice cracks. “Why would I be nervous?” He straightens and stretches his neck.

      “You are nervous.” I lean in, and my voice turns serious. “Are you okay to go on? I’ll do it without you if you don’t feel ready. Delmar will understand.” He won’t like it, but he’ll understand.

      “I’ll be fine.” He looks suspicious. “You aren’t trying to get rid of me, are you? Afraid I’ll steal the show?”

      I laugh. “That’s literally the last thing I’m afraid of.”

      He fakes a wounded motion, clutching his chest. “She may be pretty folks, but she’s cruel.”

      “Am not.”

      “Oh, you definitely are.”

      I turn, mentally pushing away the fact he just said I’m pretty.

      The lights dim as Leith and Lena reach the ground draped in silk. It’s gathered every night after the show and offered for sale on the concourse—the high-quality silk always fetches top creds.

      “Okay, we’re almost up. Remember what I said about—”

      “Please don’t remind me of everything you’ve taught me in the last week right before we go on, Tal. If I didn’t learn it then, I’m not going to learn it now.”

      “That’s comforting,” I say as we ready to enter the spotlight.

      The music changes, and Delmar recites the next part of the story like a disembodied celestial narrator.

      Renner shifts, concern darkening his handsome features.

      “What is it?”

      He bites his lip. “Nothing.”

      “What aren’t you saying?” I lean in.

      “Talie, I’m…wanted.”

      “Oh please.” I frown back at him. “Are you really reminding me that every girl on this ship thinks you’re irresistible? What? Do you need some sort of ego-boost to get you pumped for the show?”

      He laughs, his shoulders hunching with the effort to keep quiet.

      “What?”

      “That’s not what I’m saying.” He rubs at hand over his face. The holomask shimmers then falls back into place.

      “Then what—”

      “My face is all over the net. I’ve got the holomask, but I wanted you to know. In case anyone recognizes me.”

      “Oh.” There’s a universe full of questions I want to ask, but Del is almost done with his narration, and now is not the time to ask them.

      “I just want you to…be prepared.”

      “Okay.” The thought of someone dragging Renner off the ship and back to Drawx isn’t something I want to think about, but I’ll be bringing this up once we’re done with our show.

      He hesitates then leans down. “Did you say every girl?”

      I elbow him in the side, the move all too familiar from our sparring, and smile.

      When his knuckles brush against mine, I’m startled by the contact, but I realize he’s doing this for the show. It’s all part of the act. Stilted lovers, drawn together in the stars but destined to part on land.

      The auditorium lights go out, and only stars twinkle above us from the top portion of the auditorium where retractable doors have opened to showcase massive viewports.

      “Want to kiss me for good luck?” His husky whisper tickles my ear and sends molten lava through my veins. It pools in the pit of my stomach, a burning fire made of forbidden attraction to this frustrating boy. I quench it with truth: this is all an act.

      “I’ll pass.”

      The lights blare, and I catch his grin right before the holomask sparks back into place, making our features look more like that of plastice dolls than humans.

      We step onto the stage, rhythmic music keeping time with our steps. The thin strips of my skirt swirl about my ankles in colors of deep navy and star-white, matching his navy onesuit with pearlescent trimming.

      I’m so focused on the new routine, the applause barely registers. We’ve practiced so much I could probably make the moves in my sleep, but it’s the first time in front of an audience, and that always makes me nervous.

      I look up as the music pauses. Renner’s exactly opposite me.

      Good, he’s right where he needs to be.

      I wait two breaths, knowing when the music will swell to emphasize us shooting upward, but despite the distance across the stage, I sense Renner’s mood shift. His shoulders tense, and his gaze focuses somewhere on the crowd below me as our platforms ascend.

      I shouldn’t be so attuned to his body language, but when you trust someone with your life, you can’t help but grow close—despite how hard I’ve tried to keep my distance.

      He holds his stare before turning back to me.

      Trying to be as unobtrusive as possible, I look down and behind me. When I see the upturned face in the flash of a strobe light, I gasp. It’s the same man I saw at our very first performance. The man from Renner’s unit who I thought was staring at him.

      Stars. I’ve nearly missed my cue.

      Lights find me stumbling to recover as my bar releases in the middle of the stage. I quickly grab the platform fly bar and leap off. I can make up the distance, and I’m not worried about my timing, but what I am worried about is the massive distraction this will be for Renner.

      I maneuver my flips and twists like I’ve done them forever—because I have—and make it to the middle platform. While Delmar told me to incorporate Renner in more of the show, we both agreed to keep his part small for now. One catch. That’s all he has to do.

      Swallowing, my eyes find his before I flip backward and extend for the next released bar. I reach it easily, this has always been second nature to me, but I see Renner readying himself out of the corner of my eye.

      Then I’m back on the farthest platform, reaching for the last fly bar, just as Renner throws himself backward. I admire how easy he makes it look. For all his mistakes during the first few days, his natural athletic ability helped him catch on fast.

      I wait for my cue, the music swelling and dipping. I’ve momentarily forgotten about the man, but he surges to mind with one quick glance. Is it by chance he’s here? A super fan? Or did he follow Renner through the Torren System to Web13? It’s only a newly formed colony of miners looking for entertainment, but wherever Delmar senses profit, we go.

      It would be unlikely for a Drawxian soldier to come this far on a whim, but maybe not impossible. Renner’s words return to me—he’s a wanted man. All over the net.

      My stomach clenches. This man is following Renner.

      The music makes my muscles move before my brain catches up. I leap off the platform, hands sure on the fly bar. From here, our timing looks perfect. With Renner upside down, I can’t tell what he’s thinking, but I hope it’s about the performance. We just need to make it through the show. Then we can form a plan. Hide him somewhere. Divert the man off the ship. Something—anything.

      I reach the apex of my arc and thrust my legs upward, releasing my hands at exactly the right moment. Feet over my head, I’m tucked in tight to make the rotation fast so I’ll have time to extend and grasp Renner’s hands.

      My body shoots straight as an arrow, and I home in on Renner, but he’s not looking. He’s distracted. He’s looking at the man below.

      My throat tightens. I know he can still make this work.

      Look at me, Renner. Look at me!

      He does, but it’s too late. My hands slip right through his.

      I’m falling.

      And there’s no net.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 15

          

          RENNER

        

      

    

    
      I have no breath. Everything slows as if time itself has stopped.

      I will what I’m seeing to be untrue. A trick of the light or my imagination. That somehow my hands will magically grasp hers, and this won’t be reality.

      But it is.

      Talie’s falling, and I can’t catch her.

      All I hear is the sound of blood thumping in my ears, tunneling my focus. Some part of my brain knows I’m being pulled backward by my own momentum, but all I can see is Talie’s terror. Anger flashes across her face, then something else. It looks like…resignation?

      Desperation hits, and I try to gauge just how far it is to the ground. If I could somehow make it down there before her—to catch her—but it’s a useless hope. I’m still hanging upside down and nowhere near a platform.

      The crowd’s collective gasp is followed by shrieks of fear that draw me back to real-time, and I realize with a start that Talie has stopped falling.

      I blink several times, but the vision is the same. She’s suspended in midair, her silvery gown hanging around her legs, arms outstretched, and her eyes are closed.

      She’s not moving. Not falling.

      I can’t comprehend what I’m seeing. It breaks every law of physics and—

      In an instant, I know the truth. I know what she is. But it’s impossible…

      The knowledge forces me into action. I have to get to her. I swing myself upright, something I’ve finally mastered, and gently tug on the wire of my fly bar. It’s a signal the crew will understand, and they immediately lower me.

      Her body shifts, and she rotates to an upright position. Her stage-smile flashes in a way that says, Well, that didn’t go as planned, but everything will be all right folks.

      Slowly, she lowers to the ground, and even that looks graceful and elegant. She’s down before I can get there, but everything is a raucous jumble of thoughts.

      I was so shocked by missing our catch that I’ve forgotten all about what distracted me in the first place. My captain is at this show, hiding in the shadows of the crowd. I know the only reason he would be here is for me. I need to get out of here. But Talie…

      When I’m close enough, I leap from the bar and hurry to her side. Her smile is duraplast bright, but I know it’s fake. I want to say so many things—namely that I’m sorry I dropped her—but now is not the time.

      Instead, I take her hand, and we bow. Then, as she straightens, she mimics a motion I don’t understand. I school my features to not look confused but can’t help it. She makes it look like she’s detaching something, and then she tugs me to the exit.

      Her fingers are ice in mine, and only when we rush off stage do I realize she’s trembling all over.

      “Talie, I’m so sorry—”

      “Don’t.” She doesn’t look angry. She looks scared.

      Roper rushes up to us. He’s in his costume, shirtless and wearing gold makeup, but he has a serious look that speaks of more than concern.

      “I’ll see what I can do.” He bows before rushing away.

      She watches him approach the stage, but he stops to whisper to a crew member first.

      “What’s he going to do?” I ask.

      “Convince the audience they didn’t see what they just saw.” Her words drip with regret.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Please. Don’t.” She places fingers at her temples. “All this time,” she murmurs to herself.

      “No.” My voice is firm, and she looks up. “I have to apologize. I…I dropped you.”

      “You were distracted.”

      “Come on.” My frustration bleeds through. Normally, I’d accept her easy-out, but I don’t deserve it. “I majorly messed up.”

      “We’ll work on the routine, but I need to go now.”

      I stand there, confused about what just happened. That’s it? No fire? No anger? Something is definitely wrong. She walks past me down the hall before reality slams into me. What am I thinking? I have to go after her.

      She presses a palm against a door that leads to a passway. It’s the same place where we first met, and I narrowly escape the closing doors, joining her in the solitude.

      “Talie, wait.”

      When she stops, she doesn’t turn around, so I move to stand in front of her. That’s when I notice she’s crying. Oh gosh, not tears. Anything in the Verse but tears!

      “Talie?” My voice is tentative, as if approaching a wild beast, not a beautiful girl. “What’s wrong?”

      She forms a fist and turns to me, fuming. The effect is lessened by the glossy finish the tears create. “What’s wrong?” Her words snap.

      Ah, there’s the Talie I know.

      “You dropped me.”

      This is what I deserve. The galaxy is realigning. “I did. And I’m very sorry.”

      “It’s not just that, Renner.” Tears trail down in clear rivers, and I wonder if they aren’t more from anger than sadness. “You’ve endangered the circus, the crew. If Roper can’t convince the crowd…I don’t know what we’ll do.”

      She spins away from me and steps to the sio-glass lining the ceiling and walls. There’s a murky planet beneath us, but the greens and browns of the land-dense topography provide little beauty.

      “I’ve been so careful. I’ve never made a mistake.”

      She speaks to herself more than me, but it guts me nonetheless.

      “I’m sorry.” It’s inadequate. I can’t find words to express the depth of how awful I feel.

      “You have no idea what you’ve done.” Her look spears me with guilt.

      She turns away again, and my gaze traces her profile. Porcelain skin, dark shadow on her eyelids, silvery gray hair twisted into a braid that crowns her head. There are bits of sapphire and diamond jewelry woven into her hair, and they wink back at me.

      She’s beautiful, strikingly so, and she bears a weight few can understand.

      “I do know.” The words slip past my lips.

      “You can’t.” She turns blazing eyes on me. They burn even as they plumb the depths of mine, searching. Polar blue and perceptive. Questioning.

      “I know what you are.” My words act like a slap, and she takes a step back. She’s full of questions, and I want to answer. I want her to know that I see her. I see who she is, and I’m not afraid. “You’re one of the lost Gravless princesses.”

      Her lips part.

      “You’re also clearly not dead.”

      She draws in a slow breath.

      I press my lips together to give myself time to think. I’m way past dangerous territory now. I could be putting not only myself but Lè Fayrin and her entire network at risk, but how can I keep the truth from Talie? I’ve unknowingly stumbled into the middle of a galaxies-wide secret that has far more dangerous ramifications than what I or Lè Fayrin thought.

      “You’re a far cry from the Verna System.” I rub a hand over my jaw.

      “How do you know of us?”

      “There’s news of your sister.” Truth bleeds from my lips.

      Her already pale cheeks drain to star-white. “Impossible.”

      “She was spotted in Verna.” I hesitate. I trust Talie, but there are still too many things left to chance at this point, so I hedge my words. “Recently.”

      “No. That cannot be. We could never be in the same system.” Talie tilts to the side and catches herself on a bulkhead. I want to go to her but hold back. The reality of what she is—who she is—changes everything.

      “How bad do you think it was?” I ask.

      Her brows knit. “What do you mean?”

      “Tonight. The show. Do you think Roper can…fix it?”

      “I’m not sure.” Her fingers worry the material from her gown’s skirt. “I tried to make it look like I was wearing a wire—it’s something we’ve discussed before if anything were ever to happen.”

      “Like an idiot dropping you from thirty meters?” My words are self-deprecating and feel too little.

      “I can honestly say that scenario never crossed my mind.”

      I allow the smallest of half-smiles. She believed I could do the show. She wouldn’t have gone out there with me if she hadn’t, and I had to go and drop her. Curse it all to the black. Why did I let myself get distracted? I briefly wonder where my former captain is but shove the worry aside. I’ll deal with that in a moment.

      “I’m so sorry, Talie.”

      “It’s going to take more than you repeating the same words over and over again, Renner.” Her tone is softer than I expect—than I deserve—but I wonder what she has in mind.

      “How can I make it up to you?” I take an involuntary step. I’m drawn by the shimmering light around her, the stars reflected in her eyes.

      “First of all, you’re never to drop me again.” She props a hand on her hip, and I think I glimpse the Talie I’ve come to know. Or is that the Gravless in her?

      “And secondly?”

      “You owe me some answers.”

      My chest seizes. I should have guessed that would be her price. But I can’t betray Lè Fayrin’s confidence. “I’m not sure—”

      A door at the end of the passway opens, and Talie turns toward me with a worried expression. “No one else should have access here.”

      I ruefully think of my own intrusion into this passway. If you have the right tools, it’s easier to get in than she thinks. “Get behind me.”

      “What is it?” She nervously licks her lips, and I force my mind away from unhelpful thoughts of kissing them to the more serious problem that will be coming around the corner in less than four-point-three seconds.

      “Please. Get behind me. And whatever you do, don’t interfere.” I drink in the openness I see in her.

      “Lieutenant Byrenn Car-Tai, you are under arrest by authority of the Drawxian Royal Guard under the direction of Mè Vlour Tai.”

      Captain Jas Uli-Tai is broad shouldered, at least four cycles older than I am, and has dark blonde hair cut short to military precision. His focused gaze bores into me. Cold, unbending metal gray.

      “No. I don’t think so.”

      His smile holds no warmth at all, only ordered determination. “That’s too bad. I was hoping I wouldn’t have to kill you.”
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          RENNER

        

      

    

    
      This is going to be painful. Fighting Jas always is. He’s taller by more than ten centimeters, has me by 20 kilos, and his fist is roughly the size of my bicep, which I don’t think anyone would call small. But none of that matters when he’s dressed in polyweave and I’m not.

      “This is hardly fair,” I say, pointedly looking at what he’s wearing.

      He shakes his head. “You’ve always been too funny for your own good, Ren.”

      “But you do think I’m funny.”

      “Renner.” I sense Talie’s frustration and admit it may seem like I’m goading him for the fun of it, but I need the extra time to form a plan.

      I assume Jas is interested in taking me back to Drawx and cashing in on whatever accolades my capture will gain him. He’s been looking to progress in court hierarchy, but he saw Talie’s performance. Being a captain and not a complete idiot, he must know what she is too. I’d like to believe that he’ll keep it to himself, but I’m also not stupid. Jas has always been an opportunist, no matter the cost to himself or others, and uncovering the whereabouts of one of the lost Gravless princesses will be too tempting for him to pass up.

      “Have I ever laughed at your jokes?” He spits the words like he’s eaten something rotten.

      “There’s still time.”

      “Actually, there isn’t.” And just like that, Jas ruins my brilliant plan to throw myself at him by pulling out a blast pistol. It glows orange—set to stun—but that doesn’t make me feel any better. If he incapacitates me, Talie is fair game.

      If there was ever a time I wished I had my armor and weapons, it’s now.

      “You’re coming with me, Ren. I’m under orders to—”

      His pistol flies to the ceiling, and he stares at his empty fingers like they’ve betrayed him.

      “It’s time for you leave,” Talie says.

      I want to question her—why the pistol and not the man?—but I don’t know exactly how her ability works, and now is not the time for conversation.

      “Yeah, what she said.” I try to look menacing.

      “Don’t you work fast.” He sends a leering glance at Talie. “Can’t believe you’ve already got the little Gravless under your spell.”

      “She’s not little,” I say in Talie’s defense. It’s only when I meet her gaze that I realize I didn’t exactly compliment her. “What I meant was…oh, never mind.”

      I charge at him, recommitting to my initial plan.

      Jas throws a mean punch, straight at my head, a second too late. I duck and take him from the middle, tackling him to the ground like a charging dreyhass. It’s an all-out war of arms and fists after that. I put him in a hold, he maneuvers out of it to pin me until I slip away. Repeat.

      I see Talie from the corner of my eye as Jas’s hands make it past my block to wrap around my throat.

      “I’m fine,” I rasp, blood rushing to my head in a roar. “Really, I’ve got…everything under…control.”

      She looks between us, indecision in the lines crossing her forehead, but then she turns and runs down the hall.

      Okay, so she just deserted me. I’ll deal with those emotions later.

      I slide my free arm under Jas, twist my head, and use a violent motion to shove my elbow and shoulder upward. I manage to break his hold, dragging in vast amounts of air, when I hear the whisper of the door again.

      My distraction gains me a vicious blow to the left eye—that’ll leave a mark—and I cringe as Jas pulls back for another hit, but my gaze snags on the slender red vex climbing up his back, four tiny legs barely supporting its long slithering body. My unschooled reaction must show horror because his fist falters, and he slowly turns, but it’s too late. The vex sinks its two-centimeter-long fangs into Jas’s neck. He immediately goes stiff.

      I scoot back from him as quickly as I dare. I know a vex will be drawn to hasty movements, and I am not looking to be its next victim.

      “I’ve got him,” a soft voice says. Gemma swoops in and captures the vex in one swift motion. She’s got a hold of its head, but as she talks to it, it coils its long body around her wrist in submission.

      I look back to Jas and, because sometimes I can’t help but act like a child, I use one finger and push. He crashes to the side, unable to move. I know he’s still aware, which is mostly why I do it, but a little reaction would have been the icing on the cake.

      “Really, Renner?” Talie steps out from behind Gemma.

      “I couldn’t help myself.”

      The pistol falls, smacking me in the head. I shoot a glare at Talie before bending to pick it up.

      “What?” she says innocently, “I couldn’t help myself.”

      “What just happened?” I ask.

      “Gemma helped you escape him,” she points a finger at Jas, but her focus remains on me. “Though why we keep saving you is a mystery. I think you’re more trouble than you’re worth.”

      She might be right, but I won’t admit it. “Okay, what do we do with him?”

      “We’ll take care of him.” Gemma’s cat eyes flash. She’s let go of the vex, taking the pistol from me, but the creature seems content to remain coiled around her forearm. She has a way with animals I don’t understand. “But now, Talie is needed below decks.”

      “No, she needs to get out of sight. I’m thinking we hide you in your room, and—”

      Gemma makes a dismissive grunt. “She’ll be fine. Roper is very good at what he does. She is needed in the dreyhass pen.”

      “What did I miss?” I ask Talie.

      “Bon’s broken her foreleg,” Gemma interrupts. “Her cage door malfunctioned.”

      “Hang on.” I hold out a staying hand, my brow knit in confusion as I turn on Talie. “I just outed you to a room full of people, and you’re more concerned about a dreyhass? What in the Verse is going on?”

      “What’s going on,” Gemma’s tone is even and calming, “is that Talie is doing her job—helping with the circus. Anything more than that is not your concern.”

      The edge of challenge in the woman’s voice, along with the pointed look she gives Talie, clues me in on something. I’d thought Talie was hiding from everyone, but now I can see there are some who know the truth. Just how many, I can’t begin to guess, but tonight’s mistake doesn’t change as much as I thought it would. Or, perhaps, not as much as I think it should.

      “I’ll go with you,” I offer.

      “I don’t need your help.” Some of the sharpness is back.

      “You should let him come,” Gemma agrees, nodding at the end of the corridor. “He’s good with the animals. Besides, Roper will be here to help me with this soldier in a few minutes.”

      “Fine. Come on,” Talie says.

      We make our way down the passway and out into the hall. It’s blessedly empty, but she still rushes to slip into the trav-tube. I want to break the silence, but the fast ride to the stables leaves me no time to think of what I should say.

      There’s a galaxy of unspoken truths between us by this point. Her true identity, mine, the secrets I know about her—her family—and the reality of what she represents. The sheer weight of her responsibility now that the High Queen is dead….

      I can’t even begin to wrap my mind around how all of the pieces fit, but there’s one thing I know. She’s going to demand answers I can’t give. Not without knowing where she stands in all of this.

      The scent of animals hits us when we emerge from the tube. She pauses, takes in a shallow breath, and then steps into the hallway leading to the dreyhass pen.

      “Wait.” I reach for her, feeling her muscles tense under my touch. “Are you okay?”

      “To be honest, no.” She smooths a palm over her hair, effectively pushing me away. “You’ve come into my life and just about ruined everything.”

      Okay, so I wasn’t expecting that. I thought she was going to say she was tired or something.

      “I was fine before you.” Her gaze hardens. “My act was fine—better than fine. And my life was uncomplicated. Well, as much as it can be. But you.” She leans forward, and I can feel the finger she isn’t pointing at me. “You’ve run roughshod over everything. There’s no personal space, nothing too impossible you won’t try, not even a girl you won’t flirt with.”

      “Hey now,” I hold up my palms. “I don’t flirt.”

      “You do. Anything female that moves is fair game.” She looks upset, and for the life of me I can’t understand why. “And you know the worst part?” Tears form in the corners of her eyes. “There’s a part of me that likes how you’ve shaken up my life. I must be the stupidest girl in all of the Verse because your kind of complication is not fun and games. It’s dangerous.”

      “You’re not stupid, Le’è.” For once, there’s no hint of humor in my tone.

      “No, I am. Because I can’t live with the threat you bring. And I certainly can’t give in to,” she tosses a hand at me, “whatever you think is between us.”

      I blink. Whatever I think? I want to invade her personal space and prove it’s not just some one-sided infatuation, but she keeps speaking.

      “Don’t look so surprised. If you truly know what I am—who I am—then you know the path I must take. The restrictions.”

      I frown. I know a decent amount about the High House and the Rule of Gravless, but most of my information is restricted to what I needed to know in order to best serve Lè Fayrin’s efforts. I’m not sure what she’s referring to, but I’m sure there are numerous pressure points she faces.

      “I don’t, but—” I take a tentative step. I want to reach out, touch her, assure her I see the strain she’s under. I know what it’s like to hide. Stars, I’m still hiding.

      “Don’t.” She steps back. “I am a Gravless and therefore bound to the throne and…” She drops my gaze. “…marriage to the court’s appointed choice.”

      The words land between us, and I assess them with a logical soldier’s mind. She is Gravless. She will rule one day. The court will appoint her husband. Good. Fine.

      But when I meet her gaze, my eyes skip from their frigid blue to trail over the sparkles on her cheeks and land on her lips. The kiss we shared still sears my mind with heat and a longing I want to pretend doesn’t exist.

      She’s untouchable, but all I can think about is touching her. Running my fingers over her smooth skin and—

      “I bear the weight of a galaxy on my shoulders, Renner. I can only exist in hiding for now, but”—she shrinks with worry—“I don’t know if I can trust you not to undermine that. There’s clearly more you’re not telling me.”

      So many things. Like the desire I have for her that can never be satisfied. Way to go, Renner. Always falling for the girl you can’t have.

      “I’ll get off at the next dock, and you’ll never see me again if that’s what you want.” My words are husky despite my best efforts. “But know this—I will not betray you. I know something of keeping secrets.”

      “You’re like gravity, Renner. Impossible to escape.” Her sigh is bone deep. “And believe me, I know gravity.”

      “What do you want from me?” I sound as frustrated as I feel. She’s not accepting my offer to leave, but she’s also made her position clear.

      “The truth.” Twin pools of ice stare back at me, but I can see below the surface to the real girl behind the cold crystals. Talie lives in the shadow despite her life in the spotlight. She denies who she is every minute of every day. She can’t let anyone in because it’s a danger not only to herself but to them. The weight of the purpose she bears is unbelievable.

      But she’s lonely. And maybe a little bit reckless.

      A loud, strangled cry jerks her gaze from mine. It’s the dreyhass, Bon, and she’s obviously in pain.

      “I need to help them.” She turns, but I catch her hand. It trembles in mine.

      “I’ll tell you what I can.” My brain tries to shut my mouth, but I resist. She was honest with me, and I can return the favor. “But it may not be what you want to hear.”

      “Tonight.” Her look challenges me. “On the star deck at 2400 hours.”

      I nod as another cry rends the charged air between us. “We’d better go.”

      “You’re coming?” she frowns.

      “Someone’s going to need to distract Bon. I volunteer.”

      Her smile doesn’t reach her eyes, but she turns to go and I follow.

      I’m not sure if I lied to her just now or if I really will tell her what she wants to know. But for now, all I want to do is follow the white-haired beauty whose abilities defy logic and science. It’s not smart, knowing what I do about her future path, but I can’t help myself.

      It strikes me then, the irony of the situation we’re in. Talie and I are like two stars, burning with the weight of purpose. We both must shine bright, but if we do, one of us might just burn the other out.
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      What do you want from me? Renner’s raw tone saturates my memory, making a tingle zip along my spine.

      I want to know the truth of who he is. I want to know what he’s doing on this ship. I want to know if he’ll out me to the Verse. I want to…stars, I want to kiss him again.

      Talshina! The mental reprimand sounds a lot like Doyua’s voice. As my childhood nurse, she could always stop my sister and me with the mere whisper of our names. I channel that power now over my unruly emotions.

      Bon lets out another cry as we approach the view port to her stall. She’s crumpled to the ground, one foot at an unnatural angle, and my hand goes to my throat in horror. The poor creature.

      “Good. You made it.” Maxon leaves the stall where Sover is trying to assess the damage to the dreyhass’s leg.

      A dreyhass has four legs and a long, reptilian tail, but their front legs are by far more muscular, holding up a large upper body. Bon’s back leg is the injured one, but the weight of her body is such that she will need to be in a sling for Sover to do any lasting good.

      “Do you think you can…do anything?” Maxon asks.

      The compassion he has for the creature is obvious. He hates seeing any animal in pain, but I also know what he’s asking. Can I lift Bon for long enough for the sling to be fitted?

      I close my eyes, hyperaware that Maxon and Renner are both staring at me, and reach out to sense Bon’s mass. I don’t use my ability on principle, even though Freyda constantly tells me I must practice as if the mere act of using Gravless power won’t out me to the rest of the crew and the galaxy in turn. But now I think I know what she’s getting at.

      Bon feels immense in my mind. I know she weighs over two thousand kilos, and it’s as if I’m physically trying to lift that much, not alter her gravity. I’m already exhausted from the mental strain of the performance and then holding that soldier’s pistol up for as long as I did. Perhaps I should do as Freyda says and practice more.

      Focus.

      I grind my teeth and try again, but a sharp pain sears my mind, and I trip forward with the shock of it.

      “Talie, are you all right?” Strong hands grasp my shoulders. Renner’s sudden presence is both comforting and alarming.

      “Yes. I’m fine.” I step away but can’t bear to look at Maxon or his disappointment. “I—I can’t.”

      “It’s all right.” He looks back to the cage, worrying his bottom lip.

      “I think I’ve got an idea.”

      We look at Renner who turns to Maxon. “Will you go in there and help Bon stay calm?”

      Maxon looks to me as if for permission, so I nod, and he rushes to the door.

      “Oh, and hold on to something,” Renner calls after him. “I’m going to try something.”

      With a slight frown, Maxon enters the cage, and the door slides closed. We watch through the view port as Maxon positions himself at Bon’s head, holding on to a support strap while Sover does the same.

      Renner rushes to the room panel. He taps a few buttons then presses the intercom. “Here we go.”

      “What are—” The gravity in the pen disappears, and they all begin to float. Bon lets out a low moan, but she’s focused on Maxon’s calming voice.

      “What did you do?” I ask.

      “I turned on the Zero Grav for this pen. I wasn’t sure if each pen was isolated, but they are. You’re not the only one with abilities.” He winks, and I move to lean against the view port.

      Why didn’t I think of this? It will be much easier to control Sover’s gravity for a limited time.

      “Sover, be ready,” I call out over the intercom.

      I immediately focus the last of my remaining strength on the doctor’s regained gravity, and he goes to work outfitting the large animal with the sling. Bon must know she’s being helped because she remains very still while he works.

      Sover rushes with the last clasp, his white, wispy hair floating about in the zero grav, but my hands start to shake. Then my arms. Then my legs. I force every ounce of energy to focus on Sover.

      “Talie?” Renner is at my side again.

      “I’m fine,” I gasp.

      “Right.” He rushes to the intercom. “You almost done, doc?”

      Sover nods and then steps back from the animal.

      Renner is at the control panel the next instant, and gravity returns to the room. I drop my hands, breathing deeply, but Bon only makes a small sound as the sling supports her weight.

      Maxon comes out and nods at us. “Quick thinking, Fly Boy.” Renner grimaces at the nickname but shrugs as if it was no big deal. “And thanks, Talie. Sover will get her fixed up, and she’ll be fine in no time.”

      He moves off to the other stalls, and I turn to make sure everything still looks good when a wave of sheer exhaustion wracks my body.

      “Well, that was exciting,” Renner says.

      Blackness clouds my vision, and my limbs go limp, like they’re being sucked to the floor.

      “Talie?” My name leaves his lips, and I lose strength. Renner is there in a breath, catching me with the reflexes of a trained royal soldier. “If I’d known saving a dreyhass was all it took for you to fall for me…”

      I can’t laugh, but my lips twitch.

      “Let’s get you somewhere safe.” He lifts me, holding me against him in the solid, warm strength of his arms.

      I want to protest, but my eyes won’t open. My exhaustion is complete. It’s like I expended every ounce of strength my body has, but my mind is still whirring. Cool air rushes across my skin, but it still smells like musty hay and animal sweat.

      “Hey now, don’t fall asleep on our first date,” he says.

      Somewhere nearby, a door swooshes open.

      “I can’t be that boring,” he teases.

      I only manage a grunt.

      He lays me gently on a stiff bed. It’s uncomfortable, nothing like my cushioned mattress, but it smells like…Renner. The warm, dusk mint scent envelops me, and I can’t help the contented sigh I make.

      Then I force my eyes open. “You took me…to,” I search the bare gray walls, “your room?”

      “Don’t worry, Le’è, I won’t tell anyone you’ve been in my bed.” His grin is wicked. “I am nothing if not a gentleman.”

      I huff, and it’s part laugh, part air.

      “You doubt my integrity?” He feigns shock.

      I want to say something snide, but even if I could speak again, I wouldn’t. Realization washes over me. I don’t doubt him. Yes, he’s lied to me, I don’t know how many times, but so far, he’s managed to do the right thing. Whether that was standing up to protect me or helping an injured animal. I do have to overlook the potential kidnapping when we first met, but since then, he’s done everything in his power to help me.

      “Now what’s that look for?” He bends a little closer.

      His presence kicks my pulse up, and I wonder if he can see it pounding in my neck. My earlier thoughts resurface, and my gaze flickers to his lips before I look away.

      He’s off limits. I must hold to my duty. I am promised to the man the court will choose for me.

      But slowly, as if we’re caught in a time distortion, he reaches out and brushes a lock of my hair from my forehead. His fingers burn a trail across my skin like the tail chasing a meteor. I want to take his hand and hold it, draw it to me, but I’m paralyzed, not only by my body but by my future position. As if sensing this, he pulls back.

      Resignation floods through me. This is the story of my life. Cutting off all connections out of necessity. Hiding my heart for the sake of my galaxy. Denying my ability, my very existence, out of obedience.

      When I look back, there’s something unspoken in Renner’s gaze. Regret? Understanding?

      “I’ll let you rest.” He stands and backs away from the bed.

      I want to protest. His presence is calming, but even if I had the strength, I can’t voice my true thoughts. Distance is better.

      He pauses at the door. “I’ll be right outside. You’re safe. Rest.”

      Then he bows slightly, a sight that churns my insides, and he’s gone.

      He leaves behind his scent and twisting emotions I don’t have the strength to untangle. My eyes close, and I’m lost to exhaustion.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 18

          

          RENNER

        

      

    

    
      I’m surrounded by stillness and stars. It’s late by the ship’s clock, so the popular observation deck is empty with couches and small tables scattered like an asteroid field of comfort. I can see Talie’s reflection in the sio-glass as she approaches, right on time. It looks like she’s floating as she glides across the star deck.

      “I wondered if you’d show.” I keep my gaze on her reflection, but the scent of her Meloran perfume reaches me first.

      “I’m just as surprised you’re here.”

      When I turn, my breath lodges in my throat. She’s a vision of morning mist brought to life in a sparkling gown of white silk and Zerias crystals. The straps of her sandals wrap around her ankles like twisting silver vines, and her hair falls loose, framing her face with gray-blonde spirals.

      “And miss this sight?” I look right at her.

      “Renner.” Her reprimand is undermined by the hint of a blush on her pale cheeks.

      “The stars, of course.” I turn away. Looking at her for too long will do disastrous things to my willpower.

      “The star deck is one of my favorite places on the ship.” She steps up to the sio-glass next to me, close enough that I feel the heat from her skin contrasted against the cold of space.

      “You were snoring when I left.” My tone is light to break whatever tension exists between us.

      “I don’t snore.”

      “You’re right. I wouldn’t call it snoring so much as rattling the walls.”

      “You’re insufferable.”

      I beam down at her. “One of my better qualities.”

      I catch her eye roll, pleased I can always manage to get under her skin. We remain silent until she looks over at me.

      “You’re injured.” She reaches out, and her fingers trail lightly over the bruise forming next to my eye.

      I flinch when she hits a particularly sensitive spot. “It’s nothing. I’ve had much worse.”

      I avoid looking at her by staring down at the small white cup in my hands as if it will erase the feeling of her soft skin on mine.

      “What do you have there?”

      “Coffee. So they claim.” I make a dramatic sigh. “We have the power of galaxies at our touch, and still the Source can’t make a decent cup of coffee.”

      Her laugh is like warm honey. “You’re right. It’s not as good as on-planet coffee, no matter what they say.”

      I nod. The difference between Sourced—or fabricated—food and naturally grown food is laughable. It’s fuel and will keep you going indefinitely, but Source machines aren’t meant to do much more than that.

      Another moment of silence descends on us. I know what comes next. She’ll blow past the pleasantries—the part I’m good at—and demand the truth. Ever since I left her on my bed to recover from the use of her ability, I’ve been agonizing over what I’ll say. What I’ll divulge and what I’ll skillfully hide.

      “So,” she begins.

      “Let me guess.” I shift toward her. “You want to know who I get my incredible good looks from.”

      Her frown resurfaces. “Actually, I wanted to know—”

      “My first father. He was quite handsome.” I show off my dimples. I’ve been told they’re rather distracting.

      “Just. Stop.” Her gaze hardens to obsidian.

      I turn away, focusing on the stars again. How could she hope for anything more than my humorous smokescreen? Maybe because I promised her answers. I curse past Renner for his weakness. I’ve already given too much away, and yet—whether she wanted to or not—she’s revealed much to me in the last day.

      “You gave me your word.”

      And there it is. The linchpin. And my undoing.

      Look out Verse, Renner Cartha has a conscience.

      “So I did.” My words come out on a sigh.

      I know she won’t be satisfied until she’s gotten something out of me.

      She waits, arms folded as she rests against the sio-glass.

      “What do you want to know?”

      She shoots upright, anger flashing like a solar flare. “Everything.”

      “I was partial to technological science in school. I hid a pet iduos in my room when I was seven, and sometimes I dream about muffins.”

      “Renner.” My name comes out like a curse. She clenches her jaw, hands fisting, as she steps up to me. Her sandals are flat and offer her no height advantage, and yet I still take a half step back. She’s in my space, and it’s unnerving.

      “You said everything.”

      “You know exactly what I meant. What are you really doing on this ship? Do you even have a family? What do you know of my sister? Who’s that girl on your datapad?” She stops as the last question slips out.

      Girl on my—

      “Why, Talie, I didn’t take you to be the jealous type.”

      She flushes, and I laugh. I can’t help it. She looks so cute with her scowl offset by sunrise cheeks.

      “Okay, calm down, Le’è.” My voice drops. “I’ll tell you what I can.”

      She spears me with a testing look, but then her arms drop, offering me the chance at truth.

      “Sit.” She points to a rounded couch in front of a bubbled viewport surrounded by starry space. “Talk.”

      I’m tempted to make a joke, anything to ease the tension that’s thickened between us, but I hold back.

      “I did have a family—do.” I begin with the obvious. “They live in a village not far from the base of the Solax Mountains on Drawx. But when I joined the royal guard, I was forced to cut ties. I haven’t seen them in many cycles, but I do send money through a man in the village.” I imagine my sisters, their dark hair and tanned complexion so like my own. “Two of my sisters are married now, and the last is courting. My contact says he’s a good man. After losing my second father, my mother has not remarried.”

      She sits in silence, letting me tell my story at my own pace, but I falter. What more can I tell her but of the loss I feel for my family or the pain of watching their lives from a distance? I focus on something that hurts less. What I know of her.

      “I know you’re a Gravless.” I find I’m not able to hold her gaze, and I look out to the twinkling black. “You and your twin sister Merritt are the daughters of Celennie Eqorta—the High Queen’s sister—and born with the mastery of gravity. You’re Daughters of the Court.”

      I think back to what Lè Fayrin has shared with me.

      “I know you’ve both been missing—presumed dead—for ten cycles, ever since the upset between your mother and your aunt.” It feels odd to tell her of her own history, but she hasn’t stopped me yet. “The rumors claim your parents sent you both out into the Verse to keep you from the pressure—and danger—of the throne. Though many claim you were both killed after their transport was bombed.”

      At this, I risk a glance at her. Tears fight with determination, and I resist the urge to pull her into a hug. I may not get to see my family, but at least they’re alive.

      “Go on.” Her voice is a hoarse whisper.

      “And now that your aunt is dead,” I clear my throat, “you or your sister must take the throne due to the Rule of Gravless.”

      “I must be the one to take the throne.”

      I send her a sharp look.

      “I’m the eldest.”

      “I see.” I don’t know all the rules, but this seems to follow. “Then you are the one in line for the throne, but no one knows where either of you are.”

      “Yet you know of my sister’s whereabouts.” Her tone is cool glass.

      And this is where things get dangerous.

      “I will admit, as I have before,” mistakenly, “I have some knowledge of your sister.”

      “How is that possible?” She turns to me, the full force of her gaze locked on mine.

      “The girl you asked about,” I can’t help my smile, “is Lè Fayrin Tai. She is—was—my charge and is the connection.” There are worlds of information beyond that simple admission.

      “And she knows of my sister?”

      “She has some information.” I expect her to fight this. To demand answers. But instead she leans back, her eyes focusing on the air between us.

      “I was five when they took me away.” Her words are memory. “My sister and I were on a transport together, but she got off first. I remember Doyua, my nurse, held me on her lap and whispered that everything would be fine, but I knew it would not. How could it? Mamma and Papa said goodbye, and I knew they weren’t light words. They held the weight of forever. It was only later, once aboard the Midway, that Doyua told me of the explosion.” She fingers the light fabric of her dress, twisting it back and forth. “I joined the circus at ten—they were Doyua’s people—and have been here ever since, waiting…”

      “For what?” I feel like an idiot for asking, but I wonder what she was promised. A return? A new life? A reunion with her rightful family?

      “For revolution.”

      A current zaps through me.

      “Renner.” She wraps her arms around herself. “Were you sent to find me?”

      “What?”

      She bites a lip, worrying it before answering. “You know who I am. You almost kidnapped me. I’m afraid you’re here to kill me.”

      I laugh. The sound bursts out of me, and I fail to cover my amusement. “You think I’m an assassin?”

      “It’s not out of the realm of possibilities.” She’s angry now.

      “If I were an assassin, I would be doing a terrible job of it.”

      “It’s just that after Queen Laerkin’s death—”

      I flinch. I can’t help it, and she catches my reaction.

      “Why are you here, Renner?”

      “I…can’t tell you.”

      “Can’t or won’t?” She moves toward me.

      I push from the couch, tossing my arms out and letting them swing back and forth. Anything to alleviate the pressure I feel to tell Talie what I’m doing on the Midway.

      “Does it have something to do with my aunt’s death?”

      My heart speeds. She’s hitting close to the truth, but she’s still lightcycles off.

      “Renner, what is it? Tell me.”

      She deserves to know, doesn’t she?

      “Please.” The sweetness in her open expression is too powerful. The creamy curves of her cheeks fade to pale pink lips, and her glistening blue eyes ask for the truth. Deserve it—even.

      Talie weakens my resolve simply by existing.

      “I can tell you this—and only this.” I make sure she can see my hardened resolve. “I am on a mission to deliver sensitive information to the High Council.” I’m breaking Lè Fayrin’s trust, but I can’t deny the compulsion to give Talie some solid truth. “It’s about who assassinated the queen and why.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 19

          

          TALIE

        

      

    

    
      A rushing current of air surrounds me, but my mind is galaxies away.

      “Talie?”

      I’m pulled back toward my platform, hands still firmly on my fly bar. I missed my cue again.

      “Sorry,” I call out.

      Renner hangs upside down, but I can tell he’s surprised I’ve blown past yet another release. Then again, it’s his fault I can’t concentrate. After what he told me on the star deck three days ago, I can’t stop trying to picture the person behind—and the reason for—my aunt’s assassination.

      It’s a fruitless pastime. No matter how much I pester Renner, he withstands my pleas for the truth. I’ve tried silence, begging, tears, even muffins, but he’s remained infuriatingly mute on the subject. It’s my family, and I have a right to know, but I get the impression he’s already told me too much by admitting what he did.

      I catch his upside-down look. There’s something off about him today. He’s made it clear he must reach a port with galaxy-wide access, but until then, he has to keep up the ruse with the crew, so he’s stuck practicing an acrobatic act and pretending to be my intended. Is he frustrated by this?

      Or does his mood have something to do with what I admitted? That I was born for revolution and yet have spent the majority of my life in the circus. Does he think I’m hiding from my responsibilities as Gravless?

      “Again?” he calls out.

      “Yes.” My focus is anywhere but on our rehearsal, but I have to put these thoughts aside. Perhaps I’ll talk with Freyda about all of this later—not Renner’s mission, I’ll respect his trust—but about what my next move must be. Surely, I must take action. Then again, I’ll have to get any ideas past Delmar, and I don’t foresee that being an easy conversation.

      “Talie?”

      “Sorry. Yes, let’s try again.” I’ve lost too much momentum, so I use my ability to draw me further back, the added distance giving me the extra speed I’ll need. “Be ready.”

      While I don’t admit it to him, Renner is doing better. We still practice with a net, but now it’s only for appearances. He questioned it our first practice after we left Web13, but I merely smiled. I could tell it bothered him, not knowing the why of everything, but he’s still keeping more secrets than the Galaxy Credit Commission, so I feel entitled.

      He’s moving to me now, hands down and ready. We’ve made several successful catches already without any interference from me. I’m pleased from the perspective of a performer but frustrated on all other accounts.

      I yank out of my thoughts just in time to release from the bar. My legs fly over my head, and I’m spinning once, twice—I throw in an extra rotation for fun and then extend to catch his arms. He’s a little farther than we’ve rehearsed, but I still think I can reach him.

      My arms extend, but my fingers slip through his, and I’m falling.

      I stop myself in midair as he’s pulled away from me.

      “Not fair,” he grunts.

      I don’t mean to show off, but maybe I do. It’s been so long since I’ve been able to use my ability freely that the act leaves me with a feeling of tingling anticipation. It’s always been easier to control myself, but I’ve been practicing, concentrating on lifting objects and doing multiple things at once. Already I can feel a difference in stamina.

      I was shocked by how completely spent I was after the events of the other day. I felt beyond helpless, a prisoner in my own body, and I never want to feel that way again. I won’t be weak.

      I’ve only told Freyda about this new commitment. Her I told you so smile made me regret that, but with the reality of who I am—of what I can do—only known to a few in the circus, sworn to protect me and my secret, I still can’t be obvious about any of it.

      Renner is on a course back to me while I hover in the air, thirty meters above the ground. It’s already easier than it was. Then a thought strikes me.

      I raise my hand just as he reaches the apex of his arc and lift him from the bar. He’s solid and somewhat heavy with all of that muscle, but his mass is familiar to me. It’s likely from all of the practicing we do together, but manipulating him feels similar to using my ability on myself. Easy and natural.

      “Wha—?” He shouts as he flips over.

      I tilt my head and focus to set him upright. His arms go out as if he can keep himself steady, but it’s all my doing. Then I draw him closer.

      “Put me down, Tal.” He looks frantic.

      “Don’t I have your trust yet?” I can’t help but goad him.

      “Not right now you don’t.” I let him dip down several meters, and he shouts out again, clawing at the air in front of him.

      I can’t help the laugh that slips out.

      “Relax, Renner.” I draw him closer. “Isn’t that what you’re always telling me?”

      “If you’re trying to scare the truth out of me,” he gulps, “it might be working.”

      “Really?” I ask, knowing he’s not so easily swayed.

      “Okay, maybe not.” As entertaining as his worry is, it’s not right on his handsome features. Renner is a boy who’s always got a plan.

      He seems to give in and stops struggling for control he clearly doesn’t have. But, as he floats closer to me, I notice the deep V in his brow. It was there before we began rehearsal, and now it makes a prominent appearance.

      “Something’s wrong.”

      “Are you going to drop me?” His uncertainty is amusing.

      “No, with you. What is it?”

      He’s a few feet in front of me now, helpless to move. I feel the pull of weakness, but it’s in the recesses of my mind. I’m already so much better at this than I was.

      “It’s nothing.”

      “Don’t make me drop you.”

      He frowns. “You wouldn’t.”

      I raise an eyebrow in challenge.

      “Okay, so you might, but you won’t?” He flashes a hopeful grin.

      “I suppose you’re right.”

      “Will you put me down? Either we rehearse, or I have things to do.”

      “What things?” He can’t be talking about cleaning stalls, can he?

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      “If that’s how you’re going to play this.” I move forward, grab his hand, and shoot us up, up, up to the stars.

      “Talie.” He speaks through clenched teeth as we reach the pinnacle of the auditorium and an unobtrusive platform. I ease us on to it and release us from my hold. “Okay, so this is quite the view,” he admits, casting a nervous glance below.

      “We’re safe.”

      “I suppose this is the safest place for you.”

      We crane our necks upward, taking in the thousands of pinpricks of light through the open dome.

      “When I was younger, I would come to this platform to look at the stars every night after the show.”

      He’s silent, letting me relive those past cycles.

      “Doyua was with me through my first year in the circus as my teacher. She watched as I repeatedly fell and caught myself with my ability during practice—it was instinctive, you know?” He nods. “But one day she pulled me aside. She told me I had to stop. That I had to let myself fall to the net. I questioned her because my mother always said my ability was a gift, and Doyua was telling me I had to hide it.”

      My mind supplies the image of Doyua, her wrinkles and caring gray eyes as familiar as my mother’s—if not more so.

      “That was when she told me what my future held. I was twelve, hardly old enough to grasp it all, but that night I understood what my ability meant for my future. I had a duty to the High Court. I would be pledged to a man of the court’s choosing, and my rule would guide the direction of the galaxy. I would have the power to change injustice and stand for what’s right. But that was before I understood politics. Before I understood…” My words die in my throat. Their weight is heavier than anything I can lift.

      “What?” He looks over at me now, eyes a blaze of golden brown.

      “Before I realized that a system rife with corruption cannot be stopped by a specific bloodline or a girl with the ability to defy gravity.” And that’s the sad truth of it. The reason I’ve remained hidden for as long as I have. I was born for the throne in the absence of my aunt’s biological children, and yet I am no one. I am a circus performer who knows more about how to approach a dreyhass than a diplomat.

      “Don’t sell yourself short,” Renner finally says. He still looks out the sio-glass viewport above us. “You’re reasonably persuasive.”

      “Persuasion and power are two very different things.”

      He has no reply, and we contemplate the stars for several minutes, but I’m not letting him ignore my original question.

      “Tell me what’s troubling you, Renner.” No demand, just a question.

      “There’s a contingent of Elite soldiers on their way to arrest me.”

      I gasp. I can’t help it. “What? How do you know?”

      He draws in a steadying breath, as if committing to something, and then pulls his gaze away from the black above us. Worry shadows the stars reflected in his eyes.

      “I’m in communication with Lè Fayrin—the girl you saw on my datapad,” he reminds me. “She told me they left shortly after my captain did.”

      As if I could forget Lè Fayrin. Her long blonde hair and bright smile beaming with Renner’s arm around her. I cut the thoughts off. I am not jealous.

      “Your captain was sent to Helera10. There’s no way he was able to communicate with anyone.”

      “She told me he was able to share his suspicions about me as well as his location with the crown before we captured him.” Renner scowls, and I don’t like the look. It mars his usually open expression. “They know I’ve stayed with the circus, and they’re coming.”

      My body tenses as if ready for a fight.

      “The information I told you of is about more than just your aunt’s assassination.” His voice drops, softens. He looks at me like he’s mining for crystals, searching the depths of me to see if he can trust my silence.

      “I won’t speak a word of this, Renner.”

      “I know.” He clears his throat and turns away as if reciting something for a superior officer. “You know I work for Lè Fayrin, but what you don’t know is that she’s trying to connect with the Rising.”

      My blood goes cold in my veins. The Rising is on the lips of anyone who stands against the High King and Queen and the High Council. They are a vocal rebellion emerging from the shadows of the galaxy, intent on overthrowing the monarchy. But they are linked to vicious acts of violence and guerrilla warfare, attacking Council ships and spreading malicious rumors throughout Xerus. Or so the chatter goes.

      But if Lè Fayrin is seeking them out, are the stories false? Or have I completely misjudged Renner?

      He senses my shift. “No matter what you’ve heard about the Rising, know this—they seek transparency in leadership and a united galaxy for the good of all. Unfortunately, there are factions among them who use…unorthodox methods.”

      “Like killing innocent people?” My words ring in the empty auditorium.

      “It’s not… There’s more to it.” He shakes his head. “I don’t know much, but Lè Fayrin is convinced their movement is the answer to the problems in our galaxy. She didn’t entrust me with the details, but she did say the High Queen was being controlled before her death.”

      Controlled? What does he mean?

      “There’s evidence she was under the influence of kelori.”

      The small purple flower is native to my home planet Cerlia and is known for its toxic, influencing effects. It’s rumored to be used in skin trading, creating a compliant attitude in those under its influence, but to be used on the queen? It would mean she could be easily convinced to do whatever anyone wanted.

      “That isn’t possible.” Even as I speak the words, I think of the questionable things I’ve heard about the High House in the last cycles. The unequal planetary trade laws passed within the Xerus Galaxy and the seemingly discriminatory action Cerlia has taken against planets they deem to be of a lower status.

      “Talie,” his voice drops even lower. “Lè Fayrin believes Queen Laerkin was poisoned by the High King.”

      I feel dizzy and clutch the platform, my knuckles going white. While the current High King is not the man my aunt was married to when I left court, he is reported to be a kind and good man. He was widowed with a son and met the queen a year after her first husband died.

      “But how?” My mind is a swirl of defenses for my family, but I haven’t been back to Cerlia since I was a child.

      “Maybe I shouldn’t have told you.”

      “Why did you?” I look at him.

      “Because you deserve the truth.”

      I fall headfirst into the warmth of his trust.

      The golden light that glows through the brown of his eyes mesmerizes me. We share this space under a canopy of stars, and I forget everything. The lies he’s told me. My place in this torrid mess of political ambitions. The reality that my future is promised to another.

      All I feel is the heat from his arm where it presses mine. All I smell is his minty scent. His features are serious for once, but something in the way his gaze flickers to my mouth and back turns my need to hunger.

      My hand moves to rest against his neck, feeling his pulse pounding there. Then my fingers slip into the shaggy hair at the nape of his neck, and he inclines his head. We’re a breath apart. Weightless with only an audience of stars to see the intimacy. He is fire and pulsing blood beneath my touch and, while I know I can’t fall in love with him, I long to. To choose my own fate rather than be told what to do.

      “I—we can’t.” He shoves to the farthest part of the platform which only separates us by mere centimeters.

      I know he’s right, but my desire betrays my will, and I ache for another taste of his lips.

      “Besides,” he clears gruffness from his voice, “I may not be alive long enough to share what I know, so I feel it’s only right that someone hears it.”

      “You’re not going to die, Renner.”

      He barks a mirthless laugh. “I’ve been a soldier for six cycles. You live, you die. It’s what happens.”

      “I won’t let it.”

      “Talie? Renner?”

      “Del?” I call out. He stands on the second tier of seats, still small beneath us, but I can tell something is wrong.

      “Renner, you need to come to the bridge.” Delmar’s tone is laser sharp.

      I bring us down next to him, hoping the heat in my cheeks isn’t visible in the dim light.

      “What is it?” A look at Renner, and all I see is military-sharp focus. I wonder if he felt anything, or if he can so easily push off everything but the mission.

      “They’ve picked up a ship communication. It’s for you.”

      He nods and turns to the door. Disappointment surrounds me. He can so easily walk away from me, and I’m only now beginning to realize I don’t know that I can do the same.

      Even if it’s what’s expected of me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 20

          

          RENNER

        

      

    

    
      It takes every ounce of duty and training engrained in me to will myself away from Talie. My mind knows this message brings important news, but my traitorous heart wants a few more minutes under the stars with her.

      I clench my jaw. She’s the one who made it clear there can be nothing between us, but the way she looked at me. Touched me.

      I slam a mental fist down. My mission is bigger than the distraction of a beautiful girl. The fate of the galaxy is in the encrypted files I carry, and their safe delivery to the High Council is the only thing that matters. I must turn the tide from the toxic direction our galaxy has chosen.

      My hands squeeze into fists as I step into a crew trav-tube to the bridge. I focus forward, willing myself not to look back at Talie, but only Delmar joins me. Neither one of us speaks.

      Soon the door whooshes open, and I push the clutter of my thoughts aside. I’ll deal with them when I have time—or I’ll let them collect mental dust. Either way, I’ve got a message to decode and a plan to put into motion.

      “Captain.” My rigid shoulders and commanding presence must assure the man that I belong on the bridge of a ship.

      “You must be the Car-Tai they’re asking about.”

      I send a sharp look at Delmar, but he remains impassive. “Yes.”

      The trav-tube door opens again, and Talie steps out. I was just with her, and she still takes my breath away in her curve-hugging onesuit the color of deep burgundy ming berries. The dark suit sets off her silver-gray hair and pale complexion. I can’t read her expression.

      “Captain.” She inclines her head.

      “Miss Zarna.” He acknowledges her as if it’s the most natural thing to see her on the bridge and then turns back to me.

      “Here is the message.” He hands me a datapad. “I believe it’s encrypted.”

      “Naturally.” I accept the datapad and assess the lines of text. I type in the decryption code.

      The message is from my friend, Lieutenant Skye Van-Tai. A warning. He tells me Jas is on his way to find me and that he will soon intercept me on Web13.

      Clearly this took its sweet time getting to me, but I read between the lines. Jas was acting alone but, in connection with my direct messages from Lè Fayrin, he’s convinced the king to send other Elites to come after me. I still have a friend in Skye, but he won’t have much opportunity to help from here on out.

      “Thank you.” I offer the datapad back.

      There’s not much else for me to say here, so I send an awkward look to Delmar and then brace myself to walk past Talie. She’s not going to take my silence easily.

      “Well?” she says as I come closer.

      “Tube.”

      Her brow furrows, but she follows me into the trav-tube, and I direct us to her floor.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Getting my armor.”

      “Because?”

      I shake my head. She knows there’s danger coming. What does she expect me to do, wait for it?

      “Because I’m leaving, Talie. You get your wish.” I can’t meet her gaze, so I stare straight ahead as decks fly past, my stance a mirror to parade rest with my feet shoulder width apart and hands behind my back. Once a soldier, always a soldier.

      “My wish?”

      The warmth of her hand on my arm is my undoing, and I look down.

      “You wanted me gone.” Her look darkens and, like a drowning man, I toss out a lifeline of humor. “It’s a shame. I was getting used to these sparkly onesuits. Even if they are a little tight.” I squirm for good measure, but she doesn’t shift away.

      “You’re not going anywhere.”

      “I think you should leave the mind reading to Elixa.”

      We slow to a stop. “Hold door,” she commands.

      “Talie.”

      “You’re just going to leave?” She looks…sad? Incredulous? Angry? Emotions play tug-of-war on her soft features, and I can’t separate them.

      “I was never going to stay.” The words feel like the lie they are, bitter on my tongue.

      “Stars, Renner.” She lets go and steps back. I immediately miss the warmth of her closeness. “You are so…”

      “Devastatingly charming?” I waggle my eyebrows.

      “Infuriating.”

      I shrug.

      “After everything you told me, you’re just going run away? Do you honestly think you can outrun a cohort of soldiers in—” She shakes her head. “Computer, where are we?”

      <<We are approximately 6.73459 lightacres from the nearest established colony, 2-9.8 Perchou Settlement on Delanus. At our current speed and course, we will arrive at our destination in approximately—

      “That’s enough.” The digital voice stops immediately, and Talie turns. “Where will you go? What will you do? Hide among the stars?”

      “I’m skilled at navigating spacecraft. If I can just get a ship...”

      “Like the captain will let you take one of his ships.”

      She has a point, but I don’t think she realizes I wasn’t going to ask.

      “It’s madness. It’s suicide,” she emphasizes. “And then what will become of your information?”

      “What would you have me do?” It’s time to pull on the strings of her emotions. I feel like a jerk doing it, but a soldier has to do what he has to do. “Endanger the lives of everyone on this ship? Your friends?” I think back to one of our first conversations and how she threatened me to protect them. “These soldiers will not stop until they have me in custody, no matter what’s in their way.”

      “We’ll hide you.”

      “Because that has worked so well.”

      She spins toward me. While there’s not much space in these tubes, she’s gone as far from me as she can, but now she rushes back, the look in her eyes fiery blue.

      “How do you think I’ve managed to exist for so long undetected?”

      She has a point. She, of all people, would be a tempting target for bounty hunters and trackers, but she’s managed to stay under the radar.

      “I…don’t know.”

      “Maxon, Gemma, Freyda, Roper, Sover, Elixa, and Delmar are all part of my protection. Freyda was sent to me from Meloran and Elixa just knew, but Doyua recruited Maxon, Gemma, Roper, and Sover to hide me. Delmar took over from his father, Doyua’s brother, my third year with Phenomena, but his past is rooted in security. We are not without resources.”

      I have to admit, I didn’t expect this. I knew that some on the Midway had to know, but to realize it’s only so few, and yet they’ve hidden her so thoroughly is impressive. Still, it’s not enough.

      “No. I won’t endanger the Midway.”

      “Let us help you.”

      “Why would you want to?” The honesty flows now. I can’t stop it from leeching out of my words, my gaze.

      “Because,” her smile brightens the tube by several degrees, “when you join the circus, you join a family. Door open.”

      The door slides open, and I’m met with a sea of faces. Freyda, Roper, Maxon, Gemma, and even Elixa, though she stands at the back. I’ve never talked with the Teller—to be honest the rumors of her ability to see futures scares me a little—but she’s there nonetheless.

      Talie pulls me out into the hall. She doesn’t let go, and the touch feels like an anchor.

      “Delmar told us some of what’s going on,” Maxon says. “Called a meeting so we can come up with a plan.”

      “I can’t ask you to do this.” I’m not even sure they know what they’re agreeing to.

      “We can help.” His cat eyes flash.

      I don’t trust him—how can you trust a man who can walk through walls?—but I’m starting to realize the circus may not be what I thought it was. A group of traveling wonders, yes. But a hand-picked team focused on hiding a princess? Also yes.

      “You can trust us, Renner.” Gemma holds Maxon’s hand, and I catch sight of a piks scurrying up her arm to hide in her hair.

      Emotion, hot and sharp, wraps around my throat. I can’t answer. I cannot doom these good people to pain and death on my behalf.

      “Thank you, but I can’t...” I step back from Talie and into the trav-tube. I’ll get my armor another time. “I’ll be gone before they get here.”

      The door slides shut, and I descend to the stables while her question rings in my mind. What will happen to the information I must get to the High Council? It’s important—crucial—and if I was the only one at risk, I wouldn’t think twice, but I can’t be responsible for bringing the Drawxian Elite to the Midway. To Talie.

      I’ll find another way to deliver it, even if it means hopping ships until I reach a galaxy-wide port.

      For now, the solution to the initial problem is simple—take myself out of the equation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 21

          

          TALIE

        

      

    

    
      When I find Renner, he’s pulling what little clothing he’s amassed here on the ship into a black satchel. His room looks the way it did when he moved in, and I imagine what it will be like when he’s gone.

      The thought twists my emotions into a tangled knot.

      That I could make connections with anyone outside of my protection detail is impossible to believe. I’ve hidden my true identity for most of my life—it’s my way of life. And yet, when Renner barged in brandishing a pistol and a devilish smile, I had to tell myself not to care.

      I didn’t listen.

      “You’re going to leave. Just like that.” I cross my arms and lean against the wall.

      “Yes.” He tosses the bag on his bed. “Why is that so hard to understand?”

      “Maybe because we’ve given you a way out, and you haven’t even considered it.” The reality of that stings.

      “I’m not considering it because it’s madness to think you can keep me from Elite Drawxian soldiers who know I’m on this ship. Why would you even consider risking the lives of your friends?”

      His words feel like a slap. “Have you considered you’re my friend too?”

      He blinks. I can see he hasn’t thought that at all.

      “I’m not your friend.”

      My brows raise in challenge, but he continues before I can interject.

      “A friend wouldn’t lie like I have. I was never being sent to Polis. I used you to get aboard because that’s what the mission demanded.”

      He brandishes truth like a weapon, slashing and aiming straight for my heart, but the look he tries to hide tells me it hurts him just as much.

      “I’m not an assassin, but I might as well be. I’m bringing the attention of Drawx to this circus, which will only spell disaster for you…Princess Equorta.”

      I gasp at the sound of my true title. “I may be Princess Talshina Zarnova Equorta, but I am old enough to choose my own battles.” I meet his gaze without flinching.

      “Now who’s the impossible one?”

      “Perhaps it’s both of us.”

      “Talie.” His voice softens. “Don’t do this to yourself—to them.”

      I take in his now-familiar features. Freckles dark against tanned skin, strong jaw, full lips. Renner has drawn out the most complicated feelings, but nothing makes me want to back away. It attracts me even now.

      “I’m not willing for you to sacrifice yourself when I can help.”

      “It’s an unnecessary risk.”

      “And there’s something you haven’t calculated into this insane plan of yours.”

      “What would that be, oh great Soaring Starress?”

      “That I have just as much of a stake in you making it to the High Council as your princess does.”

      His eyes narrow, waiting for an explanation.

      “I am not certain of the Rising’s intentions, but if what you say regarding the High Queen is true, it’s possible any Gravless instated would be at risk. The evidence you have—the truth—must come out if things are going to change. If I am to rule, I want to do so under my own power and with the best interests of the Xerus Galaxy in mind.”

      The mere thought of ruling the galaxy threatens to crush me, but it’s what I was born for. I was told when my mother sent my sister and me away, it was always with the thought I would one day return to rule.

      While our mother and father are gone, the weight of my future is no less pressing. Even more so with the empty throne staring back at the galaxy. But to take the throne now would mean possible exposure to coercion from kelori. The High House must first be cleansed of its corrupted parts, made visible for the whole of the Galaxy to see, before true and lasting change can be brought about.

      “I see.” There is so much behind his reply. Too much to guess at but no way to know if I’m getting through to him.

      Now I meet his stare. “Stay. Let us help you. We are your mission’s best chance for success.”

      Renner turns to the viewport. He rubs his forehead before raking his fingers through his hair. I remember the feeling of my fingers in his hair and yank those thoughts back. Renner needs protection, and we can offer that to him. All other feelings and emotions have no place here.

      I allow my gaze to trace the line of his broad shoulders as they pull the fabric of his onesuit tight. He stands tall, but I know his options aren’t ideal. He’s a boy who likes to be in control, and putting himself at the mercy of my friends—trusting us to hide him—leaves him vulnerable to us.

      “What can you do?” He turns, and the darkened depths of his eyes show curiosity.

      “You’d be surprised.”

      “Oh?” His smirk lessens some of my tension.

      “Maxon?” I call out.

      “M’lady?” Maxon pops his head into the room. I gauge Renner’s reaction to this, but he seems less surprised than he should be.

      “You knew he was a Phaseus?” I guess.

      “That’d be my fault.” Maxon comes the rest of the way in. “Couldn’t let boy-o here think he was in the clear.”

      “What’s he going to do? Run me through walls while the Elites chase me?” Renner shoots a look at Maxon that says he clearly doesn’t trust the man.

      “Not exactly.” I press the button by the door, and it slides open.

      “Can we please stop this game of chase?” Freyda walks into Renner’s room and dramatically throws herself on the bed at a relaxed angle. “I’m getting bored.”

      Renner purses his lips in irritation.

      “We understand you are in need of hiding.” Delmar steps into view and takes on the role of strategist. “And while we are curious,” he sends a pointed look at me, “our princess has assured us secrecy is needed.”

      A light sparks as he looks at me. He realizes I haven’t told them why he needs protection. I wouldn’t betray his confidence like that. I’m afraid Elixa may already know, but she’s not one to talk.

      “It will mean danger.” Renner speaks the words to me, but I know it’s for their benefit. He’ll try anything to get them to give this up.

      He’s bent on pushing any assistance away, but the threat isn’t new to us. Everyone here has chosen danger since the day they were commissioned to help me escape detection. Our life is one of deception.

      “Boring.” Freyda says again.

      My look holds censure.

      “What?” She shrugs. “It was more exciting when you created that ruse about him being your intended.”

      Renner shifts uncomfortably. “Why did you do that?”

      “Communication on board must be…chosen wisely. Since not everyone knows who I am, it was easier to explain your presence that way.”

      “I don’t need the help. I’ll just take,” Renner coughs, “borrow a shuttle and be out of your way.”

      “No.” Delmar meets Renner’s gaze. “As much as we don’t trust you, Talie has made it clear your role here is crucial. You’ll stay, and we’ll cover for you.”

      “They know I’m here.”

      “We’ll hide you.” Delmar says.

      “How?”

      “Trust us. Trust me.” I step forward, making him look only at me.

      He holds my stare, unblinking. I wish I could read his thoughts because there’s sure to be an argument that would convince him we’re his best chance. But there’s more hidden in the amber depths of his eyes. His distrust makes me think he hasn’t been able to rely on anyone but himself for a long time.

      “Fine.”

      Relief floods through me.

      “Finally.” Freyda pushes off the bed and faces him. “There’s one condition.”

      Renner faces her.

      “You are to stay away from Talie unless you’re rehearsing.”

      “Freyda.” I protest.

      “Her life—her future role—is our highest priority. No one”—she drills Renner with an icy stare—“will get in the way of that.”

      “It’s okay, Frey.” Delmar’s gentle touch softens some of her hard edges. Then he looks at me, though he speaks to Renner. “I’m sure he knows the consequences of his actions.”

      When Del steps back, everyone else files out like it’s the end of a show meeting. I know they’ll do their part, just as they have for the cycles I’ve been with Phenomena. They’ll protect Renner because I’ve asked.

      Knowing the information Renner has to impart to the council has me wondering what my role in all of this is. It feels wrong to stay hidden on the sidelines while our Galaxy is infected by corruption and ruled by false pretenses. I feel the call to my role. For cycles it’s beckoned from the back of my mind like a specter haunting my future, but now the ghost comes to stand before me. Dares me to act.

      Renner’s plan is to skirt past the Elite trailing him and then head to the council, but when the time comes, can I just let him leave? Do I feel the pull to go with him because of my Gravless status, or is my judgment clouded by my feelings for him and how they’ve snaked around my heart, ensnaring it like a well-planned trap?

      I stop at the door where Freyda waits for me, looking between her and Renner. Her warning stings my conscience. I know she’s right.

      Nothing can get in the way of my future role. Not even Renner Cartha.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 22

          

          RENNER

        

      

    

    
      I feel like a caged puox. There’s something so wrong about doing nothing.

      We’re rehearsing, and Talie is trying hard to make it seem as if everything is fine, but I feel like I’m living on a self-destruct countdown. My time is slowly ticking away, and with that comes destruction and death.

      It could have been avoided had I not let Talie’s smooth words and pleading expression trick me into staying on the Midway.

      “Renner?”

      It’s odd how swinging upside down on a trapeze bar has become normal. “Sorry. I’m distracted.”

      “Don’t make me flip you.” Talie senses my grumpiness but won’t let it stop her.

      I can’t help it. I smile. “Bring it on, Grav-Girl.”

      My body becomes weightless, and she flips me in two complete circles before letting me drop ten meters and then holding me steady twenty meters above the net. It’s a strange sensation, hanging in midair with nothing but a mind holding me.

      “Don’t do it.” I twist to see her, but she lets me drop. One bounce, then two, and I cling to the webbing, letting my stomach settle. “Very funny.”

      She floats down next to me like a feather on an air current. “We’re done for today.”

      It’s only been half our normal practice time, but I can’t pretend I mind. There are bigger things out there than circus shows and trapeze stunts. Granted, some of that pressure has been alleviated by the fact that I now know I won’t kill Talie if I drop her, but I can’t even get my mind into the mental space of a show right now.

      “You did well.” She sits next to me, drawn closer by my weight depressing the net. “What, no bragging comeback? Are you feeling unwell?” She reaches to touch my forehead with a patronizing smile, but I brush her off.

      “I’m fine.”

      “You’re grouchy.”

      “Doesn’t mean I can’t still be fine.”

      “Looks like someone needs a muffin.”

      I can’t help it. I meet her gaze.

      “Gotcha.”

      I look away, crossing my arms, though I feel ridiculous since I’m laying down on a net.

      “Renner, you’re safe.”

      “No.” I shoot into a sitting position, and Talie has to grab the net to keep from sliding into my lap. “Don’t say I’m safe, Talie. You have no idea.”

      “I do.” She leans forward. “I know they’re dangerous. You can’t back down from something like that—can’t give in. Stars, life is dangerous Renner. If that’s all we focus on, then we’ll never truly live.”

      “Leaving isn’t backing down.” It’s keeping you safe.

      “Maybe not,” she concedes, “but it’s also not your only option.”

      I know we shouldn’t still be fighting over this. It’s been several days since I received another message from Skye saying the Elite are gunning for the Midway. I should have made peace with my decision, but it haunts me. Flares to life every time I see Talie. The danger I’m putting her in—

      <<NOW ARRIVING AT HEXALIA. CREW MEMBERS REPORT TO DUTY STATIONS>>

      The ship wide announcement makes Talie twitch.

      “I still can’t believe we’re stopping,” I say.

      “It’s smart. We’ve changed our plans, so we’re not as easy a target. We’re doing what we can.”

      It’s not enough.

      When I meet Talie’s gaze, she looks so hopeful, as if a small change in itinerary will equal safety. I don’t want to rob her of some semblance of peace if I can help it.

      The fact is, Roper suggested we stop at his home world, and Delmar agreed. Because the captain works for Delmar, the change was made. I don’t like that we’ll be a stationary target, but I can’t do anything about it now.

      “Didn’t you promise me a muffin?”

      The small smile that brightens her face makes me regret my earlier grouchy mood. I’m not gaining anything with my grumbling worry. Talie may think the Phenomena won’t be at risk, but it’s not a bet I’m willing to make. I’ll work on finalizing my plans for getting off at Hexalia in secret, but in the meantime, muffins!

      “There might be some left over from breakfast.”

      “Kell said she’d keep some in the pantry for me—just in case.”

      Talie makes a dramatic eye roll. “You have every girl on this ship bending to your desire.”

      “Not every girl.” I tamp down the spark of heat when I meet the ice blue of Talie’s eyes, but she ignores my comment.

      “Come on, Fly Boy. Let’s get you a muffin.”

      “Or three,” I amend.

      “Tell me something.”

      “What?” I flip over the side of the net as she glides gracefully to the floor, taking the time to shadow my worry at her inquisitiveness.

      “Why did you join the royal guard?”

      The question is out of the black, and I’m not sure what to say. My fingers slip to the coin I retrieved from my suit that day in her closet. I bring it out to flip through my fingers.

      “What’s that?” she asks.

      “A silly trinket.” I can tell she doesn’t believe me. “You asked about the guard, but it started before that.” I run my tongue along my bottom lip.

      Do I want to share this with her? When I look over, she waits patiently, and it pushes me over the edge and into the past.

      “My family was poor growing up, but in those days, it was common for Balaxon gangs to raid. They would steal food, blankets, trinkets—anything.”

      I shake my head, the memory of that day as clear as one of the Zerias crystals that dot Talie’s dresses.

      “One morning while my first father was away at work, a band of Balaxons came. They demanded our food and eyed my eldest sister. I hated the way they looked at her, like she was property, not a person.” My throat thickens at the memory of her fear. “I was young—foolish—but I couldn’t take it. I grabbed my father’s walking stick and challenged them. My mother tried to stop me, but I managed a few good knocks to the shins of one guy. They easily beat me down, and one was getting ready to run me through.”

      Talie gasps, her hand covering her mouth.

      “Then something odd happened. Their leader stopped him. He flipped this coin at me and said when I was old enough, they would take me. Then they left.” I can still feel my pulse pounding. The anger. The terror. “We moved to another village soon after, though it meant my father lost his job.” And eventually his life.

      “But you kept it?” She looks back at the coin.

      “Because of what my mother said after. She told me bravery will always win. It took me many cycles, and many tragedies, to believe that, but I keep this to remind me that the path leading to the right thing is paved with determination. And,” I look up and catch her stare, “to never back down from hard things.”

      We step into a trav-tube, and the near-silent rush of the lift encircles us.

      “When I petitioned to enter the military, I trained harder than most because I was determined to make a better life for my family. I wanted to fight for what was right and against the exploitation of the Balaxon gangs.

      “The night I was accepted into the program, I got to see a demonstration of the royal guard. It’s all very ‘pomp and show,’ but I was shocked by their skill. I knew then I would join them. And I did. Even though I was the youngest recruit, I ranked second in my class and was chosen to protect Lè Fayrin as a brother would. As part of the royal guard, we are encouraged to invest in the family. It’s why they change our last names to take on the royal family name. We become like family—or that is their hope.” I look down at the coin. “There will always be a part of me that is the poor boy trying to do what’s right, no matter the cost.”

      “That commitment must have required a lot from you.”

      “It did.” It took my family.

      Silence descends like a blanket of snow on the top of Pinnacle Point. Soft, but too cold.

      “Thank you for telling me.”

      I’m tempted to worry that I’ve said too much. Shown her the real Renner, but then the doors slide open, and we exit to the hallway, the shared intimacy gone.

      I can already tell the ship has docked. Space travel is subtle, not prone to jerkiness unless necessary, but I’ve always been able to tell when a ship was moving or still. The feeling of being on planet has its own kind of solidness.

      We enter the galley. Of those scattered around the tables, some are crew members, but the rest are cast members. Elixa sits alone as always, and Freyda dines with Gemma, an iduos pup in her lap.

      “What can I get you, Renner?” Kell’s smile is beguiling, and I remember what Talie said about every girl.

      “I think you can guess.”

      She giggles and produces a plate with three muffins on it and a colorful drink.

      “Perfection. Thank you.”

      I wait for Talie to take her spiced latte and sweet cake.

      “What is that?” She wrinkles her nose at my drink.

      “Drawx Sunrise.” I take a sip and revel in the syrupy sweetness. “Wanna try some?”

      We take a seat at a small table for two, the stars our background since this side of the ship faces spaceward. It feels intimate despite the fact we are far from alone, and I think of Freyda’s ultimatum regarding Talie. I’m relatively certain I can feel her eyes shooting daggers at me now, but this is merely a post-rehearsal snack.

      “No thanks.” Talie sips her drink. I can tell by the way she lets out a contended sigh it’s exactly what she wanted.

      “Now it’s my turn for questions.” I meet her gaze and catch the faint blush my attention brings to her cheeks. “Why the Soaring Starress? Is that something you picked, or was it picked for you? Do you even enjoy it?”

      “Do I get to answer these questions? Or are you just going to keep asking?”

      I shrug and pull apart my first muffin. Delicious.

      “The Soaring Starress was all about the marketing. I had no real say in it.” Her gaze drifts to the stars, a safe refuge to think. “And…yes and no.”

      I mentally pair the answer with my question. So she does and doesn’t enjoy it?

      “Too vague. Please explain.”

      “I enjoy it because I like the rush of the air, the motion of swinging, the spins.” She shrugs and takes a bite of her sweet cake, chewing thoughtfully before finishing her answer. “But not always because it’s an act. That’s my life, I suppose—one big act.”

      Would she believe that I understand? That sometimes the lies sink so deep they tangle around you, threatening to drown you? That you’re afraid you’ll go too far and not know yourself anymore?

      “Renner?”

      My second muffin is halfway to my mouth, but I’ve just…stopped.

      “Are you okay?”

      All I want is for someone to see me. All of me. And yet that is also what I fear the most, because when they do, I don’t know if they’ll accept what they find.

      Then I consider Talie. I look past the sparkling, star-polished surface to the core of who she is. Loyal, fiercely protective, smart, intuitive…beautiful. What would she find in me?

      “Yeah, I’m—”

      “No!” Elixa shoots from her chair, and the room shifts focus to her. She wears a bright red cloth over unruly dark curls, and the sigils on her tanned face stand out in black and shimmering gold. Her attention snaps to me. “They’re coming.”

      Talie jumps to her feet.

      I’m close behind. “You need to get out of here.”

      “Freyda?” The name is a question.

      “Talie, please.”

      “Freyda. Do it.”

      I don’t understand what’s going on. I look between them. There’s an internal conversation going on but I’m not part of it. An argument, if I had to guess.

      “Talie, you know I can’t.” Freyda is fuming.

      “I command you.”

      I’ve never seen this side of Talie. Earnest. Demanding. Royal.

      “Fine,” Freyda spits. “But I don’t like this one bit.”

      Talie’s gaze sharpens, but I’m distracted by the sound of boots in the hall. It’s the Elite. I know it.

      “We have to get out of here. Now!” I reach for Talie, but before I can, I feel a warm touch on my arm. The heat of it radiates out from the contact and encompasses my whole body. Then my hand disappears.

      I disappear.
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      Renner vanishes in front of me, and I feel a small sense of relief that’s overshadowed by the appearance of three Drawxian soldiers—the Elite. They stomp in, covered head to toe in beetle black power armor, visors down. Faceless and massive. They are terrifying.

      “Everyone on their feet.” The tallest Elite’s voice is edged with a metallic quality from his helmet’s speaker. He towers above the other two, which is shocking as they’re all over two meters.

      Everyone stands, and I start forward when a sharp, whispered warning cautions me not to move. It’s Renner, and I can just imagine the angry look Freyda is giving him. She can hide him, but she can’t silence him.

      He’s right though. I can’t be the voice for these people. It would put me in the spotlight.

      I edge as unobtrusively as possible toward Gemma. Both heads of the pup in her arms bare their teeth, but she murmurs calming words to it.

      “We’re looking for the renegade Byrenn Car-Tai, formerly a Lieutenant in the Drawxian Royal Guard. We have word he was last seen on this ship. Anyone with information is required to step forward.”

      I bite my tongue. I want to remind them we are protected by intergalactic space treaties, not tied to Drawxian law, not to mention we’re nowhere near Drawxian space, but I doubt that will stop them.

      “You there,” he points at one of the crew members, stomping forward. “Do you know of Car-Tai?”

      Just then, the doors slide open, and Delmar rushes in. His eyes blaze with fury as he scours the space. He sees me but keeps searching, likely looking for Freyda. I see the moment he catches on to the plan for hiding Renner. He meets my gaze again—is that frustration or resignation?—then turns to address the tall soldier.

      “I was just alerted by Sec-Sys that you are searching my circus. I own the bond on this ship, and you have no legal right to do this. I want you off my ship. Immediately.” Del is tall but not enough to meet the Elite eye to eye.

      “By order of Mè Volur Tai, I am hereby authorized to act on pertinent intelligence related to subversive agents of our government according to section 106-46.d of the Intergalactic Acts Treaty.”

      This soldier is more like a computer than a man. Is he a bionic?

      “You.” The Elite shifts.

      My stomach clenches, but I force my features to remain unaffected. He can’t see signs of deception or, like an iduos with a bone, he won’t let it go.

      “You are,” he pauses, and his expression goes blank. Definitely bionic. He is accessing an internal network that will give him information on all members of the circus and crew. “Talie Zarna, the Soaring Starress.”

      I will not show this soldier fear.

      “What of it?” I think I hear a hiss, but I will myself not to look in Renner and Freyda’s direction.

      “You recently had an addition to your act. Who was the man?”

      His direct question forces me into a corner, but honesty is the best way out of this. Soon it won’t matter what I’ve told him if we hold to the plan.

      “My intended. Renner Cartha.”

      I definitely hear a gasp—or is it more of a groan?—this time, but the soldier seems distracted by my answer.

      “You’re coming with us.” He reaches out to grab me.

      “Stop this at once.” Delmar moves next to me. “You’re not taking my leading act anywhere.”

      “We will interrogate her on our ship and return her in due time.” The Elite has all the emotion of a plasticine wall.

      “I said, you’re not taking her anywhere.” Delmar puts himself between me and the Elite.

      “Sir—”

      The double doors slide open, and Roper walks in flanked by two other Elites. He’s a welcome sight, one of the biggest assets to my means of staying hidden these last five cycles. He sees me visible and not Renner, and anger flashes. It’s followed by a quick reassessment of the situation. But, before he can speak, the Elite next to him wraps a beefy arm around his neck and holds a pistol to his head.

      Gemma gasps, and the iduos heads bark.

      “What is the meaning of this?” Delmar is trying his best to be outraged, but I can sense an edge of fear to his words. The Elite’s intel is much more detailed than we’d expected. What else do they know?

      “I do not permit the Hexalian to speak.” The tall Elite, whom I can now assume is the leader, turns away from Roper back to me.

      “You will come with me.” He reaches for me again. His hand is covered in polyweave gloves, making his fingers look more like leonar tusks.

      I want so badly to use my ability to send him soaring to the ceiling, but I can’t. Not only would it out me as Gravless, but it wouldn’t be much help seeing as there are four other guards. I’ve been working on extending my ability beyond my current limits, but sending five soldiers to the ceiling isn’t likely to work. Even if I could, it wouldn’t last long.

      He firmly clamps my upper arm. I can’t help but make a small whimper of pain. That’s all it takes. Before I know what’s going on, the hand on my arm is yanked away, and the tall Elite slams to the ground.

      Everyone dives for cover as one of the Elite at the door pulls out his blast pistol and starts shooting. I think it’s on stun, but there’s no way I’m taking a hit to confirm that suspicion.

      I crawl under a long table and assess the situation. The tall Elite’s pistol is now pointed at him, floating in midair. I can only guess how incredibly frustrated Freyda is right now. Renner thinks he’s protecting me, but he’s endangering us all.

      She can’t let go of him, or her ability will fade, making them both visible, but there’s only so much she can do to hold him—a trained soldier—back.

      Gemma catches my eye, the pup snuggled against her as she hides under a table. She nods once in the direction of the guards at the front. I think I catch her meaning, but this is very, very risky. I’ll be placing all of my confidence in Roper’s ability to fix this, yet again…but it may be the only way.

      “Fly Boy,” I shout.

      The pistol wavers.

      “Stun him.” It’s a command. I’m surprised at how easy they come to me now. I can’t take the risk he’ll kill the Elite, or our plan won’t work.

      Renner pulls the trigger, and an orange blast hits the soldier in the chest—closer than necessary, which I’m sure is intentional. The Elite’s eyes roll back in his head.

      “Now stop.” I add as much weight to my words as I possibly can.

      The pistol drops to the floor, and I take a relieved breath. Then I see Renner’s last muffin slowly hover over the table before disappearing into what I can only imagine is his mouth. I can’t help the short-lived laugh. Only Renner would eat during a fight.

      My amusement is quickly shattered by the sound of blast pistols pinging against the galley walls. Apparently Kell was prepared with a pistol of her own, and she’s firing back, orange blasts going wide but keeping the Elites preoccupied. She catches one of them, and he goes down stunned. I never would have thought the girl had it in her.

      I focus my attention on the group at the back. Two others are behind one upturned table firing at Delmar, who’s made it next to Elixa behind another table. She must have known to bring a pistol because Delmar is using it while she covers her head and rocks back and forth.

      The last Elite covers Roper’s mouth. He’s using him as a shield.

      I bite my lip. I’ve got to time this perfectly if it’s going to work. My gaze seeks out Elixa, and I’m startled to see her looking back at me.

      She holds up three fingers and slowly takes one down. Then the next. Then pauses, waiting. Finally, she pulls the last finger down, and I focus on the guard with his arm around Roper. I send his pistol shooting starward and focus all my energy on his arm. It jerks upward, clearly shocking the soldier, but it’s enough.

      “STOP!”

      I know the feel of Roper’s voice. It’s as if everything inside of you turns to slowly dripping Rinarian honey. A heavy, weighted feeling that makes thinking about anything other than his words impossible.

      My control slips away, and the man’s arm drops, but he’s also heard the command, so he doesn’t move.

      “Elites,” Roper says. “You will put down your weapons and form a row against the back wall.”

      They obey immediately. Released from his command, my mind clears, and I come out from under the table. Roper will tell the soldiers exactly what they are to remember as well as what they must forget.

      One crew member is sprawled out, but Delmar quickly checks him and confirms he’s only stunned. Everyone else comes out of hiding, looking a little battle-worn but intact.

      I draw in deep breaths, even though I haven’t done much, and my heart feels like it might pound right out of my chest. It wasn’t supposed to happen this way. We were going to handle this delicately and—

      “Let go!” Renner’s disembodied voice interrupts the quiet.

      He reappears as quickly as he disappeared, and he looks angry. Freyda looks equally furious, but she merely crosses her arms and stares back at him. She was only doing what I asked—what I commanded—her to do. Otherwise, she might have handed him over to the Elites without a second thought. She’s not a fan of Renner Cartha and the trouble he’s brought to us.

      “You!” He rounds on me, fuming. “What were you thinking? You told them you knew me.”

      “It was a calculated risk.” My words are as sharp as an iciline blade.

      “Risk?” he shouts back. “You’re making things up as you go, and you’re going to get yourself and your friends killed.”

      “You—I—” My temper holds my words captive, and I fight to free them. “You have no idea what we can do. Do you think you’re the only one capable of thinking ahead? Of having contingencies? Your interference could have gotten us all killed.”

      His mouth opens then closes.

      I’m angry, and yet the greater part of me is glad he’s all right. It’s ridiculous. He’s the one who was hidden, but he could have wrestled away from Freyda and foolishly turned himself over—or worse, interfered and gotten killed for his actions.

      My heart thuds again, but this time with emotion at the thought of what could have happened. It plays out before me in grisly detail, and I’m about to lay into him—warning him if he ever scares me like that again….

      I see movement behind him. It’s the tall Elite, he’s managed to battle the stun, and he’s wielding a pistol. It glows red and is aimed at Renner.

      I act without thinking.

      Perhaps it’s because I’ve gotten so used to Renner’s mass, or maybe the emotions of my fear are stronger than I know, but with the slightest twitch of my mind, he flies into the air just as the pistol goes off.

      I shift to angle out of the way, but I’m too slow. The shot impacts with a fiery pain beyond anything I’ve ever known. It radiates out from the hit. The numbing, searing agony encompasses me. I fall back.

      Sounds come to me in disjointed order. Roper yelling for the Elite to stop. Freyda’s scream. The iduos pups’ feeble barks. Renner’s cry of anguish.

      He’s at my side the next instant, and I wonder when I let him down. Did I drop him?

      “Are you hurt?” I ask through a fog of pain.

      “Wha—” He cups my face between his hands. They’re cold with fear, and his eyes search mine. “Talie. Talie, what did you do?”

      “I…I saved you.”

      Emotion plays across his features, and he leans close. “You’re going to be okay. You hear me? You’re going to be fine.” His voice breaks, and I feel a hot tear trail down my cheek. His thumb catches it.

      Then there are no stars. No sun-drenched light from Renner’s golden-brown eyes. Only blackness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 24

          

          RENNER

        

      

    

    
      “She’s going to be fine.”

      If I hear the word fine one more time, I’m going to punch a hole in the wall. I pace down the long corridor outside of the med-bay, away from Maxon’s calming words. He’s talking to me like I’m a rampaging dreyhass, and maybe he’s not far off the mark.

      “I need to see her.”

      “And you will… when the doc says she’s ready. She’ll be fi—”

      “Don’t.” I whirl around, finger pointed. “Just. Don’t.”

      Maxon holds his palms up and returns to the waiting bench.

      I continue pacing.

      The corridor is on the exterior side of the ship, so there are viewports built in, offering a view of the planet below and the stars beyond. I’m sure it’s meant to calm anxious people such as myself, but it’s not working.

      I spin and pace some more.

      My mind is filled with visions more suited to a horror vid. Talie getting shot. The gaping hole in her shoulder. The fear and pain etched into her features, so at odds with her beauty.

      My body responds with the same all-consuming rage at the man who dared to shoot such a perfect creature. It took four crew members to hold me back when Roper walked the Elites down to the launch bay to escort them off the ship. If I’d had my armor on, he wouldn’t have made it to moonrise.

      I breathe through my nose. In. Out. And one more time. I know it would have been wrong—to harm him—but the thought of him out there, free and able to come back to hurt her…it makes me burn with white hot fury.

      And yet she wouldn’t have been in this position, wouldn’t have ever gotten harmed, if I hadn’t chosen this ship to make my escape on.

      My selfishness is overwhelming, and I sink to the floor around the corner from the med-bay door. My head slams back against the wall, and I stare at the ceiling. I should have followed my gut instincts and left when I had the chance. Instead, I let Talie and her sweet words talk me into staying. The lure of friends saying they’d have my back dug into me and wouldn’t let go.

      I grind my teeth so hard my jaw hurts, but it’s only a fraction of the pain Talie is going through. I raise my fist to slam it into the floor when I hear the med-bay door whoosh open.

      I’m on my feet in seconds.

      “How is she?” My words are breathless.

      Sover holds a thin datapad while rubbing at the back of his neck. I wasn’t sure if I should be worried that he works on both humans and animals, but Maxon assured me he’s one of the best doctors in the galaxy. I hope that’s not hyperbole.

      “She took quite a blast, but we were able to reconstruct the site well. She’ll have some scarring but nothing too unsightly.”

      “Will she have range of motion?” I could care less about scars—she’ll be beautiful regardless—but her life is the circus. If that was taken from her, I’d never forgive myself.

      “Yes. She’ll recover fully. Two to three days for her to be stable, a week for full range of motion.”

      Relief, cool and sweet, rushes through me like morning wind straight from the Solax Mountain peaks.

      “Can I see her?”

      His brows furrow, and he looks back into the med-bay.

      “Let him in,” Maxon says. “I won’t tell the others she’s awake yet.”

      I forgot he was there, but his support is…surprising.

      “All right. But she’s still recovering from the effects of the anesthesia. Don’t stay long. She needs rest.”

      I nod.

      He beckons me in and directs me to a corner room. One wall is all sio-glass, showing off an impressive sea of stars, and I’m glad to see she got what I assume is the best room.

      “Remember, not too long.” Sover leaves, the glass door sliding closed behind him.

      Bands tighten across my chest when I see Talie lying in the bed in front of me. She’s so pale, her skin matches the white bandages covering the upper half of her right shoulder. I slowly walk to the left side of her bed, pulling out a chair.

      Her eyes are closed, pale pink lips slightly parted, and her chest rises and falls in gentle rhythm. She doesn’t look to be in pain, but I’m still excessively careful as I slip my palm under hers. Her hand is cold, and I wrap it in both of mine.

      Images of her getting shot plague me—replaying over and over—and I look away. I want to tell myself I could have prevented it, but that’s wishful thinking. The moment I entered her life, I became a danger to her.

      “Ren?” Her voice is a raspy whisper.

      “Hey.” I school my features as I turn back, forcing a grin, though there’s no real emotion behind it. “So, this is what you’ll do to get out of rehearsing with me, huh?”

      Her lips twitch. “A girl can only be dropped so many times.” She tries to move, but her forehead scrunches in pain.

      A knife pierces me at her agony. I want to take it from her, bear it myself, but I can’t.

      You did this. It’s your fault.

      “You didn’t bring me any muffins.”

      I meet her gaze. “What?”

      “I thought you’d at least have a muffin or something for me. I’m starving.”

      “Do you want me to get you something?” I’m up and near the door the next instant, but she only chuckles.

      “Stop. I’m teasing. Sover said he’s bringing me something to eat later.” Then she reaches for me. An invitation.

      I should run from this room. I’ll only hurt her the longer I stay, but I can’t make myself leave. Not yet.

      “You said muffins, and I lost my mind a little there.” This time my laugh is closer to genuine. I take her hand again.

      “Sorry. Should have known better. Don’t joke about muffins—noted.”

      “How do you feel?”

      She wrestles for an answer. “Like I got run over by a herd of flouse. I had no idea it hurt this much to be shot.”

      I flinch. “Talie, I—”

      “Don’t even go there.” She must see my frown. “I know you feel bad. You probably even think it’s your fault. It’s not. You weren’t the one who pulled the trigger.”

      “No, but I could have taken the hit.” I should have.

      “You better not be saying I’m weak.” Her brows raise in challenge.

      But I don’t respond. I can’t joke about her pain.

      After a long moment she asks, “Are the Elite gone?”

      “Roper got them under control. The bionic was out for the first command, which is why he got to the pistol, but Roper got through to him easily enough. I hope his bionic-ness won’t hinder Roper’s directives. The stun wore off way faster on him than I would have thought.”

      She frowns, and I want to reach out and smooth the wrinkles from her forehead. She shouldn’t have regrets like this. I’m the one in the wrong. I sit back, immediately missing the soft warmth of her.

      “I should have known.” She looks out the viewport.

      “Are you a mind reader too?”

      “No, but I knew he was bionic.”

      “You couldn’t have known how the stun would affect him. Don’t blame yourself.”

      “Only if you’ll stop blaming yourself.” She turns.

      I meet her gaze and realize she’s issued a challenge. We both have things we regret, but hers didn’t put me in the med-bay.

      “Talie.”

      “Please don’t. I’m going to be fine.”

      I flinch at the word, but she doesn’t notice.

      Her smile is forced. “Back to new in no time. I don’t want you going around thinking you’re responsible for any of this.”

      “Are you kidding?” I jump to my feet and pace to the sio-glass. “I’m the reason the Elite were here. I’m the one they were looking for.”

      “And you’d be locked away in a ship’s brig with Elite doing who knows what to you if we hadn’t interfered. You think that’s what I want?”

      She doesn’t understand. Her life is not an acceptable risk.

      I stride forward and lean over her, my hands pressing against the bed on either side of her head. My body reacts, and I feel the burn of desire—I want to kiss her again. I want to feel the warmth of her against me, turning my insides molten.

      But reality knocks into me with the strong scent of antiseptic.

      “There’s nothing about me worth your sacrifice.”

      “Then you don’t see yourself clearly.” She reaches up, but I flinch away.

      “Just…” My eyes search hers one last time.

      Their ice blue depths hold only honesty.

      “Forget about me, Le’è.”

      And with that, I push away from her and storm out of her room and the med-bay.

      The only way I can keep her safe is to make myself the target.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 25

          

          TALIE

        

      

    

    
      Twenty-four hours in the med-bay is more than enough.

      I walk the length of the small room eagerly awaiting Sover’s approval to leave for my own room, but he’s taking his sweet time. I still feel a dull ache from the wound, and probably will for several days, but I’ve had four rounds of healing injections to target rapid cell growth. I’m practically as good as new.

      Well, except for the scar that encompasses a good portion of my upper chest and shoulder. He says it’ll fade, but right now it’s an angry pink ring of wrinkled skin.

      I move my arm and flinch. Okay, so almost as good as new. I know I need to take it easy, but I’m antsy to get out of here. I need to see Renner.

      Moving him from the path of the shot was instinctive, and I’d do it again, but when he left the med-bay, his tortured look was enough to keep me up half the night. He needs to get over himself and see that he’s not the cause of all bad things in the Verse.

      When I see him, he’s getting a piece of my mind. You can’t just tell a girl to forget you and storm off. Especially if that girl is unable to go after you. Even now, my anger sends flashes of heat through me, but I pause and take a deep breath.

      These thoughts pinch my conscience. I’m dangerously close to falling for Renner. Living with a false ident chip comes with its own risks, but one thing I learned early on was not to let anyone in. To protect my own heart. I did it so well that others stopped trying.

      But he sees past it.

      “Talie.” Sover comes into the room. His eyebrows are pinched in concentration over a datapad, looking at my recent scans, no doubt. “I’d rather keep you for another day to track your progress.”

      “You can’t give me more injections, right?”

      “No, but—”

      “And I’m mobile and able to eat regular food, yes?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “And there’s nothing special about this bed versus the bed in my room.” I want to add that my bed is much more comfortable, but I leave that part out.

      “Not really, but—”

      “Then I see no problem.”

      He sighs. “I want you to take it easy. No rehearsing, no sudden movements, and certainly none,” he wiggles his fingers at me, “of that.”

      I nod, knowing he means for me not to use my ability, though I doubt that would affect my physical well-being. Then again, even after all the tests Sover has done on me in the past, we’re still no closer to understanding my gift or its strain on my body.

      “I understand.” I look as contrite as possible.

      “Then I suppose I can’t keep you here.” He lets out another dramatic exhale, and I see the lines deepen like he’s aged ten cycles by agreeing with me. “But please be extremely careful. You’ve been through an ordeal.”

      “I will. I promise.” I kiss him lightly on the cheek and move past but stop at the door. “Oh, and don’t tell anyone I’ve left yet.”

      He frowns. “Why not?”

      “I would like some peace and quiet in my room.”

      “All right.” His concern softens to understanding.

      Freyda has been in the med-bay constantly since Renner left, and everyone else has cycled through at one point or another. She’s only gone now because of rehearsals, but I know she’ll be back the minute she’s done. Everyone means well, and I feel their love, but a girl needs some privacy.

      That, and I need to see Renner without an audience.

      I rush through the hall but soon stagger to a stop. The pace makes me lightheaded, and I rest against a bulkhead to catch my breath. My wound is healed, but Sover’s right, I need rest.

      Going slower this time, I take a trav-tube to floor three and reach my door undetected. My plan is to comm Renner and see if I can coax him to my room to talk. Maybe I’ll mention muffins.

      The door hisses open and I catch the scent of my Meloran perfume and home. My room has always been the most peaceful place on this ship for me, and I immediately relax. First, I’ll change into something soft and silky so as not to pull on the still-fresh skin. Then I’ll comm Renner.

      I move toward my closet but falter when the door slides open. Renner’s armor is gone. I search my other closet, but there’s nothing there. I even go so far as to look under my bed, but his things have vanished.

      And that’s when my gaze snags on my pillow.

      Moving slowly, though it has nothing to do with my injuries, I reach out and touch the cold metal of the coin. It sits in the center of the white fluff, and I pick it up with dread.

      “Computer?” My voice shakes. “Locate Renner Cartha.”

      <<Passenger Renner Cartha is not aboard the Midway>>

      My pulse pounds. “When did he depart?”

      <<There is no known record of his departure>>

      I frown. “Locate Renner Cartha,” I try again.

      <<Passenger Renner Cartha is not aboard the Midway>>

      “I don’t understand. Where is he?” I’m speaking to myself, but the computer is engaged.

      <<Passenger Renner Cartha is not aboard the Midway. Last known whereabouts is Deck Seventeen at 0200 hours>>

      Deck Seventeen is the cargo off-loading dock. I don’t know how he’s managed to disappear completely, but the truth is glaringly obvious. He’s gone.

      Anger flares, but it’s quickly followed by hurt. He left without saying goodbye. Tears prick my eyes, and then I feel like an idiot. He told me to forget him—that was his goodbye. And this should be a good thing, I remind myself. He was always going to leave, but….

      It doesn’t feel right.

      He was angry that I would sacrifice myself for him. Angry I didn’t blame him for the trouble we had aboard ship. Why would he leave? The Elite are gone, and as far as I know, he’s in the clear.

      “Computer, where are we?” It’s been over two days since we docked at Hexalia, and I have no idea if we’re even still there or what Delmar’s plans are.

      <<The Midway is currently docked at Hexalia Spaceport. The manifest indicates departure has been submitted for 1600 hours>>

      That’s less than four hours away.

      “Computer, what is the destination set to?”

      <<No known destination has been set at this time>>

      I have high level access, which is why the computer is so forthcoming with information, but it’s still not enough.

      I crumple onto the bed and press against the cool, silky softness of the sheets, but it does nothing to quell my anger. Did he take a ship like he threatened? Or did he leave for the planet? Is it possible he’s already hopped another ship? My stomach grumbles in hunger, but I have no appetite.

      Leaving means he’s moving to the next stage of his plan. That’s something we both want.

      My thoughts spiral around the information he’s going to give the High Council. How will they react? What will their plan of action be? He never showed me what he had, but I believe he believes it’s enough to convince them of the High King’s treason. The mere fact he was controlling the High Queen is enough to warrant his death, but…

      I sit up quickly, the act pinching my shoulder. What if the information Renner has isn’t enough? I curse the stars for not convincing him to show me the evidence.

      I could have assessed it as someone once familiar with court. I was young when I was taken away, but Doyua taught me everything I needed to know.

      It won’t be enough.

      I know it without even knowing what he’s going to deliver. The only thing that could truly convince the High Council to take action against the High King is me coming forward to accept my position as Gravless.

      The thought sends painful tremors throughout my body, and I’m ashamed of my fear. With the Rising taking action against the High House and the potential danger ascending to the throne might cause, I know the mere act of announcing my existence will cause ripples throughout the galaxy, but they might be enough to shift the trajectory. They may be enough to save Xerus from corruption.

      But can I do it?

      Is it time to show my true self to the galaxy?

      I shift on the bed, careful to avoid moving my arm too much, and Renner’s coin slips off the pillow next to me. I pick it up and run my thumb over the smooth planes worn from cycles of his fingers doing the same.

      What was it his mother said? Bravery will always win. I think my mother would have said something similar.

      With that thought, my plan solidifies. I don’t have to announce where I am, don’t have to endanger the Phenomena, but if I can create a recording for Renner to take with him to the High Council, then they will know my intentions to move into power should they back me.

      I shove up, the pain a distant memory as I secure myself in my closet against the back wall—as blank a slate as any I can find—and record my message on a secure disc. No location records or other identifying evidence will be included.

      I play the short message back five times, double checking that nothing gives away where I am, and then slip the disc into a shielded carrying pouch around my neck. Phase one of my plan is complete with a little more than two hours left before we leave.

      And now it’s time for phase two. Find Renner.

      Roper has told me enough about his planet to know I won’t find Renner by accident.

      I wrack my mind for a solution, and one presents itself in the form of black and gold sigils. Elixa will know where I should go.

      Hope swells, and I turn to the next task, my movements quick and agile. I’ll need to be prepared for the weather on planet, so I dress in thick leggings and sturdy boots, a long, deep blue tunic belted over the top. Then I pull out a heavy winter cloak, hat, and gloves. They’ll not only keep me warm but help conceal my identity.

      I reach for the coin he’s left me and slip it into my pocket. It’s given me courage, but I vow to return it to its rightful owner.

      My heart thumps wildly at the thought of seeing Renner one last time, but I choose to ignore it. This plan is about accepting my destiny on the Xerus throne, nothing more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 26

          

          RENNER

        

      

    

    
      When Roper said his planet would be easy to hide on, he was right. What he didn’t mention was that it would be freezing.

      I’ve never been more thankful for the built in hab-adjust in my armor. It regulates my body temperature and conserves any heat I give off. I’m mostly warm enough, but I don’t like walking around with my face shield up. I find it terrifies people. Because of that, I’m taking my chances at a frost-bitten nose to appear less menacing. I hope it’s working.

      Hexalia is an interesting planet with a troubled history. Last night I happened to mention it was my first time on planet to an older man next to me in the food court. That was a mistake. He took it upon himself to enlighten me.

      He explained that at the inception of its first colony, specific issues were clear, like the great distance it sat from its sun and the harsh, natural terrain. Terrain, I might add, that is both beautiful and frightening in its vast coldness. But, as humans are known to do, they overcame the issues by genetic manipulation and scientific advancement for the sake of monetary gain. Hex is the main export of Hexalia and is used in the fabrication of Source machines—a necessity for our galaxy.

      The man also told me of Hexalia’s solar sphere, which insulates the planet to a livable temperature—though what they deem livable I’d like to argue with. But it works at great cost to the planet’s natural resources. Due to that drain, light is scarce, and many materials are imported. Basically, it’s cold, dark, and predominantly poor.

      I move across the open-air market, trying to look as if I’m a normal shopper. Sure, just ignore the guy in military grade armor searching through duraplast bowls and biweave pillows. Nothing to see here.

      I’ve got a meeting with a contact Roper set me up with, but I’m biding my time until then. It lets me observe the people of Hexalia. They are hardy and advanced in some ways and deficient in others. Like a genetically heightened sense of sight due to the lack of bright light and a greater tolerance to cold, but they become uncomfortable in natural light and are sensitive to strong UV rays.

      Most wear long-sleeved tunics and pants while some use scarves and wraps, but the majority are not bundled like I would be without my armor. They’ve adapted to the cold, and it’s impressive.

      Though not nearly as impressive as their intricate tattoos. Made from the glowing ink of the lexia plant indigenous to the planet, the flowing lines and complex designs of the tattoos tell the wearer’s life story and, in specific cases, their ability—like Roper and his rare gift of vocal persuasion—though I’d be hard-pressed to read any of them since they’re specific to each people group on Hexalia.

      My gaze snags on the woman in front of me as I pretend to peruse her stall. Curving lines start on the back of her hand and disappear into her sleeve. They look like part of her naturally tan skin aside from the fact they glow brightly with a blueish hue. They are remarkable and beautiful.

      “You need a trav-sys cube?” she asks, mistaking the direction of my gaze. She’s selling what looks like old—very old—tech parts.

      “Uh, no. Thanks.”

      I glance up and see quick movement behind me through the reflection of a comp casing she has hanging on one of the four posts of her stall. It’s only a flash, but it’s not the first time I’ve noticed movement behind me.

      Roper said his contact would be waiting at the commuter food court at midday. I still have forty-five planetary-minutes until then, but I sense trouble isn’t far behind.

      And just when I was starting to enjoy myself.

      I slip past the tech stall and rush down a narrow corridor. I saw a particular shop that has exactly what I need, as long as I can make it there unnoticed.

      I rush past a flower stall, the blossoms kept warm by dim heat lamps, and the scent of Meloran callias hits me like a punch to the gut. I instantly picture Talie, the curve of her lips and the spark in her eyes. It’s impossible that I miss her—I’ve only been gone a little over a day. Still, the emotions swirling inside me are uncomfortable.

      Rushing past the memory-inducing scent, I dart down another alley and come out at the mouth of two large clothing stalls. I slip into one, easily losing myself among the cloaks and fur coats. It’s comforting to know even the locals use a jacket now and then.

      I find what I’m looking for, swipe the pre-paid, untraceable cred chip, and have myself a disguise. Though, with the added height of my armored boots and helmet, I’ll look like a walking tower in the cloak I’ve just bought. I’m hoping it will help me blend in a bit. Maybe.

      Taking a risk I don’t like, I yank my helmet off and stow it behind one of the clothing shops under a wooden crate. It better be there when I come back. Then I unfurl the cloak around my shoulders and pull the hood up. It’s dark green and makes me think of the forests covering Pinnacle Point on Drawx. I used to hike there with my training unit and remember getting lost many times among the verdant branches. The scent was intoxicating—fresh and spicy—and we reached snow near the top a few times. The memory somehow makes me relax, but I step into the weak sunlight and refocus.

      It’s nearing midday, but feels like dusk due to Hexalia’s sun. That will help me fade into the background, unless my pursuer is a native. They’ll know the tricks of the shadows better than I will.

      I assume by now Elite headquarters have put out a galaxy-wide warrant for my capture, and anyone looking to cash in a reward is now my enemy—as if I didn’t have enough enemies already—but how much do they know? My hair has grown longer than any picture the royal guard will have, and they only know vague details. With Hexalia not being on their publicized route, can I expect skimpers here?

      I visualize the map of the marketplace I studied before I left my rented room. I’m still a good distance from the food court in the north quadrant. I’m not worried about getting there in time, just without a tail.

      When I came to Roper after leaving Talie—the memory of her in the med-bay makes my blood pressure spike—he seemed to know I would be coming. Perhaps Elixa’s doing.

      It was easy to convince him to help me. All I had to do was remind him Talie would be safer with me off the ship and away from her. He agreed and assured me his contact was good for a ride off-planet. I trust the magician hasn’t steered me wrong, but ferrymen are easily bought.

      I diligently covered my digital tracks when I disembarked, but the waiting is playing tricks on me. I’m not used to inaction. I could barely sleep, wondering how Talie was recovering and hoping she’d stay in the med-bay long enough for the Midway to leave Hexalia. The further away from me she is, the better.

      I dodge three children running through the market. Their thin coats make me cold just looking at them. They laugh and giggle, tossing a glowing purple ball back and forth.

      The next stall is an art stand, and I pretend to admire the works there. A black and white painting has a reflective covering on the front, and I use it to look behind me. Nothing out of the ordinary.

      Another painting catches my eye. It’s of a girl with long blonde hair in the middle of a field of fens. The plants stretch out on either side, their bright blue, variegated stems boasting thousands of tiny white flowers. I see the girl as Talie, and the flowers shift to stars.

      I think of the coin I left on her pillow. I hope when she finds it, she knows it’s my way of giving her courage for the future. Whatever role she chooses.

      I turn away and wander through the crowds. Chatter in several different languages acts as a type of white noise, but the flutter of chax wings accompanied by squawks catches my attention. When I look, a shape shifts into the shadows. So, I haven’t lost my tail after all. Or someone else has picked it up.

      It’s certainly not an Elite, and I can’t help my amusement. I’d wager it’s a planet native looking to steal something off an ignorant visitor, but I won’t rule out a skimper. My armor should be enough of a deterrent, but perhaps they’re desperate. If they want to follow me, they’ll have to be better at hiding than that.

      I move ahead with renewed purpose. I focus on melding with the crowd and find several other men wearing cloaks similar to mine to shadow. As luck would have it, they head in the direction I need. I duck and move with suit-enhanced speed to slip into the darkness at the mouth of a long, narrow alley while they continue past. I am all but invisible.

      I welcome a confrontation. All my pent-up thoughts and frustrations at seeing Talie hurt course though me. Leaving in order to protect her was the right choice…but not as satisfying as a good brawl. I flex my fingers before closing them into a fist. I’m going to make sure whoever’s following me will think twice before doing it again.

      Several minutes later, my tail appears. They’re short and tentative. Perhaps it’s the first bounty they plan to collect on.

      Not this time, skimper.

      I dip my head so my hood covers me completely. I become the shadows.

      My hearing, excellent as it is, picks out the hesitant footsteps as they draw near. I hold my breath. Just a little closer and—

      I move with the speed of a puox on six legs and half the ferocity as I attack.

      They duck, but not quickly enough, and I grab an arm, twisting it back and shoving them against the rough permabrick wall. I lean my body weight against them and pull an iciline blade from the sheath concealed at my thigh. I want answers before I make sure they can’t follow me.

      An agonized cry freezes every muscle in my body. I…I know that voice.

      With a frantic move, I push the hood back and stare into ice blue. She’s breathing heavy, and her complexion has gone as white as the leonar fur fringing her hood.

      “Talie.” I breathe her name. “What are you doing here?”

      She groans, and I immediately shift my weight back, realizing I’m pressing on her injured arm. I don’t keep my distance though. I can’t.

      “I needed to find you.”

      And just like that, every plan I made to keep Talie safe shatters like glass.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 27

          

          TALIE

        

      

    

    
      “Have you lost your mind?” Renner’s brows form a deep V and he runs a hand through his hair.

      “Hello to you too.” I shift to rub my aching shoulder, hoping the pain meds I took before I left will overpower the throbbing. Renner stays mere centimeters from me, his warm breath fanning out across my nose and cheeks as we shelter in the dark alleyway.

      Despite the pain of having him bodycheck me against a wall, I’m glad I found him and didn’t get lost in the process. I’ve lived on the Midway for five cycles without setting foot on a planet, and it feels exhilarating to be here now. Exhilarating and cold. And also heavier than I’m used to, thanks to Hexalia’s increased gravity. I check the timer on my bracelet, but his harsh words draw my attention.

      “What in the Verse is going on? What are you doing here? Are you sure your brain didn’t get blasted along with your shoulder?”

      I frown. “I see you haven’t lost your dramatic side.”

      “Talie.” My name sounds like a groan. “Why. Are. You. Here?”

      I look up at him. His armor presses against my chest like a weight that could crush me if he wasn’t being careful. A multitude of thoughts race through my mind. That I missed him, even if he can walk away so easily. That I’m glad we get this last chance to say goodbye. But the truth wins over. “I have something you must take with you.” I lower my voice. “To the High Council.”

      He stares back at me blankly. “What are you talking about?”

      “They need to know I’m alive. They need to know I’m willing to accept my place on the throne if they will agree to back my rule and work to eradicate corruption in the High House.”

      His eyebrows rise, but it’s the only tell to his true feelings.

      “But—”

      “And I had to give you back your coin.”

      “You’re insane.” He pushes away from me, hands digging into his hair.

      My anger flares. “I’m insane? You leave the safety of the Midway and the anonymity of Phenomena to go streaking alone across the Verse with the hope of remaining undetected. Who’s the insane one?”

      “I’m good on my own.” His words are a growl. “I can look out for myself.”

      “And we could have hidden you if your pride hadn’t blinded you.” The words slip free, and I look down, chastising my loose tongue.

      This isn’t about me arguing with him. This is about delivering my message and leaving. I make a move to check my bracelet again, knowing I’m running low on time, but his sharp laugh startles me.

      “You think this is about pride?” He rounds on me, coming close again. His look heated but tinged with sadness. “It was about you.”

      I can’t move. Can’t breathe.

      His words thrill me, causing a surge of warmth to flood me despite the cold, but as they sink in, they leave me numb and afraid. I can’t feel the way I do about him, but how do I stop? How do I convince myself not to care for Renner when he’s all I want?

      “Renner, I—”

      “Don’t.” He holds up a hand. “I shouldn’t have said that. I had to leave to protect you and…your future.”

      “Yes. Of course.” My hopes crash like a meteor, leaving an empty void in its wake.

      “You don’t understand, Talie.” He shoves back and paces, his deep green cape swirling around his armor-clad legs. “You wouldn’t have been safe with me there. I’m tracked. Lè Fayrin was able to mask it for a time, but my implant always overrides the new chip protocols. Always. I’m a ticking time bomb.”

      A chime sounds softly at my wrist, and my blood runs cold.

      “Oh no.” I allowed myself to get distracted by my feelings, and now I’m going to pay the price.

      “What? What is that?” Renner reaches for my wrist and holds it up. “A timer?”

      “I—I set it for just before the ship is to leave.”

      “Stars, Talie. How much time?”

      “Five minutes.” We’re more than ten from the spaceport.

      “You’ve got to be kidding!” He curses and looks away, likely plotting a new course. A new plan. “Okay, if we hurry—”

      “It’s too late.” I drop my gaze. “I ignored the other reminder because I was so close to you. I thought I’d have time…”

      He steps to me, quick and fast, and my breath whooshes out in a cloud of fogged air. His hand gently forces my head back, searching for the truth.

      “Are you lying to me? Is there really no way for you to get back to the ship?”

      His expression is serious and so un-Renner-like I flinch. I’ve never seen him like this.

      “I’m not lying. Why would I?”

      “I don’t know.” His fingers clench into a fist. “We need another plan.” His words are for himself, not me.

      I see now the grave mistake I made in slipping away without telling anyone I was leaving. Well, except Elixa, but—

      “She knew.” I gasp.

      “What? Who knew?” He’s back in front of me, all hard angles and impatience.

      “Elixa. It’s how I found you. She told me…” Her words sink in.

      “What did she say?”

      “She said I’d find you, and our path would be set. I thought she meant my recording reaching the High Council, but I think she meant…us.” I flush, not meaning for it to come out like that.

      “She knows you’re here? Won’t she have them hold the ship for you?”

      I don’t answer at first because I’m not sure, but the more I think about it, the more I’m certain she won’t. She’s always been clear about how her Telling ability is best left between her and those she speaks with.

      “She won’t tell anyone.”

      “Stars.” His jaw works, clenching and unclenching. “Okay, this is what we’ll do. I’ll meet my contact, you’ll hide, we’ll get off this frozen chunk of ice, and I’ll find a way to get you back to the Midway.” He’s mostly speaking to himself.

      “I don’t know where they’re going.” I feel stupid now, not having any kind of contingency plan, but I didn’t expect to be left behind on Hexalia.

      He shoots a glance to the mouth of the alley then leans in, causing my stomach to pool with warmth. “You’re not coming with me.”

      “It’s not like I chose this. If you hadn’t been so blasted hard to find,” the words run out with my anger. “I didn’t plan this, Renner. No matter what you think.”

      His chest swells with air, and he runs a hand over his face. When he finally meets my gaze, his frustration is barely contained.

      “Do you realize what a truly terrible idea it is for you to come with me? The guy with a target on his back and the future High Queen? It’s the opposite of how you’ve lived your life the last five cycles, Talie. There has to be another way.”

      “Maybe this is the only way.” Ideas form and solidify in my mind. “Maybe it’s the best way.”

      He looks doubtful.

      “You’re right. I have lived the last five cycles of my life hiding. And while I know it was the best decision at the time, I can’t help but think too much has changed for me to remain hidden.” I finger the coin he left on my pillow. “Someone wise once told me to never back down from hard things.”

      I see his surprise as I repeat his words. “I didn’t mean—”

      “No. It’s time I stopped hiding under the spotlight in a life that’s not my own. High Queen Laerkin tried to rule well, but she had no chance. Not if what you say is true. But if I can do something to unite our Galaxy, then I need to do it. I need to come with you.”

      His expression clouds, but not as darkly as before. “I don’t like it. You’ll be putting yourself at risk.”

      “Don’t tell me you’re picking now to be humble about your skills.”

      The corner of his lips lift. “I’m a formidable force, as evidenced by the smooth takedown of my most recent assailant.” He quirks an eyebrow at me but sobers quickly. “We’re talking about Drawxian Elites, skimpers out for me, and—stars—who knows how many other hidden assailants.”

      “And here I thought you’d be up for the challenge.”

      “I didn’t say I wasn’t.” He checks behind us then steps back. “But I will go on record saying I don’t like it—the unnecessary danger, the risk. If we could get you back to the Midway, I could go and arrange a meeting with the High Council. Then maybe you could—”

      “It’s too late for that. Besides, this is my decision.”

      We stand there in a face-off of hard stares, his golden eyes against my ice blue ones. Neither of us flinches. Then I see it. The moment he relents.

      “Come on. If we’re getting off this iced rock, we need transportation.”

      He drags me across the market to a cloak stall. Bending down, he pulls out his helmet from under a crate and hands it to me.

      “What am I supposed to do with this?”

      “Hold it.” He winks, and we’re moving again.

      It takes us ten minutes of constant zigzagging, but we make it across the market to the northern most quadrant. The food stalls smell amazing, and my mouth waters. Renner perceives my focus.

      “You haven’t eaten.” It’s a statement.

      “I didn’t have time.” My plan hadn’t included staying on Hexalia… or anything more than finding Renner.

      “Here. Sit.” He gently pushes me into a chair hidden by a support beam. He’s back in an instant with a bowl of thick, creamy soup, a few slices of bread, and a hunk of hard cheese. “Eat. I’ll be back.”

      Then he’s gone, slipping through the crowd with the grace of a leonar and the stealth of a vex. I want to follow, but the scent of food is too tempting. I dig my spoon into the bowl and finish the meal quickly.

      Then I wait. And wait.

      Finally, I stand, toss my dishes in the recycler, and begin to covertly search for Renner. His bulky helmet is awkward in my hands, but I can’t leave it behind. I know he shouldn’t be hard to spot, but I don’t see him anywhere.

      Panic seizes me. I know he wouldn’t leave me, so my only other thought is that something has happened to him.

      I’m at the boundary of the food court, worry twisting me into knots, when an idea hits me.

      I know Renner in a way no one else does—I know his mass. It’s an odd thing to think of, and more difficult to explain, but I know the shape of him, the weight of him. I shift to the side of the busy walkway and close my eyes. Reaching out with my ability, I try to sense him.

      At first, I’m overwhelmed by the sheer number of people surrounding me. I’ve never tried to use my ability this way, and it seems impossible to narrow down. I can feel the force of every single person, and I know it would only take a mere thought to send someone flying into the air or sinking to the ground.

      But that’s not my goal.

      I try again, visualizing Renner’s smile—those cursed dimples. I even consider his humor, which is often a shield, but something I like about him. And it works. Like a moon following its orbit, I’m drawn to Renner.

      My eyes open, but I don’t lose the pull.

      I follow the walkway down an alley and out to a row of taller buildings. Gray, brown, and grimy once cream-colored permabrick walls make a mix of industry buildings and smaller shops all look the same. His trail leads me around one corner then the next, the feeling of him growing more solid in my mind the closer I get. When I reach the entrance to a narrow alley, I stop. I know he’s just around the corner.

      Instinct warns me not to move.

      Then I hear voices. Harsh words laced with frustration. It’s Renner, and he’s clearly unhappy. I slowly peer around the corner.

      “You said you could do it. What’s one more person?”

      “I’ve told you, Passenger, it’s not up to me,” a feeble voice replies. “Your passage is dependent on my ship contact. He’ll be here any minute.”

      “If you can’t do it, I’ll find someone else.” Renner turns to go, but the man reaches out, not quite touching him.

      “Please, Passenger, wait. I—we may be able to allow another aboard.”

      Renner stops. His posture is one of indecision. I know he wants to get us off Hexalia, but it’s more than that. He wants to get me to safety.

      “How much longer?” Renner’s impatience bleeds through his words.

      “I think I’ve waited long enough.” A shape emerges from the shadows, and it takes all of my will not to gasp.

      “Jas?” Renner is incredulous. “What in the Verse does it take to get rid of you?”

      “Me?” Jas laughs, though there’s no mirth in the sound. “No, no, little Ren-boy. We’re getting rid of you.”

      Renner braces himself for a fight, but it’s no use. The small man who was obviously bought off by Renner’s former captain pushes a stun-phaser into Renner’s neck at the exposed skin above his suit, and he goes down with a quiet zap.

      I want to run down the alleyway to him, but I know what he’d say. Wait, Talie. Just wait.

      What am I waiting for? Jas to slit his throat? I couldn’t bear to see that. But at the same time, I know my intuition is right. I have to see what happens, where he takes Renner, and when the best time will be to free him.

      I’m not at full strength yet. The exertion from following Renner has already depleted me, and I wasn’t even using my ability for anything physical. Sover was right about taking it easy, and I curse my impulsiveness to leave the ship without a weapon.

      Jas pays the little man for his treachery and then hauls Renner over his shoulder as if he weighs nothing at all. He must be wearing his own set of armor.

      When he starts down the alley, I follow.

      Now that I’ve found Renner and made my decision to reveal myself to the council, I’m not letting him out of my sight. I’ll free him, and we’ll make it off this planet. That’s a promise I’m willing to stake my life on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 28

          

          RENNER

        

      

    

    
      I’m going to go supernova on Jas.

      I’m stripped of my armor, gagged, bound, and propped up in a dark corner of some musty basement with only two tiny windows at the top for thin light to shine through, but as soon as I’m free, I’m going to pulverize Jas.

      The murderous thoughts do nothing to aid the situation, but it’s either that or sink into the deep depression of my current circumstance. I find anger is much easier.

      I yank at my durasteel bonds uselessly, but at least it gets some of my angry energy out. My feet are also tethered with chains connected to a hook in the floor. Was this place made to hide people? I shudder.

      My hands drop to my lap, and I force the chill in my bones to be silent. I’m stuck in my polyweave pants and shirt, and without my hab-assist, I’m slowly turning into a block of ice. Is that his plan? Freeze me to death? I’d give anything to be warm again.

      My mind conjures the warmth of Talie against me in the alleyway. My suit’s haptics translated her close proximity as heat and…and I need to stop thinking about her like that. She’s made it clear she’s choosing to accept her place on the Gravless throne and all that encompasses, which leaves a soldier like me out in the black without nav.

      Stars, I hope she’s okay. I’m glad I had her stay at the food court, knowing whoever had me under surveillance for the meeting wouldn’t connect us, and I’m doubly glad I left the information I’m to convey in my helmet with her. Still, I had no idea that piks of a man would have the guts to betray me. And to Jas no less. My neck still stings where he stunned me.

      Jas is a nasty creature, and I shouldn’t be so surprised he escaped wherever Gemma and Roper sent him to, but I’m surprised he found me so quickly. Before I can guess how, I catch a flicker in the dim light.

      When I look up, I bite back a curse. Talie has removed the small pane of sio-glass and is slithering through the window.

      “Wait,” I whisper-shout.

      She cannot be here. It’s the furthest thing from safe.

      “Quiet.” She fits the rest of her body through the narrow slot and floats down like she’s a cloud coming to rest on earth. “I’m rescuing you.”

      She looks so proud of herself that I forget where we are and enjoy the look of triumph on her delicate features. Then reality slams into me.

      “What in the Verse are you thinking?”

      “I told you. I’m rescuing you. Now let me see those chains.”

      “I—no.” My voice raises, and we both freeze. Then my body offers a convulsive shudder.

      “You’re cold. We’ll have to get you some…” she assesses me “clothes.”

      “You are not rescuing me, Talie Zarna. You’re getting out of here and finding passage on another ship—to anywhere. You got that?”

      “That’s your best idea?” She looks pointedly at my chains. “Perhaps you’re just going to use brute strength to break those off. But wait, if that’s the case, then why are you still here?”

      She has a point—I’m out of options—but that doesn’t mean she has to be too.

      “Your safety is most important.”

      “I know, okay? You feel the need to protect me at the expense of your own life, but if we could stop the chatter and focus on the problem, that would be great.”

      I meet her stare, one hard gaze to another, but she’s right. I have no hope of getting myself out of here, and the information I have—

      “Where’s my helmet?” My heart pounds against my ribs.

      “You mean this?” She pulls a thin silver disc from a pouch around her neck.

      “How did you know where it was?”

      “I’m very observant.”

      My relief is short lived. “Thank you for keeping it safe, but where’s the helmet?”

      “Sorry.”

      I’m never going to see it again. “It was custom made.” I can’t help my whine.

      “I’ll buy you a new one. Now show me your hands.” She kneels before me and pulls out a small frequency reader. One pass over the chains, and she types in a new code then turns the reader back on the shackles. They pop open, and I appraise her with new appreciation.

      “Impressive.”

      “I have skills you know nothing about, Renner.”

      “You’re always a surprise, Le’è.” Stop flirting, Renner. Stop it right now! But I can’t. There’s something about her singular focus and the pink tinting her cheeks and nose. She looks…excited. I shouldn’t be so giddy she’s doing a top-level job at busting me out of here, but I am.

      “Okay.” She pops the clasp of the leg chains free, and I’m on my feet instantly. “But I can’t fit out that window.”

      “I know.” She sizes me up, and warmth courses through my veins. Not enough to truly heat me, but enough that I go still when our eyes meet.

      She clears her throat. “We’ll have to try.”

      The sound of heavy boots jolts me out of my wayward thoughts. “Get out.”

      “Not enough time.” She pushes me down.

      “Hide.” My look screams the demand, and she does.

      I quickly place the chains back, though they remain unlocked. Without armor, I need to time my attack on Jas just right.

      I rest my head against a crate just as the door bangs open. Jas clomps in, his boots sounding like an earthquake. My chest is tight, and it takes every ounce of strength not to look in Talie’s direction.

      “Little Ren Ren.” He pats me on the head like I’m a child. “Don’t look so upset. It ruins that ‘cute boy’ façade you’ve got going on.”

      He pulls up a crate and sits, propping his elbows on his knees. “I just need to find your sweet little Gravless friend before our transport—and my backup—arrives.”

      “You stay away from her.” I am fire and ice, burning and frozen at the same time.

      Does he know Talie’s on planet? I force my expression to remain blank despite the anger that rockets through me. If he were to so much as lay a finger on her….

      “So touchy.” He leans forward and roughly pats my cheek. “She’s worth a fair sum, you know. They’re pleased I found her. You could have turned her in yourself. Bought your freedom instead of groveling at the feet of Fayrin.”

      “Lè Fayrin,” I bite out.

      “Princess or no, she’s not the boss of me anymore. Or hadn’t you heard?” His look turns even darker. “I’m on retainer for the High House now. Turns out one skillful kill is all it takes to make it into their good graces.”

      My mind races. Lè Fayrin told me of the assassination but, out of respect for her, I didn’t look at the information on the disc. Is Jas saying he was the one who killed the High Queen?

      I think of Talie. This news must be a crushing blow. “You’re sick. You would kill for money?”

      “I kill for power.” He leans in, expression dark. “I am to be the arm of justice for the High Council. I shall do their bidding, and in return? Riches, yes, but I have been promised a position in Cerlia.”

      “To what end?” He disgusts me. He was once a great captain, someone I looked up to.

      “To be a part of the new galaxy.”

      I shiver, but it has nothing to do with the cold. New galaxy? Has Jas lost his mind?

      “The tide is changing in Xerus, Byrenn. The seat of power is shifting from the many to the few who are qualified to rule it, and I will be on the side of the powerful.” He leans forward and roughly grips my jaw. “You’re going to tell me where the princess is. If you’re lucky, I’ll make your end quick.”

      It’s now or never. I see my chance but hesitate.

      Will I endanger Talie? Will she be able to escape?

      “Somehow that offer doesn’t entice me to share.” I grind the words out.

      I look past Jas, making it appear as if I’m unwilling to meet his gaze, and catch the whites of Talie’s eyes in the dark. Her nod is imperceptible, but it’s the push I need.

      I flip the cuffs, grab the chain, and wrap it around Jas’s sizable neck above his armor. I kick off the other chains so my feet are free and sweep his legs out from under him. His hands pry at the thick chain as he tips to the side, taking me with him. The longer I can keep his armor-enforced strength off me, the better.

      As if realizing this too, he releases one hand with a strangled growl, allowing the choking for the opportunity it affords him. His fist connects in a brutal kidney shot, though not at full strength since his oxygen is waning. I lose my grip. The clatter of durasteel follows a grunt. Then another fist to my jaw.

      “Watch the face,” I mumble before I take the opportunity his hit has given me for a move of my own.

      He’s thrown off balance by my knife strike to his neck, and I manage to gain my feet, backing away in the small area surrounded by crates. He stands as well, fists at the ready.

      “You should have told me what you knew. It would have been much less painful.”

      With a war cry I wouldn’t have expected from her, Talie launches herself from the dark corner she’d disappeared to. She lands on Jas’s back and wraps an arm around his neck. I see the muscles strain in her neck and realize she’s trying to use her ability to choke him, but his mass is too great.

      Every muscle in my body tenses.

      “What’s this?” Jas gasps. He’s hardly affected by her choke hold and latches on to her forearm.

      I know what he’ll do next as if by precognition. He thrusts himself forward, flinging Talie over him, and she slams against the wall.

      Her back and head connect with a sickening crack, and my vision goes red. I yell a cry of my own and leap at Jas. I don’t have to look long to know Talie is out cold, and it’s all I can do to force thoughts of her well-being aside as I throw a punch at Jas.

      It’s no use. She floods my vision, and my hands shake even as my fist seeks a window between his armor plates. I duck his responding blow. He’s a consummate fighter, and my skills pale in comparison.

      I risk a glance at Talie. She lies at an awkward angle. It’s all the opportunity Jas needs. He lurches at me and manages to trap me.

      Defeat rests on my shoulders like a mantle. I’ve failed Talie. I’ve failed Lè Fayrin. I’ve failed.

      Jas sucks in air and lets it out, his hot breath near my ear. “Gotcha.”

      I wriggle, but his armored grip is like durasteel. His arms might as well be chains.

      “Before I end your life, I must thank you.” He shifts us so we’re both looking at Talie. “You brought me quite a lovely gift. I’m sure she’ll help me pass the travel pleasantly before I turn her in to the council. Such soft skin.”

      The mere thought of him touching any part of her turns me into blazing red fury. Aided by the element of surprise, and strength I didn’t know I possessed, I rip from his grasp and flip him to the ground. Then I’m on top of him, knees pinning his arms, and pummeling his face with my fists. It happens so quickly, I don’t know how I got there. All know is rage.

      Moments later, gentle hands grip my shoulders. “Renner…Ren, he’s out cold.”

      My fist halts midway. It’s covered in blood, as are my knuckles, but he’s still breathing.

      “I should finish him.” I gasp, my whole body vibrating with rage. “The things he was saying—”

      “I know.” Talie’s eyes fill with tears. “He’s responsible for my aunt’s murder, but I can’t condone his death. He deserves a trial and to pay for his crimes as any criminal would.”

      “You heard him. The High House is corrupt. Who’s left to judge him fairly?” My breath rasps out in huffs, and I flex my fingers. The motion sends pain spiraling through my knuckles and up my forearms.

      “I did hear him, and he said he has backup coming. Tie him up if you must, but we have to go.” She gently pulls me back, and I stand abruptly, coming to my senses. I turn to her, searching every part of her for signs of injury.

      “How are you?”

      “Just a bump on the head, that’s all.”

      I can’t move. I’m a statue caught between reality and a future where Talie isn’t okay. Where she’s captured by Jas and…I shudder and close my eyes. Then I feel her touch on my cheek, anchoring me to the present.

      “Breathe, Renner.” Her sweet voice whispers across the space between us. “That’s it.”

      When I open my eyes again, I’m calm. The red is receding from my vision, and I’m more in control. I consider taking Jas’ armor, but immediately disregard the thought. He’s several sizes larger than me and it would only make me stand out. Instead, I make quick work of disabling the mechanics—no more added strength—and chain him up as he did me. I turn to Talie. “Are you ready?”

      “Yes.” She holds out her hand to me.

      I look at her one last time, as if I need to be reassured she’s okay. Her returning smile melts my frozen limbs, and I wrap my hand around hers.

      “Let’s get out of here.”
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          TALIE

        

      

    

    
      Renner pulls me out into the bleak sunlight, and I fight to keep my grip on his fingers, which are wet with blood weeping from his wounds. They will need to be bandaged, but once we’re somewhere safe. My wounded shoulder throbs in time with my headache, but there’s no time to stop and nothing to do if we did.

      I fail to push the image of Jas, his face bleeding and broken, from my mind. He’s a monster, but I’m glad Renner didn’t kill him. Even after what the man admitted to.

      Then another image vies for my attention. The look Renner gave me when he saw I was all right.

      “Hurry.” It doesn’t escape me that he’s clutching his side as we run.

      “Are you…all right?” I gasp as the cold air burns down my throat.

      “Fine,” he huffs. Loosely translated, it means he’s injured but is going to ignore it. It’s not like we have resources to fix him, so I keep pace.

      An endless maze of towering buildings stretches out before us. I’m overwhelmed by the sheer size of this warehouse district. I suspect many of the buildings house hex conversion plants. The blueish smoke that rises from the stacks leaves a metallic taste in the air.

      “Over here.”

      Renner pulls me into an alley. We race through the snow-dusted permapave as the temperature drops further. The sun doesn’t offer much light, but it must give some warmth, because that’s the only change. It’s darker here.

      Without warning, Renner pulls me into a shadowed alcove and yanks me against him.

      “Ooomph.” The sound comes out as a groan as I land against him.

      “Watch the ribs.”

      “Watch the shoulder.”

      He eases his grip, but puts a finger to my lips. Silence descends. I hear the pounding of blood in my ears and feel Renner’s heart rapid-firing in his chest.

      Every muscle is tensed for a fight. My head still pounds, but the pain fades to the background as the will to escape takes over. We’re not going back to that basement, no matter what.

      After what seems like an eternity, Renner relaxes slightly.

      “I don’t think we were followed.”

      He dropped his grip after the first minute, but didn’t push me away. Now I rest comfortably against his chest, his arms encircling my waist as if it’s the most natural thing in the Verse. Warning bells ring, but I’m focused on not making this about anything more than safety and hiding. And possibly warmth since he’s definitely shivering in his polyweave.

      “I—” His voice catches. “I thought…” He looks away. “I couldn’t let him…”

      “You didn’t. You stopped him.”

      The violence Renner is capable of scares me, yet I know it was to protect me.

      “You’re sure you’re all right?” He brushes the loose strands of hair away from my face and searches again as if he might have missed some dire injury. “Your shoulder?”

      “I’m all right.” I grimace. “It’s still sore, but I’ll live. You?”

      He shrugs in a non-committal way but winces as he does. “Yeah. He got in a few good hits.”

      “He did.” My fingers lightly trail the darkening bruise on his chin. He flinches, and I pull back.

      “You shouldn’t have come back for me.”

      “I wasn’t going to leave you.”

      “I suppose I am your best chance at survival.” He tries to shift the tone, and I should let him, but I shiver, and he pulls me closer. Our lips are centimeters apart, and my world comes to a halt.

      “What he said…” I can’t manage to form the words. “Did you know?”

      “No.” The word is firm. “I had no idea. Talie, I’m sorry.”

      “It’s not your fault. None of this is.” My voice is a whisper, a breath.

      He stares down at me. I can see he wants to debate me, but then something shifts. “I couldn’t bear to think of what he might do to you.”

      “I’m safe now. You saved me.” I cup his cheek again, and this time he lets my hand rest there.

      Then, my words—or perhaps it’s the situation, or the closeness—ignite the sun in Renner’s eyes. They spark a fire that burns with an uncontrollable heat, and he crushes his mouth to mine. The action steals what’s left of the air in my lungs, and he pulls me closer. His hands are gentle on my back and waist while his lips explore mine.

      It may be freezing on this iced rock, but we are fire. The passion encircles us and creates a cocoon of warmth I never want to leave. I could fall into the world his kiss creates and live there forever, seen only by him.

      All too soon, he pulls back and searches my gaze. “Is this all right, Le’è?”

      I want to shout yes. I want to pull his lips back to mine. To drink him in. I want to forget who I am—

      “Stars, Renner.” Reality crashes, and I push away, moving to cover my lips that blaze with the memory of his kiss. Heat engulfs me with shame. “I can’t. I’m sorry…”

      “No. I’m sorry.” The warmth is gone from him. “I should have known better. My apologies, princess.”

      My eyes dart to his, but I see no trace of humor.

      “It won’t happen again.”

      “Renner, I—”

      His head jerks to the side, and I silence my response.

      “We have to go.” He takes my arm and gently tugs me into the alley, any trace of lingering emotion from our kiss blasted to bits by my words. It’s as it should be, but I can’t escape the longing he’s awakened in me.

      Or the fact I have a choice to make. My duty or my happiness.

      

      Our race through the city takes half a planetary-hour. We’re slowed by caution and fear that we’ll be followed, but finally Renner reaches for my hand and we dart into the open at a transport-hub.

      Vehicles race back and forth in a blur of motion. They run on a track and the steam coming from the metal girders means they’re heated underground to ward off ice. Each pod is domed, and the sizes vary, some small enough for one person, others large enough for ten.

      “We need to take a pod. There’s no way we’re making it the rest of the way on foot.” His gaze scans across the hub. “I have an idea. Wait here.”

      He leaves me for the ordering kiosk, and I feel like there’s a gaping hole where he was standing. So much left unsaid. I want to apologize again, but what can I say? That my duty is more important to me than my feelings for him? That we’re both burdened by purpose, and desire has no place in that?

      Is that to be my future? Bound to suffer for the good of all?

      “That one is ours.” He rejoins me, and my thoughts scatter like the snow crystals at our feet.

      The pod’s tracks direct it to us, and the door automatically opens, sending warm air billowing out. Renner lets me get in first, and then he joins me. Just as the door slides closed, I catch a glimpse of the hulking shape of Jas stepping onto the platform.

      “Stars.”

      “What—”

      Renner’s about to turn when I pull his head to mine. Our gazes lock, and his body tenses.

      I hate myself for this, but I have no choice. “Jas is on the platform.”

      Some of his stiffness eases but not all. When we maneuver away from the platform, he quickly shifts back, putting distance between us.

      Please state your destination.

      “Spaceport,” Renner barks, and his voice cracks.

      Spaceport, confirmed. Travel time: ten planetary-minutes and thirty-two seconds.

      “Curse him to the black. I should have searched him. He must have had a key to the cuffs.” Renner pauses to wipe his bleeding knuckles with the hem of his shirt before tapping the access screen. He scrolls through the limited options, but nothing seems to be what he’s looking for. “He’s going to find us. It’s only a matter of time.”

      “Is it your chip?” I wonder if there’s some way Jas has hacked his tracking chip.

      “It shouldn’t be that.” He checks his datapad. “The override shouldn’t happen for another several days.”

      “What are we going to do?”

      “Honestly? I’m not sure.”

      I gape at him.

      “I might have an idea. Sort of.” He’s trying to smile, trying to be the old, carefree Renner, but it falls short.

      “You’re just not going to let me in on it. Is that it?”

      “Not exactly.” He taps on the screen again. “I have the beginning of a plan but not all the details. When it’s fleshed out, I’ll tell you.”

      He looks out the wide window encompassing the whole front end of the pod. We’re skirting around the warehouse district, tall buildings to our right and wild tundra to the left. The scene is decidedly gray and white and shouts cold. I’m grateful for the warmth coming from the heaters.

      The minutes tick by, and the silence grows, but I focus on the problem rather than our kiss. There has to be a way to trick Jas and anyone else who’s following us.

      “I have an idea,” I say as the planetside spaceport comes into view.

      “Are you going to fill me in?”

      I tap my chin as if in thought. “I don’t think so.”

      “Talie,” his voice commands. “Tell me.”

      I meet his gaze and cave to his urgency. “We use my cred chip, and—”

      “We can’t use a chip that can be tracked.”

      “Will you let me finish?”

      He goes quiet.

      “We use my cred chip and buy passage on the next departing ship. Then we stay here.”

      “Misdirection.” He contemplates my idea.

      Now arriving at Spaceport Landing.

      “Okay.” He pockets his datapad. “That’s not a bad plan. I think I have the second half of it.”

      “Which is?”

      “A surprise.” Now his grin widens, a hint of the true Renner shining through.

      “You are going to tell me, right? I mean,” I frown at him. “I told you my plan.”

      “That was your first mistake.” The pod slows to a stop, and the door opens.

      We’re greeted by a frigid wind that goes right through my insulated cape and leggings. He takes off in the direction of the terminal station where we can purchase tickets, and I follow. I hope this works.

      It’s surprisingly easy to book passage on the next ship when money isn’t a problem. I even book us in a connecting suite but, under Renner's suggestion, make sure to use false names so Jas thinks we’re trying to hide. Then we leave.

      Renner pulls us from the impressive private terminal to the commuter and public terminals, and we do our best to fit in. Without his armor, Renner looks more like a local than I do, but I know he must be freezing.

      “Where are we going now?” I ask through chattering teeth.

      What I really want to know is when we’re going back inside, but he doesn’t answer. His attention is focused on a shiny metal building to our right.

      “Come on.” His voice is low as he pulls around another corner to a secluded alcove. “We need to split up.”

      Panic takes hold. I feel naked on a strange planet with no resources. “But—”

      “Listen carefully. You’re going to take this”—he hands me his cred chip—“and buy us tickets on an ice ship. Preferably the cheapest and ugliest one. That’s the ticket window. You make it under a different fake name, and then you board and wait for me.”

      “I’m not leaving you.” My tone is resolute.

      “I’ll be there. I promise.” His mask of focus softens imperceptibly.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Stop Jas.” He must see my worry because he adds, “I’m not going to kill him, if that’s what you’re worried about.” Renner roughs a hand over his hair where thin bits of ice cling to the tips. “Just try to…distract him. Throw him off our trail.”

      “And what happens if you don’t make it on the ice ship?”

      “I’ll be there.”

      I hold his gaze and read sincerity. “Okay.”

      “Okay?” He looks incredulous.

      “I’ll see you on board. Cheapest. Ugliest.”

      He looks like he wants to say more, but his gaze flickers to my lips then back. Steely resolution hardens the planes of his face. “Be safe.”

      I nod, and he leaves.

      He’s headed back to the private dock, and an ever-growing part of me hates this distance between us, even though it’s my fault. I’d give anything to make him my choice, but how can I go against centuries of tradition?

      I can’t, and that’s the end of it.
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          RENNER

        

      

    

    
      We’re safe…for now.

      I waited and made certain Jas found our booking at the private terminal and then, just to solidify the deal, I found a Talie lookalike and did some sweet-talking, making sure to hide my roughed-up hands. She let me walk her onto the ship’s ferry in plain view of my former captain.

      I chuckle even now knowing he has no idea I slipped right past him on my way off that very platform.

      Now I’ve just managed to board the ugliest floating ice ship I’ve ever seen. It will circle the main island of Hexalia’s spaceport and, according to my research in the pod, the trip takes eight hours to make a full circuit with stops at regular intervals. It’s usually used by tourists—which I doubt Hexalia has many of—or locals commuting to another part of the island. All I cared about was eight hours of freedom to form our next plan.

      But first I need to find Talie and make sure she’s safe.

      I take a right to the outdoor passway. Sio-glass windows line the outside hull and offer a stunning view of the tundra beyond the city. It stretches out in snow drifts and ice pillars created by fierce storms and lower temps where the solar sphere doesn’t cover.

      My gaze travels along the desolate landscape, and a part of me resonates with it. Iced over, the way my feelings for Talie must be.

      I slipped up by kissing her back there, went a little crazy in the aftermath of the fight, and the rush of adrenaline and emotions that flooded me were too powerful to ignore. I should have known her nearness had nothing to do with her feelings and only the cold, but you can’t blame a guy for taking a shot. Right?

      But never again.

      I rub my mouth to erase the feeling of her lips. I’ve got to be locked down. Focused. The mission demands it. Talie’s position demands it. And that right there strikes a chord, sending illogical rage coursing through me.

      All my life, I’ve been surrounded by that type of commitment. Suppress your feelings for the sake of duty. Forget your roots to better focus on your job. Change who you are at the core to make them happy—whoever they are.

      I’m sick of it. I’m sick of pretending what I want doesn't matter.

      Talie’s laugh yanks me to the present, and I breathe through the anger until it boils back to a contained rage deep inside. I’ll deal with it later when I have a clearer head.

      I spin toward the nearest opening and peer out across a sea of faces separated into small round tables. It’s a dining room, and the smells of cheap meat product and root vegetables mingle with the astringent scent of synthesized alcohol. The bank of windows offer yet another spectacular view, but my eyes lock on Talie, flanked by two men as she leans against the bar at the back.

      I do a double take. It’s definitely Talie. She’s taken her hair down, and it falls in long wavy curls of silky gray-blonde over her shoulders. She must have stowed her coat somewhere, and I appreciate how the blue of her tunic offsets her pale complexion, highlighted by twin pools of pink on her cheeks.

      Stars.

      One of the men must crack a joke because she laughs again. A fist of something uncomfortable twists in my gut. Is that…jealousy? It’s even more ridiculous than my earlier thoughts, and I bat it away. Renner Cartha doesn’t do jealousy.

      I stride forward confidently. “There you are.” I speak with more bravado than I’m currently feeling.

      She looks up and meets my gaze. Her smile turns genuine, but it’s over bright. A flicker of doubt hits me. What is she warning me about?

      “Ah, there he is,” she says with a flourish. “Boys, meet my husband, Rex Lars.”

      I force myself not to flinch. She’s playing a part, that much is obvious, but what else has she told them?

      I kiss her knuckles. “My star.” I’m surprised the words make it free as they claw their way out of my throat.

      “Meet Captain Hike and Malik, his first mate.” She welcomes me, and I add my congeniality to the mix.

      “Nice to meet you, fellas.” What’s she told them about me? Has she made me into a character? Will I dismantle any groundwork she’s laid by being myself?

      “You too. Trilla here’s been telling us all about your exploits.” The man—I think it’s Captain Hike—smiles approvingly at Talie.

      “Oh?” I flash her a look.

      “Yah.” Malik assesses me. “Never woulda thought I’d meet a real life gargona fighter. Dinna know that takes yeh across the Verse like that.”

      “You’d be surprised.” Gargona fighter. Right. I look at Talie, expecting her to add something.

      “Rex, baby, I’ve got good news.” She slides up to me and wraps her hands through my arm.

      Her touch is fire, and I douse it with reality. This is a farce.

      “Hike has said he’ll take us to our next destination on spec.” She widens her smile.

      Our what? “Oh?” I hope I don’t sound as shocked as I feel.

      “Your girl has a silver tongue.” He elbows Malik in the side. “She’d be able to talk me out of my ship if I wasn’t careful.”

      “That’s my girl.” I pull her close and push a kiss to her temple. The mere act twists my insides, but I convince myself it’s necessary. “How close do you think you can get us?”

      “Right to it.” Hike grins.

      That was not helpful information.

      Talie looks at me. “I told him about the next series on Meloran. He said it’s on his way, and he’s willing to take us with the promise of payment after your first round of fights.”

      Warning bells clang to life in my mind. This was too easy. But also, why Meloran?

      “We couldn’t accept such a generous offer.” I squeeze Talie’s arm a little more tightly to convey this is not a good idea.

      “Of course we can. I’ve already accepted.” There’s that confident smile.

      “It’s no trouble.” Hike doesn’t appear to be hiding any deception, but it’s hard to tell.

      There are all sorts of things I don’t like about this, but I can’t discuss it with her in front of them. If they’re our best chance of a ride off this iced rock, then maybe it’s worth considering, but I don’t know many captains willing to transport on spec. If we’re going to be in this together, I need to know the plan.

      Feel the irony, Renner? Talie’s words ricochet through my mind as if she’d spoken them.

      “You know what?” I look down at Talie as if I’ve just remembered something. “I actually need to check to make sure that series wasn’t canceled. They were talking about the egg-rot epidemic, and I don’t know if that’s been resolved. Will you be aboard the whole ride, Captain?”

      “Call me Hike or Cap,” he grins, “and we’re here to see the sights, so yes, we’ll be here. Find us anytime. I’ll be trying to outdrink Malik here—”

      “Which’ll never happen, yeh know.” Malik raises a glass as if to toast his eventual victory.

      “There’s always a chance,” Hike says. “But whatever you do, make sure you find me when we arrive back at the spaceport.”

      “Done,” I say with a final nod.

      “It was so nice talking to you both.” Talie flashes a brilliant smile.

      I tug her away. “Take me to our berth.”

      “Hey.” She nearly trips, but my strong grip on her arm helps keep her upright. “You’re going the wrong way.”

      “Then lead me the right way,” I hiss through my teeth. “Please?”

      “Come on.” She turns down a long interior corridor and stops halfway down, opening the door with the swipe of an access chip attached to her bracelet.

      When we’re inside and the doors close, I round on her. “You can’t seriously trust them.”

      “Before you think that a plan will only work if you come up with it, hear me out.” She puts her hands on my shoulders and gently presses me into a chair. “I got on board early, and since I was just waiting for you, I went to get coffee. That’s when I met Hike and Malik.”

      “And you started making things up.”

      “You’re good with animals. If anyone could fight a gargona, it’s you.”

      “How sweet.” I offer a simpering expression. “Get to the part where you convinced them to take us on spec.”

      “Oh that,” she blushes. “I said your last few fights didn’t go so well, and we’re a bit down on our luck. I might have played it up a little too much.”

      Great. Not only do I imaginarily fight massive lizard-like creatures who can breathe fire, but I’m bad at it.

      “But Hike is nice. He seemed genuinely interested in helping us. And Verse to Renner—we need a ride off Hexalia.”

      “But why Meloran?”

      “You didn’t tell me where you were planning to go.”

      Her words aren’t accusing, but I feel the sting of embarrassment all the same. I haven’t told her because I don’t know where the High Council meets next. That was the next step of my plan. They rotate each meeting, selecting a new place every time so as not to open themselves up for sabotage or, at this point, the Rising. All I know is that their next meeting is in less than one Cerlian month, and they’re likely to meet within the Verna system. It gives us about twenty standard days or less.

      “I didn’t tell you because I hadn’t gotten that far yet.” I hazard a look at her, but she’s staring out at the tundra floating by. Ice crystals have formed on the outside of the window, but they only add to the beauty.

      “I know how we can find the location.”

      My breath catches. “You do?”

      “I thought you did too, seeing as you were in such a hurry to get off the Midway. I’m sure you realized you must either be on the council or know someone who is in order to find them.” Her blue eyes flash to mine. “Freyda’s father is on the High Council.”

      The pieces align. Freyda’s status as elite in the Meloran caste system. Her connection to Talie is more than protector.

      “Her father is on Meloran?”

      Talie nods.

      “We go to Meloran and find the High Council through Freyda’s father. I present—we present—our case and…that’s it.” When I lay it out like that, it seems so simple, but I know it won’t take much for things to quickly become complicated.

      “Yes, for you that is all.” Talie’s shoulders fall.

      That’s the end of my mission but the start of hers.

      “Then I’ve got one question, Trilla Lars.” I strive for lightness to break the weight of her responsibility.

      “What’s that?” She finally turns away from the window to look at me.

      “Will you go to Meloran with me, a sub-par gargona fighter?”

      She pauses, pretends to consider my offer, then her smile bursts like a sun from behind clouds. “Rex, baby, I’m with you for the long haul.”

      I will her words to run off me, forcing a laugh, but I fear they stick in the cracks of my heart.
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      Hike’s spaceship is relatively small for a luxury-class traveler. It’s sleek, shiny, and surprisingly opulent with lush fabrics and high-class amenities. While I had my fears about the deal I brokered with the congenial captain, he’s been nothing but accommodating.

      “And yer berth’ll be right around here.” Malik’s accent is odd. I can’t place it, but it holds hints of outlier.

      The door swishes open, and a large bed stares back at us. One bed. I don’t look at Renner—that is, Rex, my husband—and instead move to hang my cloak on a hook by the door.

      “Yeh two travel light,” Malik comments.

      “As long as I have her,” Renner pulls me to his side, “I don’t need anything else.”

      He’s obviously overdoing it, but Malik doesn’t notice. “Sure, sure. Cap says if you need anything, the commissary is open to yeh.”

      “Thank you, Malik.” I offer him a genuine smile, and he returns it with a lazy salute as he leaves.

      The minute he’s gone, Renner launches himself backward onto the bed. He crosses his legs at the ankles and uses his hands to prop his head up, elbows out.

      “Now this I could get used to.”

      I look at the bed again. The only bed.

      “What? You’ve been in my bed before.” His grin is devilish. Nice to see he’s all but back to his old self. All it took was eight hours on an ice ship and a plan to focus on.

      “Maybe I can convince him we always sleep in different rooms.” I’m joking, but Renner takes it as a personal offense.

      “If I were to marry, I would not have my wife sleep in a separate room.”

      Heat fans the smoldering fire I can’t fully douse.

      Focus on the mission, Talie.

      “But,” he pushes to a sitting position, “you obviously haven’t been on many ships beside the Midway.”

      I frown.

      “Watch and learn, Le—” He cuts himself off, the nickname coming so naturally. He brushes past me as he walks to the wall by the small table and two padded chairs. Pulling the table out, he taps a discrete button, and a shelf folds out into—

      “Another bed?”

      He looks back. “Yep. It makes the rooms multi-use. So, you can sleep here, and I’ll just—”

      “Not on your life, Cartha.” I leap onto the bed, claiming my spot. If he can pretend the kiss never happened, so can I.

      “We could share.”

      My eyes snap to his, and I can see his response was to gauge my reaction. He’s looking at me now with emotion I can’t read, but it’s not as light as I’d expect. There’s a serious tone that makes my pulse pound.

      “Renner…”

      He moves to the bed next to me. I don’t have time to mentally prepare for his warmth or the minty, musky scent he brings.

      “I know your path, Talie. I know what it means to you. And I’d never do anything to compromise that. Well, not again.” He flushes. “But…” He searches the tundra, looking from ice pillar to ice pillar.

      “But what?” Part of me wants to know what he’ll say, and the other part is afraid one word from him will override any willpower I have.

      “Is that what you want?”

      His eyes challenge me, flashing like a solar flare. I’m afraid of this question, afraid of the answer I know I should give…and the truth. I sit there so long he probably thinks I’ve become an ice pillar myself, but I don’t know what to say.

      Or, I do, but it’s not the right answer. The one my future position demands.

      “Okay then.” He drops my hand and stands.

      Tell him what you’re thinking.

      “Come on.” He’s at the door now, his look unreadable. It’s not quite resignation, not quite defeat. Have I given him hope by not speaking? Or have I made it clear the question is off limits? Or maybe the answer is what we’re both afraid of. “I want to show you something.”

      I follow. Perhaps it’s because I don’t have anything else to do, or maybe it’s just that, despite everything, I trust Renner.

      He leads us down hallways and through trav-tubes. I don’t know how he’s managed to memorize the ship’s schematics already. And finally, we move past sliding glass-fronted doors onto the star deck.

      My gasp is loud in the silent room.

      “Hike told me we’d be passing in view of the Alerius Galaxy. It’s not a sight to miss.”

      He’s right. The sio-glass enhanced view is stunning, and I walk to a bubbled-out viewport like I’m in a trance. There, nestled among a multitude of ancient stars, is the swirl of misty purples and vibrant reds that make up the Alerius Galaxy. There is a beauty to the sight that fills me with absolute wonder. It washes away my earlier fears.

      Tears fill my eyes.

      “Are you all right?” He stands close but at a respectful distance.

      “It’s…beautiful.”

      “Then why are you crying?” He’s completely lost.

      “I’m not sure.”

      He hesitates before his arm moves across my shoulders, and he gently pulls me to him. I bury my head against his chest and let the tears fall. I know I should resist his comfort, but I sense he only means to be there for me. I’ve left the life I know, the only friends I have, and I’m shooting through the stars with one purpose in mind: to give myself—my future—over for the betterment of the galaxy.

      Is it what I want?

      His question returns, and my answer is swift. No. I want some form of my life that is true to me but also true to my feelings. I want to kiss Renner and tell him the truth. I want to pretend the throne is someone else’s problem.

      But I can’t.

      “You know, maybe what you want and what’s best don’t have to be at odds.” The depth of his voice rattles beneath me.

      There are centuries steeped in tradition.

      The Rule of Gravless was established to create order and peace—a natural progression of rulers endowed with power as a sign of their right to rule. It was this order that has kept Xerus content with its neighboring galaxies and the planets in good standing with one another. All goals that have now been lost to time and greed. Lost to the new galaxy Jas spoke of.

      At some point, High Queen Seala Laerkin stopped making decisions—thanks to the kelori—and the galaxy fell under the control of High King Tarus Praxin. Perhaps the Rule is right and, should a Gravless take the throne again, order will be restored. But how does a court-appointed husband aid in that?

      My emotions are too raw to reason clearly. I want to agree with Renner, and maybe I do, but anything said now will only give him hope. I won’t offer that only to shatter it later.

      Instead, I push away and wipe my cheeks.

      “I’m going to rest. It’s been a long day, and my shoulder is aching again.”

      He doesn’t move, blocking my path.

      “No matter what happens, Talie, I’ll be here for you. Not because of what you are, but because of who you are.”

      I can’t help it. I meet his golden-eyed gaze.

      “No matter your choice, you have my loyalty.” His eyes offer more. The words are written plainly on every centimeter of his handsome face. I don’t need to hear them—his look speaks volumes.

      If only I could be so transparent.

      “Thank you.” My words rasp past a dry throat.

      I feel the press of his gravity as I walk past. It trails me through the deck and out into the hall like a million tiny threads attaching us at every point. I feel him, not just his gaze following me, his very presence.

      Every wayward thought, every innocent glance, every desire ties me to him. The threads knot and pull tight, drawing me back. There is only one response.

      I must sever them if I am to rule.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 32

          

          RENNER

        

      

    

    
      Four days on the Phenyx, and I’m about to lose my mind.

      While the ship is nice and accommodates a certain type of lifestyle—wealthy—there are only so many games of Nax a person can play, even if the dice are made of expensive aurtanium. I’m getting anxious as the trip seems to be taking longer than Hike estimated.

      I’ve just finished my workout at the posh gym that looks like it never sees visitors. I’m sweat-drenched and hungry but also curious. Hike estimated we’d be at the Narvara Belt by ship time 2200 hours, and yet, as I walk along the outer passway, I can’t see the trail of asteroids that make up the belt. I know I’m on the correct side of the ship, and it should be in view, but…

      I slow, a planet-sized weight settling in the pit of my stomach. Hike pointed out the course just the day before on a sio-screen at the helm. It showed the Phenyx’s placement, lovely little dots tracing the course we’d already taken and where we were heading, but…these stars aren’t right.

      My helmet could calculate exactly where we are, but it’s back on Hexalia. I grind my teeth. Yeah, I’m still mad about that. At least I have the info disc back, and that’s what matters.

      Right?

      The passway is quiet, and I form a plan. I just need to get to a computer access port.

      One whiff of myself, and I alter my trajectory from the onboard library to our quarters for a quick clean-up. Talie told me earlier that she planned to spend the morning on the star deck reading, so I’ll find a computer port to hack, then get to her. But first I need to smell better than this.

      The ship’s cleaning port is efficient if not a little indulgent with warm air to dry the bio-clean spray, but minutes later, I’m in a new black onesuit and durable boots, compliments of Hike’s commissary. Running fingers through my hair—it’s getting long now—I shrug and head for the door.

      My passenger bracelet—also made of aurtanium—sits warm against my wrist, and it’s the first time I consider perhaps it’s not just for ship-wide access as Hike said but also something else. Like location tracking.

      I might be paranoid, but I’ve learned to trust my instincts. I back-track and take the bracelet off, leaving it on the table, then slip out into the hallway. I should be digitally invisible now.

      We’ve only seen one other passenger, Brownus, who claims to be a traveling clean-vac salesman, and then another staff member named Eben. She’s in charge of guest relations, so she brings our meals and gets anything we need. She’s a quiet girl, fairly pretty, but we haven’t talked.

      I memorized the layout of the Phenyx not long after we boarded, and I know I’ll find an access port at the end of this hall that leads to the ship’s crawl space. The hall remains empty as I reach the port, and a few seconds later, the hatch is open, and I’m shimmying my way to the library.

      The pull to reach Talie is strong, but first I need to make sure this isn’t all in my head. A few diagnostics, and I’ll know our true location.

      I’ve wondered if somehow Hike found out who Talie is. It’s not as if she hasn’t been publicized as the Soaring Starress, but has he seen those adverts? Or is it possible Jas added her to my warrant? The thought makes a cold sweat break out over my forehead despite the chill of the duct.

      The library hatch appears before me, and I pause, taking in the wiring outside the door. I pop a thin blue wire out and carefully disconnect it. I’ve just disassembled the camera for the library, isolating this room from the ship-wide monitoring system. Hopefully the sec-system won’t recognize the alteration immediately.

      A soft click, and I’ve got the hatch open. I lower myself, and my biceps burn after the overly intense workout I did earlier. My new boots thud to the duraplast floor, and I grimace. They weren’t crafted for stealth.

      I spin in a slow circle. There are viewports for media, a corner with several datapads loaded with a full and extensive library of books, and couches and chairs artfully placed. The viewport shutters are closed, making the space feel like an interior room, but I know one press of a button would bring them down, making the room like its own star deck.

      I think that’s why Talie spends so much time here when she’s not on the actual star deck or with me in the gym when I drag—er, convince—her to come with me. Though our sparring hasn’t been the same since I told her how I feel.

      Her lack of an answer is…intriguing. But there are too many things at stake for me to focus much energy on that.

      I press the button to lower the shutters and am met with a host of unfamiliar stars. No sign of the Narvara Belt. Time to go to work.

      Since Jas took my suit and my datapad, I was forced to buy one before we left Hexalia. I hate that I had to leave mine behind, but it’ll fry itself before he’ll be able to get past the encryption. The new one has its own advantages since I opted for a more expensive model, but I can only hope I added on the right attachments.

      I rush to a media port and pry open its access panel. I’m met by a jumble of circuits and wires. I pull out an inner cable on my new datapad and plug it in, waiting as the pad connects. After a few workarounds to get past ship security, I initiate an orientation program. The processing dots appear one after another until a full line forms and a star map appears. We are nowhere near the Navara Belt. In fact, we’re a lot closer to the Outlier Rim than I’d expected.

      An icy spike of fear shoots through me. Nothing good comes of entering the Outlier Rim. It’s the perfect location for shady deals and illegal activity unobserved by the Xerus Trade Convention, or XTC. Hike was obviously hiding this.

      I have to get to Talie. I don’t know if it’s just my own paranoia or if I can sense danger, but we need to make a plan. Now.

      I check and see we’re nearing 2200 hours. Though we won’t be at the belt yet, the time may indicate something else is scheduled to happen.

      Heart pounding, I yank my cord free. In the hall, I take a right and race to the trav-tube that will take me two floors up to the star deck and Talie. For the millionth time, I wish I’d thought to buy us untraceable comms while on Hexalia. The only way to contact her now is a ship comm, and that would be easily hacked.

      The lift takes its sweet time, and I will it faster until the doors open. Brownus and two other men are standing at the door to the star deck, Talie facing them. The sight makes my hands fist before I even register what I’m seeing. Each man carries a blast rifle, which is pointed right at her.

      “Get away from her.” My voice is a dark snarl.

      “Ah, Rex. There you are.” Brownus turns to look at me, his frail salesman façade gone.

      I calculate the distance between me and the two guards. Their rifles are pointed at me now, and the probability I could reach them before getting shot is low. But not impossible.

      My gaze flickers to Talie. I will her to read my mind. Don’t intervene. If it’s possible these men don’t know who she is—that they’re holding her at gunpoint for any other reason—she can’t jeopardize that.

      Her brow furrows.

      “Trilla. Don’t.”

      Brownus frowns, shooting her a quick look before he turns back to me. “Come now, Rex. You can’t imagine an escape. Not from my men.” He assesses Talie, and he must dismiss her as a non-threat. Maybe he doesn’t know who she is. “Surrender, and it’ll go much better for you both.”

      “Sorry, but surrender isn’t in my nature.” I commit to my move as the last word passes my lips. I duck the first shot. It goes wide by a good margin, and I roll up close to the second man’s feet. Sweeping my leg out, I catch him off balance, which sends him into the first man.

      I’m planning my next strike when another rifle slides into view.

      “Don’t. Move.” Brownus holds the rifle steady aimed at my forehead. Where was he hiding it?

      “Ren—” I hear the tension in Talie’s voice even as she calls me the wrong name.

      I allow a small shake of my head, and I know she understands.

      “Come now. This is sweet and all, but I’m a businessman.” Brownus cocks an eyebrow.

      He moves the rifle to my chest and fires.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 33

          

          TALIE

        

      

    

    
      I force my eyes open. The fog of whatever sleep-inducing drug I was injected with makes my head pound. It takes me a few minutes to regain a sense of where I am and what happened.

      I’m in a cargo hold. Towers of duraplast crates are stacked up all around me. There’s a flimsy blanket covering my legs, and it’s only then I realize how incredibly cold I am. My breath puffs out in front of me, and every muscle aches—especially my shoulder—from the shivering I must have done while passed out.

      Am I still on the Phenyx?

      I touch my forehead. The pain is excruciating. I close my eyes and try to recall what happened. Snatches come back, disjointed and incoherent.

      A warning bell.

      The sound of thudding boots.

      A sense of dread.

      Sharp pain.

      I gasp, and my eyes fly open. Renner. He was…he was shot.

      Tears flood my vision. There has to be a mistake. My memory must be playing tricks on me if—

      “Ah, you’re awake. Welcome to the Rim.”

      I’m so distracted by what has to be a false memory that I didn’t hear the hold door slide open. A man stands there in a gray onesuit.

      “Brownus?”

      “I can see the drugs are wearing off. Good.” He straightens his shoulders and assesses me.

      I don’t understand what’s going on. He was the only other passenger on the Phenyx, and Hike said they’d known one another for cycles. Brownus is a clean-vac salesman for star’s sake!

      “I’m sorry for what you had to go through, Trilla, I am.” He leans up against a stack of crates. “But there’s always a bottom line.”

      I have no idea what he’s talking about, but one thing gives me hope. He still thinks my name is Trilla.

      “What—what are you talking about?” My throat is dry from whatever drugs still linger in my system, but I need information more than I need hydration.

      “Poor choices and drastic measures.” He stands up, head tilting to the side. “If you promise to behave, I’ll have you taken to a cabin. We’ll be at Rezzi in two hours, and I must have you ready by then.”

      Rezzi. I’ve heard that name before. It’s in the Outlier Rim. “Ready for what? What’s in Rezzi?”

      “Your destiny, my dear.” Brownus smiles wide and calls out. “Tate, take her to quarters and stand guard.”

      “Chore, boss.” A man the size of a small flouse—and just as heavy—fills the doorway, and I can’t help but press my back into the cold duraplast wall. He looms over me, and his voice holds a definite outlier accent. “C’mon. Now.”

      I lean away, but he snatches the back of my onesuit and hauls me up.

      “Careful. She’s valuable.”

      “Chore.” Despite what I assume means yes in his language, he shoves me, and I go tripping across the room.

      “I said careful,” Brownus growls.

      “Ja, ja!” Tate throws a meaty hand up to stay Brownus’s protests. He takes my upper arm in a grip that will definitely leave a mark and hauls me out of the hold. “C’mon.”

      I feel like a doll as I’m yanked down a hall I’ve never seen before. That’s when it hits me. I’ve left the Phenyx.

      I gasp. “Where are we?”

      My steps are three to Tate’s one.

      “Ship.”

      Anger flares, and I want to lash out, verbally and physically, but I’m still too groggy. Besides, I can’t risk them discovering my true identity. As long as they still think I’m Trilla Lars, I’m in less danger, though it all feels bad right about now.

      I need Renner. I need to know he’s okay. I need to know what I remember is just a bad, drug-induced dream.

      “My—my husband?” I hope Tate will suddenly become chatty.

      He grunts.

      I need to find someone who knows something here. Now that I’m moving, my senses are returning quickly, and I feel the urgency to form a plan. For that, I need information.

      We reach the end of a long hallway, and Tate jabs a finger at the wall. I’m surprised it doesn’t dent the sio-screen. The door slides open to reveal a narrow cabin with a bed folded down on one side and a facilities closet on the other. It’s utterly barren aside from those two things.

      “Wait, can I please—”

      He shoves me in, and the door slides shut. I jolt back at the sound of several locking mechanisms sliding into place. There’s no way I’m getting out of here.

      I’m numb, and it has nothing to do with whatever they dosed me with. I’m trapped on a ship somewhere in the Outlier Rim, and something bad is coming.

      Where is Renner? Is he all right? Hopelessness washes over me, but it’s quickly replaced by pulsing rage. I turn to the wall, attacking it with my fists in a futile attempt to do damage. I scream and kick and threaten, but it’s of no use. The high-grade duraplast stares back, unaffected.

      When my energy is deflated, I sink onto the cot and drop my head into my hands. It’s useless. I might as well—

      “Hello?”

      I jerk upright at the sound of a muffled voice. Where is it coming from?

      I jump to my feet, spinning in a slow circle.

      “Hello?”

      There. I hear it again. At the very top of the narrow room, there’s a vent. It must go to another cabin like this—or should I call it a cage?

      I prepare to float myself upward but then stop. Is it possible there are cameras in the room?

      “Hold on,” I shout. “Just hold on.”

      “Okay.” The voice is faint, but it’s there.

      I stand back and take in the room. My eyes glide over the smooth walls until I see it, right above the facilities closet. A small, dark circle with a faint green light. They’re filming me.

      I press a button, and the toilet slides out. The next second, there’s a soft click, and the camera light turns red. I press it again to close the closet, and the green light flickers to life. So, Brownus, or whoever runs this ship, has a conscience? It’s nice to know he won’t film if we use the facilities. Though I assume that’s due to the laws where this spaceship was built, seeing as each sector is governed by codes builders must comply with.

      With a defiant stare at the corner, I jam my finger on the facilities button, and the toilet slides out again. The light goes off, and I shoot up using my Gravless ability. I feel weak. The strain of keeping myself aloft is more than I can manage right now, but connection to this disembodied voice pushes me past the point of comfort.

      “Hello?” I press my lips close to the vent.

      “Hello?” The voice replies. I can hear better closer to the vent. It sounds like a woman, but I can’t be sure.

      “Who is this?”

      “I—it’s Eben.”

      Eben…it takes a moment to register, but I place the name. A short, slight girl with a buzzcut and an olive green onesuit who served us our meals and initiated the cleaning protocols in our room on the Phenyx.

      “Eben, it’s Tal—” I almost tell her my real name but catch myself. Careful, Talie. Your life—and Renner’s—depends on it. “It’s Trilla. What happened?”

      “I don’t know.” Her voice cracks, and I can imagine the tears I hear in her voice. “I was delivering a meal to the bridge for Captain Hike when Brownus asked him to pull alongside this ship. Brownus said he knew the captain and wanted to switch to the new vessel, so Hike agreed.” She sniffs loudly, and I wish I could put an arm around her.

      Just then, the toilet begins to move back. Stars! It must have a time-delay shut off. I drop myself to the floor just as the light flickers back on and barely hear Eben recounting her story before I have time to press the button again. Then up I go.

      “—watched the live feed as the ship docked. But all of the sudden, these four huge guys got out with blast rifles, and—and,” her breath shakes, “one of them shot Malik.”

      “I’m so sorry, Eben.” Unbidden, an image of Renner’s body flying back floods my vision. It’s not real. It can’t be. “What happened next?”

      “I—I was frozen. It all happened so fast, and then Hike bolted. I tried to put out a distress call, but I wasn’t fast enough. One of those goons made it to the bridge and grabbed me. I’ve been in this cell ever since.”

      I open my mouth to ask, but the words won’t come out. I force them.

      “Do you…” My voice cracks. “Do you know what happened to Re—my husband? To Rex?”

      She’s quiet, and I hear my thrashing pulse in the silence. Nausea churns like I’ve done too many flips after a meal, throwing me off balance.

      “I don’t know,” she finally says.

      Anger surges to the surface. She doesn’t know? She has to know something, or else she wouldn’t have paused. She has to know—

      The toilet beeps once, and I know it’s about to close.

      “Eben, how do we get out of here?” I don’t know if I expect an answer.

      “We don’t.” Her words are filled with defeat.

      I won’t accept that.

      The toilet swings inward. I have seconds left. “We’ll get out of here, Eben. We will.”

      I drop to the floor as the camera flickers on.

      “We will,” I whisper to the bare walls.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 34

          

          RENNER

        

      

    

    
      I’m pretty sure every bone in my body is broken. I wheeze and move my pinky. Okay, so maybe not every bone.

      I try to sit up.

      Shooting pain like a million tiny spears attacking my chest knocks me back down with a force-wave of agony.

      I blink slowly. Each time the room comes more into focus around me. It’s narrow, the walls and ceiling bare, and I’m lying fully dressed on a cot. When I look down, even the act of moving my head forward takes too much effort. I see I was spot on with the force-wave analogy.

      Brownus shot me with a wave rifle. They can take out anyone or anything—including a wall—depending on what setting they’re on. Thank the Verse it was on the lowest setting, or I would have been blown to particles.

      The thought makes me sick, and I close my eyes to fight back the nausea.

      My memory replays what happened right before I got blasted into mind-blackening pain. Talie held at gunpoint by Brownus and his goons. Her scream. My fear. It all plays back like an immersive vid recording.

      I curse myself for not seeing past the fake clean-vac salesman persona. Hike must have no knowledge of navigation, or…was it possible he was in on it the whole time?

      It doesn’t matter who was behind this. All that matters is getting to Talie and then getting the heck off this blasted ship.

      But that will require sitting up.

      The mere thought makes me want to cry. I focus on the room again. There’s a panel for facilities—at least they aren’t total animals—and the door is on the wall behind me. I can’t get a good look from where I lie.

      I need to move.

      I don’t want to move.

      I have to move.

      Slowly inhaling as my broken ribs allow, I count to three.

      I don’t move.

      I’m being such a baby right now, but stars above, any movement feels like lying atop shards of iciline.

      An image of Talie, eyes shot wide with fear, floods my mind. She’s the courage I need for this, which is one of the sappiest things I’ve ever thought. I blame the pain.

      One. Two. Three—

      I nearly pass out. My vision rings with black, and the world tilts. It’s not just my chest that radiates white-hot but the lower portion of my right arm and what I assume must be a bone bruise on my hip. I’m sweating and panting and close to throwing up whatever is left in me, but I’m sitting, and I take that as progress.

      Next up. The door.

      I know it’s locked. Only a fool would throw an injured man in a cabin with an unlocked door, but I’m hoping there’s something I can do to unlock it or…I don’t actually have a plan past getting to the door.

      It takes my last bit of strength to push to standing. My legs are shaky, and I’m sure something is broken in my forearm, but I compartmentalize the pain. One of my instructors taught me the technique, and it’s the only thing that will get me across the room without passing out.

      I brace against the wall where the facilities closet is and stumble-walk forward. My heartbeat strains for a normal rhythm against the effort. Parts of me have gone numb. Normally, I’d be worried about that, but it’s a strange blessing in this situation.

      My palm slams the access panel by the door, and I prepare for disappointment.

      But the door slides open.

      It takes me a second to realize the door opened. I squeeze my eyes shut, sure the pain is causing me to hallucinate, but when I open them, it still shows an empty hallway.

      Is this too easy? Is this part of some evil plan to get me to—to what? Escape?

      A black feeling grows in the pit of my stomach. Something I’ve learned to trust. I had a similar sensation when I thought I’d dropped Talie during our performance. It snaps me out of my daze and into action.

      I wrap my uninjured arm around my middle. The pressure lessens the jarring pain as I stumble into the hallway. It’s empty, and I orient myself. By the looks of the flat gray walls and muted lighting, the ship is on standby mode, and I’m somewhere on the lower decks. It’s a drastically different atmosphere than above deck where everything is made for show. Perhaps these are employee quarters?

      The cabin I’ve come from is at the end of the hall, and I check each berth on the way to the trav-tube. Empty. Each one.

      Where are you, Talie?

      My worry only increases when I remember her expression right before Brownus shot me. I pick up the pace as best I can and make it to the tube. A little hacking compliments of the datapad in my pocket, and the door slides open despite me not having an access card.

      I tumble in and brace against the back wall. This ship is only an eighth of the size of the Midway—if that—but I don’t know where to go. Hike and Malik have quarters on the top deck, the same level as the navigation bridge. The Phenyx operates with a nav-bot, and I assume one of them knows how to fly it, but I’m in no condition to confront either of them.

      I command the tube to take me to the med-bay. It’s only one floor up, and the ride is smooth, but the motion still jars me, and I bite back a cry of pain. I need drugs and a little—or a lot—of medical attention, but I don’t have time for a full heal-cycle.

      The door slides open to an empty hallway, and I limp toward double doors halfway down. They open with a whoosh, and I lock them at the access panel. Then I begin a frantic search. I have medical field training due to my position with Lè Fayrin, but I’m not an expert.

      I find a pain-stim and inject it into my thigh with a wince. Then I peel back the cuff of my onesuit. My arm is a mess of ripped tissue and shattered bones. A dizzy, disconnected feeling overtakes me as I look at it, but I compartmentalize that too and move to unzip my tattered suit to the waist. My chest looks like a galaxy of purples and dark blues, but the suit itself took the brunt of the force-wave. Maybe the aurtanium is worth it.

      I use a diagnostic scanner and, after several beeps, it puts up the results on a screen. I’m dealing with several cracked or broken ribs but, miraculously, no internal damage. It does indicate that my arm is the biggest concern though—oh really?

      As instructed, I strip down to my skivvies and face the Med-Assist. While most features require a doctor to supervise, their most basic functions should be idiot proof. I turn it on and follow the prompts, placing my arm in the opening indicated on the screen.

      As long as it doesn’t chop off my arm, I’ll be okay.

      Fifteen minutes and a rush of cool, disinfectant spray later, I pull my arm out to see shiny neo-skin covering the affected area. I clench my fingers and twist my wrist with no pain. Sweet muffins, this is perfect! If only I could have my chest and hip done…

      But that’s a hard no. I don’t know how to run the Med-Assist while in the Med-Assist and I can’t wait for the healing to take place. Thankfully, it offers a slow-heal option that will help mend the ribs, but that’s about all I’ve got time for. I have to find Talie.

      I make a quick, though painful, change into a new, ship-issued onesuit made of a black, top quality plyweave and reach for the recommended slow-heal injection. I shoot the disturbingly purple liquid into my arm and feel the heat of the nanos buzz though my circulatory system on their way to fix what they can. They’ll expire and be expelled through waste, but hopefully not before I’m closer to one hundred percent. I grab several more pain-stims and return to the hall.

      With a little coaxing, the trav-tube takes me all the way up to the top floor, but I hold the door. I feel stupid, or maybe just very un-soldier like, because I didn’t think to find a weapon before I raced out of the med-bay. The stims will do nothing, and I’m in no condition for hand-to-hand combat.

      Think, Renner.

      I lean my head back. The answer hits me. They’re expecting me to come out of the tube, but what if I’m not in the tube? Already tapped into the computer, I instruct the tube to open its top access panel. It complies, and a panel falls down, opening to the shaft above.

      This is going to hurt like Hades. I clench my teeth and, after sucking in a breath, leap up and latch on to the ledge to pull myself up slowly. The ache in my ribs is dulled by the pain-stim but still present. I’m more worried by the fact I can’t feel much. I’m doing damage that will only come back to haunt me later, but when I’m finally in the shaft, I know now is not the time to care.

      Pulling the flap up, I instruct the doors to open with a tap.

      Nothing happens.

      What I wouldn’t give for a camera or drone view into the control room, but I need to give it time. They’ll be waiting for me to show myself. Or…

      It’s extremely quiet. I sense no movement. My awareness tingles. No one’s come after me. I wasn’t locked into my cabin. My apprehension heightens, and I drop the hatch. It swings into the empty lift, but no one appears.

      After a minute, I lower quickly to the floor, flatten myself to the side of the tube, and wait. Still nothing.

      Peering out in a short bob-and-weave motion, I see no one in the room. Well, to be fair, there’s a nav-bot, but that’s not ‘someone.’ Slowly, methodically, I slip into the room, keeping an eye on the external door.

      When I near the bot, there are no lights on its function panel. Its head—if you can call it that—rests against its chest unit making it appear…dead. I tap it once. Twice. Nothing.

      “Phenyx Nav-bot.” I wonder if it’s voice activated. Still nothing.

      By now, I’m fairly certain no one is going to come out of some hidden panel to kill me, so I relax and take in my surroundings. The course screen appears stationary. We’re not moving. I search the instrument panel and locate the guest services app. A few easy commands, and results start populating.

      But they can’t be right. I type in my request again, but the reply is the same.

      1 Guest: Rex Lars. Location: bridge.

      I search for Trilla, but nothing appears. I search for Malik and flinch at the response.

      First Mate Malik Pec: Location, loading bay. Deceased.

      I try again to locate the captain, but the answer doesn’t compute.

      Captain Hike Waxon: Location unknown.

      It’s like I’m living in a bad vid. What is going on? It can’t locate Talie, but it knows the captain is “unknown”? What does that even mean?

      I attempt one last entry, hoping it will shed some light on things. The response hits me like another force-wave.

      Guest Brownus: Departed 2235 hours.

      I’m about to call up the video feeds from the docking bay when the lights dim to red, and a loud siren blares alongside an audible announcement.

      <<SHIP AUTO DESTRUCT IN 30 MINUTES>>

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 35

          

          TALIE

        

      

    

    
      We’re not getting out of here.

      I’ve tried everything I can think of. Prying at the vent. Disassembling the toilet to use as a battering ram against the door. Even trying to kick the door down with extra help from my ability. I’ve only gained bruises and more than a few broken nails.

      The good news is, by taking apart the toilet, I’ve forced it to stay open, which means the camera is inactive. It’s a small, useless victory unless someone comes to fix it and I can overpower them. But it’s been hours with no response.

      I sit in the corner on the bed, knees to my chest, wondering if what I remember is reality or not. Was Renner shot? The thought makes me feel sick, and I drop my forehead onto my arms. All that echoes in my mind is his promise to be there for me. His gentle nudge that maybe I don’t have to blindly accept my fate.

      I’m at a disadvantage though. I left the court at such a young age, and everything Doyua told me felt straight out of the “how to rule like a Gravless” handbook. She cared, but the lessons she imparted were as cold as space.

      A Gravless must put her people before all else.

      A Gravless must rule with honesty and integrity.

      A Gravless must work with the High Council to further the peace and prosperity of the galaxy.

      The rules work in a vacuum, but do they take reality into consideration?

      I think of the stories my mother told us. Merritt and I would crowd next to her on the observation tower beneath a galaxy of stars, perhaps where I get my love of star decks from, and she would weave tales of past Gravless and of her own childhood with her twin sister, the High Queen. They were both skilled Gravless, but Aunt Seala was older and, therefore, set to rule as I am.

      The warnings our mother gave make sense now. Corruption and dissension are as disastrous as weeds in a vegetable garden. Left unattended, evil will spread and infest everything. I always thought she was talking about protecting our relationship as sisters, but now I see those lessons in a different light.

      Thoughts of my sister overshadow the memories of our mother. Merritt is as much a reflection of me as one side of a moon is light and one dark. The last I saw her—when we were five—she had hair as dark as space and eyes the color of the vegetation in the green houses she spent so much time in. Her skin took to a natural tan where mine only pinked in the sun, and her laugh….

      I sigh.

      I remember the best and the worst of times with her. Where I followed the rules, she broke them. Where I stayed in and listened to comp-read stories, she was out adventuring through the bio domes. She was outspoken and daring. I was meek and reserved.

      But now, twelve cycles later, I know nothing of her. Not even her location.

      Renner floods my mind again like a crashing Cistus tidal wave. He knew where she was—or at least knew of her, which is more than I can say. Is he on this ship, just a few cells down? Did Brownus really shoot him? Is he…dead?

      A rush of nausea takes me. I’m going to be sold to some outlier who makes his money selling hijacked women.

      “Hey.” A voice blares through a speaker near the door, and I bolt upright. I’ve heard nothing for what feels like days, but perhaps it’s only been one. I can’t tell. “Move to the back, ja?”

      Move to the back? He doesn’t want me at the door.

      The thought forces me to my feet just as the locks on the door disengage. My body tenses as if the warning gathered all of my courage and thrust it to the surface. This is it. I have to take whoever is there by surprise and use my ability without it seeming like I am. I have to—

      “Back. I told you!” The door opens, and Tate holds a blast pistol level with my chest. “You move. I shoot.”

      The fight vanishes from me, and I resist dissolving into my sorrow. I will not cry.

      His face is an impassive mask of stone. “Turn.” He spins me around, more gently than the first time he put me in here, and shackles my wrists with e-cuffs. I know better than to try and get out of them. I don’t fancy getting shocked.

      Mutely, he directs me down the hallway. The first thing I notice is Eben. She’s shackled just like I am, but red blotches cover her cheeks. While I spent my time in the cell dismantling things, she resorted to tears. Good for her. I wish I’d done that because I would be out of them by now.

      Tate shoves me, and another man materializes next to him. He’s rail thin with oily hair that falls in chunks over his forehead, beady eyes, and lips he licks every few seconds. And the way he looks at me…I feel like a tray of meat before hungry iduos.

      “This one.” He comes toward me, hand extended.

      “Huo! Price first. Then touch. Ja?” Tate pushes him away, which makes him fly into the opposite wall with a thud. Then Tate clamps on to Eben and me as he directs us to the trav-tube. He waits only long enough for the thin man to join us before engaging the lift.

      The new man smells like unwashed bodies and sour wine—I may throw up. The scent only intensifies the longer we’re in the tube. By the time the door opens and he slinks out, I gulp for fresh air as I stumble forward into the loading dock.

      This ship is much bigger than the Phenyx. We are in one docking bay, but there are at least three more on this side and perhaps the same on the other. A beat-up cruiser is held in place by gravnets while workers walk the path between it and the ship unloading crates.

      “Where’s Brownus?” The oily man asks.

      “Wait. Ja?” Tate crosses his arms but doesn’t move, staring straight ahead.

      “Yeah.” The man taps his foot. Then his gaze moves to Eben and me.

      She continues to whimper, her head dipped so low it’s resting on her chest. She’s the image of defeat, and somehow it gives me courage to be strong. For her and for me. I keep my head up, not deigning to look at the creep as I form my plan.

      It’s clear what’s happening here. Oily and Brownus are going to strike a deal. I assume he’ll purchase Eben and me, but from the condition of his ship, he’ll turn around and sell us to a higher bidder. He has the look of a middleman.

      If only I had Roper here to talk him out of it, or Freyda to turn me invisible and walk me off this ship. Or, better yet, Renner—

      Tears threaten, but I force them back. I can’t show weakness.

      If they take our e-cuffs off, there might be a window of opportunity. But Tate…he’s a mountain of a problem. I’ll never have the advantage over him. Even using my ability won’t help since he’s so large, and I’m weak from hunger and whatever drugs still linger in me.

      But…

      I flick a glance at Oily who’s licking his lips at me. Gross. I look away, but I saw enough. Sure, he’s got some lean muscle, but he’s thin. It wouldn’t take much to flip him on his head.

      Without really trying, I reach out and sense the mass of him. Definitely manageable, even if I am tired and weak.

      Our escape has to happen on his ship. It’s the only way.

      I look over to the vessel—if you can call it that—and take stock. A lean design, whether by purpose or lack of finances I don’t know, but it’s a patchwork of parts welded to the hull, all made from different materials.

      What about the crew? Who does Oily travel with? And will I be able to figure out the nav-bot?

      My questions cease as Brownus emerges from the tube. He’s wearing an elegant cloak over his onesuit. It billows out behind him as he strides across the duraplast, and I want to smack the confident expression off his face.

      “Pav. Glad to see you made it aboard. Is that bucket still flying?”

      “Ha.” Oily—apparently his name is Pav—feigns humor while his gaze returns to me. “She runs better than a puox on race day.”

      “Sure, sure.” Brownus exudes fake charm and arrogance so thick I feel the need to gasp for air.

      “Let’s talk price.” Pav all but rubs his hands together with that hungry grin showcasing filed teeth. I shiver.

      “Make it…” Brownus looks over Eben. “Five hundred even.”

      Credits? We’re only worth five hundred credits?

      “Thousand?” Pav’s eyes nearly bug out of his head. I have to rein in my own surprise.

      Five hundred thousand credits is…a lot. I don’t know what most deals are like in the Outlier Rim, but that seems excessive.

      Worry pricks me. Does Brownus know who I am?

      “What makes this one so special?” Pav gestures to me.

      “Look at her.” Brownus runs a crooked finger down my cheek, but I jerk away. He laughs. “She’s beautiful, and she can fight. Saw it on the ship vids. I know you’ll turn around and sell her for eight or nine at least. The rings will want her.”

      I swallow my panic. The money they’re talking about is unheard of, but what’s worse is Brownus thinks I’m a fighter. Perhaps that’s the cause of Tate’s extra caution. Either way, the mention of the rings is what worries me most.

      The Midway has made stops at planets closer to the Rim, and I’ve heard talk. The rings are fighting arenas where slaves battle for wealthy owners, or free men can take their chances to win prize money.

      “Right. The rings. Still, five is a bit much. What about four for the both.”

      I don’t know how much Brownus has padded his offer, but he seems indignant at Pav’s offer. “Six.”

      “Forty-five.”

      Brownus’s expression turns calculating. I don’t want to be sold, but the odds of me escaping from oily Pav are far greater than with Tate.

      “Four-seventy-five, and we have a deal.” Brownus grins like a leonar napping in the sun.

      “Deal.” Pav and Brownus shake hands.

      Brownus turns to Tate. This is the only chance I’ll have, and I have to take it.

      “Where’s Rex?” I’m shocked at how weak and broken I sound.

      Brownus is already walking away but pauses to turn back to me. “Forget him, Trilla. You’ll have a new life fighting in the rings, and you’ll forget your past life.”

      “Did you kill him?” My anger strengthens my voice.

      “No, but he’ll be dead within the hour.” Brownus checks his sec-bracelet. “He and the Phenyx.”

      His glee causes me to forget everything. I forget where we are. I forget Tate. I forget the e-cuffs. I lunge at Brownus with everything in me.

      I’m close to outing myself as Gravless, but I halt before I throw him into the duraplast wall with every ounce of force I have. He slides back several inches but thankfully doesn’t notice. Tate yanks me back with a bone-crunching grip, and I whimper.

      “Cheeky.” Brownus laughs and spins away.

      “Looks like I’ll have my hands full.” Pav doesn’t look unhappy, which makes it worse.

      I deflate. I don’t know what Brownus means, but there’s a good chance Renner is still alive on the Phenyx…and I can’t get to him in under an hour.

      My feet are heavy as Eben and I are cobbled together and herded onto the ship. We’re led down a dark hallway and shoved into a cage.

      The door slams shut, and Tate turns to leave, Pav behind him, but not before he whispers, “I’ll be back, ladies.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 36

          

          RENNER

        

      

    

    
      Not good. Not. Good!

      The auto destruct has been initiated, and I have no idea how to turn it off. I’ve tried all of the things I think should work, going so far as to plug my datapad in to hack it, but the sec-system is impenetrable while on the navigation bridge.

      I’ve resorted to a lot of yelling at the computer without any success and then trying the same things I yelled but typing them in instead.

      Each time I get the same error message:

      <<ERROR: SHIP AUTO DESTRUCT SEQUENCE INITATED>>

      I know that. I want to uninitiate it! But they didn’t teach me about this in guard training.

      I pace back and forth. My hands fist my hair like I might be able to pull the answer from my brain.

      <<SHIP AUTO DESTRUCT IN 20 MINUTES>>

      This is not great. Really, really not great.

      I’ve been in tough spots before, but this may be the toughest. I look back at the computer. It shows a record of everything I’ve been searching, and something catches my eye. Something I didn’t understand the first time I saw it.

      Captain Hike Waxon: Location unknown.

      Aside from Talie, who has been completely erased from the manifest, everyone else was accounted for in some way, but not the captain. If he’d left the ship, it would say departed. If he were dead…well, it seems like the computer would know.

      He’s the only one who can stop the auto destruct. If it’s possible he’s still on the ship, I have to find him.

      One glance at the flashing red alerts on every screen tells me I have less than twenty minutes. Pausing to grab a datapad with the ship’s full schematic on it, I race back to the trav-tube.

      While I’ve memorized the layout of the ship, I didn’t have time to investigate under-used or less important areas. Knowing where the galley is can be helpful but not crucial like a route to escape pods. Not that they’d do me any good. A cursory search shows the Phenyx is too far from any planet or ship for a pod to be my best choice. I would be forced into cryo, and a mayday alert would emanate from the pod, but that’s my absolute last resort. I don’t fancy the idea of entering cryo without a way to wake myself up, especially knowing Brownus has Talie out there somewhere.

      Pausing before I direct the tube, I take a chance and hack the computer’s audio port to turn on voice commands.

      “Computer?”

      <<SALUTATIONS, GUEST REX LARS. HOW MAY I ASSIST YOU?>>

      I let out a breath. That’ll help things. “Locate Captain Hike.”

      <<APOLOGIES. CAPTAIN HIKE’S WHEREABOUTS ARE UNKNOWN>>

      At least it’s polite while turning me down. Can’t say the same for a few of the ladies I’ve tried to date.

      I direct the tube to the captain’s quarters. I sense the movement, but the door stays closed.

      “Computer, open door.”

      <<APOLOGIES, GUEST REX LARS. I AM AFRAID YOU NEED AN ACCESS CODE TO ENTER CAPTAIN HIKE’S PERSONAL QUARTERS>>

      I clench my teeth. There’s got to be a way to bypass this.

      <<SHIP AUTO DESTRUCT IN 15 MINUTES>>

      “Override,” I say.

      <<OVERRIDE CODE NEEDED>>

      I wrack my brain. What would Hike use as an override code? Do I even have a chance of—

      I blink as realization dawns. It couldn’t be that easy, could it?

      If there was one thing Hike talked about every time I saw him, it was his iduos pup. Apparently, it’s currently on a space station in another sector having babies, but you’d think it was his wife the way he went on about it.

      What was its name? My foot taps. I can feel the minutes ticking by.

      “Override code…” I hesitate. This better work. “Fang.”

      <<OVERRIDE ACCEPTED>>

      The door slides open to reveal more opulence than I would have expected. It looks like fine threads of aurtanium have been woven with plyweave to create all of the furnishings. They sparkle against black flooring and black walls. No doubt it’s done to show off the massive, sio-glass dome and viewports that make it like a cave of stars.

      It’s…incredible. I’m momentarily awed and forget what I’m doing, wasting precious seconds in stunned silence. I’ve seen opulence—I work for a princess—and this is on par with anything at the palace.

      Part of me wonders if he’s gotten his wealth from selling out his passengers. That’s what they do in the Outlier Rim—traffic in skin without so much as a thought to rights.

      A pang of worry distracts me. Where is Talie? Is she all right?

      <<SHIP AUTO DESTRUCT IN 10 MINUTES>>

      The computer’s warning is the kick to the gut I need. I’m desperate to find Talie, but in order to do that, I have to be alive.

      Stepping into the room, I spin in a slow circle. Three of the four sides are made of viewports, but one wall looks wrong. If I had my armor on, I could analyze what I’m seeing, but I don’t have that luxury.

      Rushing forward, I bang on the duraplast panels like an idiot. My fist connects with one panel, and it sounds hollow. I pause. This is familiar to me. Working for the Tai family, I am no stranger to hidden safe rooms. With wealth like this, it would make complete sense that Hike would have one as well. It would also make sense of the computer’s odd knowledge of its captain. Protocol would forbid indication of his whereabouts.

      It’s all useful information, but it doesn’t matter if I can’t get into the room.

      I pound a few more times and then start looking for levers or buttons. I have a sinking feeling this is the kind of room that, once accessed, will only open from the inside. But I have to try.

      I move back and place a well-aimed kick at the wall. Then another.

      Sweat drips from my temples, and my heart pounds with the effort. I’m so amped, I feel like I should be able to tear into this wall with my bare hands—thank you stims—but I can also tell it’s reinforced duraplast and not likely to break except from something like a force-wave. If only I had one of the rifles that took me out.

      My hand rests on my bruised ribs, feeling the ache, but not the actual pain. I need to get in this room—if there is a room. I haven’t completely given up the idea that I’m making this all up in hopes of distracting myself from my imminent doom.

      I’m about to kick the wall again when I’m interrupted by the next alert.

      <<SHIP AUTO DESTRUCT IN 5 MINUTES>>

      This is useless.

      I slump down to the floor, my back sliding against the smooth surface like an iciline blade through flesh. This ship is to be my tomb unless I get to an escape pod now—if I wait any longer, I won’t make it. But I don’t move.

      The expected internal contemplation about my past or my life never comes. All I can think about is my failed mission. I’m sorry, Lè Fayrin. Then my thoughts turn to the future that won’t come to be. Talie.

      She’s not free to be mine, but there’s still a part of me that hoped…

      I hunch forward, my head dropping to my hands, and that’s when I see it.

      The change is so slight, I can’t believe I caught it, but the highly polished black tiles that cover the room all look uniform except for the one directly beneath my legs. I push off the wall and onto my knees. Reaching for one of the stims, I shove the tip into the seam between tiles. It comes up easily, and below is a hollowed-out space with a control panel.

      <<SHIP AUTO DESTRUCT IN 4 MINUTES>>

      I’m cutting it close.

      I shove my head into the space and get a handle on the controls. I press a button, and the wall I’d just been leaning against slides away.

      Hike is cowering in the corner among a mound of plush pillows. He’s sweating despite the chill in the safe room, and he looks like he’s seeing the ghosts of his ancestors when I step into the room.

      “Hike.” I rush forward.

      He blinks several times and whimpers but doesn’t look up at me.

      “Your ship is in auto destruct mode. We need to change that. Now!”

      He doesn’t move. Doesn’t speak.

      I wait precious seconds before I make a decision. Looks like we’re doing this the hard way. I stomp forward, bend down, and slap him hard across the face. He lets out a startled cry, toppling over into the pillows.

      <<SHIP AUTO DESTRUCT IN 3 MINUTES>>

      “Get. Up. We’re going to die if you don’t do something.”

      “I—I—I don’t—” he stammers.

      I haul him to his feet. We move out into his room, and then I yank him into the trav-tube.

      “I—I can’t.” His eyes are moon-round.

      “Can’t stop the auto destruct?”

      “I—I can’t.”

      This is getting old. “Computer. Navigation bridge.”

      I shove Hike into the tube, and we shoot upward. We’re on the bridge within seconds, and I push the blubbering man to the controls.

      “Stop it. Stop the auto destruct now, or we die.” My finger jabs at the screen.

      “I—I don’t know how.” He finally meets my gaze.

      “This is your ship. Command it to stop.”

      He blinks. He hasn’t thought of this, and to be honest, it just came to me. You’d think I’d be faster on my feet, but the stims are finally fading. Sweat pours off me in waves as the pain makes my legs shake and my stomach roil.

      <<SHIP AUTO DESTRUCT IN 2—

      “Stop!” Hike shouts, frantic. He tries again. “Computer: abort ship auto destruct.”

      <<COMPUTING REQUEST, HOLD PLEASE>>

      Of all the times to be processing. I growl at the air in the general direction of the computer speaker, and we wait. What feels like five whole minutes—but is probably less than thirty seconds—goes by before the computer responds.

      <<AUTO DESTRUCT CANNOT BE ABORTED>>

      <<SHIP AUTO DESTRUCT IN 1 MINUTE>>

      “What do you mean it can’t be aborted?” I shout.

      <<THE NECESSARY ABORT CODE HAS NOT BEEN ENTERED. THIS MUST BE DONE MANUALLY FOR ABORT TO BE FINALIZED>>

      “Enter the codes!” My pulse pounds in my veins. “Enter them now!”

      “I—”

      “Don’t you dare say you can’t. Think. You set up the codes, right?”

      “I…oh, I did.”

      It’s taking every Verse-loving fiber in my body not to strangle the man in front of me, but thank the stars he rushes to the computer to enter the codes. His hands are shaking so much, I’m not sure he’s going to get them in.

      <<SHIP AUTO DESTRUCT IN 30 SECONDS>>

      I fight the urge to yell at Hike, knowing it won’t make him go faster.

      Talie fills my vision. Her rounded, pink lips. Silvery hair. Beguiling smile. The way she flies through the air both with her ability and natural talent. She is grace in motion.

      And I may never see her again. Never get the chance to change her mind about me.

      <<SHIP AUTO DESTRUCT IN 10 SECONDS>>

      I squeeze my eyes shut. Do I even have the right to challenge galaxy law and centuries of tradition?

      Still, I’m firm in my resolve. Any law that forbids a person from choosing their own path must be challenged. I assume she’d choose me—but all I want is for her to have the choice.

      <<SHIP AUTO DESTRUCT IN 5 SECONDS>>
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          TALIE

        

      

    

    
      Pav is coming, and I gather the strength to put my plan into action. There will be a narrow window of time, and I must act fast or risk not only my freedom but my life.

      “Eben, be ready.”

      She nods, but I wonder if she’ll be able to follow through with her part. She’s smaller than me and looks fragile in the dim light. And we don’t have a lot to work with since the cell is a wire cage that’s electrified, and all we have is one fixed bed platform and a pot for waste.

      We haven’t seen any other crew members, but I have to assume someone is helping Pav on this rusted bucket of spare parts. I also don’t see any cameras. That’s one of the only good things about this pit of disgustingness.

      “He’s coming,” Eben flexes her hands into fists. Good.

      “Remember.” I lower my voice. “Forget anything you see in the next five minutes.”

      She gives me the same haunted look as before but nods once.

      It’s a risk, using my ability here, but survival is my priority. Managing a witness to it will come later. The thought makes me miss Roper even more, but I shove it and my other homesick feelings away. By now, everyone will be searching far and wide for me, and I can only hope that Elixa tells them what she told me. Our path is set.

      I smell Pav before I see him.

      “Are you finally going to take these e-cuffs off?” I keep my voice weak sounding.

      “Don’t like being tied up, eh?” He offers a dry laugh. “That’ll change.”

      I push down my revulsion. “Please?” Be demure. Look as frail as possible. Let him underestimate you.

      It works.

      He unlocks the door, turns off the electricity feeding the cage, and shoves the keys into his back pocket. He turns to Eben, “Over to the corner.”

      She obeys, but I step back too. “Her first, she’s been crying so much—I think they hurt her.”

      He leers at me, mouth twisted at the corner. Does he suspect something is wrong?

      He shrugs. “Fine.”

      He waves the key-wand over her e-cuffs, and the soft blue light it emits when it’s on blinks out.

      “Stay put, you.” He shoves her, and she shuffles back.

      He comes toward me but maneuvers himself so Eben is still in sight. It’s not ideal, but we’ll make it work. He turns me around, waves the e-cuffs off, and my hands are released.

      I sense the weight of him even before I think to. It’s becoming second nature, and with Pav, it’s easy. He’s light and bony, the mass so easy to manipulate.

      I exhale. “Pav.” My voice goes low, sultry.

      He turns, his back to Eben, and the setup is perfect. As silent as space, Eben grabs the waste bucket and smashes it over Pav’s head. He goes down, but I knew it wouldn’t stop him. It’s cheap plastice and cracks in half without doing much damage. But it gets him off balance.

      I jut my chin at him, and he flies into the back wall. Eben gasps, but I keep my focus on the oily man. He stands, but I jerk him to the ceiling. It’s mostly wire, but I’ve chosen a spot where there’s a metal support beam, and his head smacks into it perfectly. He drops to the floor, unconscious.

      “Is he dead?” Eben’s voice is as shaky as her legs.

      “No.” I don’t know, but I hope not. I don’t want to kill anyone, just be free of this place.

      “Here’s the wand.” She kneels next to me, and we cuff him.

      Stashing her pair of cuffs in a pocket in my onesuit, we leave the cage and lock it behind us, though he’s not going anywhere soon.

      “Did you…did you do that?” she asks when we’re free from the cage.

      “Does it matter? We’re free.”

      She licks her lips nervously but shakes her head. “No, it doesn’t.” She’s pale and looks like she could topple over at any minute.

      “Let’s clear the ship.” I take a shaky breath which belies my confident demeanor, but I sense I need to be strong for Eben. “Come on.”

      We move through the narrow central hallway of the ship. The light is low and flickers on and off as if the ship might stop dead in space. The floor is a scuffed and marked up duraplast that was once white but now looks more like the scuffed gray gutters of a low-class planet.

      We come to a trav-tube that has no door.

      “If there’s anyone else on board, they’re probably in the lower decks somewhere.” It’s a guess, but I assume Pav is too cheap to hire a full crew.

      If he’s navigating the ship, someone must take care of the engines below decks.

      “How will we get down there without them knowing?” Eben asks.

      It’s a good question and one I don’t have an answer to. Then I think back to when I first met Renner and how I tricked him to climb six decks to my floor.

      “There has to be an access panel here somewhere. Something that will take us down.”

      She nods, and we check the dirty walls. Some panels are intact, but most are missing or cracked and sprouting loose wires.

      “Here!”

      I turn to see Eben standing in front of a gaping hole and a half-demolished panel she’s pried away from it. “Good job.”

      “I think it goes all the way to the bottom level.”

      “I’m sure you’re right.” I stick my head in then pull back. “I’ll go first.”

      She nods, obviously grateful, and I pull myself up and into the hole. With only sparse emergency lights, most of our climbing is done in the dark, but I come to a junction that leads off to the right or continues down. I stop, and Eben meets my gaze.

      “What is it?” she whispers.

      I’m not sure, but I think I feel something. Or more like someone. A mass that’s not machine based.

      “I think this is it.”

      The hard part now is knowing if we’re opening the panel in the middle of a work area or an empty hall, or worse—someone’s quarters.

      “I’m going to open it a little.”

      She nods, but I see her anxiety.

      I wish for Renner again and his mood-lifting humor and military training. I miss his ability to make plan after plan, adjusting as we go. And, okay, I miss his muscles too, because this panel is heavy.

      I unlatch one side and gently push the panel out a fraction—

      CLANG!

      Eben jumps, and I bite back a curse. The other side of the panel wasn’t connected, and it fell to the floor with a sound that would wake the dead.

      We hear footsteps, and I motion for Eben to go up the ladder while I go down a few rungs. My pulse hammers through my veins. Is this the opportunity we need?

      “What’s that?” A man’s voice growls. More thumps, and then a shadow cuts off the light. “Pav? That you?”

      I reach into my onesuit and pull out the e-cuff and wand. I sense the mass of the person just beyond the hatch. He’s big. And heavy.

      “I said—” the footsteps stop, and they sound close. “What’s this doing down here?”

      I hold my breath, hands extended, as my legs and back press against the sides of the crawl shaft.

      “Pav, what’s—hey, who are you?” A hand reaches down the hole—stars this is exactly what I hoped would happen—and I slip the e-cuff on with a wave of the wand. I snap the other side closed around the ladder and drop a few feet out of the man’s reach.

      “Yeow!” He cries out in pain. “Hey, you’re that one girl.”

      My mind races. Is it possible they knew who I was the whole time?

      “Pav said you’d fetch a good price. The Soaring Starress.”

      Pav knows my circus title? That’s who he thinks I am? Relief floods through me, but I send a quick look up at Eben. She’s shrouded in darkness, but there’s enough light to see her gaze is assessing.

      “I’m not for sale.” My voice lacks the bite it should. I’m tired, and I can’t remember the last time I ate.

      “Oh.” He sounds disappointed. “Pav won’t like that. Will you tell him when I’m not around? I don’t like ‘im when he’s angry.”

      I frown, taking in the way he hunches his shoulders. Almost as if he’s afraid. This man hasn’t said one word about me letting him go.

      “Pav won’t be bothering anyone for a long time. I locked him in a cage.” I try the truth and wait for his reaction.

      “You—you did?” A smile twists his face into humor. “That’s funny.”

      I meet Eben’s gaze. She’s just as confused by his reaction as I am.

      “Who are you?” I ask.

      “Name’s Goff. I work the ship.”

      “Is there anyone else on board?” I have to know what we’re facing.

      “Nope.”

      The man is being overly helpful. Is it a trick?  “Do you know where we’re going?”

      “Pav does that. He drives her. I just make sure she drives.” More congenial laughter.

      “If I let you go, would you take me to the cockpit?”

      “Sure.” Goff seems to be completely happy to do that, and I wonder if he’s this honest or a very good liar.

      “I need to keep the cuffs on, but I’ll make it so they don’t hurt.”

      “Okay.”

      A glance at Eben says she doesn’t know what to make of him either, but he waits as I connect the cuffs, and then he steps back so we can climb out.

      When we’re in the hall, he turns, and I see what I missed before. Goff is a bionic, but with way more implants than I’ve ever seen. He’s augmented in a way that must help him with ship repairs but hinder him in higher cognitive functions. He’s been made into someone Pav can easily manipulate.

      It makes me sick to think Goff likely wasn’t a willing participant when he was made bionic, but his easy willingness to help will work in our favor.

      For the first time since I hit my lowest in that cabin cell, I’m starting to have hope. Maybe I’ll get out of this after all.
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        <<SHIP AUTO DESTRUCT—

      

      

      “Done!” Hike steps back from the access panel. Every part of him shakes like a leaf in a Solax Mountain wind. “It’s done.”

      <<SHIP AUTO DESTRUCT ABORTED>>

      We both sink to the floor, but there isn’t time to waste.

      “Okay. Set a course for—”

      “I don’t know how to fly the ship.” He turns, weariness in every line and wrinkle.

      “How is that possible?”

      “I never learned.” He has the decency to look ashamed. “It has a nav-bot. Why would I need a pilot?”

      He makes a point, but not a good one. Many private-class ships are flown by a bot, alleviating the need for a trained pilot. It’s as simple as inputting a destination, and it plots the course, communicating with other ships along the trajectory as needed. That’s fine, but if you don’t know where you’re headed or need to, oh I don’t know, evade detection, a nav-bot is not your best option.

      “Malik knew a little, but…” Hike looks down now, his hands running through his graying hair, making it stand on end. “He’s gone.”

      I remember the computer notification. Deceased. I feel bad for the captain, but there are more pressing things than mourning a lost crew member.

      Take a deep breath, Ren. The calming voice in my head is Talie. I can feel her smooth palm against my cheek, and it does something to focus me. I need information to make a plan.

      “Tell me what happened with Brownus. Tell me everything.”

      Hike shuffles to an observation chair. “I swear to you by The Moons of Elysi, I didn’t know he was a smuggler.”

      “How long had you been carting him around the galaxy?”

      “Perhaps not as long as I let on.” He looks down, studying the computer console. “I like to make people feel welcome and tend to overstate my connections.”

      “How. Long.” My words are laced with iciline.

      “This was his second trip with me.”

      I’d pressed Hike at first because, as much as I trust Talie, I don’t trust others easily, and he led us to believe he and Brownus had gone all over the galaxy as good friends for cycles.

      “He told me he felt like we were old friends. It’s best out here to be like that, you know? Making friends whenever you can.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The Outlier Rim isn’t friendly to outsiders. It matters who you’re connected to and who they are.”

      “And just what type of man is Brownus?”

      “A skimper, apparently. Though maybe also a skin trader.”

      An icy ball of worry hardens in me. Why wouldn’t he have taken me, though? I’m the one with the warrant. “What happened?”

      “He said he wanted to move to a new ship.” Hike rubs his face then shakes his head as if clearing away stray thoughts. “He said it was for his next big sale, and it wouldn’t take us too far off course. I’m no pilot, so I let him input the coordinates. It was only supposed to deviate us a little.”

      “That clearly wasn’t the case.”

      “I see that now.” He gestures to the map. “I can at least read that. We’re here,” he points at a blinking speck, “but we should be here.” He points at a glowing circle that looks several parsecs away.

      “A little off course?” I’m unable to keep the bite from my words.

      “Brownus said the ship would rendezvous with us, and he’d transfer off. I believed him.”

      “And when his ship arrived?”

      “I was on the bridge—Eben too. I’ve got cameras in the hold that caught these hulking men coming aboard and—” Hike swallows. “They shot Malik. I should have been there. It should have been me.”

      “You couldn’t have known.” As much as this whole situation can be cursed to the black, I don’t think Hike could have foreseen such violence.

      “But I could have done something.” He meets my gaze. “Instead, I hid in my panic room like a coward.”

      I don’t know what to say. I wouldn’t have hidden, but I have skills and training. And there’s no use taking on the weight of guilt now.

      “Who was on the ship?” I ask.

      “Men associated with Brownus. The ship must be his, and he saw an opportunity when Trilla came aboard. I don’t think he even realized you were going to be with her until you showed up. He…he took your wife and Eben and corrupted the nav-bot. I assume that’s when he set the auto destruct. I’m sorry, Rex.”

      I grind my molars. It sounds like skin traders, but I can’t be totally sure.

      “There was something else.” Hike looks up like. “He mentioned the rings to one of his goons. Heard it on the playback.”

      The rings. My gut clenches. I assumed her kidnapping had something to do with her persona as the Soaring Starress or her status as Gravless, but this is worse. He’s taken her with the intent of either having her fight on his behalf or selling her to someone else who will make her fight. I suppose it’s possible he could know her true identity—I’ve heard rumors that notable fighters get top creds.

      I have to find her before she’s sold or forced to fight. She’s talented, but the rings are not a place for fair fights. My jaw clenches so hard, my head aches.

      “We have to find Tal—my wife. I won’t let that space scum get away with this.”

      “How?” Hike sends a wary eye toward the useless nav-bot.

      I slip into the pilot seat and flex my fingers. Hike blinks, and I grin. I could tell him I’ve spent hundreds of hours in simulators and have passed my flying proficiency for most space craft, but I figure letting him sweat a little is fair payback.

      “How hard can flying a ship be?”
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      “I need to send a communication.” I hope Goff will know how to do that.

      “I work with the engine.” It’s his answer to nearly every question I’ve asked.

      “You must know how the comms work,” I press.

      “I work—”

      “With the engine. I know.” With hands on my head, I pace back and forth on the bridge of the ship—if you can call it that. It’s basically one chair covered in cheap, ripped biweave stationed in front of a large bank of computers. The number of loose wires worries me.

      I sent Eben off to find us something to eat, so it’s just me and the e-cuffed Goff, but he seems compliant. He interfaces to work with the computer—

      “Computer?” I hazard.

      <<PLEASE STATE YOUR REQUEST>>

      I hold my breath. Could it be this simple?

      “Open a communication channel with the Phenyx. Uh, Captain,” I bite my lip. What is his full name? “Captain Hike.” I grimace, but here’s hoping that’s enough.

      <<PROCESSING REQUEST>>

      My foot taps on the grungy floor. Is it possible Renner wasn’t shot and somehow found a way to stop the Phenyx’s destruction? I’ve almost convinced myself he’s too smart to die, but is it wishful thinking?

      I feel exhaustion seep into my limbs. I’ve been running on what strength I’d gained from the rest period we had while on the Phenyx, but that seems like a long time ago.

      <<LIVE COMMUNICATION REQUEST DENIED. TRANSMISSION HUB DAMAGED. WOULD YOU LIKE TO SEND A DIGITAL REQUEST?>>

      I frown. Of course this ship would be a piece of space junk and unable to send live transmissions. But does the digital option mean there’s a Phenyx to communicate with?

      “Yes.”

      <<PLEASE DICTATE REQUEST>>

      “Direct to: Captain Hike.” I bite my lip. What do I say? Is Renner alive? That seems too obvious. And then another thought strikes me. What if Hike was part of this whole thing? Did he sell us out to Brownus?

      This ship will have an unknown communication code. It’s possible Hike won’t even see the message, but if he does, and if Renner is still alive—stars above, he’d better be—then he needs to know it’s me.

      “Change request. Direct to: Rex Lars.” That will be his name on the manifest. “If this reaches you, meet me on—”

      I look at the map, frantically searching for a location. We’re not far from Bolarius. I know nothing of the Outlier Rim aside from the stories I’ve heard, but I know enough to want to leave as soon as possible. We’ll fit in seeing as this ship is an ORim ship, but not for long. Whoever Pav was going to meet will come looking for us.

      “Bolarius at—”

      I tap a few places on the screen and bring up the Bolarius spaceport. It seems to be a hub of activity, more so than whatever is on the surface. It should be easy enough to disguise ourselves and meet.

      “The Galactic Cafe on the spaceport in two standard days. Signed, SS.”

      I keep it cryptic knowing he’ll know SS is for Soaring Starress. It feels like a hasty—possibly terrible—plan, but it’s the best I’ve got.

      “Send.”

      <<MESSAGE TRANSMITTED DIGITALLY>>

      Now on to the next stage. I’m about to attempt a verbal command when Eben comes back with two ration packs. They’re going to taste like trash, but it’s calories, and we need them.

      “It’s all they have, but there are a lot of them.” She shrugs and pops hers open.

      We won’t starve. That’s good news.

      “What are we going to do?” She leans against the only wall sans wires.

      “We’re going to Bolarius. I have to see if my husband is alive.”

      She nods in understanding.

      “Is there somewhere you can go?”

      Eben looks out the sio-glass encasing the cockpit. It’s dinged as if it’s been through an asteroid field—which it probably has—and all we can see are stars, but that seems to be all she needs.

      “I’ll figure something out. I always do.”

      There’s more to this girl, and I want to know what that is, but first we have to make sure we can actually get to the location I told Renner.

      “I’m going to tell the computer where we want to go. I’m hoping it can activate the nav-bot.” I indicate the bot bolted to the floor like an unruly piece of furniture. Nav-bots aren’t made with movement in mind, but even I can tell they did a ragtag job with this one.

      “Computer, direct nav-bot to take us to Bolarius Spaceport. Max speed.”

      “Uh.” Goff shifts. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

      “What?”

      “Max speed is reserved for special occasions only.” His voice sounds almost robotic. He’s reciting. “The engines are running at 48.6% capacity and will last approximately 30 hours at max speed, leaving you only thrust power after that.”

      “What speed would you recommend for us to get to the spaceport I mentioned in two days?”

      His head tilts to the side as if he’s processing—which, I realize, he is—and then he comes back to life with his suggestion. It sounds slow to me, but who am I to argue with the guy who keeps the ship running?

      “All right.”

      Eben and I share a look, but I direct the computer with the new inputs.

      “Good.” Goff smiles his goofy grin, and the ship makes a clunking sound that I assume is the engine engaging. It doesn’t sound promising.

      “Are you required in the engine bay for the ship to run?” I’m worried that by keeping Goff here, I might be opening us up to more engine troubles. But can we trust him?

      “Not required, but it is advised.”

      “All right. I’ll release you from the e-cuffs, but I need to know your directive.”

      “I work with the engine.”

      Doesn’t that sound familiar?

      “Who can give you orders?” It’s a trick question, but I want to see how he answers.

      “I’m governed by the captain of this ship.”

      Hmm. I wonder if there’s a gray area. “Who is now the captain of the ship?”

      His head tilts to the side again and then brightens. “You.”

      That’ll do it. “Okay.” I remove the e-cuffs. “Please return to your duty station. Keep the engine running as efficiently as possible until we reach Bolarius.”

      “Yes, captain.” He offers a smile and then lumbers away.

      “That was…strange.” Eben’s been quiet through this whole process, but I get the sense she’s an observer.

      “You have to work the loopholes.”

      It makes me think of my mother. She said something similar to me so long ago I barely remember it. But her intention was clear—as someone in a political spotlight, you must say what you need to in order to gain the desired outcome.

      I never liked that. I would much rather tell the truth, but I see her point now. There will be times where a lie of omission is preferable.

      “Shall we have a meal?” I hold up the rations. “It looks like we’ve got forty-eight hours to kill.”

      She nods and plops down on the floor, digging into her ration pack.

      I marvel at what we’ve accomplished in such a short time. I want to gloat to Renner, show him that, while I’m not military, I can hold my own.

      Even the fleeting thought of him makes my insides hurt. I need to know he’s alive.

      The thoughts I’ve kept at bay resurface. What if Brownus’s plan worked? What if Renner is gone?

      The thought of his death brings my feelings into sharp relief. I know they’re against my future duty, but I can’t help wondering if the risk of loving someone and losing them is still better than never admitting those feelings.

      I’m afraid of the type of person it makes me—caring for Renner when I know there’s an end date in sight—but now I’m more afraid of him never knowing my true feelings.

      A pang of regret stabs me, and the greasy, calorie-dense ration meal churns in my stomach.

      <<INCOMING MESSAGE FOR SS>>

      I jump, not expecting the computer’s loud announcement. My heart thuds to action, the adrenaline making my hands shake, and I fumble the ration pack. Could it be…

      “Computer, display message.”

      The screen in front of me lights up:

      
        
          
            
              
        Directed to: SS

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Message received. I will meet you there.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Order me a muffin.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        R

      

      

      

      

      

      It’s a small thing, his mention of muffins, but it’s all I need to know that Renner is alive. The chance I hoped for isn’t out of reach. And that is everything.
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      Bolarius Spaceport comes into view, and I want to raise my fist in a victory cry, but I hold back. No celebrating until I see Talie safe and unharmed.

      <<DESTINATION FIVE PORT-STANDARD MINUTES. RETRIEVING DOCKING ACCESS>>

      I drum my fingers on the console. Almost there.

      Hike stumbles in, falling into a chair. While I navigated the ship and spent some time healing in the med-bay, he’s been asleep for the majority of the trip. I suppose it’s better he passed it that way rather than contemplating the body in cold storage. We had to transport it there from the dock level, and it wasn’t pretty.

      I shift focus. My mind’s on three things:

      
        	Is Talie alone or being held hostage?

        	How do I get into the spaceport without identification?

        	And—assuming we get all the rest of this figured out—how do we get out of here?

      

      First, was Talie forced to send that message? I like to think she’d have tried to alert me through her wording, but better safe than captured.

      Then, ID. Rex doesn’t have official papers since we made up the names, and I know a crew log will be transmitted with the docking access. That’s all well and good, but the minute I attempt to leave the ship, my chip will be scanned. That’s where things get hairy.

      I’ve managed to partially reset my military tracking chip the way Lè Fayrin showed me, using the new datapad, but I was only able to mask it for another day or so. It thinks I’m on leave, but that won’t last long—I have an algorithm running to determine just how long—but if my ident chip is scanned or my tracker goes live, that’s it.

      I envision Jas getting the notification of my exact location and cringe.

      I hope he didn’t realize we weren’t aboard that other ship until it was too late for him to do much more than get off at the next port. Which, according to the manifest, would have put him somewhere back in the Torren System—the opposite direction we took.

      But there’s more than Jas to worry about. If my ident chip is scanned, any skimper within a day’s travel will have that location as well.

      Aside from trying to hide my identity, I think leaving Bolarius will be the hardest part. We don’t have untraceable creds, and we certainly won’t appear like the normal inhabitants of the Outlier Rim.

      “You look worried.” Hike says, reminding me he’s there.

      I get so focused when I’m making a plan.

      “I am. A bit.”

      “About?”

      I want to laugh. His crew is missing or dead, his nav-bot is shot to the black, and he could have gotten us blown to bits if I hadn’t urged him to remember his own code.

      “Let’s just say my—” I swallow the word. It still feels wrong to call Talie my wife. “Trilla and I need to get off this port as quickly as possible, and I’m not sure how we’ll do that.”

      “You two attract trouble like this everywhere you go?”

      I open my mouth to remind him he was the one who invited the “trouble” onboard, but the computer interrupts me.

      <<DOCKING ACCESS GRANTED>>

      <<DEACTIVATING SHIP THRUSTERS>>

      <<DOCKING PROCEDURE IN PROCESS. PLEASE HOLD>>

      Out of the sio-glass, I see more than feel the ship slow. The port has a tractor-latch docking system that auto-docks most ships to their access-granted dock. It’s nice knowing I don’t have to do anything, but I’m still stuck on point two—my ident chip.

      The Phenyx decelerates, and we slow to a gentle stop at Dock 3789c. Time is up, and despite my usual resourcefulness, I feel resigned to the fact I’m going to have to enter the port scanned as me.

      The computer advises us we’ve been cleared to exit to the scan center, and I ask Hike, “What will you do?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve been to Bolarius before, many times. After I host a service for Malik, I’ll visit friends and find a crew. Get my ship fixed.”

      Part of me wants to fill Hike in on the smallest aspect of our plans, gain his support, and rush off in the Phenyx, but we need a real captain and a faster ship. I can make do in a pinch, but don’t count on me to maneuver away from ship mounted rail blasters. I shudder at the thought.

      “May the luck of the Verse travel with you.” I nod once and grab my pack.

      “Rex.” He calls me back, coming to his feet, and holds out a cred chip. “Take this.”

      “What—?”

      “It’s untraceable. Believe me, I’ve learned how to conceal myself when I need to. It’s got a high balance and…after what you’ve done for me…I would have died if not for you. It’s the least I can do.”

      I hold his gaze. I need to see if he flinches or shows any sign of deception, but I see only honesty.

      “Thank you.” The chip is circular, smooth, and matte black encircled by aurtanium. Its coolness reminds me a little of an iciline blade. I’ve heard of these chips—untraceable and only used by very wealthy customers. No doubt he has several of these.

      He nods, and I step into the trav-tube.

      I’m down in the docking bay seconds later and, as I approach the door, I consider trying to buy off the guards. Bolarius appears Xerus-ruled, but its loyalties lie with the Outlier Rim. Bribes are expected, but flashing a high currency chip will tell them I have money to spare. They won’t be satisfied with a mere bribe. My ident will gain more scrutiny with a payoff than without, so I let the thought pass and head for the automated entrance instead.

      I exit, show my arm to the drone, and the scan registers Renner Cartha. I try not to groan. I can sense the skimpers coming for the bounty, but I have no choice. At least I bought myself some time as the portsec system processes my entrance.

      Bolarius Spaceport is alive with activity. After being nearly alone on a ship for days as well as the week before with only minimal crew, it’s a lot of people. A lot of potential threats.

      I know there’s no way Jas beat me here. He’s good, but he’s not that good, since I had no idea I’d be landing here. Still, I’m apprehensive. I’m also thinking about whether Talie is alone or being used as bait.

      The narrow hallway leading from the docks is buzzing with people and soon opens to a concourse crammed with shops, tables, people, and security. Lots of security. Most are portsec, but I don’t recognize the logos on the other uniforms—some android sec-units and some humans—but they all look serious and all have blast rifles.

      My chest tingles at the memory of the force-wave. My ribs are mostly healed thanks to the injection and extra time in the med-bay, but that hasn’t erased the pain from my memory. I am thankful I’m functioning at close to max capacity, even if I would feel better dressed in my armor. May it rest in peace.

      I check a holo map of the port’s fifteen levels. It’s massive, arranged in a circular fashion with trav-tube access to each level and both interior and exterior sio-glass windows that show its sheer magnitude. I can’t help but think the planet pales in comparison to its spaceside companion.

      I’m on level twelve, and when I can’t find the cafe Talie mentioned in her message, I use the search function. It highlights an area on the map—level five—and then assigns a drone to lead me there. That’s a nice touch.

      I follow the silver ball with a flashing blue light into a trav-tube. It leads me on, and several others follow, all being led by their own drones flashing different colors. We pass floors with only an occasional stop. Five flashes and the drone exits the tube with a blink.

      Rich scents of food incite my hunger. Without Eben, there wasn’t much Hike and I could do in the kitchen. We existed on Source meals, the flavors off by just enough to make every dish less than satisfying. At least we had food.

      But this…it smells amazing, and I want to eat one of everything. Especially if there are muffins.

      But first Talie.

      I spot the cafe long before we reach it and tell the drone its job is done. It zips off to help someone else, and I find an unobtrusive rezzian fern to hide behind, careful to keep away from the blossoms, which make whatever they touch feel numb for up to four hours. Why they chose this plant as decoration, I’m not sure, but the scent of the blossoms is rather nice.

      I refocus on the shop and observe those inside. Most people look like me or similar. Everyone is in a type of onesuit. Some wear heavy robes or cloaks over theirs, others have added fashion accessories, but the majority of the crowd is in drab browns and greens that match the planet.

      I can also tell a distinct difference between those who are galaxy born and those who are from—or work past—the Outlier Rim. On the whole, they tend to carry more weapons, have facial piercings that align themselves with Rim gangs, and look over their shoulders almost as much as I do.

      It’s a rough life living without rules or galaxy governed security, probably the reason for all the privately hired sec-units. The Rimmers all have a haunted look about them I can’t shake. They’ll as soon stab you and take your cred chips as have a conversation with you.

      Movement near the cafe draws my attention. Two hooded figures emerge from the trav-tube with their faces shrouded. Their cloaks are dirty with grease and grime, one trailing on the ground like it doesn’t fit right.

      I shift, narrowly avoiding a large blossom, just as one of the hooded figures looks my way.

      Talie.

      Every nerve hums with adrenaline as I move from behind the planter. My momentum halts at the appearance of two security guards heading her way, blast rifles drawn.

      Not this again.
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      Our tattered robes don’t draw nearly as much attention as I thought they might, though Eben keeps tripping on hers. We left Pav caged with a few ration packs, and I ordered Goff to wait six hours before setting the oily man free. We’re close to the cafe now.

      Anticipation sparks through me. We’re so close, I feel like a tractor beam is pulling me in. To Renner. Small, round tables line the front of the brightly lit café, the scent of real coffee and pastries making my stomach grumble. It’s in line with other such eateries, just one among many, but I can taste the freedom and the spiced latte I’ll order.

      I move to cast one last, paranoid glance over my shoulder and see two figures directly behind us. One is a sec-unit and the other human. The human, clearly the alpha of the pair, leans forward. Eben grabs my arm.

      “You came in on the The Slayer?” His voice is pitched low, and I have a hard time meeting his unnaturally blue eyes. Implants. I can see it now—he’s accessing Pav’s ship information on the portnet.

      “I—we did.” I force strength into my voice, but I still detect a quiver. I know he will too.

      “We must escort you to the portsec office. Follow us.”

      “Why—”

      “Comply, human.” The sec-unit says. “And you will not be destroyed.”

      I gasp, but the human security guard offers the barest hint of a smile. “His humor subroutine is not the best. Cut it out X-39.”

      The sec-unit doesn’t respond but extends a synthetic hand for us to walk in front of it. We’re trapped between it and the human.

      I swallow past the dryness in my mouth. This is not good.

      I look around, seeking help from anyone nearby, but they either meet my glance and look away or don’t pay us any attention. I’m shoved forward by the sec-unit, not hard enough to hurt, but enough that my heart pounds in response, and I catch sight of movement across the open space.

      Renner.

      He’s hidden behind a large vegetation planter, but the rigid set of his shoulders tells me it’s taking everything in him not to race to our aid. I want to call out, but reason wins over emotion. He’s going to help us. I can trust that.

      “Guard.” Perhaps he’ll be more talkative now that we’re walking. “May I inquire the reason for our delay? We’re only in port for a short time and wished to do some shopping.”

      The guard faces forward, and I think he’s not going to answer when he says, “I was instructed to bring in the captain of The Slayer. That was the only information I was given.”

      “But we’re only guests here, and I don’t think—”

      “Docking protocol and access dictates that, once a ship has been accepted to dock and agrees to the terms, it and its passengers are subject to the laws of the Bolarius Spaceport. You agreed to this when you docked.”

      “It’s not like I read the thing,” I mutter.

      The agreement was over six hundred pages.

      “Nevertheless, you agreed.” He falls silent, but something in what he says sticks out to me. He was instructed to bring the captain in. I could argue that’s not me, but I have a feeling they won’t listen.

      Is it possible Pav has been here before? What happens when whoever wants to speak with him finds out I am not Pav?

      I catch sight of a black blur. I’m not sure if I want Renner to intervene before we get to the portsec office or not, but I know he’ll do what he thinks is best. I just have to be ready.

      Up ahead, past a row of holographic ads stating your next virtual vacation will be the best yet for only 999.9 creds, a sio-glass doorway leads to a long, narrow hall. Above it, the portsec office sign flashes in glowing red letters.

      The portsec officer opens the hall with a swipe of his badge, and the sio-glass door slides open. The most difficult part of this whole thing will be the sec-unit. It’s why humans are often paired with a non-human counterpart and why most ship security is managed by a human, even if the sec-units do the heavy-duty work.

      If there’s one thing I learned from living on a ship with sec-units for five cycles, it’s that they do have weaknesses. I should be able to help Renner, it just depends on what he’s planning.

      “Excuse me?”

      I know Renner’s voice before I turn and see him there, keeping the door open by standing in front of the sensor.

      “Sir, you’ll have to wait outside. We’re on official business,” the human says.

      “Oh. Sorry. I just have a quick question about returning my sec-bot. I see you have one there.”

      “Sir, stand back.”

      Renner comes forward, trying his best to look confused.

      “Sir, this is not—”

      “It’ll only be a moment. You’ve got one right there.”

      “I am no bot, human.” The sec-unit’s speaker crackles. As ridiculous as it seems, the unit sounds…offended.

      “Come on.” Renner comes closer, wearing a congenial smile. “You’re a nice-looking sec-bot, but there’s no way you’re unit-class.”

      The sec-unit blinks. It doesn’t need to, but one of the main differences between sec-bots and units is the hyper-human realism of sec-units. They are made from synth parts created to look like human tissue and musculature covering android inner workings. Bots, however, are much more cost effective but not humanoid in design.

      “Human, you are mistaken. I am a class-4 sec-unit.”

      “And that’s all I needed to know.” Renner’s gaze collides with mine before he throws himself forward, hands on the duraplast floor. His booted heel comes up and connects below the sec-unit’s chin. It’s one of few fragile spots on a unit, and Renner knows what he’s doing.

      I waste no time in catching the officer off guard. In shock at Renner’s brazen attack, he doesn’t expect me to make a move. I force my mind to pretend I’m sparring with Renner—not fighting an actual person.

      During the hours of sessions we had on the Phenyx, Renner taught me some maneuvers I use now. Within three moves, the portsec officer is knocked out on the floor. Eben is pressed against the side of the hallway shaking, but she’s safe.

      “There.” Renner finds the switch that disables the sec-unit. “Better.”

      When he turns to me, we both freeze. I take in his tousled hair, golden brown eyes, the familiar shape of his lips—and force myself to meet his gaze. There is relief and another emotion I can’t decode.

      “Did you miss me?” I think the rakish grin he gives me is forced, but it breaks the tension.

      “I did.” I let the truth lace my words before he looks away.

      “We need to get going.” He pulls the portsec officer and unit into an empty office. “Disabling the sec-unit was the best option, but it will signal someone. We should be gone when they get here.”

      My mouth is dry as sand and filled with grains of the truth I want to set free, but they drift away at the urgency in his gaze.

      “Let’s go.”
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      I lead Talie and Eben through the busy walkways behind shops on the sixth floor. They discard their robes in a recycler and we take the stairs down one floor. There are more food stalls here, but they’re intermixed with shops selling everything from knock-off tech to expensive clothing and jewelry. All without XTC taxes.

      I know what we did was probably caught on some sort of vid—maybe the disabled unit’s own body cam—but I don’t know how fast the response will be. It would help to know why Talie was being detained in the first place, but my goal right now is to get us somewhere safe.

      My mind replays an image of the holo map, and I get an idea.

      “This way.” I head toward another stairwell. It’s cold and only lit by floor lights, but after we travel several flights, I hardly notice the chill.

      I pull the door open, and the sight catches me off guard. I hesitate.

      Talie runs into me with a grunt. “What?”

      I adjust to the darkness and step out. This level clearly caters to a different class of clientele. The floors are polished to a high sheen, and the vegetation planters are more plentiful and strung with glowing lights. Soft music fills the air, and the seating areas are made up of plush couches and decorative fabrics that speak of wealth. There are also fewer people around, and those who walk past are in high quality polyweave. Some even have elegant cloaks and wear jewelry.

      I look right then left and finally see the sign I was looking for. I pull my shoulders back and motion for Talie and Eben to follow. When we stop in front of the entrance, Talie stands next to me.

      “We can’t go in there,” she whispers.

      I wink and pull her though the door, Eben trailing us.

      The atmosphere inside is elegant with dim accent lighting, live music, and aurtanium everywhere.

      “Hello. Welcome to the Captains’ Luxury-Class Lounge.” The android who greets us seems less than impressed, but I think it’s just his programing to appear aloof.

      “Captain Hike,” I say, showing him the cred chip. Thankfully, as I suspected, he doesn’t even scan it to verify. The cred chip’s color is enough.

      He dips his head. “Would you like to be shown to your private booth, or will you be playing the boards today?”

      “Booth.” I sneak a glance at Talie and Eben.

      They look too scared to pull this off once humans get involved.

      “Checking its readiness.” The android’s eye inputs take on a blank appearance.

      I pull Talie to me, my arm wrapping around her neck so I can pretend to nuzzle her ear. “Go along with me on this.” I take in her stiffness. “Now laugh.”

      Talie bursts into a flirtatious giggle, her palm pressing against my chest. She almost fools me, and Eben forces a half-hearted grin, taking her cues from Talie.

      “This way, Captain.” The droid snaps back to attention.

      We follow the android around a large, curved wall and into an opulent space with hanging light fixtures bedecked with Zerias crystals, exotic flora in all colors, and individual booths equipped with soundproof tech. That’ll be useful.

      The android stops in front of one such booth on the outer edge of the lounge. The seat backs are low and offer a stunning view across the middle void of the circular spaceport.

      “Place your order on the screen, and a waiter will be with you shortly.”

      “Thank you.”

      It disappears, and I use the controls to turn off the visual aspect of the interior digital curtains, effectively shrouding us from the rest of the lounge. I also enable the sound proofing. That’s more like it.

      “Okay, it’s sound proof, and people can’t see in. We can relax now.”

      “What is going on?” Eben demands.

      I fill them in on how we narrowly escaped the autodestruct—Eben seems relieved to hear Hike is all right—but quickly get to the more important question. “Why did security stop you?”

      “We don’t know.” Talie risks a quick glance at me, but I can’t read it.

      When I saw her, all I wanted to do was pull her to me and tell her how relieved I am she’s alive, but we have more important things to consider. We might be shielded from Port Security here, but we’re certainly not in the clear. There will be camera views of our path.

      I need to focus on getting us off this port and back on track to Meloran. Focus on the mission. Everything else—like the burning need to pull her close—is inconsequential.

      “Maybe it’s about the ship?” Eben offers.

      As they fill me in on the ship and Pav, I turn to the info console and pull out my datapad. I connect and do a few searches, digging deep, but not so deep that security is alerted.

      “Seems like The Slayer has a warrant out on it.”

      “I’m not surprised,” Talie says.

      I want to ask her what happened, how she escaped, but something warns me off the topic. Whether it’s the haunted look in Eben’s eyes or the grim determination on Talie’s features, something says it’s best left for later.

      “I’m more worried about your scanned chip,” I say instead.

      “I wasn’t scanned.” She shares a knowing smile with Eben.

      “How is that possible?”

      “I knew if I were to be scanned,” she sends another look at Eben I can’t read, “it wouldn’t be good, so Eben carted me out in a duraplast crate.” Talie looks embarrassed to admit it, but I laugh.

      “Good thinking.” I take in her familiar features, followed by a knife twist of guilt. I feel things for Talie I shouldn’t, and I’m quickly considering saying to the black with it all and kissing her anyway.

      “Are you all right?” Talie rests her palm on my forearm. The warmth of her touch startles me, and our eyes meet. One. Two. Three seconds.

      “Yeah.”

      The next minute, our waiter arrives with food, and I’m saved from making a fool of myself. The floating trays hold so much, I feel a little ridiculous, yet my empty stomach doesn’t care.

      We dig in and, for the next several minutes, no one says anything. I’m hungry, famished really, and I can tell the girls are too, but there are so many things we have to figure out. The first being where Eben will go so we don’t pull her into our mess any more than she already is. With Hike still at the station, she’ll have the option to go back to the Phenyx if she wants to.

      I shove in another bite of Amora stew, the rich fishy flavors rushing over my tongue, when an alert plays.

      <<COMM FOR REX LARS>>

      The computer’s announcement makes us all jump. Only one other person knows I’m here and knows me by that name.

      “Answer.”

      “Rex? This is Hike.”

      “Hike!” Eben shouts and then covers her mouth.

      “Eben?”

      She rushes to explain. They have a short conversation, and by the end of it, one of my questions is answered. Eben will rejoin Hike’s crew.

      When they’re done, he asks for me again.

      “Hey, Hike.” I wipe off crumbs from my fourth muffin.

      “I thought you should know…” He pauses, and I wonder what he’ll say next. “There’s a transport ship leaving in two hours from deck ten. The captain’s a friend of mine—an actual friend,” he clarifies, “and he’s willing to take you where you need to go. It’s the least I could do.”

      I meet Talie’s gaze, and she nods slightly. “Send me the details,” I say. “And thanks.”

      The comm ends, and we go back to our food, but now my mind is filled with more variables. Hike’s offer, Eben leaving, keeping Talie safe, and above all, getting to Meloran in time to find the next High Council’s meeting location.

      My datapad buzzes in my pocket, and I sneak a look at it. The algorithm is done computing. My chip goes live in five hours. Five. Hours.

      I have hours, not days.

      I let my gaze trace Talie’s profile, regret settling heavy in me. I’m a countdown clock, and the moment they find me, they find her.
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      Something is wrong with Renner, and I think it’s because of me.

      After our meal, we took Eben to where Hike was hiring new crew members. She ran up to him, hugging him like a daughter reunited with her father, and I relaxed. It’s a good thing to be with someone who cares for you.

      But now we’re in a different section of the port, near the bottom level. It looks like an area more suited to cargo ships than passenger vehicles, with crates stacked high in every available space. We’ve been getting ugly looks, and I wonder if they think we’re trying to steal a spot on someone’s crew.

      He pulls me into an alcove without warning. The lighting is dim, and we slip into the shadows. He tugs me closer, hands pressed against the small of my back, and my heartbeat ramps up.

      I tell myself to calm down—it’s just to avoid detection—but I can’t help my body’s reaction to him. My hands latch on to muscular shoulders, and my cheeks flush at his nearness. I long for the taste of his kiss again.

      “You can’t come with me.”

      His words act like a slap, and the warm feelings cool to anger.

      “What are you talking about?” He knows why I have to go with him. Why this mission is just as important to him as it is to me.

      “This isn’t like the last time, Talie. I’ll deliver your message.”

      “I will deliver my message.” The words are a command. “I don’t care how much you want to protect me, I’m coming with you.” Does he think I’d escape my kidnappers only to give up?

      “You don’t understand. I’m running out of time, and you can’t be near me when they come for me.”

      It clicks. “Your tracker.”

      His nod is slow, resolved.

      “So what?” He looks incredulous at my bravado. “We’ve escaped from Jas before, and we can again.”

      “You don’t get it, Talie.” His laugh is bitter. “There’s no way around this. It’s not just Jas. It’s an entire squadron of Elite soldiers. It’ll be like a distress beacon leading them right to me. To us.”

      “There has to be someone here. Someone on this port who knows about spoofing chips. We can just,” I frantically search my thoughts for a solution, “ask someone,” I finish lamely.

      “Oh really?” Sarcasm infuses his tone, the barest hint of the Renner I know.

      “We’ll need a better plan than that,” I admit. “But it’s not like Jas is close by. Even when it does activate, he has to get to us first. How much time do you have?”

      “A little over four hours.” He looks to the mouth of the alcove we’re in, rubbing at his jaw.

      “You can’t leave me here.”

      “I wouldn’t.” His gaze darts to mine. “I just want to see you safely on a ship out of here. Back to the Phenomena where you’re safe. Maybe Hike can take you?”

      “Are you joking?” His words flame my cold anger to hot rage. “Have you forgotten that Jas knows I was on the Phenomena? That it’s no longer safe for me there, either?” I can only hope my friends are okay in my absence. Without me on board, there should be no reason to hassle the circus.

      “Okay, so maybe not Phenomena, but you can’t stay with me. Anywhere but near me is safer at this point.”

      “How is safety more important than what we’re doing, Ren? How does it even play into this equation?”

      “Because if you’re dead, your message doesn’t matter. I will not lose you again.” He clears his throat. “I just mean you can’t put your life at risk so callously. You have a galaxy to consider.”

      My breath leaves me. I don’t know what to say. What to do. His words turn me to stone.

      I know what he’s saying has merit. I’m not just risking my life to stay with him—I’m putting myself in danger if we know for certain his tracker will alert Jas and others to our location. But leaving him feels wrong too.

      “You have to make the hard choice, Le’è.” His voice is raw.

      I feel the tug of war again—between what I want and what the galaxy demands of me. My life exists in the shadow of my future responsibilities. I’m sick of it. I’m about to tell Renner just where he can shove his hard choices when I’m interrupted.

      “Pardon,” a metallic voice says, making both of us jump. “I couldn’t help but overhear. Sonic hearing and all.”

      It’s a small bot, only about a meter tall with a domed head, two inputs that mimic eyes, and adaptive rollers at its base. Its carapace has a dull metallic sheen, and two arm-like attachments with pincers clamp and unclamp in front of its small body in a nervous manner.

      Renner subtly moves so he’s in front of me. “Is there a problem?”

      “No. Well, yes.” The bot’s head unit tilts to the side. “You are in need of assistance. I am built to assist.”

      Renner looks back at me, then to the bot again. “I don’t understand.”

      “Assistance: the action of helping someone with a job or task. To assist. To give aid.”

      “I know what the word means. I don’t understand why you’re offering it to us. Or what you’re offering, for that matter.”

      “To help you, of course.”

      I slip out from behind Renner. “Hello, my name is—”

      “Talie Zarna. The Soaring Starress.” The bot shifts forward as if sharing a secret.

      I feel Renner tense next to me. “How do you know that?”

      “I have a chip reader. Which is where I believe my assistance can be effective to your efforts to go undetected, Renner Cartha.”

      Renner’s jaw clenches.

      “May I ask why you’re offering to help us…and, uh, who you work for?” I ask.

      “I offer to help because I am an assist-bot, unlicensed in the Outlier Rim. I was discarded here on stardate 56.439.2.”

      “Do you have a name?” I find most bots prefer to go by something, even if it’s their category number.

      “You can call me Dot.”

      “Dot, why do you think you can help us?” I sense Renner’s impatience, but my curiosity gets the better of me.

      “I have cataloged close to one million unique chip signatures during my extended stay on the Bolarius Spaceport—it is a game to me—and I have ascertained that you, Talie Zarna, and your coconspirator Eben DevBar, arrived on this spaceport under false pretenses and then met up with you, Renner Cartha, who incapacitated a sec-unit and a sec-officer.

      “You then went to the captains’ lounge under the assumed name of Captain Hike Waxon. You then hacked into the mainframe in an impressive show of computer knowledge for a human and seem to be in a moral dilemma of whether it is right for you to continue on your very mysterious journey to an unknown location with Miss Talie Zarna or see her to a safer location due to your muted tracking chip activating in four hours and sixteen minutes.”

      It taps its pincers together. “This whole experience has been much like the vids I subscribe to on the portnet, and I have decided that it would be within my best interests to join you upon this next leg of your adventure to not only aid but to satisfy my taste—to use a human term—for adventure.”

      I can’t help my smile despite my shock. This bot has a dynamic personality routine and is prone to soliloquies. Its straightforward manner softens me, though the undercurrent of worry flows steadily. If there’s even a chance this information were to get out…

      “No,” Renner says. Then, at a look from me, he adds, “but thanks.”

      “I can be of assistance, Master Cartha.”

      “You keep saying that, but it sounds more like you’re a thrill-seeking bot who has been on this station for way too long. Sorry Wires, but it’s not gonna happen. You can just forget you saw us. That’s an order.”

      “I would hate to have to inform the authorities where the passengers of The Slayer have gotten to. Or the skimpers that are currently in search of you on station, Master Cartha.”

      I gasp. Renner’s hand finds the small of my back, and the warmth settles me, but I’m still shocked. Did this bot just threaten to blackmail us? There must be some serious issues with its programming.

      “I’m afraid that’s not going to work.” Renner reaches for the bot’s kill-switch just as it slides out of the way.

      “I know someone who can help with your chips and who is also a captain. Captain of a vessel with no signature.”

      Renner pauses. “Are you messing with us?”

      “I’m afraid I don’t know the meaning of that. I am merely an assist-bot.”

      Renner’s jaw flexes as he tries to hold his frustration with the bot in check.

      “Come with me,” the bot says, “and we will help you.”

      “No.” Renner is adamant.

      “Master Cartha, I can assure you, my solution has the highest probability of success. All other options I foresee show you and Mistress Zarna being captured within the next twenty-four standard hours.”

      “Give me your word we won’t be hurt.” I look down at Dot. It meets my gaze, and its eye lights brighten slightly.

      “You have my word, Mistress Zarna.”

      “Let’s go with it.” I have a feeling we can trust this bot. Or maybe it’s just false hope.

      “I don’t like it, Talie.” Renner gives me a hard look. “But we’re running out of options.”

      He’s a tower of tensed muscles and fisted hands, but the bot chirps and beckons us to follow. We do, and I slip my hand into Renner’s. I tell myself I’m doing it to reassure him this is the right move, but I can’t help thinking it’s a selfish action.

      Perhaps I need this connection even more than he does.
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      “You’ll have it by next pass. I promise,” a gravelly voice says from somewhere in the depths of the cavernous room Dot’s taken us to.

      “I’d better, Civie. Or I’ll tell that wife of yours how much you lost in the game last night.” The sound of a glass slamming onto a table is followed by raucous laughter.

      I’ve memorized the path we’ve taken and could get us out if the need arises, but I’m trusting Talie’s instincts. Though, walking through a room piled so high with junk I’m afraid we’ll be lost forever, I start to doubt.

      There is more laughter behind a nearly floor-to-ceiling pile then, “Bye-ya, Civie. Stay alive, mate.”

      We hear footsteps and a door slide open and then closed as we round a corner. I take in the scene before me. The bot? Don’t trust it. The kid it’s taken us to? Definitely don’t trust him, either.

      He looks to be my age, or a year or so older, but still too young to be drinking whatever is in the bottle on the table next to him. He’s got goggles pushed up into dirty black hair making it stick straight up, and he’s wearing a beige shirt and pants so smudged with grease they look black. Over the top, he’s wearing an odd sort of vest with pockets in all shapes and sizes, each bulging with unseen things.

      It’s the look in his dark eyes that makes me hesitate. Calculating. Smart. He may look like he’s mad, but there’s intelligence behind the guise. “What’ve you brought me, Dot?”

      Talie steps out from behind me, and immediately his demeanor changes. “Well, hello, love. Dot, give yourself a raise.”

      “Captain Leef Debray, may I introduce you to Master Renner Cartha and Mistress Talie Zarna the—”

      “That’s enough,” I tell the bot.

      It seems to shrink as I tower over it.

      I turn back to Leef. “Your bot has made us an interesting offer.”

      “It’s not my bot. I just fixed it up.” Leef’s stare is locked on Talie, and a spark of jealousy ignites. “But I’m interested to know exactly what type of offer it’s made you. There are a few things I could see myself agreeing to.” He sets his glass down and pulls off the goggles, running greasy fingers through his hair as if it may help tame the chaos. It doesn’t.

      I resist the urge to pull Talie to my side with a protective arm and instead focus on the kid. “It says you can deal with our chips and that you’ve got a ship with no signature.”

      Leef’s eyebrows rise. He takes another long look at Talie before finally deigning to look at me. “It would have to be worth my while.” He glances again at Talie with a wink, and my fists clench.

      “What is it you’re after, Captain Debray?” Talie says.

      I have to bite my tongue. She doesn’t need my defense.

      “Freedom and the pursuit of beautiful women.” Leef winks at her, and I take a step forward before I think better of it. “Unless there’s something here?” He gestures between us, eyebrow cocked.

      Rather than answer, Talie clears her throat. “What does freedom mean to you?”

      His smile is slow to form, transforming his angular features one inch at a time, though never fully making the shift to happiness.

      “That, m’lady, is a curious question.” He fingers a datapad on the cluttered desk, tapping in a few things before he looks back to Talie. “To some, freedom may mean anonymity, the kind chip hacking offers, but to others, it’s a deeper sense of liberty that comes with anarchy.”

      “Spoken like a true Rimmer,” she comments.

      All of this flowery talk makes me antsy. I want a simple yes or no from this rim-trash, but I don’t think pressure is going to be what makes him crack.

      “And what does freedom mean to you?” Leef turns the question around. His expression is calculated openness, but I see through it. There’s a deeper understanding behind his dark gaze. He taps a finger against the datapad in his hands.

      “It means a lot of things.” She glances at me, then back to Leef. “But for our purposes, it means hacking our chips and finding transport that’s untraceable.”

      “I see,” he says. “You want to hide from portsec and bum a ride… to where, exactly?”

      Talie looks at me again. Whether it’s for permission or to see what my reaction is, I’m not sure, but at this point we’re stuck here if we can’t make something happen. It’s either this flirty Rimmer or Hike’s man.

      “We need to get to Meloran,” she finally says.

      “Meloran.” His head cocks to the side, and that spark of curiosity reignites. “What could a”—he looks down at the datapad—“wanted Drawxian soldier and a circus queen want on Meloran?”

      My stomach tenses. He’s clearly very good with tech. Then again, it’s not hard to find something that will scan our chips—his bot probably sent the data.

      “Does it matter?” I challenge.

      Most Rimmers are in it for the money. I doubt he’s any different.

      “Depends.” He taps on the pad then looks at me again. “You’re a dangerous one, mate.”

      I’m taken off guard, but he’s not wrong.

      “Three hours, give or take a port-minute.” Leef’s eyebrow quirks in challenge.

      Now I can read his words as if they were a book. He knows exactly when my tracker goes back online. I don’t care if he knows. I care if he can do something about it.

      “Are you as good as the bot says?”

      “Better.” His rakish smirk flashes, and I have the vision of someone from a vid. Cocky, sure, and more than likely to get you arrested—or worse.

      “And what’s your charge? We have an untraceable cred chip.”

      “The limit is—” The bot begins, but Leef stays it with a look.

      “I see it.” His face scrunches up in thought. “Seems like you need some chip work and a ship, but you two come with quite a load of baggage.” His gaze flickers to Talie but then lands on me. “Sorry, mates, but I’m outta the game.”

      “This is no game.” Talie steps forward. “Please, Captain. It’s crucial we get to Meloran.”

      I hold my breath and watch the exchange. Talie is so earnest, and Leef seems just as resolute.

      “Yes, please, Captain Debray,” Dot says.

      “Not you too.” Leef rubs at the back of his neck.

      It’s the first time I sense real hesitation from him. His eyes flicker to the datapad again, and I can’t help but wonder what he sees there. No doubt my warrant, but we can pay well above that offer, and I’ve never heard of a Rimmer turning down an opportunity for cash.

      It’s time to press our advantage.

      “Come on, Talie. He’s not interested.”

      Talie reaches for me, pulling me close. “We’re out of options.” Her whisper is frantic.

      “We’ve still got Hike’s connection,” I remind her.

      “But it’s been over two hours.” She turns to look back at Leef, and I follow her gaze.

      He looks between us then back to his datapad before searching the ceiling, thinking.

      “Let’s go.” I will her to understand and take a step back the way we came.

      “Come off it.” Leef tosses grease-stained hands up. “It’s pathetic watching you try and play me. I suppose I could use an escape from the boredom of Bolarius. I accept.” He spins on his booted heel, snatches up a satchel, and starts throwing things in.

      “This is very exciting.” The bot does the same but with a metal box.

      “You’ll take us?” Talie asks.

      “Yes.” Clanking and clunking accompany his words as he disappears behind a stack of junk.

      “What’s the catch?” I call out.

      “Your chip has sufficient payment.” A huge thud sounds, and Talie jumps. “But,” he pops his head around the corner, “things may be a little cramped.” He winks at Talie and disappears. “Come on.”

      Stars. Looks like Leef McFlirty Pants is our only hope.

      “It’ll be okay.” Talie’s whisper is soft against my cheek before she tugs me toward the back of the large, junk-filled room where Leef and the bot have disappeared to. There’s a hatch, and only when I see the full extent of it do I realize it’s an outside dock with an interior airlock.

      He turns and grins right at me. “Pretty nice for a Rimmer, eh?” He spins around and beckons us down the hall behind him. Dot has its box in hand—or gripper—and is rolling after him.

      Talie and I move into the hallway as Leef and Dot process through the airlock. Once its cycle is done, we go through and then emerge onto the main deck of Leef’s ship.

      “Welcome to The Andromeda.”

      <<WELCOME ABOARD, MOST HANDSOME CAPTAIN IN ALL THE VERSE>>

      Music blares from the speakers, and I reach for a blast pistol I don’t have.

      “Whoa, mate, you need to relax.” Leef bypasses me with another load of gear.

      “You make your ship do that?”

      “I don’t make Mabel do anything she doesn’t want to.”

      “Mabel?” Talie asks.

      “The ship.” Leef falls back into his captain’s chair with an overly dramatic sigh. A panel of flashing lights come to life behind him, and the shield covering the sio-glass retracts to uncover a view into the Black. “Now, if you would, Lady Talie, take the co-captain’s chair with my compliments.” He gestures to the large, plush chair next to his, and then he flips down a bucket seat behind his and gestures to me. “You sit here.”

      I suppress a sigh, barely covering my annoyance, and he laughs. Then he begins swiping switches and tapping buttons on the digital dashboard.

      “We’re leaving now?” I ask.

      “Yep. But first things first.” He takes Dot’s case and stows it, then latches the bot into an open hatch made for what I assume would be a nav-bot. Then he pulls out another datapad from a different vest pocket. “Your arm, Sir Cartha.”

      “You can call me Renner.” I roll up my sleeve.

      “Doesn’t Sir Cartha have such a posh ring to it though?”

      He taps buttons on the pad, and his focus narrows. I don’t like that look.

      “How will you get around the tracking chip?” I’ve spoofed my fair share of regular ident chips, but military grade trackers are no walk on the green.

      “Patience, patience.” With a few taps, he runs the pad up my arm. I hear more than feel a click, and he pulls back with a satisfied smile. “Done.”

      “What did you do?”

      “A gearhead never tells.” He winks. “You’re invisible to scanning technology. And yes, we cleared up that nasty ticking-clock you’ve been dealing with. It’s disabled.”

      “Thanks.” I want to dislike him. I do. Yet I can’t deny he’s effective. I’m close to pressing him for details, but I get the sense he won’t budge.

      “And now you, Lady Talie. And,” he holds up a hand, “don’t tell me it’s just Talie. Where would the elegance be in that?”

      She smiles, meeting my gaze, and then focuses on Leef’s hands cradling her arm. I bite my tongue.

      “And you’re gone too. We can switch that back on if needed, m’lady. But for now, it’s better if you go incognito.” He looks at her for a long moment before turning away.

      I re-run his words through my mind and wonder…is it possible he sees through what her chip says? Is his technology that advanced?

      I haven’t asked, but I assume her true identity chip is still embedded, but it would be off and shielded for her safety. There’s no way to ask without giving too much away, so I hold my tongue, but I wonder…just who is this Leef Debray? And can we trust him?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 45

          

          TALIE

        

      

    

    
      One day and a portal jump later, we’re close to Meloran. It’s too easy, and I warn myself not to slip into complacency, but I feel the smallest flame of hope ignite.

      To say we fell into the company of the most interesting pilot in the Verse wouldn’t be much of an exaggeration. We’ve spent some of the time swapping harmless stories that won’t out my true identity, but mainly we’ve listened to the life Leef has lived as a Rim-Runner, smuggling things to and from the Outlier Rim.

      He’s young and yet, from the sounds of it, he’s seen more of the Verse than some in their eightieth cycle. He’s got contacts in every sector, runs businesses I don’t understand, and apparently has a problem with girls falling madly in love with him wherever he goes. Though I wonder if that last one is overstated.

      He is charming with his soft accent, sharp but handsome features, naturally tanned skin, and bright smile that conveys devilish flirtations with every word. But he hides something behind those dark, almond eyes. He masks an elegance that doesn’t fit our Verse, something that makes him seem much older than his eighteen cycles. He passes it off with comments about studying philosophy and seeking good conversation in every port, but you can only get so much from reading books and talking.

      At first, I could tell Renner was worried about what Leef might want from us beyond our creds, but now he’s lightened up. Maybe because we’re closer to our destination than we’ve been since we left Hexalia, or maybe he’s truly starting to like the guy, but either way, I’m glad the ice has somewhat thawed.

      I don’t like the way Leef flirts with me, but I chalk it up to his personality and perhaps a little show. I’ve been around performers long enough to know an act when I see it. While I believe Leef is very intelligent and observant, he doesn’t want anyone to know how deep that intelligence runs.

      Alone now on the bridge, which constitutes the front half of the Andromeda, it’s my turn to take watch. This mostly means alerting Leef if an alarm goes off or if I see something. Dot is here too, but it’s in a charging cycle, which leaves me completely alone at the helm.

      I’m about to ask the computer to turn on music—it tends to help me stay awake—when I see something. It’s not in the field of stars in front of us but behind us on the radar screen. A small blip that I think I’ve made up until I see it again, just a little closer.

      Taking in a slow breath, I ask, “Computer, analyze ship off the starboard quarter.”

      <<ANALYZING>>

      I don’t even realize it, but I’m frozen waiting for the answer, fingers clenched on the console’s edge.

      <<STAR-CLASS CARGO SHIP WITH WEAPONS CAPABILITIES>>

      That doesn’t sound good. Then again, maybe I’m making something out of nothing. “Computer, analyze trajectory.”

      <<INTERCEPT COURSE IN TWENTY-THREE MINUTES>>

      My stomach knots, and I push to my feet. There isn’t far to go since Leef’s ship is a start-class traveler and only has a tiny living space. The pilot’s section gives way to a narrow hallway with four half-berths, two on each side. They’re little more than bunk space with slide down coverings to keep out sound. Renner is on the top bunk to my right and Leef, the top on my left.

      I debate for a second before knocking on both duraplast doors. The sound thuds in the narrow space. The next instant, both doors disappear upward. Leef is wearing his odd pants and loose shirt, open a few buttons, and Renner is—

      I blush and look away. He only has on the shorts he wears under his onesuit. Defined muscles make his abs stand out, and his biceps clench as he slides from the berth to the floor, pulling his onesuit out behind him.

      “What’s wrong, Le’è?”

      I can’t think straight when he calls me that. And it’s not like he’s the first guy I’ve seen without a shirt on.

      “Talie?”

      “There’s a—a ship.” I sneak a glance at him.

      His face is a mask of concern.

      Keep it together, Talie. “The computer says it’s on an intercept course. I wasn’t sure what to do. It says it’s a star-class cargo ship with weapons capabilities, but I have no idea what that means.”

      Leef hops down, the boots he’s just slipped on thudding to the floor. “Come m’lady, let’s go take a look. Give Lord Cartha here a chance to get dressed, so some of us can focus.” His wink is wicked.

      I do sneak one last—very quick—look at Renner as he steps into his onesuit, then follow Leef to the helm. I hope he doesn’t comment on the heat in my cheeks.

      Renner has tried hard to keep his distance from me, but my earlier resolution bubbles to the surface. If we’d had even a minute alone to talk—to process what’s happened—maybe I could have admitted to him my weakening resolve. But our focus has been on the mission, where it has to be.

      I long for the moments we had on the Midway. Rehearsal, muffins in the galley, performances. Life with Renner was becoming normal despite our very unnormal circumstances. I want to go back to that, and yet I’m certain leaving as I did means I’ll never be able to go back. Things will never be the same.

      “You’ve a good eye,” Leef says. “Three more minutes, and the computer’s proximity sensor would have alerted us to the ship’s presence.”

      “So you do have protocols on. Why am I out here then?”

      He sends me a sideways glance. “Humans catch things computers don’t.”

      <<I BEG TO DIFFER, SIR>>

      I start and let out a squeak of surprise. I still can’t get used to the computer—Mabel—talking back to Leef without a direct command. It’s the strangest thing. Then again, after meeting Dot on the spaceport, I shouldn’t be surprised. Leef is incredibly good with computers. He’s got a knack for it, like he speaks their language, but I’m fairly certain most of what he’s done is beyond illegal by Xerus standards. Especially with regard to Mabel and her near-sentient ways.

      “Ah, that’s a beaut.” Leef’s leaning over the console reading specs of the ship.

      “What’s going on?” Renner’s wearing his onesuit now, though his hair is still a complete mess.

      “Wake up Dot for me?” Leef directs a thumb over his shoulder.

      “Why?”

      “Do it,” Leef says in a singsong voice. It’s his way of being “cute” when giving orders, but it just annoys Renner.

      His eyes shoot to the ceiling before he moves to the bot.

      “Great Verse.” The bot’s head snaps up. “I’m not fully charged.”

      “Sorry, Dot.” Leef keeps his focus on the controls. “I need assistance.”

      “Whyever didn’t you say so, Master Leef?”

      “Just did.” There’s that singsong again.

      I smile but work to hide it. Renner and Leef are like polar ends of the same planet. Similar and yet so different. Where Renner is focused and logical with a touch of humor, Leef is whimsical and aloof. Leef thrives on theatrics and mystery where Renner wants the facts, and he wants them yesterday. And yet they’re both effective and intelligent. They just go about things in different ways, and I wish they’d see that more than they see their differences.

      My sigh draws Renner’s attention, but I wave him off. I’m tired. I was waiting for the next shift to catch up on sleep, but I’m afraid I won’t get it anytime soon.

      “Dot, assess their strategy, and give me some options, love.”

      “Yes, Master Leef.” The little bot connects with a port built into the helm’s console, and the lights on its chest begin flashing.

      “Now will you give me an update?” Renner asks.

      “Just a minute—sir.” Leef mocks. His brow furrows in concentration, and his hands fly over the dash. “This is decidedly not ideal.”

      “What?” Renner asks.

      I keep my lips pressed tight, even though I want to echo Renner’s question.

      Leef looks out the sio-glass in front of us as if he can see a way around the problem. “It looks like the ship is classified wrong—and I’d bet that’s on purpose.”

      “Correct, sir.” Dot’s head swivels. “The ship is actually a Galaxy-class destroyer.”

      “What does that mean?” I ask, though I don’t know much about ship classes.

      “It means the ship is big, it goes fast, and it has things that go boom. Oh, and it’s allied with the galaxy. But it’s the weapons I’m most worried about. As I said, not ideal.”

      “What about—?”

      “Shhh.” Leef holds up one finger to silence Renner, and while he falls silent, I can tell he’s not happy about it.

      “Dot, do you—?”

      “Yes, sir. I’ve finished my assessment.”

      “And?” Leef hovers over the console, ready to take in the information.

      “I suggest heading 789.05.2 at mark 6.”

      “Ah, yes.” Leef nods. “Folks, I’d advise you find a seat—and quick. This will require some fancy flying.”

      <<WHICH MEANS YOU WILL NEED MY ASSISTANCE, CAPTAIN>>

      “Always, Mabel.”

      <<HEADING SELECTED. MULTIPLE OBJECTS IN TRAJECTORY PATH. EVASIVE MANEUVERS PROGRAM 8.12.4 ENACTED. PLEASE REMAIN SEATED WITH ALL ARMS, LEGS, AND NON-HUMAN APPENDAGES INSIDE THE SHIP AT ALL TIMES>>

      “That’s my girl.” Leef’s smile spreads like a sun over the horizon. “Magnify.”

      I snap my buckle in and look back to the screen just in time to gasp.

      We’re headed into an asteroid field.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 46

          

          RENNER

        

      

    

    
      I’ll be the first person to admit I’m not Leef’s biggest fan. It started with his flirty attention directed toward Talie and only increased with the emergence of his many annoying qualities. Arrogance, ill-timed humor, an insistence on calling me Master or Sir or Lord Cartha, and did I mention how often he flirts with Talie?

      But I will say this. For all of his utterly infuriating habits, he is a stars-fine pilot.

      “That’s the spirit,” Leef shouts, the glee evident not only in his voice but his posture. He’s leaning forward, hands on an actual control yoke, grinning from ear to ear.

      “Stars help us. Are we going to make it out of this alive?” I say it more to goad him, but a part of me wonders.

      Talie gasps at a particularly sharp turn.

      “Never fear.” He lets out a whoop, and we dip down, my stomach ramming itself into my throat. “We’ll come out of this as good as, if not better than, before, mate.”

      We jerk to the left before evening out. Shouldn’t there be stabilizers for this?

      My screen flashes, and I see that I now have access to sensor information. I follow the movement of the ship behind us. It’s much larger than we are. Rather than maneuvering around the asteroids, it’s simply blasting its way through. Sure, the hits will slow it, but there’s no other way it would make it.

      Makes the idea of hiding somewhere in here the wrong idea, but I don’t think that’s what Leef is up to. Still, I wonder—who’s following us? And why?

      Leef said Galaxy-class, which means allegiance with Xerus. Can’t be Jas then, or at least I don’t think so.

      Do we have it wrong, and it’s someone out to settle a grudge with Leef?

      That’s when I notice the access port. If Leef can work on fancy flying, I can work on some fancy hacking. He’s way better at that than me—something I won’t admit out loud—but I comfort myself with the thought that I could take him in hand-to-hand combat. Probably.

      I plug my data cord into the port and begin piggybacking off a signal Dot has already established. The bot is more focused on the analysis of the data of flight trajectory than information, so I leap into that world and start decoding information packets.
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      All well and good, but it’s nothing that truly affects us. I turn to more innocuous data. The handshake information all ships offer at ports and to other ships. It’s usually less secure and easy to trace.

      
        
          
            
              
        Captain: Brownus Neeman, ORA

      

      

      

      

      

      My jaw drops. “No Versing way.”

      “What?” Talie turns in her seat.

      “He’s being the hero-hacker.” Leef’s attention is on the flying—something I appreciate—but he’s right. I wonder, not for the first time, if he’s got an implant. It would make sense if that’s how he communicates with his ship or other tech, but now isn’t the time for this conversation.

      “It’s Brownus in a stolen Galaxy ship.” At least I assume it’s stolen by the added-on ORA assignment—Outlier Rim Association—to the galaxy classification.

      I look up to see Talie watching me. I don’t miss how pale she is. We haven’t had a chance to talk about what happened, not really, but I’m sure what she’d share would only make me want to blow up his ship more.

      “He’s not going to get to us, Talie.” I send a resigned look at the back of Leef’s head. “Right, Captain?”

      “Right-o, Master Car—”

      “For the love of the Verse, will you please call me Renner?”

      “I…” Leef halts. “All right. Renner.”

      It’s a small victory, but it’s something.

      “How did they find us?” Talie asks.

      It’s a good question. I’ve been thinking about it. “It wouldn’t be hard to track. You may have avoided being scanned while getting off The Slayer, but it’s possible shops soft-scanned your chip. It’s an advertising thing. It wouldn’t be hard to know that you landed there and then left.”

      “But they shouldn’t know which ship.”

      “As much as I covered our tracks, you can’t erase a human’s memory,” Leef adds. “Believe me, I’ve tried.” He whispers the last part, and I can’t help but wonder again what he’s hiding. He’s got stories for every occasion, but they feel rehearsed.

      The asteroid field is a sufficient distraction from all other questions, and we fall silent. I observe his incredible maneuvering with a touch of jealousy. I need to learn to fly a ship properly.

      He takes us into a calculated dive, and I clutch the back of his seat. The flight dampeners kick in to control the forces on us, but we still feel the effects of the G-forces. Dot makes a trilling sound and then falls silent.

      “Almost,” Leef mutters. “Almost…”

      The ship bursts into free space and makes an immediate curve following the outline of the asteroid field. “Good job, Dot.”

      He must be using the bot for calculations or some type of trajectory scenario to get us out of here. And that’s when I see it. A massive spaceport with plenty of inbound traffic to hide in. And the truth hits me. I’m fairly certain we just careened through the Navara Belt, and we’re at Navara Port.

      We’re close to Meloran.

      “Ready to initialize stealth on my command,” Leef says.

      “Stealth?” I can’t help the question—it sounds both insanely awesome and completely impossible. “What’s that?”

      “Just—” Leef throws up a staying hand.

      I fall quiet. As much as I don’t want to admit it, this is his field of expertise. Get me on land—or on a station—and I’d be better equipped. All that matters at this point is escaping Brownus and getting to Meloran.

      “Stealth engaged.” Dot’s computerized voice echoes across the too-quiet cockpit.

      “Docking sequence initiated.” Leef seems to speak out of habit.

      The station looms before us, and I feel small looking at what must be thousands of docking bays, more than half of them filled.

      “Won’t they know we’ve come here?” Talie asks. Her voice is weak, tense.

      “Hence stealth mode.” Leef reaches across and flips a switch.

      “And you couldn’t have used this before?” I’m actually curious.

      “It’s not visual, Mast—Renner. It’s a type of computerized stealth.”

      “Like masking a chip?”

      He grunts and shrugs. “It scrambles our port-issued sequence code and, on this large of a station, it’d be like trying to find a star in the night sky. Without instruments, of course.”

      “Of course.” Talie flashes an amused look at me, though she’s still not fully relaxed.

      I return it, and my feelings for her surface as quickly as entering a portal jump and rocketing to FTL. I promised her my distance, but I’m beginning to think she’ll always have my heart.

      “Okay, folks,” Leef says as the port automation takes over. “This is the end of the line.”

      My gaze shoots to Leef and hardens to space rock. “What do you mean ‘end of the line,’ Debray? You agreed to take us to Meloran.”

      “The thing is, I didn’t sign up for this. That back there is lightcycles beyond the purview of our arrangement. You want me to take you to Meloran, I’m going to need a good reason.”

      “We made a deal.” I emphasize my words with a pointed finger. He agreed, and the agreement should stand.

      “And the deal is off.” He looks between us, his expression clearly stating that he knows we’ll keep our secrets, and it’ll let him off the hook.

      “Please, Leef.” Talie looks at him, her gaze pleading.

      “Don’t ‘please Leef’ me. We were almost crater dust on an asteroid, and as much as I enjoy a good chase now and then, I usually like to know the reason I’m being chased.” There’s something in his gaze.

      “It doesn’t matter. You out-maneuvered them.”

      “But you do know who’s following us. Right, mate?”

      “In a way,” I hedge.

      “It’s a man who kidnapped me,” Talie blurts. “To sell me.”

      Leef’s eyebrows rise as if he wasn’t expecting that. “Go on.”

      “That’s it.” She betrays her bold statement with a hesitant look at me.

      Look away!

      “Not good enough.” Leef shakes his head.

      She looks back at him, and I know what he sees. Two people telling him a story they’re peddling as the whole truth, but which falls incredibly short of that.

      It takes a liar to know one.

      “Answers or you get the boot, mates.”

      “What if we get you more money?” Talie licks her lips nervously, and I know why. She only has her personal, very traceable, cred chip.

      “I said answers, not creds.” Leef’s quiet tone is undermined by his annoyance.

      “You have to trust us.” It’s Talie’s last feeble attempt, and I admire her for trying, but I’ve known guys like the captain here. He may talk a big game and flirt like no one’s business, but when it comes down to it, he won’t put himself on the line to help a stranger.

      “Sorry, love, but I don’t risk my life—or the lives of my crewmates—for nothing.”

      “You don’t have a crew,” I mutter.

      “Dot. Mabel. They’re my crew.”

      I am so close to reminding him that he is, in fact, human, and those are computers—but it’s not worth it.

      I stare him down instead, our eyes locking. The outcomes weigh back and forth in my mind. Tell him more and risk Talie’s life. Don’t tell him anything and risk Talie’s life. There are no good alternatives.

      I take in the port where we’re docking. He’s turned off our chips, so we’re invisible. Maybe we can find alternative transport the rest of the way. My mind starts shuffling options into a line-up of most to least likely, and I’m half convinced we won’t need Leef when Talie speaks up.

      “Would you help us if it meant,” she sends me an apologetic look, “committing treason?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 47

          

          TALIE

        

      

    

    
      “Did you say treason?” There’s a flash of surprise before Leef locks the emotion down.

      “Talie!” Renner rounds on me. “I’m working on a plan.” He taps his temple.

      “We’re out of options, Ren.” Meloran is so close, I can feel it. If a little more information could get us there, then why not? It seems an acceptable risk.

      “But—”

      “Color me intrigued,” Leef interrupts. “Are we talking rebellion on a small scale or is this more, oh, I don’t know, galactic?”

      The spark of hope sputters. As a Rimmer, Leef can’t be trusted. He has his own secrets, but without knowing what they are, we’ve got no leverage. I just have to hope that the same gut feeling I had when Dot approached us won’t fail me now.

      “Unbuckle your harness.” I meet our captain’s gaze.

      “Talie, you don’t need—”

      I raise my hand, palm out, to silence Renner. I have no doubt he could find a way for us to get to Meloran, but it might have included theft and fighting, and we need a sure thing.

      “Okaaay.” The word drips with suspicion as Leef unclips his harness. “Should I be worried?”

      I close my eyes. I can feel…everything. I don’t know if I just needed rest or if my ability is growing from use, but I sense the mass of every movable object in the cockpit. It’s overwhelming and intoxicating.

      Leef rests solidly in his chair—not heavy in a clunky sense, just weighed down with muscle. It’s a similar feeling to Renner’s mass, and yet I know Ren’s shape by heart. He’s as solid in my mind as the chair I’m sitting in, and it would take a mere thought to raise him because he feels like an extension of myself.

      I force my eyes open. My cheeks are flushed, and I realize Renner’s dark hair is floating like we’re in Zero-G. The familiarity I feel for him goes so much deeper than I’m willing to admit. I meet his gaze and know he’s asking if I’m all right. I offer a nod then refocus my attention on Leef, where it should have been this whole time.

      “We’re talking rebellion.” I turn to the young captain. “On a galactic scale.”

      Then, with a flick, he rises into the air, still in a seated position. His mouth goes slack, and his hands fumble.

      “What in the bloody black?” Leef’s arms continue to flail, but I won’t let him get within reach of anything. I let him feel out of sorts. Let him get a small taste of what Renner and I have faced while racing through the galaxy on a mission that I’m starting to think is fated to fail.

      “We need to know if we have your loyalty, Captain.” Another flick of my finger, and he swivels upside down. His shock is comical, and I force down a laugh.

      Renner doesn’t have the same compunction and snorts behind me. “Sweet muffins, this is the best.”

      “I must insist you let Captain Leef go.” Dot’s been watching the whole time, but the levels of subtext clouded the situation until now. It’s clear to the bot the captain might be in danger.

      “I’m fine, Dot.” Leef’s turning deep crimson. “But it would be lovely to be right side up. That is, if you’re done showing off, Gravless?”

      I flip him fast and send him inches above his seat before letting him drop onto the cushion. His cheeks remain flushed, and there’s a hardness to his features I don’t like. It wasn’t that I wanted to scare him, but I need Leef to understand this isn’t some Rim-Run. We’re serious, and we need a captain who is, too.

      “What’s in Meloran?” He straightens his loose tunic and sniffs.

      “We need to meet with the High Council.”

      “That’s all he needs to know, Tal.” Renner quickly recovers from his fit of laughter. “You’ll get your payment, Debray, and more for your cooperation and silence.” He sounds more like the royal guard he is.

      “The High Council doesn’t meet on Meloran.” Leef’s voice is casual now. Too casual.

      “What do you know of it?” I lean forward in earnest, but he doesn’t react. Instead, he meets me with a cool stare, daring me to unravel it. We know he’s got contacts all over the galaxy, but even that shouldn’t be enough to locate the ultra-secretive meetings of the High Council.

      “Well?” I press.

      “Maybe I don’t know.” He runs a hand through his hair. “It’s just something I’ve heard.”

      I want to push. Where has he heard this? Are his sources reliable? Those secrets are surfacing, and—

      “Will you take us?” This time, it’s Renner who pleads. Not in a groveling way, just with a raw question. It makes me step back from Leef, crossing my arms and pacing away.

      I want to argue that we should wait him out, uncover what he knows, but I take a breath to steady myself. Perhaps Renner senses something I don’t. Some type of plan he’s setting into motion I don’t understand—yet. Or maybe he senses that Leef is the type of guy who won’t share. Maybe he’s right.

      I spin back and see Leef look out the view screen, rubbing at his neck again. There’s not much to see aside from the duraplast interior of the port, maintenance bots zipping past and drones carrying items through the hall in front of us.

      “You had to be Gravless.” Leef groans.

      “Does it matter? You’ll be well paid and, once we’re on Meloran, your job will be done.” I try to play to a Rimmer’s desires and hope my promise of payment is enough.

      “I’ve never been this close to royalty.” Leef finally meets my gaze.

      “Let’s keep it that way.” Renner mumbles, but we all hear him. I never took him for jealous, but with the attention Leef gives me, flirtatious and ridiculous as it is, he seems to be affected by it. I let the thought warm me before I press it down.

      “So, you’re her what? Royal guard?”

      “Something like that.” Renner doesn’t look at me.

      “Passage to Meloran. That’s it? That’s all you want?”

      I can’t help but think this is a test, though I don’t know what for, but I won’t endanger Freyda by mentioning our connection to her father.

      “Should there be something else we bind you to? Or are you planning to renege on this deal as well?” Renner’s eyes narrow.

      “Don’t get your shorts in a twist, mate. Just making sure I’m hearing this right.”

      “Yes.” I wait until he meets my gaze. “Safe and undetected passage to Meloran. That’s it.”

      We hold the stare, long and unblinking, like a game I used to play as a child. Somehow Merritt always made me blink first, but this time I won’t cave.

      Leef blinks. “Fine. Let’s figure out how we’re getting out of here.” He spins in his chair and begins flipping through screens and typing like he’s outmaneuvering a fighter pilot with his fingers.

      “What’s your plan?” Renner comes to stand over him.

      “Visually, there are a few things we can do, but digitally even more. I can paint the canvas of the Andromeda however I’d like. Change the ship’s class, signature, things like that.”

      “I thought it had no signature?” I say.

      “True, but if you see a ship, and the instruments tell you there’s no ship, what do you think?”

      “That something is wrong.”

      “Exactly. We’ll provide a good story with this signature. Dot,” he doesn’t look at the bot, but its head swivels to him. “Can you go out and attach packet Alpha-03 to the hull?”

      “Yes, Master Leef. Right away.” It unhooks from its port and zips toward the back of the ship.

      “What’s that?” The bot takes out large crates only to disappear through a small interior airlock.

      “Camouflage, love.” Leef’s reply is accompanied by a toothy grin.

      Renner steps between us, effectively blocking Leef’s gaze, and starts pointing out things over Leef’s shoulder. Leef tries and fails to shoo him away, and the two begin debating the best way to make the mods to the ship.

      By all appearances, Leef seems back to his usual, flirtatious self, but I don’t believe it. There was too much in the look he gave me. Like his façade fractured when I outed myself as Gravless, and he needed time to patch the crack. It’s how I felt when Renner dropped me during our act.

      But what is Leef hiding below the surface?

      I move through the ship, back to my berth, and slide the door up. I don’t know where we are exactly, but I estimate it’s at least another day’s travel before we reach Meloran. I’ll let the boys figure out the ship changes and take this time to rest.

      I slip onto the lower bunk and close the covering. Darkness and silence surround me like a cocoon, and I let the worry seep out of me, relaxing tired muscles. When I breathe in, the space smells like Renner. The faint dusk mint swirls around me, sweet and spicy. It must be coming from the bunk above mine. The distraction forces me onto my side in an attempt to shove thoughts of him out of my head.

      I need the silence for as long as it will last. I know it was right to show Leef who I am, but now I feel vulnerable. Exposed. Necessity demands we trust him as our best chance at reaching Meloran quickly, but it’s still a risk.

      Meloran. I close my eyes and remember the images Freyda used to show me. We’d lay on her bed with the holo playing her home videos above us, images of lush, verdant greenery and water teeming with life all around us. I wonder again how Freyda is doing, the ache in my chest growing. And what about the rest of the circus? Are they safe?

      The ache deepens, flooding through me at the thought of never seeing them again, of the life I’ll never get back. I curl into a ball. I know it wasn’t meant for me to be the Soaring Starress forever, but that doesn’t mean I can’t miss it. It was the best life I’ve known in all my seventeen cycles.

      But do I wish I weren’t Gravless? That it wasn’t my responsibility to rule?

      My eyes open to darkness without stars. It feels wrong, off somehow, as if all blackness should be accompanied by pinpricks of ancient light. The troubles that have befallen the Xerus Galaxy aren’t my fault, but they are my responsibility.

      The sooner I accept that, the easier this should be.
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          RENNER

        

      

    

    
      “Can you say that again? Dot, love, record this.”

      “Being obnoxious about it won’t help anything.” I want to punch the smirk right off Leef’s face, but I must admit to holding back my own smile.

      “Come on, Ren. Just say it one more time.” Leef’s words are filled with glee.

      I glance at Talie as she watches our exchange with amusement.

      “Fine.” I draw the word out. I’m being completely dramatic, but it’s making Talie laugh, so it’s worth it. “You, Leef Debray, are mildly good with tech.”

      “Rubbish. Come on!” He tosses up his hands. “That is not what you said before. I believe it was something like, “Leef,” he affects a ridiculous voice, “you are the best techhead I’ve ever seen in this galaxy, you big, strong, handsome—”

      “Enough!” I let a laugh slip. “You’re really good with tech. And more than a little annoying.”

      Arrogance puffs out his chest as he has Dot replay my words three times to make sure it recorded properly.

      “Satisfying.” He leans back in his seat with hands laced behind his head. “Very, very satisfying.”

      “You need more humans in your life,” I mutter.

      He winces like my words are a slap. I’ve accidentally struck a nerve. We know so little about Leef. I want to find out what hole I stepped in.

      <<APPROACHING MELORAN SPACE>>

      It’s been less than thirty-six hours since we slipped away from the Navara Port undetected, flying close enough to Brownus’s ship I almost had an aneurysm, but Leef was confident we wouldn’t be spotted. His hacking abilities and the camouflage Dot did paid off.

      “Thanks, Mabel. Send credentials.” Leef’s focus is on piloting now, but I realize something—though I’d never tell him. I’ve started to like this annoying guy, despite his quirks and lack of transparency. Perhaps because it’s something I can understand. I could do without the flirting, though.

      <<SENDING CREDENTIALS, O CAPTAIN, MY CAPTAIN>>

      “Will we land on planet?” Talie asks.

      “They have a spaceport with a port-to-planet shuttle. It’ll be best to dock there and then shuttle to the surface. Your altered chips will hide your identity and reflect ones I’ve made for you based on the names you gave me. Trilla and Rex.”

      “Ah, to be Rex again.” I fold my arms behind my head.

      “You’re in my seat.” Talie elbows me in the side hard enough that I force out a rush of air.

      “Ooomph. As my fictional wife, I demand you treat me with kindness.” I massage my ribs and stand.

      Rather than take the bucket seat, I remain standing, peering through the sio-glass in front of us. The port takes shape ahead like a beacon among the stars, no magnification needed to see the various docks of the spherical port and the transport path to the planet.

      The planet itself is small in comparison to Drawx and has a high ocean to land ratio, making it look like a swirl of greens and blues. I’ve heard stories of the atmosphere here as being humid and vibrant.

      “We’ll need different suits.” I look between Talie and me. I’m still in the onesuit I took from the Phenyx med-bay. It’s ripped in places and, while we’ve used the sanitation facilities on board, I’d like to find something fresh.

      “Got you covered, mate.” Leef takes a second to flash an enigmatic smile to us, raised eyebrows and all. Did I say I was starting to like him?

      <<ACCESS GRANTED. DOCKING BAY 792-X OPENED>>

      “I tried to pick something close to the shuttle, but we’ll still be a few decks away. Talie, you’ll find onesuits and cloaks in that compartment to your right.”

      She turns and presses the compartment. It opens with a hiss, and she pulls out three packs, puffy with cloaks. “I thought Meloran was a hot planet.”

      “It is.” Leef agrees. “But those are therma-cloaks. In combination with your suits, they’ll help with the heat, but most importantly, their hoods will conceal your faces. Your spoofed identities will hold up to scanning, but facial recognition is a different matter.”

      Talie tosses me a pack with a wink. It’s black, and I grin. She knows me. She selects a pale blue one for herself and is about to put the third away when Leef reaches over.

      “Oy, I’ll take that one, love.”

      “You’re coming with us?” Talie looks from him to me and back.

      “Don’t fret. I’ve got business on planet. Just think of me like a very expensive tour guide.”

      “Business? How’s that possible when you didn’t know you’d be going to Meloran?”

      There’s that flashy grin. “I’ve always got business, Ren.”

      For someone with his reach, I shouldn’t be surprised, but still. Rather than push the matter, I make a mental note to remain on guard. It’s not something I need to tell myself, but the mental pep-talk doesn’t hurt, even as I hear my basic instructor yelling at us new recruits. Being alert means staying alive!

      The docking procedure takes over with Mabel handling the maneuvers, and we take turns slipping to the back to change.

      When Talie emerges, I swallow. Her suit fits perfectly. Better than perfect. She looks good—and completely distracting—which is not good.

      She catches my gaze. “What?”

      “No-nothing.” I clear my throat, and Leef laughs.

      He too looks different in a onesuit instead of his usually baggy clothes. The dark green suit shows a muscled upper body and strong legs. I could still take him, but he’s definitely not just some flabby pilot.

      “You look stunning, m’lady,” Leef says.

      I shoot him a look, but he’s all innocence.

      “Ready?” He asks.

      Talie pulls on her cloak, and some of the distraction is gone. But only some.

      “Ren?”

      I startle as Leef’s hand lands heavily on my shoulder. “You coming, or are you going to daydream a little longer?”

      “Coming.”

      “Right.” Leef makes a showy bow and extends his arm for Talie to exit ahead of us, but the next second, he steps into my path. “You ought to figure out whatever isn’t going on between you two, mate.”

      “Thanks.” I grind my teeth. He’s not getting anything more from me.

      “You never know when some handsome bloke might sweep in and steal her from ya.” He winks and slips out before I have the chance for a well-placed punch.

      He catches up with Talie, going so far as to place an arm around her. I’m gut-punched by their easygoing rapport.

      “Are you exiting the Andromeda, Master Renner?” Dot asks.

      Only then do I realize the bot is behind me, patiently waiting to get off the ship.

      “Yes. Let’s go, Dot.”

      I duck my head, and we follow them down the platform, Leef’s words echoing in my mind. Does he think I haven’t tried to talk to her? And where would he suggest we have this very personal conversation on his very cramped ship?

      If he thinks I haven’t done everything I can—

      I cut off the imaginary argument and force my attention to things like possible threats and Talie’s safety. I need a clear head and anything that is—or isn’t—between Talie and me can wait. It’ll have to.

      We make our way through the platform, checking in with a port sec-unit, and take a lift to the top deck where the shuttle is located.

      It’s not as crowded as Bolarius, but people still mill about, gathering around the food kiosks that line the rotunda. Some linger at tables and talk while others carry shopping bags. There must be a few floors of shops below us. The port appears newly renovated with shiny durasteel casings, newly manufactured duraplast floors and walls, and sio-glass windows that look down to the planet on one side and out to space on the other.

      “This way.” Leef takes us on a path directly through the middle of the room.

      There’s a variety of people, races, and species mixed like any other spaceport but very few Melorans with their distinctive waist chains depicting their status in the Meloran caste. I would have expected to see lots of Rustorite chains, their brownish hue signifying the lowest caste, as workers up here, but I count two, and they look like travelers.

      “Where are the Melorans?” I direct the question to Leef, coming up next to him with Talie on his right.

      “On planet.” He looks at me like I asked a stupid question. “They don’t particularly like this spaceport. It’s new, as you can tell, and was built by the Galaxy for easier access to the sea supply. Meloran kelp is high in protein and can sustain, if not satisfy, those on planets without as robust an eco-system.”

      “But they must have agreed to it.” Talie looks concerned.

      “They did, but they also have a need.” Leef looks at me.

      I’m sifting through details, searching for whatever he’s implying. From what I know from my diplomatic galactic studies course of Meloran culture and their planet, which isn’t much, they boast a robust fauna life to match their sea life. Their planet is eighty five percent ocean. Land is a hot commodity. They’ve created interesting solutions like floating cities… most transportation is done by boat, though the northern and southern hemispheres don’t get along. I can’t remember why.

      “Do you need me to ask what it is?”

      “Land.” He says it like it should be obvious. Maybe it is.

      “How does that work?” Talie turns to look out to space as if she might catch a ship in the act.

      “They need land—or, more accurately, soil.”

      “They traded a spaceport for…dirt?” I’m sure stranger trades have been made, but it does sound unbelievable.

      “Yes. Among other things. It’s delivered in massive transport ships and dropped in higher elevation areas to create islands in the southern hemisphere where land is scarce. It’s changing the planet’s eco-system if you ask me, but they seem to have been given little choice.”

      “This is the Galaxy’s doing.” The wrinkle on her forehead clues me in to her distress. She may not be in a position of power, but she thinks like someone who will be.

      “What about the northern hemisphere?” I ask.

      “Their ruling queen bartered for something she wants, that I’d bet my life on, but the land is more abundant up there and more mountainous.”

      I have more questions, but as we reach the shuttle, I shelve them. There are more pressing things to figure out. Like how we’ll find Freyda’s father.

      On the shuttle, I take a seat next to Talie, her shoulders pushed back and her brow furrowed beneath the wide hood of her therma-cloak.

      “You doing okay?” I ask.

      “There’s so much wrong in this Galaxy, but I know that must come secondary to what we need to do next.” She bites her lip as she looks over at me. “I hope we can persuade Monarch N’Saala in time.”

      “We will.” I sound confident, though I have no idea how we will.

      Our mission becomes very real as the shuttle departs for the capital of Meloran. There’s a monarch to find and convince with only seven days to go until the meeting.

      Stars help us. Our time is running out.
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          TALIE

        

      

    

    
      The heat and humidity hit me like a Cistus tidal wave despite my cloak’s cooling abilities. It’s stifling and oppressive. I imagine Freyda here, but she hasn’t been back to her home planet for five cycles, and I think I can see the changes in her. Away from the sun and constant moisture, her skin has grown pale, and her insistence she’s always cold makes sense. I can’t imagine ever being cold here.

      On the boat from the shuttle dock, a bevy of colors surround us, though the majority of it all is awash in tones of sea green and light tan stone. We’re headed to the main dock of Murel, the capital city, and along the waterway are small islands of vegetation interspersed with pops of color from vibrant flowers so stunning they appear fake.

      The boat slows near the dock, and I look up at the buildings all around me. They aren’t built high, but when I peer over the boat’s railing, it seems as if they sink into the ocean itself. We disembark with a crowd of travelers onto a square platform and are faced with multiple paths all heading in different directions like the cords of silk entwined during Lena and Leith’s act.

      “Stars.”

      “Exotic, isn’t it?” Leef smiles widely. He’s enjoying himself, and I can’t help but wonder why he’s here. What errand could he possibly have? He could have easily dropped us off and left, but he seems content to navigate the planet with us.

      “So many things to take in, m’lady. Colors, scents, food, people. This is adventure.” His chin tilts up toward the bright sun.

      “I suppose it is.” I know I should find this a little exciting, but I have trouble getting past the glaring problem of finding Freyda’s father and convincing him to tell us the next location of the High Council meeting. Not to mention what comes after for me.

      The memory of Jas talking about the new galaxy worries me the closer we get to finding the High Council. I trust Freyda’s father, but what about the rest of the council? Is it possible they were aware of the corruption of the High Queen?

      “This way.” Leef selects the path furthest to the right, and Dot rolls behind him.

      “How does he know where to go?” I ask Renner.

      “He doesn’t.” Renner flexes his jaw. “He just thinks he does.”

      I think he’s right, but we still follow the confident pilot onto the narrow walkway. I want to pull Renner aside and make a plan, but Leef knows we want to find the High Council’s meeting place. Is it possible he has a contact on Meloran and is willing to introduce us? If so, perhaps they’ll know where to find the Monarch.

      There’s open water to our right and the stone wall of a building to the left. The pathway itself is made of light-colored stone and sits less than a half meter above the sea. Every once in a while, a forceful slap of the water sends warm droplets against my cloak.

      There are so many people behind and before us, it’s a wonder no one falls into the canals. I want to look around, take in this amazing planet, but I also don’t want to end up fighting for my life in the depths of the Meloran sea. Renner is a comforting presence behind me, and I press forward, trying only to focus on the next step and not what lies past it.

      Up ahead, the walkway widens out to an open area paved in the same light stone. A large fountain takes over the center with shooting geysers of water creating a melodic sound as they fall to the pool below. A statue of a Meloran sea woman playing what looks like a Gavron Harp, or the Meloran equivalent, sits in the midst of spraying water. She has long flowing hair and what appear to be wings. Or are they fins?

      Stores of all kinds surround the open courtyard. Clothing shops, cafés, a fish market—the scent of which is overwhelming—as well as an array of other shops. People are buying and selling with gusto, but their chains draw my attention.

      The majority of people here wear either the Platino or Rustorite chain, low-middle or low class, but there are a few with Shiorite, middle class, and very few with Tolnco, or middle-premier, chains. No Melorite, the premier, in sight.

      The concept is foreign to me, but I know the castes because Freyda has taken time to explain them along with the history of Meloran. I have often wondered if it’s hard for someone of her Melorite status to work for a circus as an entertainer, but she has never complained to me, nor acted as if she’s above it.

      I think it’s a testament of her character more than that of the Melorans as I observe a man with a Tolnco chain push his way past several with Rustorite chains to get to the front of the line. They don’t even grumble, which, to me, is worse.

      “Talie, this way.” Renner tugs on my arm.

      I turn away from the injustice and follow him down another pathway. I can just make out Leef ahead, walking as if he belongs on these pathways. For all we know of him, he could, but something tells me Leef is a man with no home.

      After a few turns, the vegetation grows thicker around us and acts as a shade from the sun. We turn down a path arched in hanging vines, which forces Leef to duck ahead of me. Stunning pink and yellow flowers interrupt the greenery and give off a heady, sweet scent. As I inhale, tears rush to my eyes. It’s the scent from the Meloran perfume Freyda gave me. These must be a colorful version of callias.

      I push through the thready tendrils that cover an arched doorway into a hidden courtyard.

      “Oh.” I stop, unable to move on because it is so beautiful. Vines heavy with waxy flowers and lush leaves cover the stone walls like a living waterfall. Lights are strung through the branches, and I can only imagine what this place looks like at night.

      “Welcome to the Meloran court,” Leef says.

      I turn to him. “You’ve been here before?”

      “I’ve spent time on Meloran.” He shrugs.

      I share a look with Renner, but movement draws our attention to the far left corner of the courtyard.

      “Greetings. May I assist you?” A tall man walks toward us. His voice is deep and rich, but he looks displeased to see us here. His hands fold into a resting position at his abdomen. He wears long robes of a deep burgundy, and his eyelids and lips are black like Freyda’s.

      I take in the chain at his waist and see he wears two. The one wrapping around his waist is tolnco, but dangling down the front, the chain turns to links of Melorite. I’ve never seen two chains together like this.

      “We’re looking for,” I hesitate. Do we simply blurt out Freyda’s father’s name? Or will that arouse suspicion? With a subtle nod from Renner, I decide we don’t have time to waste. “For Monarch Frond N’Saala.”

      The man’s eyebrows rise, and he takes us in again with what I hope is renewed interest. “Monarch N’Saala, you say?”

      “Yes.” My fingers twist my cloak’s fabric at the sleeves.

      “Follow me.” He turns, the hem of his robes flaring out over the stones, and walks back to the doorway he came through.

      We follow, Leef and Dot first, with Renner behind me. The passageway opens to another courtyard, and we walk under a covered archway. It’s then that I see the middle of the courtyard is covered by a meter of water. Colorful fish swim back and forth with underwater plants thriving in the sunny spot. It’s magical, and I wish I could stay and enjoy it, but Renner draws close, forcing me to hurry past.

      The man steps into yet another hallway, this one much darker and illuminated with bioluminescent plants dangling from the ceiling. It makes me smile thinking of Freyda’s room aboard the Midway. I once asked her why she never used the overhead lighting. She said it was much too bright, and that the plants did a better job anyway. I didn’t understand until now.

      The ache forms sharp and deep. I miss her so much. She would love to be back on Meloran, and I can’t help but feel I’m betraying her. Whatever happens in the course of the next few weeks, I make a vow for the future. I will ensure the safety of all my Phenomena friends and help them become established wherever they want.

      “Please wait here.” The man offers a half-bow.

      Before he can go, I say, “Excuse me, sir?”

      He pauses, looking down the bridge of his nose at me. “Yes?”

      “Your chains. I—” I hesitate, “I don’t mean to be rude, but I’ve never seen two types.”

      His smile comes quick and easy, born of pride. “I was born Tolnco, but I have served the Meloran court all of my life, and each sequent—that is one cycle for us—I receive a new Meliorite link.”

      I had no idea this was possible, but he disappears before I can ask more questions. It’s probably for the best, but I was taught to seek understanding of other cultures. To see them, complex or simple, as crucial facets of the galaxy, none better or less than, but each adding its own special aspect. I know we’re here for a purpose, but I can’t shut off the part of me that wants to learn.

      Leef motions for us to follow him as he trails our guide.

      “He told us to wait.” I fall in line behind him and leave Renner to follow.

      “I don’t always do what I’m told, love.”

      I think I can hear Renner’s teeth grind behind me.

      Ooomph. I meet a wall of muscle when I slam into Leef. Renner stops short of running into us both, his hands going to my arms to steady me.

      “Sorry.” He lets go like I’ve burned him.

      I instantly miss his touch but refocus on trying to see around Leef.

      “You were told to wait.”

      I catch a glimpse of a guard in front of us. He holds a silver trident with a green orb suspended between the two outer tines. The orb looks like a replica of Meloran.

      “We’re not good at following rules, mate.” Leef laughs congenially.

      I sense Renner stiffen, ready for the fallout we both think Leef’s words will bring, but the guard only laughs.

      “Come, Bold One, you’ve been granted an audience with the monarch.”

      We’re taken down several long, dark corridors, all gradually sloping downward, and pass through a cooling mist I assume is a transitionary door to the interior of the building. The guard stops at another door, intricate details carved into the wooden surface, and knocks once before opening it wide and allowing us to enter.

      Renner slips in beside me, his hand gripping my upper arm with firm pressure. When I meet his gaze, I see a warning. By then it’s too late. The door closes behind us with a final sounding thunk.
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      The situation has gone from worrisome to bad in the span of seconds. Every nerve ending is alive with sensation, and the warning ringing throughout my mind is clear: Danger. Get out. Now.

      Ahead of us is a row of armed guards, each one holding a trident. They form a formidable row and wear heavy gold belts attached to their waists with straps that go up over each shoulder. Their faces remain unfazed, but I know behind their dull expressions are quick minds ready to lead an attack if necessary.

      But Leef, his unflappable self, doesn’t appear to be worried. Does he think this is normal? I’ve never been to this planet and don’t know of their customs, but in any world, being locked in a room with guards when you have no weapon is never ideal.

      “Charming place, this.” Leef spins in a slow circle, and I want to punch him for not taking what could be a threat seriously. We should be planning an escape or at least—

      My eye catches on Dot. It’s not moving, but its head is tilted to the side as if computing. I’ve been around it enough during my portion of the watch shifts to know something is going on in that metal head-unit.

      My gaze flicks back to Leef. His hands are clasped behind his back. He spins again in a slow circle as if he’s taking in the artwork on the ceiling, but really he’s masking the finger tapping wildly against his bracelet. Communicating with Dot, perhaps?

      He spins and meets my gaze before looking away. It’s inconsequential—or it would appear so to anyone watching us on cameras—but it’s enough for his conveyed message. He’s concocting a plan. I need to be ready.

      Then that’s two of us, because I’ve been looking around as well, though without much luck. I’m about to knock on the door with some made-up excuse of needing to use the head when a hidden panel at the opposite end of the room behind the guards opens.

      Two men in golden robes emerge, one with a regal headdress made of gold-dipped kelp vines and the other happy to stay in the background. The man in front has skin a rich brown color with black eyelids just like Freyda’s. He has a Melorite chain that not only goes around his waist but up and over one shoulder, connecting diagonally across his ample midsection. His focus is on Talie in a way that unnerves me. I step forward to stand next to her.

      “That’s not Freyda’s father,” Talie whispers.

      My pulse kicks up another notch.

      “Welcome, guests of the sky.” The man’s voice booms over loud in the small room.

      Leef bows low. “Thank you for agreeing to see us.”

      Talie follows suit, so I do as well, though I never take my eyes off the guards. If he’s not the man we came to see, then who is he?

      “Please, please,” the man makes a slight gesture with two of his fingers for us to rise. “I am Monarch Aquis LeGran. You have come to speak to me?”

      “Monarch, I am Shon Debray of Bolarius, a humble trader.” Leef steps forward.

      A guard points his trident at him.

      “Easy,” Leef raises his hands to show he means no harm.

      “Please, please, guards, it’s all right.” The monarch laughs, the sound reverberating through the small space. “They are no threat to me.”

      You keep telling yourself that. I force a placid expression so as not to give away my internal thoughts, but his attention is back on Talie, and I desperately wish I could read this guy’s mind. What is his play here? Trap us in a small room with half a dozen guards and what? Kill us? For what reason would—

      “Tell me your business, Visitor Shon.”

      Leef—or should I call him Shon?—looks over at Talie. I wonder if he’s observed the monarch’s odd focus on her too. Then he turns back to the monarch. “We are in search of Monarch N’Saala. We were told he would be here to receive us. Have we been misled?”

      We were told no such thing, but Leef makes it sound convincing.

      “Ah,” the monarch looks down, “I am afraid your information was incorrect. Monarch N’Saala has passed to the Great Sea.”

      “He’s dead?” Talie’s outburst brings all attention to her, and she immediately flushes.

      I desperately want to reach out and place a reassuring hand on her back, but I sense that would be a mistake.

      “I am afraid that is so.” The monarch steeples his fingers. “Perhaps I can assist you with whatever you were coming to him for, Miss Zarna.”

      I tense.

      “You know of Miss Zarna?” Leef steps forward again, though more slowly.

      I catch Dot inching further from us. What is he planning?

      “I do. I also know of Talshina Zarnova Equorta, Gravless of Xerus Galaxy. At one time missing or assumed dead.” His focus is back to Talie. “But I believe that assumption was made in error.”

      Talie gasps, and I wish she’d remained silent, though I realize it wouldn’t matter either way. This man knows her true identity and, by the looks of it, he’s more than delighted she’s here.

      “Monarch LeGran.” Talie steps forward.

      My midsection clenches. Don’t do anything drastic, I silently plead with her.

      Her bearing changes and, before me, stands a young woman worthy of a crown. I’ve never seen this side of her. She reminds me of Lè Fayrin, and panic grips me. I would never have led my princess into such a dangerous situation, and yet I’ve willingly brought Talie here.

      “It appears I am discovered.”

      “You are, Princess.” The evil gleam that enters the monarch’s eye makes me reach for the empty space where my weapon should be.

      “Then it falls upon you to help us. We have come for assistance in finding the High Council’s next meeting location. As heir to the throne, there is news to—”

      “I’m afraid that cannot be.”

      “You should know it is foolish to trap me and my comrades.” She lifts her hands, and the guards begin to shift. Her brow furrows in concentration, her cheeks turning pink.

      The monarch lets out a hearty laugh. “I think you will find it difficult to manipulate my guards, Miss Zarna. We are aware of the powers you possess.”

      She drops her hands slowly, concern lining her features, and the truth dawns on me. The guards’ belts must be weighted. I look more closely and my jaw clenches. The guards are chained together. It’s as if they are one large weight, impossible for Talie to move independently. Their boots are not metal tipped as I thought but toe holds imbedded in the ground to afford them even more power against her Gravless abilities.

      The Monarch was expecting us, and he knows counter measures against Gravless. How is this possible? I shoot a look at Leef, but he appears as surprised as we are. Either he’s a vid-class actor, or he wasn’t the Monarch’s source of information.

      “It’s all right, Talie,” I whisper.

      The looks she gives me speaks of real fear and sets a roaring gargona to life in my chest. One that wishes to devour anything that would cause her this terror.

      “What do you want with us, Monarch LeGran?” I extend my hands out in front of me, drawing his attention.

      The look Leef gives me is one of subtle warning.

      “What he means to say is,” Leef interrupts, “how can we assist you, Monarch LeGran?”

      “Assist me?” For the first time, the monarch turns to the quiet man standing behind him. “Do you hear that, Beta? They want to assist us. That is a change.”

      “Yes, my lord.” The man’s voice is quiet, and he keeps his eyes averted in deference to the monarch, but just as the monarch looks back to Leef, the man meets my gaze. It’s brief, and I wonder if I made it up, but then he looks to the right and back to me again.

      “You are not here to assist us,” the monarch bellows. “You are here to witness the resurrection of the premier. With the current changes in the Xerus High Council, the galaxy is reverting to its former glory.”

      The resurrection of the elite class. That was what Jas talked about. But what changes? A chill takes my bones. I remember tales of the days before the High Council and the Rule of Gravless took hold of the galaxy. Of the anarchy and chaos that ruled, like all of Xerus was the Outlier Rim. Lawless and vile.

      He can’t seriously want that again. There is corruption, but even a corrupt system can be fixed. And that has to be better than no system at all.

      “You are a fool if you think that the days before were a benefit to humanity.” Talie’s voice is clear and strong, no hint of the fear she must feel.

      “You know not of what you speak, girl.”

      My attention snags on Leef’s hands again. They’re tapping furiously, and Dot moves another half meter to the right. The monarch’s attention is distracted. Even the guards are focused on Talie, whom they fear to be the greatest threat.

      That will be their downfall.

      I meet Beta’s intentional gaze again. He raises his eyebrows with another look to his right, and my heart pounds, adrenaline flooding my veins. There is a plan.

      Leef coughs, holding up a finger as if to say, Don’t mind me, but it’s a signal. I don’t know how I know, but I do. I reach for Talie—

      And that’s when Dot erupts into a fireball of flames and smoke.
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          TALIE

        

      

    

    
      Dot’s explosion throws me sideways, and my head slams against the stone floor. Dizzy and queasy from the concussive force, I only have a moment to regain my balance. My head pounds in time with my pulse, and I choke on acrid smoke invading my lungs.

      I was prepared for something to happen but not Dot’s destruction. Yet the white cloud from its fire suppression system has created the perfect screen. I search to my left where I know Renner was standing seconds before. Since my ability is useless against the weighted guards fumbling to free themselves, our only hope is to get the door open. I don’t even know if that’s possible, but we are getting out of here.

      A firm grip clamps around my wrist, and I move to break the hold when I realize it’s Renner.

      “This way.” His voice husky from the smoke, he hauls me forward.

      “Where—?” It’s foolish to ask. The guards are shouting, the monarch is yelling orders, and what’s left of Dot is emanating a high-pitched screech that makes my head hurt.

      I focus on the uneven pavers and try not to trip as we rush to the left side of the room. I can’t see Leef at all and can barely see Renner in front of me, but I stop when we get to a gaping hole in the wall.

      “This way,” a deep voice says. It’s the man the monarch called Beta.

      I hesitate before Renner pushes me through, and my hands slip forward on mossy rocks. I can’t get a firm grip and topple headfirst down what can only be considered a slide.

      One scream breaks free, but the speed stops any other sound. It’s pitch black, and I have no concept of where I’m going or how long it will be before I hit the ground. Just when I think the slide will continue forever, my body rockets free of the tunnel, and I fly through the air.

      I think to catch myself, but my head still pounds from where it connected with the floor, and the ground feels odd, undulating in a way my muddled thoughts can’t comprehend. Then it’s too late, and I’m plunged into space-cold water.

      The shock forces my mouth open, and I break the surface gagging. My cape threatens to drag me down, and I make frantic movements to release its clasp when hands grip my shoulders.

      On instinct, I start to fight them off, but a girl with a soft, lyrical voice speaks at my ear. “This way, Your Majesty. I will take you to safety.”

      “My friends.” I gasp.

      “They will be safe.”

      I hesitate, but it’s so dark, I don’t know where to go. I must trust that this girl, whoever she is, is here to help.

      “All right.”

      She takes my arm and swims swiftly, pulling me along, and soon a glowing light appears ahead of us. The light is diffused by the water, but the outline of the girl’s delicate features becomes clear. Full lips, wide nose, almond shaped eyes. She looks near my age. Her hair is dripping wet from the water, but she is beautiful.

      “You must take a deep breath, Majesty.” She nods down, and I understand.

      I fill my lungs with air, as does she, and we plunge beneath the surface of the frigid water. I think, too late, that I should have removed my cloak, but the girl swims strong and direct, as if the weight doesn’t hinder her. She takes us through a tunnel that seems like it will never end.

      My lungs burn, aching for air, and I begin to feel desperate, but we break the surface. I gasp in a ragged breath. The air has shifted to warm and moist with the scent of salt water. We’re in a cave lit by bioluminescent plants that drape from the ceiling.

      “The ladder.” The girl draws me to metal rungs hammered into the cave’s stone wall.

      I climb them, awkward in my drenched cloak, and fall to the rocky floor. Seconds later, Renner’s head breaks the surface, and he searches for me.

      “Are you all right?”

      I nod.

      Leef comes up next, followed by a boy and Beta behind him. We’re all breathing hard and, if my own limbs are any indication, shaking from the strain of shock and swimming. But we’re alive.

      Beta climbs the ladder last and drops into a bow. “Majesty, we are honored by your presence.”

      “Please, call me Talie.”

      He dips his head. “Princess Talie, these are my children. My daughter Koi and her brother Sal.”

      “Thank you for saving us.” I pour as much gratitude into my words as I can.

      “It is our pleasure to serve.” Koi dips her head.

      “But…I don’t understand. Who are you?” I finally admit my ignorance.

      Beta appeared to side with the Monarch, but his actions after the explosion don’t line up.

      “Are we safe?” Renner interjects.

      I feel foolish that it wasn’t the first thing I asked.

      “For now, yes.” Beta bends down to the younger boy and whispers something to him.

      Sal jumps up and climbs another ladder that rises up the side of the cave toward a patch of sunlight. It’s so steep, a spike of worry shoots through me for the boy, but Beta seems unconcerned.

      “Sal will check for us, but we have half a time before the ship will be here.”

      “Ship?” Leef speaks for the first time since we’ve left the monarch’s room. He’s clutching a bundle that looks suspiciously like Dot’s head, and a pang of sadness pinches me. He blew up his favorite bot to save us.

      “We have arranged an underwater ship that will take you to the Hub. There will be passage for the three of you there, which will take you back to your sky ship.”

      “Why?” My blurted question shocks Beta.

      “We are—were—loyal to Monarch N’Saala, bless his journey beyond, and we will do whatever we can to protect our world from returning to the days before.”

      “But Monarch LeGran will know you helped us.”

      “That may be.” Beta shrugs. “There are options for us. Places we can hide. Our fate is of little consequence, but if you are captured, that would spell disaster for more than just my family.”

      I feel the weight of his words like a black hole sucking me into its depths. There is no resisting who I am. No alternative.

      “Thank you for your sacrifice.” The words feel shallow, but it’s all I can offer.

      “It’s nothing.” Beta stands and helps Koi up. “But here, change into these.”

      He pulls out packs from a space carved into the rock wall and hands them to each of us.

      “You can change this way, Your Majesty.” Koi leads me around the bend.

      I feel Renner watching me and know he doesn’t like it when I’m out of sight, but I feel safe here. Safe with these people who would risk their lives to save mine.

      I change into a tight suit of silvery material that feels cool to the touch. Koi tells me it will keep me warm in the water. Then I pull on a new cloak made of shimmering blue material she says will mimic the colors of the sea and dry quickly. She also assures me it will not hold me down in the water. Just how much time will I be swimming?

      When I rejoin the group, Leef and Renner are similarly dressed, though Leef keeps pulling at the tight suit, uncomfortable with its form-fitting nature. I stifle a laugh and catch Renner watching me. The weight of worry that fills his gaze stirs my feelings. I still haven’t talked with him—there’s been no time—but my resolve rises and falls like the tides. One minute I’m resolute in committing to every Gravless duty, and the next I’m convinced of the need for change.

      The one thing that never wavers is how I feel for him. And that is something Renner deserves to know.

      But now is not the time. I turn to Sal, who has returned safely from his climb. “How old are you?”

      The boy looks up at me with a sheepish expression. “Eleven cycles, Majesty.”

      “Please, call me Talie.”

      “All right, Lady Talie.”

      I want to correct him, but his respect is something I understand. “Is your name short for something?”

      His bright green eyes sparkle in the dim light. “It is short for Salmon.”

      I smile. “I sense a theme.”

      He giggles. “Yes Maj—Lady Talie.”

      “Tell me, Sal.” A bubbling erupts from the surface of the smooth pool, cutting off my question.

      Renner is at my side instantly, placing himself in front of me and whatever emerges from the water.

      “Peace.” Beta raises a hand. “All is well.”

      Renner relaxes, but he doesn’t move away.

      “Come. It is time. You must swim to enter.” Beta gestures to the pool.

      I bite back a groan. I was nearly dry. “I’ll show you the way, Lady Talie,” Koi says.

      She makes a beautiful dive into the water, breaking the surface in a graceful way I know I can’t emulate. I take the ladder, noting how much warmer I feel in this special suit. Renner comes in behind me, but Leef jumps in without a word.

      Beta and Sal also dive without so much as a splash. Then we all draw in a deep breaths and dive, following Koi to the underwater entrance to the ship and our only means of escape.
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      What I can only describe as a glowing portal appears before us. It’s at least four meters in diameter and shimmers like the surface of water despite being under water. Koi swims forward, but when I think she’s going to collide with it, she’s pulled in and disappears. Beta motions for us to follow, but I hang back.

      It’s a soldier’s dilemma—enter first to clear the space or go last to make sure no one is left behind. I’m putting my trust in Beta because he’s given me no reason to doubt him or his family so far. I just hope that’s not a miscalculation. I motion for Leef to go in with Talie, and he nods back before they’re both sucked through the portal.

      Beta hangs back, so I approach the strange entry. My lungs burn from lack of oxygen. I don’t know what to expect, but when I touch the sparkling surface, I’m pulled in. It feels like I’m being sucked through a wall of Gelhan jelly.

      The memory of special occasions comes back to me. I’m a young boy sitting at the table and poking the green jelly with my finger. Mother gives me the look, but when she turns her back, I poke it again. The jelly is hard to make, taking hours at the stove and then two days to set, but on Drawx, it’s the nicest delicacy we could afford—which wasn’t saying much.

      I never understand why Mother would serve it, but she said that her mother and her mother’s mother had always put out Gelhan jelly for their guests to start the meal, and our holidays wouldn’t be the same without it.

      I’m greeted by cool air, free of the thick Meloran humidity, as I step onto the duraplast floor. When I look down, my onesuit and cloak are dry. I reach up and feel that my hair is dry as well.

      “What just happened?” I ask.

      Koi laughs as she fluffs her dark, short-cropped hair. “It’s the N’Hala Seal, or N-Hal as we call it. It takes the moisture from you as you pass through the barrier and keeps the water out.”

      “Fascinating.” I look over to see Leef centimeters from the surface of the N-Hal examining it. “Could I take a small sample?”

      “I’m afraid we don’t have time for that.” Beta steps gracefully from the portal. “Come.”

      I meet Talie’s gaze, and she nods to assure me she’s all right. Inner strength pulls her shoulders back, and I catch a glimpse of the lingering royal persona she put on in front of Monarch LeGran.

      Beta leads us down a narrow corridor, and I sense the ship’s subtle movement. We take several turns, Koi and Sal breaking off in different directions. Then a door slides open to reveal the helm of the ship.

      “Stars,” I say at the same time Leef says, “What in the black?”

      “Welcome to the Fin,” Beta says. “This is Captain Mar.”

      There’s a man sitting in the captain’s chair, but my gaze is arrested by the view in front of me. Four massive viewports make up the front of the ship like the bulbous orbs of a deep-sea creature. It offers a view of the most incredible underwater city I’ve ever seen.

      What look like homes line the sides of the underwater road we’re zipping across, appearing out of the shadowy water like reflections from above.

      “Welcome aboard. I’m sorry for the ride we’re going to have.” Captain Mar faces forward, hands on the controls.

      “What does that mean?”

      The ship takes a sharp right, and we topple into one another.

      I reach out and catch Talie, pulling her to my side, and Leef steadies himself against a bulkhead, gripping a thin ledge while he holds the bundle in his other arm. I haven’t had the chance to ask, but I assume it’s parts of Dot.

      “Please, sit.” Beta pushes a button, and four chairs fold down from the walls.

      We strap in, and I should be asking what the plan is, but I’m glued to the main viewports. “What is all of this?”

      “It is the underwater part—or water city, as we call it—of Murel. These are homes.” Beta points to each side of the narrow underwater road. “Most are attached to aboveground structures. Some live below and have a business above; some are apartments, like that one.” He points, and we all look.

      I can see it now. There are windows in a regular formation creating small rectangles of space—apartments—for the occupants. Some are illuminated, glowing through the water, while others remain dark.

      “Those are very expensive and are only for the Tolnco or Melorite. But a lucky Shiorite or even Platino might find space in the in-between.”

      “What is that?” Talie asks.

      “When the tide is up, you are under the water. When it is down, you aren’t,” Beta says.

      She nods, and we make another sharp turn.

      “What’s the plan?” I force my gaze away from the incredible underwater city.

      “We take you to the Hub.” Beta turns sea green eyes to me. “You escape.”

      “I’m a soldier. I’m going to need more than that. What’s the Hub?”

      He barks a quick but resonant laugh. “It’s the underwater extension of the skyport. We have arranged a ship that will shuttle you back to the spaceport and his ship.” Beta points to Leef.

      I like the way he lays it all out, but there’s one flaw in his plan. This was to be the end of our bargained-for passage with Leef. I look over at him, but his gaze is fixed to the front of the ship. Right now is not the time to haggle over passage. Especially with the way Captain Mar is piloting this ship. We’re careening around corners like we’re evading someone. Are we?

      “Are we being followed?” I ask.

      The captain expels a breath. “Only by the whole of Monarch LeGran’s fleet.”

      My pulse spikes, and I reach for my restraints out of instinct, but Talie rests a hand on my arm. Her look is the reality check I need. What do I think I’ll do by standing up? Fall and make a fool of myself?

      Instead, I ask, “What kind of shields do you have? How many hits can they withstand? Are we close to this Hub?”

      “Peace, Master Car-Tai. All will be well.”

      My knee jerks up and down, an extension for the energy I need to expel. It’s a bad habit I’ve had since I was a boy, but I feel the need to do something. Anything.

      “Central, this is Fin-Alpha. We are three minutes out. Requesting interference.” Captain Mar’s voice snaps with command, no hint of worry. It should make me feel more at ease, but I don’t. I’m weaponless, and we’re underwater with a fleet chasing us. I don’t like our odds.

      “Copy, Fin-Alpha. We’re sending the rayfins out.”

      “What’s that?” Talie asks.

      “You’ll see.” Beta’s expression is reserved.

      All attention shifts to the viewports. The underwater homes have thinned. They’re spaced farther and farther apart until there’s a definite end to civilization. The last buildings fall away, and the underwater road seems to disappear. Open water stretches before us. Everywhere is dark aqua.

      Above, sunlight filters down through the first several meters of water over us, but we’re deep. Deeper than I’m comfortable with if we happen to be blown to bits. I tamp down my unease. Stars, I don’t like this.

      The ship takes a violent turn to the left and dives as a loud thundering comes from behind us. I catch sight of the streaking white tail of something rocketing past.

      “What was that?” I demand.

      “Missile.” Captain Mar’s tone is matter of fact.

      His array must tell him of incoming projectiles, and if the last few minutes are any indication, he’s a good pilot—underwater or not.

      “Central. Fin here. We’ve got three on our tail. Where are those rayfins?”

      “Blue here, Fin. We’re a league out. Hold steady.”

      Mar mutters something as he dips and dives the ship again, another bubbling white trail narrowly zipping past.

      Then, as if rising out of the depths of the ocean itself, three long shapes come into view. They are still too far away to make out details in the darkness of the deep, but I hope they’re the rayfins and not more hostiles.

      “I see you,” Mar says.

      “Copy Fin. This is Red. Tell Beta hello for me.” The woman’s voice on the other end of the channel is rich and warm, and she speaks with obvious affection.

      “He’s listening,” Mar says with a chuckle as he jerks us to the right.

      “My wife, Suni.” Beta’s voice is thick with admiration. “She’s the best rayfin pilot we have.”

      I watch as the rayfins come closer. They are long, metallic underwater ships. They curve and twist, darting so fast through the water, it’s hard to track which is which.

      “Taking the left flank,” one reports.

      “I’m diving,” another says.

      “I’ll stay with the Fin,” Suni says.

      I can easily recognize her voice, and I catch Beta’s look of pride before my gaze returns to the front viewports. It’s hard to tell where we’re going as we zig and zag, but after a few minutes, a bank of lights appears on the port side. The chatter from the rayfins fades into the background at the sight of the massive underwater structure.

      “That’s the Hub?” Talie asks.

      “Yes. We’ll dock in one of the unassigned slots so as to give you enough time to reach the sky transport. Master Renner.” Beta hands me a thin patch made of a pearlescent material and an earpiece that looks like a small whelk shell. “Put in the earpiece, and place the patch against the inside of your right wrist. This will guide you through the terminal. Do what it says.”

      “What is it?”

      “We call it a Shell. Go on.” He nods toward the patch and shell.

      I don’t trust tech I know nothing about, but Beta has done nothing but help. “Okay.”

      As soon as I put the earpiece in and attach the patch to my wrist, I feel a tingling sensation snake up my arm. When I remove my fingers, it looks like the patch has been absorbed into my skin. I can only see a thin outline where it rests and immediately try to remove it with a fingernail. No luck.

      “Tap it twice to remove.” Beta says.

      I do, and the patch releases. I place it against my wrist again, and it disappears. I’m about to ask what to do next, but Captain Mar cuts me off.

      “Murk.”

      “What is it?” The first hint of worry edges into Beta’s deep voice.

      “Blue was hit.”

      Beta bites back the question he wants to ask.

      “Suni here.” Her voice is calm, but there’s an edge to it. “You need to increase speed. They’re closing the distance. No more weaving. Just get there, Mar.”

      “Affirmative,” he grinds out.

      I’ve been in enough battle simulations to know that she’s going to put herself between us and whatever is attacking from behind.

      “She’ll be fine.” Mar flicks a look at Beta.

      “I’ll be fine,” Suni agrees.

      Mar curses. “Sorry. Thought I muted her.”

      Her full laugh floats over the comms. “Don’t worry, Beta, my love. I’ll be home for dinner.”

      The line goes silent, and a bevy of white streaks through the water.

      “I’m sorry,” Talie says to Beta, with tears in her eyes. “I’m sorry we’ve brought this to your family.”

      “Peace, Lady Talie. My wife and I know the risks of our choices. We teach our children that, no matter what, you must choose the hard path, not the easy one when it comes to doing the right thing. It is honorable. Suni is an excellent pilot, and if anyone can protect us and make it out alive, it’s her.”

      My throat tightens. If it were Talie, what would I do? It’s a ridiculous thought. She’s made it clear we can’t be together, but I still wonder. Is doing the right thing more important than keeping the ones you care for safe?

      “Everybody, hold on.” Mar’s shout draws me from my thoughts. “It’s going to be a rough landing.”

      I reach over and take Talie’s hand, only thinking to make a connection with her, as the open mouth of an underwater dock comes into view. It’s sealed with a durasteel iris.

      “That going to open, mate?” Leef leans back in his seat, fingers digging into the arm rests.

      “Have faith,” Beta says.

      But as we draw near, I’m not sure faith is enough. It’s more like we need a death wish.
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      I close my eyes and squeeze Renner’s hand. I can’t help it. We’re barreling toward a closed metal iris at an incredible speed, and I don’t have the faith Beta asks for. There’s no way we can—

      The entire ship shudders uncontrollably, and I let out a scream as my eyes fly open. The front four bulbous viewports are covered in a thick film until suddenly the ship bursts through into the docking bay and comes to a jerking stop. Then it thuds to the ground with mind-rattling force.

      “Sorry, folks.” Captain Mar sighs. “Had to make it through the N-Hal and get the landing gear down in time. Wasn’t able to finesse it.” When he turns back, he’s grinning a gap-toothed smile.

      “Effective as always.” Beta feigns confidence, but I see what hides behind the façade. Worry for his wife.

      I want to help, want to do something, but I feel as helpless as a child. It’s clear we walked into a trap here on Meloran, and there was no way we could have known, but I still feel responsible for putting his family in danger.

      “Come. Quickly,” Beta says.

      I hurry to unfasten my restraints as Renner and Leef do the same. We go back down the ship’s narrow hallway but turn in a different direction this time. Up ahead, Koi is tapping something into an interface on the wall. She presses a final button, and a doorway opens, extending down into steps.

      Beta descends, and Sal comes out of another doorway, leaning against his sister. His big brown eyes are wide, and all I can think about is if he will see his mother again. And if they don’t, will it be my fault?

      “Please.” Koi gestures down the steps their father has just taken.

      I look between them, fighting tears. “Thank you for all of your help Koi, Sal.”

      Sal grins, and Koi offers a more sedate head nod. She’s strong and smart. I think she knows more than she lets on, but the solid strength behind her eyes encourages me.

      I take the steps and rush to the exit door where Beta waits.

      “It has been an honor to assist you, Your Majesty.” He bows deeply, and I want to yank him up, tell him it is I who should be bowing to him and his sacrifice, but something holds me back. Perhaps it’s the memory of my aunt and her gracious acceptance of honors at court, or maybe it’s something born into me, but I wait until he rises.

      “Thank you, Beta. I am forever grateful for you and your family’s help.”

      My words must be what he needs to hear because his smile widens. “It is our pleasure.”

      “I have one last request.” I know we must hurry to escape the monarch’s fleet, but while escape is crucial, our trip here will be of no use if we don’t get the information we came for. “We must know where the High Council is to meet. Our mission depends on submitting sensitive information to them.” I leave out that I will offer myself up to the throne.

      “I’m sorry, Your Majesty, but I do not know.” His good humor fades, but he looks back at the ship where Koi and Sal are laughing at something Captain Mar has said. “However, there is something I must impart to you.”

      When he turns back, his expression is serious. He pulls me aside, away from Leef and Renner. I’m tempted to tell him they can hear whatever he needs to tell me, but I hesitate. I trust Renner with my life, but Leef’s motives are still unclear.

      “You must understand, Your Majesty, corruption has tainted the High Council.”

      Disbelief wars with sinking dread. “That cannot be true.”

      I know the peril the throne is in, but I had hope it was reversible since the Gravless rule is only one side of the authority of Xerus. The High Council, made up of eight seats filled by prominent members of the galaxy, rule by vote, of which the Gravless ruler is the tie breaker. The council is to act as representation of their sectors in order to ensure fair trade laws, rights, and benefits to all citizens. It seems impossible that corruption could infiltrate at such a high level without the galaxy spiraling into uproar.

      “I am afraid it is. With the assassination of Monarch N’Saala, four seats are now corrupt out of eight. The shift will not stop there, Princess Talie. There are rumors of hostile takeovers and replacements galaxy wide. A tide of destruction will follow.”

      I’m sickened by this. Even if we manage to show the council evidence of the High Queen’s assassination, what good would it do to a council rife with corruption? They may even already know—or been part of the treasonous plan. I touch my temple where a headache surges.

      I have failed. Remaining hidden all this time has only been to the detriment of the galaxy.

      “I am sorry, Your Majesty. But there is hope.”

      I look up. “Where?”

      His gaze flickers to Leef and Renner before landing on mine again. “The Rising.”

      “You can’t mean we are placing our confidence in a band of raiders angry about tax laws.” The vehemence in my words startle me. Do they come from a place of fear or desperation?

      “Our methods may not seem logical, but I can assure you, our aim is peace for Xerus.”

      “You…you’re with the Rising?”

      He dips his head. “I am the leader of the faction on Meloran. I was placed with Monarch LeGran to gain intelligence, a job I am happy to leave now that I have been outed as a spy. The Rising has the galaxy’s best interests in mind, Princess.”

      I want to ask what that means, but my mind is reeling, and I can’t form a coherent question. Everything Beta and his family has done for us has gone a long way in establishing my faith in them, but now he directs that faith toward the Rising.

      “I don’t know that my faith can be in a movement so violent.” The truth slips free.

      “Can there be revolution without revolt?” His expression remains placid, but an undertone of strength fortifies his words. It unsettles me. “Travel to the Sarcoa Nebula. That is all I can say.”

      I have a multitude of questions, but Beta’s head tilts to the side as if receiving a message. Then he stands up straight, pulling me back to Renner and Leef.

      “Put your hoods up. Follow the Shell.” He taps his ear with a nod to Renner then extends a hand, first to Leef, then Renner. As their palms slap together, Beta reaches across and grips their inner forearms.

      Then he hands Renner a blast pistol. “Go.”

      Renner looks at the pistol then back at me, and I see the weight of determination in his gaze. I know he will do whatever is necessary to protect me and the information he carries, but he has no idea how much our plans have changed. The High Council cannot help us now, and I’m afraid our only option comes in the form of a resistance group I don’t trust. But there’s no time to pause and reflect. We must escape Meloran first, and then we can reevaluate.

      I tilt my head down so my hood covers my face and follow Renner’s boots as they pound toward a trav-tube.

      I feel Leef move behind me. Where does he fit into all of this? He’s gotten caught up in our problems, but his ship is our only hope out of this. He’s also been strangely quiet, and I have no way to read how the loss of Dot has affected him or what that will mean for his mood when we ask—beg?—one last ride from him.

      The tube’s doors whoosh open, and we rush in, turning in time to see Beta at the end of the hallway. His deep green robe hangs on broad shoulders, and his confident expression makes it clear he knows he’s done all he can.

      Now it’s up to us.

      “We need to stick together,” Renner says decisively. “Leef, you’ll stay to the rear. Talie, the middle. I’ll lead, and hopefully this thing will take us where we need to go.” He points to his wrist.

      “If you are referring to me, I assure you that I will direct you exactly where you need to go.”

      We all stare at Renner, who looks just as surprised to hear the tiny voice coming from his ear.

      “What in the black is that thing?” Leef looks at Renner then me.

      “I am a Shell, a semi-sentient assist technology.”

      I’ve never heard Freyda speak of a Shell, but I’m thankful we’ll have some sort of direction out of the Hub.

      “Please prepare yourselves. The doors will open in half a minute, skyers.” Its words ring with a condescending tone.

      “Thank you?” Leef stares at Renner’s wrist like he can’t wait to get his hands on the tech. His bay was filled with trinkets from all over the galaxy, and he’s practically foaming at the mouth now.

      The doors open, and Renner steps out. He touches his ear, and I hear a faint whisper from the Shell. He motions us forward, and we follow, trying to look like the rest of the crowd on a mission to find our departure location.

      The main terminal is a vast, wide-open space broken up with shops and sitting areas in the middle. The walls are made of floor-to-ceiling sio-glass viewports that showcase deep, open water on one side and a hazy, distant view of Murel’s water city on the other. I stare out into the depths, momentarily fascinated as colorful fish and other sea life swim past. It takes everything within me not to stop and watch, to allow my fears to quiet. We don’t have that luxury.

      Even with the water surrounding the terminal, they brought the sea inside in the form of bubbling floor to ceiling columns of Zerias-clear water. It plays host to colorful fish, coral, and underwater plant life illuminated by multicolored lights.

      While the surroundings may be different than any port I’ve ever experienced, the space itself is familiar. People of all types, shapes, and sizes mingle, shop, and rush to their destinations. Kids beg for treats, teens chat on comms, and parents wear haggard expressions from long travels. Most are Meloran, unlike the spaceport, and they wear chains of all types except Melorite. I assume they have their own exclusive section of the terminal.

      Despite its foreign nature, it feels…normal. And something about that hits me like a weight thudding against my ribs. It’s hard to breathe, and I miss a step. Leef’s right there to help me, and I sense his concern.

      “You all right, love?”

      There’s no time to stop, so I simply nod and keep walking. The life I’ve known is spiraling out of control, one turn after another, and I can do nothing to change it. Neither my mother nor Doyua prepared me for this.

      A sharp, poignant ache of longing hits me, and I wish Merritt were here. It’s an odd desire since she’s been absent from my life for so long, but I suppose I want something familiar in a time where everything is foreign.

      Renner stops abruptly, and I run into him. My hands automatically go around his middle to steady myself, and my cheek presses against the solid mass of his back. Maybe it’s the travel or the stress, but I almost dissolve into sobs right there, clutching him.

      “Talie?” He rests a hand over mine, and the inside of his wrist connects with my skin.

      Instantly, my mind floods with a warning.

      Run! Run now!

      Renner hears it too and jerks back to look behind us.

      Guards flood into the terminal floor. Five by my first count. Their aqua and gold cloaks swirl about their calves, and they carry the same tridents we saw in LeGran’s chamber. The same weapons that are now all directed at us.

      “Stop in the name of the monarch!” The guard’s shout causes everyone to scatter. Screams erupt around us, and I hope no bystanders are caught up in our troubles.

      “Go!” Leef turns and uses both hands to shove us forward.

      We burst into action, careening toward the opposite end of the terminal. The guards demand we stop, and a large water tank explodes next to me. I flinch as it sends water, fish, and brilliant yellow fronds flooding into our path.

      I slip, but Leef catches me, narrowly avoiding a flopping magenta fish with gold fins. The over correction is all it takes to send us both sprawling. My hands brace to catch myself, and glass shreds into my palms and knees with white hot pain.

      Renner pauses to let off a few rounds from his pistol, forcing the guards back, then rushes to me.

      “You okay?” He hauls me to my feet and turns to help Leef. He yanks us forward a few steps before stopping to yell, “Down!”

      We duck behind a planter just as it erupts into chunks of duraplast. We move to the next one. Renner crouches beside me with Leef on his other side. Leef still has the bundle tucked under one arm, but his palm is bleeding badly, as are both of mine.

      Renner sneaks a look over the planter, and chips fly again, forcing him back down.

      “I think they’ve split up to flank us. Three guards in front. They’re maybe ten meters away. Talie,” Renner looks at me, “can you do anything?”

      I meet his gaze as a hollowness forms in me. “I don’t think I can.”

      “Okay,” he says without emotion, a soldier taking in information.

      “There’s something about all of this water.” I feel the need to explain. “It’s heavy, and I’m having trouble sensing people and not the sea surrounding us. I could try, but—”

      “No.” Renner wraps his fingers around mine. “We can’t risk the lives of everyone on this platform. We’ll find another way.”

      I nod, but I feel like I’ve let him down. Let us down.

      “We’ve got to make it to the transport,” Leef says. “What about that Shell thing?”

      Renner tilts his head to the side, listening, and then nods. “Yeah. I can handle that.”

      “Handle what?” I ask.

      He ignores me. “Come on. I know a way out. On my count.”

      Everything in me tenses. There’s something off. Something he’s not telling me. I sense now isn’t a time for argument, so I maneuver myself into a crouch and wait for his signal.

      “That door on three.” Renner points to a thin outline of a door with no handle.

      “Will it open?” Leef asks.

      “The Shell says it will.”

      The answer seems to satisfy Leef, and I nod along.

      “Here we go. Three, two…”

      Renner turns to me, his pupils widening as he leans in. The kiss is unexpected. It’s the wrong time for this amidst the chaos and uncertainty, yet I melt at his touch. Then fear’s icy grip brings me to my senses. I know what this is.

      It’s goodbye.

      But he wouldn’t—

      “No,” I whisper.

      “One.”

      He shoves me ahead of him, hard, and Leef and I fly forward under Renner’s cover fire.

      Laser blasts shoot past in angry red streaks. Duraplast erupts ahead of us. Angry screams. The heat of narrow misses.

      Leef slams his palm at the access panel, and the door opens. We’re through in less than six seconds but when I turn to make sure Renner is behind us, a blast goes wide. It takes a chunk from the wall next to me. Flying debris strikes my cheek and neck.

      I turn and see him.

      Renner’s two meters from the door. On the ground.

      He’s been shot.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 54

          

          RENNER

        

      

    

    
      It feels like my side is being eaten away by molten lava. Those trident blasters sure pack a punch. I’m close to the door, so close, but I’m not going to make it. I knew that was the risk I was accepting and, if Talie’s safe, it was worth it.

      “Renner!” Talie screams.

      The sound only adds to my pain. I never wanted to hurt her. I wanted to save her, and maybe I have.

      “Go.” It’s a whisper.

      I press a hand against my side and nearly pass out. I need to stop the bleeding, but I’m already weak from blood loss and shock, shaky from the pain. Noble or not, I would never advise someone to get shot.

      “Oye, you’re not getting off that easily, mate.” Leef’s suddenly there, reaching under my arms to drag me the last few meters to the door.

      Another blast goes off right above us, shattering more duraplast into flying projectiles. Leef ducks and then yanks. Hard. I momentarily black out. When I come to, we’re in darkness, and I hear pounding.

      “What—what happened?”

      “We’re in a Versing closet.” Leef kicks something metallic.

      The guards continue to pound on the door.

      “At least it’s got a good door. Jammed the controls, but it won’t be long before they’re inside.”

      “You knew this was going to happen.” Talie’s voice is low and to my left in the darkness.

      “Well.” I’m not going to lie to her. “The odds weren’t great.”

      Her silence speaks loudly, and I clench my teeth. Strike two for being noble. Shot and now she’s mad at me. Stars.

      “Lovers spat later, mates.” Leef paces the small space, rummaging through the shelves.

      A dull green light ignites from an access panel next to the door. It’s followed by a ripping sound, and I make out Leef bandaging his hands with material from his cape. He hands strips to Talie as well. “We need to get out of here. Now.”

      “I told you there was a ninety-eight percent chance you would be shot, Master Renner.” The Shell sounds offended, but I’m glad it decided to keep that information between us.

      “Shell, can you help us escape?” I ask out loud.

      “Calculating.” It projects its voice so the others can hear. “There is an access panel in the ceiling. It will take you through to the transport bay. Door integrity dictates you must evacuate this area within five minutes.”

      Warning aside, I’m glad we have a plan of action. I am not happy about the thought of moving. Especially climbing. I won’t make it.

      “You need to leave me here.”

      “Are you crazy?” Talie kneels next to me.

      “There’s no way I can climb into an access tunnel, and you need to get out of here, Talie. You know that. Leave me.” That time I almost convinced myself.

      Do I want her to go without me? No. Do I value her life more than mine? Absolutely yes. The sooner she realizes that—

      “Okay, mate, let’s bring down the self-sacrificing ideation a bit, yeah?” Leef kneels next to me, his hand on my arm. “This may hurt.”

      I feel a pinch in my arm, and something floods my veins in a cool rush.

      “What was in that?” I demand.

      “And one more.”

      He jabs me again, and this time a quiet numbness proceeds from the point of the pinch.

      “Trust me, you don’t want to know, but at least this way you’ll make it to the transport. We’ll have to deal with your injuries on my ship, but I’ve got a modified med-bay that should help with the worst of it.”

      I have so many questions but, like my pain under the waves of whatever is spreading through my body, they fade into the background.

      “Okay, let’s get to it. Come on, Lord Cartha.”

      I sense movement, but I hardly feel anything. It’s like my limbs are made of pillows, and I don’t know how I’m supposed to work them.

      “I feel…funny…”

      “Ah, it’s kicking in. Good.” Leef’s arm goes around me. “Now let’s go. Talie, can you, uh, do something?”

      “I—I can’t. I think it’s the weight of the water all around us. It’s throwing me off.” Talie sounds worried. “I’m sorry.”

      “No problem. We’ll do this the old-fashioned way.”

      My eyes try to focus on Talie, but everything is spinning. “You make me…dizzy.”

      “What did you give him?” Her voice is a harsh whisper directed at Leef.

      “Something I pulled from someone’s hidden stash.” He shrugs. “Not my first choice, but it’ll get him moving.”

      The warmth I feel erupts in a laugh. “You’re a pretty great guy,” I tell Leef as he maneuvers me toward a vent in the ceiling. “You’re annoying too, but that’s ooookayyyy.” The word comes out in a song.

      Leef shakes his head. “I’m gonna give you a lift, Ren.”

      I turn and realize how close his face is to mine. I have the urge to kiss his cheek. He’s such a great guy. I lean in—

      “None of that, mate.” Leef laughs.

      I want to laugh. “What’s funny?”

      “You, mate. You are.”

      I smile. I’ve always wanted to be funny.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 55

          

          TALIE

        

      

    

    
      We made it to the transport and are hiding in the cargo bay as it ascends to the spaceport. I’m tempted to lapse into a false sense of security, but we’re far from free. The Shell assures us the guards don’t know which transport we took, but my bandaged hands ache, acting as a reminder of how diligent we have to be if we’re going to make it off the port in one piece.

      The transport jerks, and Renner giggles. Actually giggles.

      “You’re going to be okay.” I wrap my arm around him, and he rests his head on my shoulder.

      “You smell like muffins,” he says, taking a big whiff of my hair. “I love muffins.”

      I hold in my smile. “Thanks?”

      “You’re pretty great too.” He turns to look at me. “And pretty. And great. Did I already say that?”

      “Shhh.” I bring his head down like I would a child.

      I want to laugh, but nothing is funny about the gaping, bloody hole in his side. Leef did his best to stop the bleeding with the med-kit in the bay, but blood is already seeping through the bandages. I’m sure it didn’t help that he was forced to climb through the tunnels to the transport room, but he was a champ. Even if we had to tell him every few seconds not to make a sound and that yes, singing is still making a sound.

      “We’re almost there.” Leef checks a monitor on the side of the transport. Then he moves to the wall and taps open panel after panel looking for something.

      Renner lets out a soft snore.

      “Do you remember where we docked the ship?” Leef finally finds what he’s looking for and turns back to us.

      I visualize the docking bay. “I think so.”

      “Bay 792-X. This is how we’re going to do it.” He hands a jumpsuit to me and then tosses one at Renner’s feet. “You’re going to be maintenance workers. That’ll give you access to the back hallways, which should lead you right to the bay.”

      “You’re not coming with us?”

      “I am, but I’ve got an errand to run first.”

      “What?” I spin him to face me.

      “Look, Talie, I wasn’t planning on an escape like this. I wasn’t planning on any of this,” he mutters the last part. “If I’m going to get us out of here, you’ll need to trust me. Can you do that?”

      I look to Renner’s sleeping form and then back to Leef. Do I trust him? There were plenty of times he could have abandoned us. Then again, we haven’t paid him and, in true Rimmer fashion, maybe that’s the reason he’s sticking around. If there is one thing I can trust, it’s that he wants to escape as much as we do.

      “I trust you to get us out of here.”

      “I suppose I deserve the caveat.” He shrugs into a suit. “But don’t worry, love. I’ll meet you at the ship. You can access it with this.” He pulls a chain from around his neck and hands it to me. It’s a square chip encoded on one side, and he tells me where to find the access port.

      I look down at it, trying to memorize his instructions along with the reality that I’ll be responsible for getting Renner there. By myself.

      “Tal.” Leef leans down and cups my cheek. For as incredibly flirtatious as he can be, I don’t feel any of that in the action. It’s more like the touch of a brother. “It’ll be all right.”

      I manage a nod but no words. My throat is too tight to speak.

      “Take this for Ren.” He hands me a small vial with a red cap at the end.

      “What is it?”

      “Again—best you don’t know.” He winks.

      “He’s going to need more pain meds.”

      Leef shakes his head. “Can’t. His body won’t handle it.”

      “But the pain—”

      “Lord Cartha will be just fine. Get him to the ship, and we’ll set the med-assist as soon as we’re free of the port.”

      I want to ask what happens if he doesn’t make it to his ship, but the transport lurches to a halt, and Renner’s head slips off my shoulder and slams against the crate behind us.

      “Ouch!” He sits up, rubbing his head and blinking slowly. “What…what’s going on?”

      “You’re changing into this, mate.” Leef holds up the green jumper.

      “Green’s not my color.” Renner pushes to standing. He’s holding his bandaged side, but I see clarity setting in.

      “You’ll look great. Just get it on.” Leef bends to help Renner dress in the suit, filling him in on the plan.

      Unlike Renner’s suit, Leef’s is form-fitting, like a uniform more than a maintenance jumper.

      Is his errand worth jeopardizing our chances at getting away?

      I pull on my own green jumpsuit. It’s at least two sizes too big, and I have to roll up the pant legs and sleeves. I shove my hair up into the matching cap, but the brim slumps down, making it impossible to see. I feel ridiculous, but Leef assures me no one is going to take note. I think he’s a little too appeasing, but there’s no time to argue as the computer announces:

      <<ARRIVAL AT SPACEPORT IN THREE STANDARD MINUTES>>

      <<DOCK LEVEL 700-800, ALPHA>>

      “It’s go time.” Leef turns to Renner and clasps his shoulder, leaning in. “You going to make it, mate?”

      “Uh.” Renner’s normally bright eyes are clouded by pain, and there’s a thin film of sweat on his forehead. I wish there was something I could do for him—I remember the injector. Without waiting for permission, I stab him in the thigh. Renner jerks like he’s been hit by a stun blast.

      “Gah! What was that?” His tone is accusing, but then his expression shifts, and he stands straighter. “Never mind. I don’t want to know.”

      “Good man. Now, get her to the ship, soldier.” Leef stares Renner down.

      “Aye, aye, captain.” Renner’s tone suggests sarcasm. That’s a good sign.

      <<ARRIVAL AT SPACEPORT>>

      “Take these.” Leef hands us gloves and cleaning supplies from a cabinet. “Go straight to the ship. If anyone asks, you’re filling a 62-3a work order. No one will stop you for that.”

      “What is—?”

      “Yet another thing you don’t want to know.” He shivers then looks at Renner. “You get in the ship and stay put. I’ll be there as soon as I can, and then we’re out of here.”

      I pull the gloves over my bandages, clenching my teeth at the pain, and Renner nods our readiness. Leef’s got what’s left of Dot under one arm, but his other hand hovers near the controls. He pauses, shrugging as if to say, Here goes nothing, then punches the button.

      The door slides open, and we step into the hall. It’s easy enough to mingle with the rest of the passengers and crew getting off the ship, but the hard part will be getting past the guards at the port entrance. I just have to assume our ident chips, set to Rex and Trilla, won’t be out of place for maintenance workers.

      “Head down,” Renner mutters.

      It’s useless information since my head has to stay down or I can’t see anything with this stupid hat on. I feel conspicuous in my obviously too-large uniform, and the tingling sensation of fear crawls at the back of my neck.

      We’re near the exit now in a line with a few other passengers. There are two guards up ahead with scanners, and my palms prickle with sweat despite the cool air coming from the terminal. The salt stings the cuts, and I hiss through my teeth.

      We don’t have the usual badges that would attach to our uniforms, but I hope the obvious cleaning supplies we’re lugging around help with that.

      The couple in front of us steps off the transport and we’re up. Leef flashes a badge out of nowhere and gets off the ship without looking back. Is he betraying us? Was this all just a set up to lull us into a false sense of security so that we’d be caught without him—a perfect distraction?

      A guard barks at me for an access pass. My mouth opens, but the words won’t come. My heart pounds so fast, I’m sure they can hear it.

      Then Renner says, “We’ve been called up for a 62-3a work order.”

      Both guards step back.

      Renner shrugs. “Left in a bit of a hurry, if you know what I mean.”

      “I—yeah, sure. You just…get off. Go.” The guard looks sick but waves us through.

      I keep my cool as we walk toward the interior hallway Leef talked about. But we don’t have a key.

      Without a word, Renner walks up and waves the Shell patch over the door access port. It opens, and we rush inside. The artificial lights make everything look gray, and I pause in the relative safety.

      “What in the Verse is this 62-3a thing?” I ask.

      “I don’t know, but it worked like a charm.” Renner gives me a grin that looks more like a grimace. He pants out short breaths as he leans up against the wall with his arm cradled against his side. He looks pale, but that same determination overshadows the lines of pain.

      “Did the Shell open the door?”

      “Yeah. I guess the pain meds affected its ability to connect with me before, but whatever was in that injection is clearing that up.”

      “You are correct, Master Cartha. A Shell interfaces with a human’s nervous system, utilizing the body’s natural electronic currents to—”

      “We don’t have time for this.” Renner stands straighter, but when he moves his arm, there’s a dark spot where blood has seeped through his jumper.

      “Renner.” I reach for him, but he catches my wrist.

      “I’ll be fine. We need to get to the ship. Shell, can you direct us?”

      “Using the previous mental marker for the location of the—”

      “Which way?” Renner barks.

      I follow him down the narrow hall that smells of cleaning products and dirty laundry. We pass a few workers but catch sight of a union posting directing all workers to take an hour break for a midday meal. Leef must have known, because it’s currently in the middle of their break, meaning we’ll have these tunnels to ourselves.

      Even the anonymity of the tunnels doesn’t make me feel truly safe. Renner’s injury is bad, and I don’t know if Leef’s med-bay will be able to handle it. Panic threatens just beneath the surface. I can’t lose Renner. Not after we’ve come so far. Not before I’ve had a chance to tell him how I feel.

      My stomach twists in worry, and I run my free hand along the cool, smooth surface of the wall. It anchors me to reality.

      Nothing will stop me from getting Renner to safety.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 56

          

          RENNER

        

      

    

    
      We have all of six meters to go, but it seems LeGran has sent his entire Premier guard to the spaceport to stop us. There are at least five guards standing sentry at the entrance to the launch bay we need. The only upside to this is that I don’t think they know which ship to look for. There would be a lot more guards if that were the case.

      Thank you, Leef, and your unsignatured ship!

      “What do we do?” Talie whispers next to me.

      We’ve got a good viewpoint from the doorway that exits from the hall to the launch bay, but that only means we have more ground to cover. We’ll have to cross the whole hallway—a good ten meters—before we make it to the door. And that’s assuming we make it past the guards, which is not likely in my current condition.

      “I…don’t know.” Admitting that stings.

      “We need a distraction.” Talie steps back from the door and looks around.

      The halls are mostly empty. There are a few lockers where workers keep their personal items but, other than that, there’s only the cleaning supplies….

      “Wait a second.” An idea forms. “Shell, can you analyze these chemicals. Do any react?”

      “Please look at the ingredient markings for each item, and I will analyze.”

      This Shell thing is more helpful than I could have imagined. I eagerly scan my gaze over the lists of items we have in the bucket Leef gave Talie and then move to a closet where a few other supplies are stored.

      “You can mix the Xentha floor cleaner with the KPS dissolving mixture to create a satisfying yellow smoke.”

      “Satisfying?” Talie says.

      I shrug then wish I hadn’t. Every move hurts. That’s it. I’m never getting shot again.

      “It should create a sufficient distraction if placed at the intersection of hallway V6 and W9. Though you may need to incapacitate one or two guards, assuming they don’t all rush to investigate.”

      I groan.

      “What?” Talie asks.

      “I hate to break it to you, but I can’t incapacitate anyone right now.”

      “I’ll do it.”

      “No.” No way. “They are dangerous, and you could get hurt.”

      “And we’re not underwater anymore.” Her chin juts up. “I should be able to use my ability to stop them. If not, I’ve fought at least one guard before.”

      Her smile hints at flirtation and sends my heart banging against my chest. I’m tempted to relive my goodbye kiss, the one that was so totally worth getting shot for, but the Shell interrupts my thoughts.

      “This is a time sensitive matter, Master Cartha. Your heightened levels of dopamine suggest—”

      “Thanks, Shell.” Talie gives me a look, but I wave it away. For as useful as it is, this Shell can sure kill a mood.

      I turn to the exit map on the wall. It’s standard for a spaceport like this, listing emergency pods specifically for workers as well as travelers.

      “Here’s the junction.” I point to a spot on the map.

      “They’ll need to see one of us. There’s no way most, if not all, of the guards will leave their station without good reason—even with a smoke bomb.”

      “Good point, I can make it down there.”

      “You can barely stand. It has to be me.” Talie places the chemical bottles in the bucket.

      I want to protest, but she’s right. I’m having trouble standing, and I’m not even sure if I can get across the hall on my own, let alone run back along this corridor.

      “I’ll let them see me drop the smoke bomb then come back through the tunnel. When they leave their post, we go. I’ll stop anyone in our way.”

      “Talie—”

      “Renner.” She squeezes my hand. “I can do this.”

      When I meet her blue eyes, they’re warm but insistent. I know she can. It’s not about her ability. It’s about the danger she’s purposefully putting herself in. The danger I should be taking on.

      “If you hadn’t gotten yourself shot”—her lips quirk—“you could have acted the hero.”

      I shift forward, backing her up against the wall. “I got myself shot to save you.”

      “I never asked you to.” Her voice trembles. “Stars, Renner, I can’t—if you die…”

      “I’m not going to die.” Her warmth radiates back to me.

      One moment. Two. Three ticks pass until the distance is too great. I sink my fingers into the hair at the nape of her neck. I feel that gravitational pull. The one that won’t let me go, no matter how many times she turns me down for the sake of her duty. I can no more discount my feelings than I can ignore the suns as they rise and fall.

      “Ren.” She whispers my name right before her lips crash into mine. Her hand snakes into my hair as the other wraps around my back, pulling me to her.

      She tastes like honey and smells like fragrant Meloran flowers. She’s strong and beautiful, and her lips draw me to the edge of the Verse, teasing me to let go. To forget duty. To forget danger. To forget anything that isn’t her warmth pressed against me. Her lips on mine. The feeling of need I have for her.

      I would give up the galaxy for this girl.

      She pulls back. “Renner, I—”

      I silence her with a quick kiss and step back. “Not now. I just…I needed that to get me through this next part.”

      Sparks flash, and I see she wants to challenge me. To remind me of our duty—but to the black with duty. What I feel for Talie transcends a stupid law, and when we’re out of this, I’m going to tell her that. But for now, we have to make it to freedom first.

      “Okay.” She picks up the bucket but pauses to look back at me. “I’ll be fine.”

      “You’ll be fine,” I agree.

      I just hope the smoke does its job—not only to attract the guards but to cloak Talie’s escape.

      She disappears down the hall. I watch until she’s turned the corner. Then I refocus on my view of the hallway through the narrow crack in the door.

      Things look the same, so I wait.

      Shell attempts a few conversational topics in a not-so-subtle way of distracting me, but I ignore it. The only thing I want is Talie back safely.

      I wait, heart pounding, and side throbbing with every breath. And then I see it. The first guard moves a few feet down the hall. Then two more follow.

      “Come on. Go. All of you,” I mutter.

      Four of the five guards leave but one stays behind.

      I do a mental checklist of what hurts when I move. Everything. Okay…so I’m going to be of no use. If only I’d held on to the blast pistol—

      Then Talie’s there, breathless and flushed and smelling like rotten eggs.

      “It worked. Let’s go.”

      “There’s still one guard.” I start to protest, but she doesn’t stop—doesn’t even pause—before she’s out the door trusting that I’ll follow. And, of course, I do.

      The lone guard slams back against the wall, though not hard enough to knock him out.

      “He’s wearing…something heavy,” she pants.

      I’m at the door, and Shell unlocks it just as the guard recovers. Instead of using her ability, which I assume is not as easy due to the added weight, she roundhouse kicks him in the jaw.

      Then we’re in the hallway with the door locked behind us.

      “Are you all right?” I pant with the effort to keep up.

      “Better than you. Come on.”

      The strangest feeling comes over me, and then I’m sailing through the air next to Talie. She’s…carrying me with her ability. It’s clear she’s feeling the strain, but she’s focused. I don’t say anything for fear of being a distraction, but I don’t know if we’ll make it.

      We reach Leef’s ship just as a blast takes out a chunk of bulkhead above us. The door opens before she has time to insert the chip, and I brace for another guard, but it’s Leef.

      “Took you long enough,” he says with a grin. “Let’s go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 57

          

          TALIE

        

      

    

    
      Renner is in the med-assist on an accelerated healing cycle, and we’re careening out of the spaceport like a chax being chased by a leonar. We dodge and weave through ships coming into the port, but Leef is an excellent pilot, and I’m starting to believe we may just make it.

      Leef assures us LeGran has a limited reach in space. Something about Meloran contracting out their space security under a localized contract in conjunction with the new port. Basically, protect the port at all costs, but forget everything else. He claims they won’t come after us once we exit Meloran space, which gives us a distinct advantage if he’s right.

      He angles us into a sharp dive, and we break around a colossal star-class cargo ship, zipping through a few smaller, one-man ships, past the boundary buoy, and into open space.

      “That was close.” I lean back against my seat, letting some of my tension go.

      Leef gives me an amused look but doesn’t say anything. His focus returns to the control panel, and I divert my gaze to the stars before us.

      Now that the adrenaline of escaping Monarch LeGran and his tenacious guards is gone, I feel spent and weak. More than that, I’m desperate for answers. If Beta is right, and the High House and the High Council are corrupt, a vacant throne leaves limited solutions. I can be established as Gravless on the throne and hope I have enough sway to reinstate loyal Council members or… I swallow. Or Merritt will be forced to the throne in my stead.

      If they can find her.

      I know little of my sister or her convictions. She was always the one getting into trouble when we were kids, but that has no bearing on the kind of ruler she would be now. If she’s forced to the throne upon the claim that I’m dead, and she has no understanding of the corruption, she’ll play right into my step-uncle’s hands. She’ll fall prey to the same tricks my aunt did. That cannot happen.

      At least I know the danger that awaits me.

      Beeping from the back of the ship draws my attention from the stars, and I turn to see Renner hobbling toward us.

      “What are you doing?” I rush forward as he lists to the side.

      “I’m patched up.” He’s still holding his side, and his naturally tanned skin is ghostly pale.

      “That was not a full cycle—accelerated or not—mate.” Leef remains fixed on the controls, but a muscle in his jaw flexes.

      “I’m no longer bleeding. That’s good enough. For now. I want to make sure we’re truly in the black before I go into a full cycle.”

      “But Renner—”

      He quiets my protest with a light touch on my shoulder then slumps into his bucket seat. His gaze focuses on the view screen. “What’s the plan, Cap?”

      “The plan,” Leef begins, but then stops. “The plan…” He starts again but trails off, furiously swiping at the screen.

      “What is it?” Renner sits up too fast, and he winces. He’s nowhere near healed enough.

      “We’ve…company.”

      I bend over the screens. “I thought you said LeGran wouldn’t pursue us past Meloran space?”

      “This is not LeGran.”

      “Who is it?” Renner demands.

      “I—I don’t know, but they’re at least fifteen minutes from intercepting us.”

      “How do you know they’re after us?”

      A crackling voice comes over the intercom, crystalizing the blood in my veins like I’ve been spaced. “Lieutenant Byrenn Car-Tai, you are hereby under arrest by the authority of Mè Volur Tai for crimes against the Crown. You will speak for your crimes to the High Council of Xerus on Cerlia.”

      “Is that…?” I can’t even say his name.

      “Jas.” Renner’s jaw clenches, and he pounds a fist against a bulkhead. “I should have ended him when I had the chance. How in the Verse did he find us?” Then he rounds on Leef. “You.”

      Before I can think to move, Renner has Leef out of his seat, hand fisted in the fabric of his loose tunic. He holds him up, feet barely off the floor, his cheeks crimson with rage and pain.

      “You did this.” Renner’s words cut through Leef like a sword, and he flinches.

      “I—what?” Leef tries to wrestle free. “Come on, mate! Let me go. Why would I do this?”

      “Captain Atlas Verin, turn over the prisoner, and you will receive a reward of one hundred thousand credits.”

      “That. That’s why.” Renner shakes Leef with every word. “Leef, Shon, Atlas—whatever the black your name is—you are a traitor, willing to sell his own mother to—”

      “Renner.” Finally shaken free of my shock, I angle close enough to touch him. “Calm down, or you’ll undo any good the med-assist did.”

      “Where’d he go on the port, Tal? He’s been up to something the whole time. I—I don’t trust him.”

      “Look, mate.” Leef clamps his hands around Renner’s wrists. “You’re going to let me go. We’re gonna talk about this like civilized outlaws, clear?”

      “Why should I trust you? Give me one reason.”

      “How about because I got you to Meloran? Or that time I pulled you into the utility closet and saved your life? Or what about the time I—?”

      Renner drops him unceremoniously, and it’s only then I see the sweat beading on his forehead.

      “Ren, please. Let’s hear him out.” I lick dry lips and hope I’m making the right choice. Leef did help us escape when he could have left. “We’ve got to get out of here before Jas boards the ship.” Or worse, blows us into the black.

      “Talk.” Renner moves to cross his arms but seems to remember his wound and drops them to his side.

      Leef slides back into his captain’s chair, runs a hand through his dark hair, and nods toward the viewport in front of us. “I have no reason to betray you. In fact,” he swallows and takes a deep breath like he’s preparing to dive to the depths of a water city. “I’m on your side. I’m an undercover operative for the Rising.”
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      “You’re what?” I can’t believe what I’m hearing. If he worked to spin a story while he was away doing Verse knows what on the spaceport, he should have at least made it believable.

      “With the Rising.”

      “And I’m a faein from The Moons of Ellysi. Now tell us the truth.” My hands turn into fists.

      “As much as I want to make a joke about wings and wishes, mate, I’m not making this up. How d’you think I knew where to go to find the Monarch on Meloran? My contacts told me where he would be and assured me we’d be saved. Just not all of us.” He sends a mournful look to Dot’s head, the bundle he carried all over Meloran after the explosion.

      “Save the theatrics, Debray—or whatever your name is. There’s no way you’re with the Rising. It’s too convenient. You’re a Rimmer from Bolarius. We saw your cave of stuff.”

      “You saw what you needed to.” Leef’s shoulders stiffen in steely resolve, and I want to punch him.

      Jas is all but breathing down my neck, and I just know it’s because of Leef. It’s the only thing that makes sense.

      “Then explain how Jas found us.”

      He sends a look out the front view screen. “You said you were scanned at Navara, and it’s not like we’ve left a quiet trail in our wake.”

      His words have the ring of truth. If Jas made it to Navara, it would be as simple as checking the logs of ships leaving. We may be unsignatured, but there would still be a record. Not to mention he’s got the weight of the corrupt council behind him.

      “Listen. We don’t have a lot of time, but here’s the truth.” Leef meets my gaze with no hint of deception. “My real name is Leef Verus, and while I am a smuggler and go by many names, I’m not a true Rimmer. I’m hired to take information from one place to another, among other things. I help keep intelligence flowing to and from the Rising bases scattered across Xerus to avoid vital information being intercepted.”

      Talie has gone still, and I wonder what she’s thinking. The Rising’s interference in intergalactic politics has resulted in many deaths and violence, and yet from what I know from Lè Fayrin, their end goal is not domination—it’s democracy. You can disagree with the means to an end, but if you agree on the end, does that change things?

      “Are you here for Talie?” My words grind out past gritted teeth, and the sharp ache in my side reminds me to relax the muscles I’ve clenched in anticipation of punching Leef in the nose.

      “Hold on, mate. I’m not after anyone.” He holds up both hands then rubs the bridge of his nose. “Remember what I told you? I’m out of the game. Or I was.”

      “What does that mean?” I demand.

      “I didn’t even know who she was. At first.” He looks to Talie, though she remains silent. “Your shielded chip is good but not quite good enough. I saw through to who you were, and…”

      “And?” I prod.

      “And I caved, okay?” He looks at Dot’s head again. “Dot’s very good at knowing what I need to get me out of a funk, and I’ll admit, this has been fun.”

      “Right up until the part where we were almost captured.” I grab his shoulder. “Tell me again how none of this is on you? The way I see it, you’re running some sort of scam, and now that you’ve got our creds, you’re cashing in on our warrant money too.”

      Leef takes in a deliberately slow breath. His jaw clenches before he turns back to his console, taps a few things, and then returns his hardened gaze to me.

      “We’ve T-minus ten minutes before your friend is here. We need a plan. Or do you want to keep going on about how conniving I am? I get it—you don’t trust Rimmers or the Rising, but trust this.” He jabs a finger at my chest. “Your little princess’ll be locked up in the brig of that prick’s ship before you can call on the stars. I’m your best hope of getting clear of this. Trust me or not, at least help me come up with a plan, and argue with me later.”

      “I need to know you’re not going to betray us into the hands of my government so you can get away.” I’m not going to let him strong-arm me into a corner.

      “I’m an operative, mate. A spook. I can’t be caught, but that doesn’t mean I’ll sacrifice you to get away. The designation of spy does not equal ‘no morals.’”

      “Right.” I’ve known too many spies.

      “Do you think so little of me, mate? Do you know what I’ve done for you?” Leef jabs a finger at Dot’s severed head. “I’ve got a galaxy of things to worry about, and now there’s a psycho chasing the people I rescued.”

      “You didn’t rescue—”

      “Guys!” Talie shoves a finger at the view screen.

      We look at the same time to see a company of ships amassing in a line in front of us, powerful and menacing. Where did they all come from? Leef’s estimation on how long we had was grossly off and now there have to be ten ships in total. My guess is that Jas is in the biggest ship at the center. The others look like two-man fighter craft with weapons capabilities sent as his backup.

      “Lieutenant Car-Tai, you are clearly outnumbered. Do you surrender?”

      “Stars.” There’s no way around this. No alternative.

      Realization as black as a starless night rushes through me. I know what has to happen here. I have to turn myself over to the psycho, as Leef so accurately put it, if I’m going to save Talie.

      “Car-Tai, you have five standard minutes to make a decision, or we will blow your ship to the black.”

      An image takes over my vision. A flash of brilliant fire erupting into the vacuum of space before the lack of oxygen kills the flames. Talie disintegrating into dust like dead stars. The girl I love destroyed in front of me.

      Love.

      The word lodges in my chest like a force-wave on full blast. I don’t want it to be true because it would mean the only girl I’ve ever loved can never be mine…but it’s not something I can ignore. It’s a choice, and I choose her.

      “Turn me in.” My voice holds no hint of emotion, just the simple solution.

      “No!” Talie turns to me.

      “When the alternative is your death, I’m going to choose turning myself in. Every. Time.”

      “You don’t know that they’ll kill me.” She’s transfixed now, focused on the view screen like it’s a black hole sucking her in, and she can’t look away. “I’m Gravless after all. They’ll need me to rule.”

      She’s left out a large part, like the fact she’ll be nothing more than a pawn in their games. Nothing more than someone to be manipulated, which is almost as bad as death.

      “No. Comm him. I’ll barter information for him to let you go. Leef, tell him I surrender.”

      “I don’t know, mate.”

      Talie turns to me. “What was the plan?”

      “What plan?” I ask.

      “Your plan.” Her eyes are bright, and her cheeks are flushed, but she looks at me like I hung the stars.

      I can’t bear to disappoint her, but I have to.

      “I—I don’t have one.” The words are torture.

      “What about my plan?” Leef looks between us.

      I round on him. “You’ve had a plan this whole time?”

      He puts his hands up to stay my anger. “We hyper-jump out on the drive I procured at the spaceport.”

      “Hyper—is that even safe?”

      Leef shoots me a look. “Safer than, oh I don’t know, surrendering to a psycho.”

      He’s got me there.

      “What do you have to do?” Talie asks, trying to keep us on track.

      “If it works—”

      “If?” I interrupt, but Leef ignores me.

      “We’ll jump to a location near Rinara.”

      “Why there?”

      This time Leef doesn’t ignore me. He turns and leans in until we’re mere centimeters apart. “Look here, mate, you either trust me, or you don’t, but if you’re keen on getting away from that lot,” he tilts his head toward Jas’s ships, “then shut it and listen up.”

      I press my lips together.

      “I have a safe house on Rinara where you can hide. It’s the best chance we’ve got. But I needed time to connect the drive—time we’re wasting with all this chatter.”

      “How long do you need to make it work?” Talie asks.

      “A few minutes?”

      She looks at the fleet taking up most of the screen and sucks in a breath. “I’m going to give you time, but I can’t guarantee much.” She closes her eyes, and her body goes rigid.

      “Talie, what are you doing?” I step to her side, but she shakes her head once.

      “I need…concentration.”

      “Why?”

      “Times up, Car-Tai.”

      And that’s when the missiles fire from the ships. Small sparks in the dark. Silent killers hurtling through space.

      Heading right at us.
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      I feel them. Each fusion-powered missile. Every point of explosive power on a path to destroy our ship. And I stop them in place, suspended in the black. They hang frozen in time in the midst of cold space between the contingent of Drawxian ships and Leef’s vessel.

      “Talie?”

      “Go.” This needs all of my concentration and strength. Actually, it needs more than I can give, but I can’t let those thoughts linger, or I’ll lose any hold I have.

      Leef takes off down the ship, barking at Renner to follow him.

      I’m alone.

      I focus on breathing in and out. Steady. The missiles creep forward.

      I’d hoped there would be another avenue. A way around the ships, through them, but there was nothing I could see. Nothing to sense but the massive weight of plasticine and durasteel binding the ships.

      Their combined mass was more than my mind could comprehend despite the void of space, and I knew it was a hopeless path. But then Jas sent the command, and it became clear. I may not be able to hold off a fleet of ships, but I can slow down a dozen missiles long enough to gain us freedom. Or so I hope.

      There are so many things that could go wrong. Like the fact that I’m one distracted thought away from losing control or that the black-market hyper drive may not interface with Leef’s ship.

      But the alternative…

      Renner is willing to offer himself to Jas if it means saving us, and while it’s noble, it’s reckless. He’d never make it back to Drawx alive, and there’s no guarantee Jas would let us go. Even if it bought us time, I don’t want to think about the ramifications of sending him over to the man who’s tracked us across the galaxy with murderous intent.

      And there’s another memory I can’t escape. Renner’s vow to remain loyal to me.

      He believes I can have what I want and what is best for our galaxy. He’s willing to take me as I am. Gravless. In line to inherit a corrupted throne. A girl who will never truly be free.

      What am I willing to give?

      My body begins to tremble, and the missiles gain ground as their propulsion rockets continue to fire. I mentally curse Jas and push back against their forward momentum.

      “Ah, the little Gravless is aboard, eh, Car-Tai?” Jas’s voice crackles over the pilot comms. “Let’s negotiate. You come to my ship willingly, and I’ll let your friends go.”

      I redouble my efforts, shoving thoughts of Jas away, but my feelings for Renner invade the emptied space. I care for him—perhaps more than care—but I’ve been wrestling to hold on to both desires. My duty to the throne and my duty to my heart. I’m loyal to something that was never about my best interests, and yet there’s another type of loyalty that promises freedom. The freedom to choose Renner as he’s chosen me, over and over again.

      “Whatever plan you’re stalling for will fail, Princess. There are plenty more missiles, and it’s clear you’re losing control. Ready to make a deal?”

      The missiles claim another fifty meters, and I extend my hands out, mentally screaming.

      They will gain no more ground. The evil will of one who only wishes to destroy will not win. I grind my teeth and feel control settle over the projectiles bent on our destruction.

      All my life I’ve been told who I will be, how I will live, and what my life will look like. I found temporary independence in the circus, but it was an illusion, like something Roper spoke into being. I was never free to make my own choices. The throne was not a decision—it was destiny.

      I choose another way.

      I see it now. The Rising holds the solution. Hope sparks. The corruption of the High Council adds kindling to the flame of revolution. Renner’s offer to turn himself over in order to keep me safe ignites my whole body with heat. The decision is so clear. So right.

      I love Renner, and I will choose him over my obligation to the throne. Always. Forever.

      My hands shake with the stress of using my gift, but also with the need to hold Renner. To tell him my decision. Hope bubbles to life, and I nearly miss when another volley of missiles is launched.

      “Ren—” It’s all I can manage before I duck my head, face contorted in concentration.

      I hold twenty-four missiles now, and it feels like my mind will split open with the effort. It’s too much mass over such a vast space, but I must hold them. The alternative is our death. Now that I’ve decided what I want, I’m not willing to go down in flames. Not willing to risk another day of living a half-life with Renner at my side but not with me.

      “Really, Princess? You’re not even willing to negotiate?” Jas’s voice takes on a dark quality. “Do you know what I did to your aunt? The pleasure I took as my blade stole her last breath? I am no stranger to violence, and I will not hesitate to end you the same way.”

      “Mabel,” I gasp. “Send response.”

      <<SPEAK WHEN READY>>

      “Liar.” I clench my teeth.

      “There you are, Princess. Ready to join me? Or shall I finish you off now?”

      “You won’t risk my death.” Sweat beads and drips down my temples, and my legs begin to quake. “Not when the High Council needs me.”

      Jas’s responding laughter unsettles me. “Oh, Princess, don’t overvalue yourself.”

      The comms go silent, and I wonder if he’s done, but then I hear a crackle.

      “There’s always Princess Merritt.”

      At the mention of my sister’s name, a surge of emotion swells within me. It bursts forth through my ability and sends the missiles soaring back several hundred meters.

      “Temper, temper,” Jas says. His laughter echoes through the space but cuts off abruptly.

      A warm hand rests on my shoulder. “You shouldn’t have spoken with him.”

      Renner stands close enough that I feel the heat from him. “He said her name. My sister.”

      “Shh. It’s okay. We’ve got the drive installed. You’re almost done.” His musky scent wraps around me like a comforting hug. “We’ll stop him. I promise.”

      Heavy footsteps pound the hall to the front of the ship.

      “Oy!” Leef yells. He’s no doubt seen the missiles. “You good, Lady Talie?”

      “Does she look good?” The tension in Renner’s words bleed into me. I’m close to losing my grip and not just on one missile, on them all.

      “Hurry,” is all I can manage.

      “You’re gonna need to pull her into a seat the minute we engage the drive,” Leef tells Renner.

      “Got it.”

      “On three,” Leef says.

      My whole body shakes. The missiles have gained back several hundred meters, and somehow, I sense the ships are going to send another volley any minute. Or maybe that’s my worst fear talking.

      “One.”

      A sharp pain shoots through my right temple, and I cry out. I’ve pushed myself too far. The next instant Renner’s arms are around me, holding me up.

      “You’re doing great, Tal. Just another few seconds.”

      Seconds feel like cycles. My mind is ripping into twenty-four separate pieces, and I may not recover.

      “Two.”

      Jas sends yet another volley of missiles as if he senses we’re ready to flee. It’s like I can hear him in my head now, no comm needed. I killed your aunt…I’ll kill you…There’s always Princess Merritt.

      My eyes fly open in rage, but my vision remains black. I’m frantic, but then other senses kick in. I know the exact location of every fusion missile. The heat signature of each. The mass, down to the gram, of every one. And they are no longer the ship’s missiles. They are mine.

      I straighten, no longer shaking, but Renner keeps his grip on me.

      Leef is nanoseconds away from hitting the drive, but the anger I feel toward Jas erupts within me like an exploding star. It radiates out from my core, and I imagine I can see it pulsing out to each of the thirty-six missiles, touching them with my will.

      “Thr—”

      As one, the missiles swivel in mid-air, repositioning.

      “Uh, Renner…” Leef must see the movement on his control panel.

      “What’s happening? Talie?” Renner’s words are warm and whispered against my cheek, but my focus is on the destruction at my mental fingertips.

      “The missiles. They’re… she’s…”

      “Talie? What are you doing?”

      “He cannot do this.” My vision is still black, but I don’t need sight. I’m in control now. “I won’t let him hurt anyone else. He will not find Merritt.”

      “Talie, wait.” Renner’s voice breaks, and I understand.

      He wishes he could take this choice from me, carry the burden in my place, but it’s not his to bear. I was born for choices like this.

      I’m doing this for freedom. I’m doing this for me. I’m doing this for us.

      With the flick of a thought, the missiles shoot forward. Their targets have already been mapped out, acquired, executed.

      “Talie—”

      “It’s done.” I slump against Renner in exhaustion, and he pulls me into a seat.  “Get us out of here, Leef.”

      “Aye, aye.”

      I sense the dark change within as we slip into the black.
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      “Creds, new ident-chips, and a one-way comm that will get you in touch with someone in-system. Only use this if it’s life and death. Got it?”

      I give Leef a look.

      “Don’t be insulted. I’m used to dealing with…less experienced people with regards to relocation. You and Talie going to be okay until I get back?”

      I look across the room to where Talie sits on a bench near a window that overlooks the grounds of our new residence. Her hair is pulled back into a simple braid, and she wears a gown of white gossamer fabric cinched at her shoulders and waist, flowing around her like mist descended to earth.

      Out the window, a thick duraplast fence surrounds lush gardens and a bubbling fountain. The vibrancy is at odds with the white stone buildings of Udia, Rinara’s capital city, beyond the wall of our compound. The metropolis extends far into the distance but melts into the desert-like vista as if carved from the planet itself. The view is incredible, but she can’t see any of it, blinded as she was in the fight against Jas.

      “We’ll manage. You’ve got her message for the Phenomena?”

      “You’ve asked me three times, mate. I’ll send it when it’s safe.”

      I nod. “And you’re going to be okay with your end of this whole thing?”

      “Are you kidding me?” Leef’s cocky smile flashes. “I’m a Rimmer. I was born ready.”

      “But you’re not a true Rimmer.”

      He squirms a little under my gaze, but I’m not foolish enough to think he’s uncomfortable. There’s something there, something under the surface. Perhaps it’s the fate of a spy to feel uneasy no matter the situation. To never truly be themselves. Leef’s good at being who you want him to be, but I don’t know that Talie and I have ever met the real him.

      “Stay out of trouble, mate. I mean it.”

      I arch an eyebrow at him.

      “Or stay as out of trouble as much as you can. Gotta keep a low profile, you hear?” He turns and looks behind me. “Goodbye, Lady Talie.”

      She looks at us, but her sightless gaze is off by a meter. Her chin tilts up in acknowledgement of his farewell before she turns back to the window. The warmth of the near sun bathes her face, and she closes her eyes and turns her face into it.

      “She’ll be okay. She’s strong, that one.”

      I turn to Leef. “I know she is.”

      He nods once then turns, exiting the room. The door slides closed but not before the planet’s heat seeps in. The air is cool in the safe house, refreshing, but I crave the warmth to feel something again. Something that can replace this coldness that’s come over Talie since she faced off with Jas.

      “Is he gone?” Her soft voice draws me back from my selfish thoughts.

      She needs me right now and, as much as I want to know what she’s been thinking since we jumped to this system, I don’t want to push her. I want to give her the time she needs to heal.

      “Yes.”

      She holds out a hand to me, beckoning. That’s a good sign.

      I join her on the bench, her knees a wall between us.

      “Talie.” She looks at me, her sightless gaze aimed at my eyebrows.

      “I realized something when we faced Jas.” She reaches for me. “I was born for such a situation.”

      I open my mouth to counter her, but she continues.

      “My mother warned me about the weight of responsibility resting on my shoulders, though at five I couldn’t understand it. I saw it so clearly in Jas. The evil. This power—my power—it’s more than just an ability. It’s a weapon, Renner. I am a weapon. I see that now.”

      I squeeze her fingers, but she turns away.

      “The corruption might have started with the High King, but the High Council has let it continue. Greed has sunk its claws into them, and I fear it will not stop at the borders of Xerus.”

      “From what Leef says, that seems to be the truth of it.” Our debrief with the spy was short and not nearly as informational as I would have liked, but everything he said fit with what Lè Fayrin shared with me, which wasn’t much. “It began in Cerlia, but it has spread to Drawx and beyond.”

      Lines of worry form on Talie’s forehead. We jumped to Rinara yesterday, though I spent most of the jump in a heal-cycle, while Talie insisted on rest. She wouldn’t use the med-assist or even see a physician about her blindness, no matter how much I begged her to. She didn’t say it in so many words, but she acts like she deserves this consequence. We’ve been caught up in a flux of preparation without a chance to talk, but I aim to change that now.

      “What do you plan to do?” I ask.

      “I’ll never allow myself to fall into their power trap.” Her frown deepens, and I want to lean over and smooth it with a kiss. But I hold back. “I only hope Leef can find Merritt in time.”

      Tears shimmer in her unseeing eyes. One breaks free to trail down her cheek, and I reach out to brush it away with my thumb. She flinches, but then leans against my hand.

      Talie explained she’d directed lethal blows to Jas’s ship, choosing only to disable the other ships, but her presence will be known in the galaxy now. Monarch LeGran will see to that, and it will mean two things. She will be highly sought after, and Merritt will be the next target.

      The decision for Leef to go after Merritt was the obvious choice. Talie shared with us what Beta advised, but we all agreed a trip to the Sarcoa Nebula can’t be our next move. Not yet.

      “Are you sure the High Council won’t change the Rule of Gravless?” It’s the only other option I think we should consider.

      “I’m certain.” She faces the warmth of the window again, though her fingers remain entwined with mine. “It would seem the easy choice, but there are safeguards—things my mother taught me that ensure the High Court can only be ruled by a Gravless. They would need a Gravless to be in agreement in order to change those rules.” She shakes her head. “They need Merritt or me to take the throne—to be manipulated or to change the inheritance rules. Either way, we’ve gone from being ghosts in some faraway galaxy to being sought above all else. We will never know true peace again, Renner.”

      “Talie.” My movements are slow so as not to frighten her, but I reach out and cup her cheek, drawing her closer. “Peace is not something you wait for—it’s something you fight for. We will seek peace for Xerus. Corruption will not stand. You said it yourself. The council is split—half in support of High King Praxin and half opposed. There’s still hope.”

      She shakes her head. “It’s not enough. Those who oppose him will only be replaced—like Freyda’s father was.”

      I draw her head forward and press my forehead to hers. “As I’ve pledged in the past, I am loyal to you and will do whatever it takes to create that peace you seek. With you. When you’re better, we’ll go to the Sarcoa Nebula.”

      “What if I never regain my eyesight?”

      I lean back. “You don’t need to see to—”

      “You should leave me here.” She pulls away.

      “Never.”

      When she looks up at me, not quite meeting my gaze, my breath shallows. Her fingers slide up my arm, trailing heat as they reach my cheek. She’s still crying, but her worry has softened to openness.

      “I let my duty keep us apart, and then fear took its place. I’ve warred with my heart, whether giving in to my feelings for you would mean I had turned my back on who my people need me to be…but I see now, I’ve never been who they need.”

      “Don’t say that, Talie.”

      “No.” Her thumb on my lips silences me. “The people of Xerus don’t need a Gravless High Queen. They need a voice. And I am going to fight with them for that right.”

      Pride draws my smile wide. Her thumb traces the action, and my lips tingle.

      “Will you stand by my side? Fight with me for that, Renner?”

      “I thought you’d never ask, Le’è,” I whisper.

      She turns serious. “There’s one more thing I thought of when I faced down the missiles.”

      “What is it?”

      Her hand drops back into mine. “I choose you.”

      My heartbeat thunders, and my grip tightens. Just the warmth of her skin against mine ignites a fire in me.

      “You once said you would take me as I am. I’m taking you up on that. I love you, Renner.”

      Her words pop in my mind like fireworks at the Solax Festival, exploding into sparkling light and warming me from the core out.

      “You do?” The questioning whisper slips out before I can stop it.

      “Do you need me to spell it out on a datapad or something?” Her teasing smile melts every part of me.

      “Well…if you think you can manage…”

      Her mouth drops open, but then she laughs. “Teasing the blind girl after she rescued you. You should be ashamed, Fly Boy.”

      The familiar nickname makes me reach out to her, drawing her into my arms. “I am very ashamed.” I modulate my voice to sound as repentant as I can.

      “I don’t believe you.”

      We laugh together. Then I angle back to see her expression. “There’s a long road ahead for us. For the rebellion.” The lines reappear on her forehead, and this time I press my lips there.

      “It is a fight worth fighting.”

      “It is,” I agree.

      “And we’ll fight it together.”

      I lean close, rubbing my nose gently against hers to indicate my intentions. She tilts her head back so her lips are a whisper from mine. I savor the closeness. We’ve been through so much and have come so far, but this feels like coming home.

      Impatient, her hands pull me in, and I close the space. The fire of her kiss burns through me like thermite, igniting every molecule of my being until I’m sure we’re burning as bright as the stars. Our kiss is a promise. No matter what happens, we will tackle it together.

      We move closer as if drawn by a magnetic force. I savor the softness of her curves and the sweet scent of her as it invades every thought. Her hands sink into my hair and fist the back of my loose-fitting tunic, making warmth swirl in the pit of my stomach. My feelings for Talie are deeper than anything I’ve ever known, and I’m willing to offer everything I have in order to love her the way she deserves.

      Our path may be set, as Talie said Elixa foretold, but the future isn’t a guarantee. There’s no easy road to a happy ending where the galaxy is rescued and we’re not wanted criminals of Xerus, but this life is worth living to its fullest as long as Talie is by my side.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 61

          

          TALIE

        

      

    

    
      I could kiss Renner for eternity, and it would never be enough.

      As he pulls away, I run my fingers over the back of his neck and tug gently, demanding one more kiss from him. I’m hungry for it, wanting. He obliges, our noses bumping before his lips claim mine with a laugh that spreads a giddy tingling through me.

      I feel euphoric, though a deep sense of foreboding lingers. The road ahead will not be an easy one—made even worse by the fact that I’m blind and without my ability. I haven’t told Renner yet, but after I released the missiles, I knew it had left me. The absence leaves me hollow where power once thrived, but his love fills the space.

      Whether I’m no longer Gravless, or my abuse of my gift has sent it into remission, I don’t know. But I know I’m a shadow of who I was as Princess Talshina Zarnova Equorta, and yet I’m more myself now than I’ve ever been.

      I see the lie of the Gravless throne for what it is—a way to secure absolute power over the galaxy for selfish gain. It makes me sick to think my aunt was forced to play a part in it, and I wonder whether she was the first to succumb to outside influence or if this tradition was established decades before.

      A spark of something tingles at the back of my mind. Is it possible my parents were victims of this corruption? That their transport didn’t fail but was somehow sabotaged?

      “What is it?” Renner’s fingers play with the end of my braid in a distracting way.

      “I’m just thinking about the past.”

      He kisses me again, and I’m drawn back to the present with a firm yank on my emotions. I love him. And I love the thought of freedom, not only for myself but for my people—for the galaxy—and I will do whatever it takes to fight for that.

      When our lips part, I breathe in deeply of Renner’s masculine scent, spicy with a hint of the dusk mint tea he drinks in the mornings. He’s my home and where my heart rests. He’s also the closest thing I have to family, aside from Merritt.

      “Do you think Leef will find her?” I ask.

      Renner doesn’t hesitate at the change in the direction of our conversation. “He says he’s heard rumors of where Merritt was taken. He seems to think he will. Then again, I don’t think Leef has experienced a day of doubt in his life. I would bet in his favor.”

      I smile. “Leef’s his own type of magic.”

      “Hey.” Renner pulls me closer. “Don’t let that magic fool you. He’s a bundle of secrets, that one.”

      “He is. As are you and I.”

      “Not anymore.” He nuzzles my neck, leaving a trail of kisses there, and a delighted shiver races up my spine. “I want to be seen by you, Talie.”

      I know what he means, but his words make me think of my sight. Will I gain it back? And my ability along with it? I stand, letting the doubts slip away, and walk in the direction of the door.

      “Where are you going?” Renner’s at my side the next instant.

      “I thought we could take a walk in the garden. The way you and Leef talked about it, I have to experience it.”

      His fingers lace with mine. “I would happily take you anywhere you want, Le’è.” He kisses me again. “As long as it’s on planet.”

      “I’m more than all right taking a break from running all over the galaxy.” I feel relief at admitting it.

      “The Soaring Starress is putting away her renegade ident-chip?” His question is a whisper against my neck.

      I think of my friends on the Phenomena. In addition to finding Merritt, Leef has been charged with sending a message from me as well as gaining what information he can on the Phenomena. He made sure I knew the news would be slow in coming, but I’m anxious to know how they fare.

      “I’m letting my fly bars go in favor of becoming…” I think back to what Leef said our new names are. “Tea’ah Zev and Ruen Cath.”

      “I like your new name. Tea’ah,” he emphasizes the ‘tea’ part, and I laugh, a feeling of freedom unspooling in me.

      “Just because you like tea. Now hurry. I want to see the gardens.” I realize my mistake. “Um, experience them.”

      “I’ll be your eyes, Le’è.”

      I hear the door slide open, and heat envelops me like a thick blanket as we emerge from the safe house. The warmth of the near-sun on my exposed arms and the crown of my head is intense but different than Meloran’s humid heat. Less water in the air. I’m immediately warmed to the core, but it feels good after being in the too-cool room.

      Renner takes my left hand in his and places his other at the small of my back to better direct me down a sandy path that shifts under my sandals. I smell the vegetation around us. Spicy greens, fragrant petals, and earthy moss. Renner describes what he sees as we walk.

      “And to the left.” He pauses. “Do you hear it?”

      “A fountain?”

      “Yes.” He draws near. “It reminds me a little of that courtyard on Meloran you liked. Just not as big. There are fish too, in bright yellows and deep blues. And to the right, a large shade tree draped in gray moss that reaches to the ground.”

      He continues to describe the setting, and the magic of it wraps around me. A garden to enjoy while we wait on my sight and word from Leef. A way for us to be together without the external pressures we’ve come to fear. This is a place of our own to rest and recharge but also to plan our next steps.

      The calm of the moment bathes me in a surreal coolness, despite the heat of Renner so close to me. This unknown peace sinks past the darkness and fear. For the first time since I left the Phenomena, my soul takes a breath free of worry.

      That’s when I think I catch a glimpse of a shadowy tree draped in moss in front of me. It’s there and gone, but it was there.

      And it looked just like Renner described it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE

          

          LEEF

        

      

    

    
      I relish the cold of space. Every time I leave Rinara, I’m thankful deserts do not exist among the stars. Only infinite space in the black. It’s both the thing I crave and the thing I fear.

      Space means time. Time means thought. Thought means….

      <<READY FOR DEPARTURE, CAPTAIN>>

      “Thanks, Mabel. How are things looking, love?” I swipe up on the display and select manual power.

      <<AUTO PILOT IS FULLY FUNCTIONING, CAPTAIN>>

      No response is necessary. I could easily enable autopilot to exit the spaceport relaxing with a glass of voli, but I want—no, need—something to focus on. Mabel knows this but likes to push my buttons. I suppose we’re even on that front.

      I smirk, but the momentary levity dissolves. I miss Dot. I realize what it says about me—that I miss a robot’s company. But I’m a simple man with simple tastes. I prefer to work alone—in the company of my machines. It’s more charming than it sounds. Besides, machines you can control. People? Not so much.

      That definitely says something about me, but my psychologist mother would’ve been the one to know what. Personally? I don’t care.

      I maneuver Andromeda free of the border buoys creating a digital net around Rinara, pausing just on the other side to scrub any trace that I was here, and then set a course to Neba. It’ll take several jumps to get around the Verna sun, therefore reducing my ability to make it as fast as I’d hoped, but it works in my favor.

      My stories have to line up. If there’s one thing I learned from my father, it’s that facts—no matter how fabricated—have to be verifiable. Thanks for that, Dad.

      Course set, I turn to the comms bay. My hand hovers over the recorder, but I yank it back, making a fist.

      I promised myself I wouldn’t do this. Wouldn’t get involved. Again. After I freed Sira, I was out. Plan in place. Location at the ready. And then what does Dot do? It brings me trouble.

      My gaze shifts to the bundle I rescued from Meloran. Dot’s head unit. There’s not much left, but there’s enough to recreate it once I can get to a parts bay and buy what I need. My command that it salvage the central processor means it’s still in good condition, and the subroutines and personality chip should be intact.

      Then I see something next to it. The Shell from Meloran! Bless him, Renner must have taken it off before entering his second heal-cycle, and now I’ve at least got something to pass the time. I waggle my eyebrows at it, but a flashing light draws my attention back to the console to adjust my trajectory.

      When the course adjusts, I hesitate over the comms again.

      It looks like I’m going back into the thick of it. The only way out is through, or some such nonsense my dad always waxed on about. Bloke never knew when to quit. Maybe I’m more like him than I thought.

      I take a deep breath and roll my head from side to side, trying to loosen cycles—decades—worth of knots.

      Now I’m delaying the inevitable.

      I jam my finger to the screen and clear my throat. Must project confidence.

      “This is Scout Atlas Verin, reporting to the High Council as requested. I have located Princess Equorta.”
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      GENERAL WORLD

      
        
        100 key Gammaphone – A musical instrument originated on Trona composed of 100 amplified keys that allow the musician to use effects on the sound.

        bio-clean spray – A combination of aerosol sprays that are used in place of a shower on a spaceship.

        bionic – A human integrated with tech. Also, cyborg.

        cred chips/creds/credits – Forms of currency based on the bank that issues them. Some can be untraceable with high credit limits. These will be circular, smooth, and matte black.

        cycle – The approximate length of a year of someone’s life. Calculated on each planet to match that of Old Earth as a standard.

        fens – Foliage with tiny leaves, small white flowers, and bright green variegated stems.

        Galaxy Credit Commission (or GCC) – The commission in charge of the galaxy’s currency and credits or creds.

        gavron harp – A musical instrument originated on Trona created from various sizes of harps to form one, unified instrument.

        holo chamber – A large room of virtual space programed for different kinds of recreational and work-related actives.

        holomask – A piece of wearable tech that modifies the wearer’s facial features. Smooths and, depending on setting, can alter features drastically.

        kelori – A toxic plant on Cerlia. Offers a fuzzy existence that leaves the dosed susceptible to influence.

        Moons of Elysi – A fabled location in stories about the faein, which are creatures that live on the moons and grant wishes when caught (among other magical things).

        onesuit – A climate-controlled bodysuit worn by most.

        Phenomena – A traveling circus.

        planetary-minutes/hour – Part of the time system specific to each planet.

        planetside – Used when discussing a planet while on a starship.

        portnet – The network that anyone can connect to on a port.

        portsec – The port wide security system.

        skimper – Someone who makes a living collecting bounties or returning lost people.

        source machines – A food processing unit used on spaceships and in some spaceports that runs on Hex only sourced on Hexalia.

        starside – Used when discussing a starship while on a planet.

        the Rising – The union of rebellious planets and people groups who are against the Rule of Gravless in the Xerus galaxy. Their motto is “Stand strong. Live free”. When the phrase “stand strong” is spoken, the reply is “live free” in order to identify fellow sympathizers.

        therma-cloaks – Cloaks made of fabric that will keep you cool or warm depending on climate.

        vid – Entertainment shows.

        Wraxian Wrestling Mania – A galaxy-wide wrestling organization that has its own vid channel and a devoted fan base. The top wrestlers are: Manic, CharChar (who uses Margaux flowy fighting style), Jaws, and Buzz. 

        Xerus Trade Convention (or XTC) – An accord of how trade will commence in the Xerus galaxy. They enact taxes on goods and other saleable items within the galaxy.

        Zerias Crystals – Crystals mined from deep pits on the planet Zerias in the Torren system.

      

      

      MATERIALS

      
        
        aurtanium – A precious metal alloy of gold and titanium exclusively used by the wealthy.

        biweave – An everyday material; cheap.

        duraplast – A material used for floor, wall, and furniture construction.

        durasteel – A strong metal.  

        gravnets – Gravity magnets used to strap down large items in Zero-G.  

        iciline – Used to make hard blades and weapons.  

        permabrick – A more permanent form of brick used in basic house construction on many planets. Affordable and sturdy.

        permapave – Material used for streets and sidewalks. Stands up to heavy wear.

        plastice (plas-tees) – A basic plastic-based material for less durable, affordable use.

        plasticine (plas-ta-seen) – A thick, hard material for ship exteriors.

        plyweave – A fabric that can resist lasers (to an extent). Expensive.

        sio-glass – A fused quartz glass.

        sio-screen – A large panel of sio-glass activated with tech. Often includes an interactive screen and is most used for integration with ship computers and other tech.

        synth-fab – Used like carpets or for chair upholstery.

      

      

      WEAPONS AND SECURITY

      
        
        aim-assist – For directing power suits/armor in space or on ship, but also for shooting, targeting, and trajectory.

        blast pistol – Sends out bolts of energy similar to bullets, but requires time to recharge after a length of time. Can be set to stun.

        blast rifle – Similar to blast pistols, it sends out bolts of energy in faster, more powerful bursts. Can be set to stun.

        electro-cuffs (or e-cuffs) – Thin, wire cuffs that are charged with an electric current. If tampered with, they will enact a shock that grows in strength with each attempt.

        force-wave – a type of supersonic wave of force.

        hab-adjust – Adjusts power suit/armor for living conditions. Not only oxygen in space, but also heat/cool in harsher conditions. 

        power suit/power armor – Suits are composed of durable material but worn for day-to-day activities. Armor is composed of weapon-resistant material and specifically created for battle situations. Each are mechanized with tech and integrate with the wearer.

        sec-bot – A lower cost option bot for things like home security systems or an affordable personal security option. They are shorter and look more robotic. Bots are issued in three classes, their complexity/skill level growing with each class.

        sec-bracelet – A thin bracelet worn to keep track of people and to issue alerts ship wide.  

        sec-system (or sec-sys) – Ship wide security system interconnected with sec-units, security officers, and cameras. Often offered by companies to ships under termed contracts.

        sec-unit – A higher cost option for security. Sec-units are human-looking and made from synth parts created to look like human tissue and musculature that covers android inner workings. Sec-units are issued in five classes, their complexity/skill level growing with each class.

        wave rifle – A type of heavy-duty weapon that shoots a force-wave in varying levels of destruction.

      

      

      MEDICAL

      
        
        heal-cycle – A type of full-body treatment that heals things like internal injuries or other major injuries.

        med-assist – A machine most med-bays have that can perform basic to complex surgeries. Usually operated with a doctors supervision, but can be used by anyone with basic knowledge of the technology.

        med-bay – Area of a ship specifically for health care.

        neo-skin – A topical agent used to treat large abrasions or burn victims. Like-new skin that is absorbed as the underlying skin heals.

        pain-stim – An injection that numbs pain.

      

      

      ANIMALS

      
        
        chax – Chicken like birds.

        dreyhass – A moderately large animal that is a cross between a lion and a lizard.

        flouse – Elephant-like animal native to Drawx.

        gargona – A large, dragon-like creature that lays eggs that burst into flames when they hatch.

        iduos – Doubled headed K-9 type animal. Usually known for having a good and an evil head.

        leonar – Catlike, tusked animal the size of a panther.  

        piks – Small mice-like creatures.

        puox – As tall as a horse with six legs, short gray hair (varying by shades and some variegated) with a long-snouted head.

        vex – Snake like creature with legs that has immobilizing venom. Typically, red with yellow and black stripes.

      

      

      SHIPS AND SPACE TRAVEL

      
        
        Faster Than Light Travel (or FTL) – Type of travel achieved through Portal Jumps allowing for greater distance of travel.

        nav-bot – Controller or pilot of ships and other vehicles as a “non-manned” or “autopilot” option.

        portal jump – Stabilized worm holes leading to other areas in galaxy and to other galaxies.

        Portal Jump Station (Jump Station) – A station set up to control jumps and jump times.

        shipyard – Referring to area where spaceships are stored.

        shuttle – Travels between the planet and the spaceport on regular schedules.

        spaceport – Located in planetary orbit or in near-space to a home planet.

        trav-tube – Means of travel between decks on ships.

      

        

      
        Levels of ships

        star-class – An everyday ship owned by private citizens.

        galaxy-class – A ship issued by the galaxy fleet for military purposes.

        luxury-class – A ship for high-ranking travelers or those of wealth.

      

        

      
        Types of ships

        traveler – A type of ship for casual travelers.

        cargo – Carries cargo (can have weapons capabilities).

        destroyer – A ship crafted for war/defense/offense.

      

      

      PLANETS AND SPECIFIC PLANETARY TERMS

      
        
        CERULIA

        Located in the Verna System, Cerlia is the seat of the High House and the ruling Gravless family.

      

        

      
        dusk mint – A minty plant that is most fragrant with a sweet and mint-spicy scent at dusk and grows along the wild shores of the Iya ocean. 

        High Council – Consisting of elected members of Xerus’ most notable planets. Representing member is typically the chosen ruler of each planet, but sometimes an elected official (depending on the planet’s governing body). The ruling Gravless is the head of this council.

        High House – Consists of the ruling Gravless family and their close relatives.

        Rule of Gravless – Rule instated centuries ago that stated Xerus would be ruled by a governing council led by a Gravless queen.

      

      

      
        
        DRAWX

        A sizeable planet, the largest in the Torren System, governed by Mè Volur Tai.

      

        

      
        Amora stew – A stew made from the Amora region on Drawx.

        Balaxon gangs – Tough gangs made up of kidnapped or orphan children and teens that rule the lower-class areas of Drawx by fear and number.

        corcha soup – A spicy soup with chucks of the corcha fish.

        Drawx Sunrise – A syrupy sweet drink made of the pressed liquid of Drawx melons (similar to honeydew), orange juice, and cherry syrup with a splash of club soda. Fizzy and delicious.

        Elite – A specially trained and extremely dangerous Drawxian solder.

        flaxon blossoms – a fragrant, yet deadly, flower found on Drawx.

        javi ball – A game similar to tennis but with three balls. Two players are on each side. One of the balls varies the speed at which it flies each time it’s hit, one ball is extremely slow, and the other ball explodes after being hit five times so you have to time your hits. Object is to land balls on the opposite court by the sound of the time.

        Lè – The term for princess on Drawx .

        Le’è – The added “e” to Lè implies an intimate, but respectful, connection to a royal on Drawx.

        Mè – The term for king on Drawx.

        Nè –The term for queen on Drawx.

        nax – A nine-sided Drawxian dice game.

        Pinnacle Point – The highest peak on Drawx.

        rezzian fern – A native Drawxian plant that makes any part of a human (or most animals) feel numb for up to four hours when the blossoms are touched.

        Solax Festival – A Drawxian festival held at the foot of the Solax Mountains where they celebrate with games, food, and fireworks.

        Solax Mountains – Largest mountain range on the capital continent in northern Drawx.

      

      

      
        
        HEXALIA

        A cool planet on the edge of the Verna System.

      

        

      
        Hex – Ore used in Source machines and only found on Hexalia.

        lexia plant  – A glowing plant used for tattoos on the natives of Hexalia.

      

      

      
        
        MELORAN

        A warm and humid planet in the Verna System that is made up mostly of water.

      

        

      
        a time – Used to signify one hour on planet.

        Aquis – A Meloran god of the sea said to be handsome.

        “bless the journey beyond” – A phrase of blessing for the dead.

        callias – White flowers with magenta centers native to Meloran.

        Cultural Status –

                 Melorite (like gold) - premier

                 Tolnco (Like white gold) middle-premier

                 Shiorite (Like silver-) middle

                 Platino (Like nickel) low middle

                 Rustorite (like rush)- low

                 Verdo (Like oxidized copper-greenish)- no caste really

        Exterior skyport – The port used to go off planet from the surface.

        half a time – Used to signify thirty minutes on planet.

        Hub – An underwater spaceport used by most Melorans to go off planet.

        Meloran perfume – A sweet, heady, and tropical scent made from callias.

        ming berries – Berries that are deep burgundy in color with a syrupy sweet taste to them.

        Murel – Capita city of Melroan’s Southern Hemisphere.

        N’Hala Seal (or N-Hal) – A special type of portal made for water transport.

        rayfins – A type of long ship that maneuvers like an eel through water.

        sea ship – Underwater ships on Meloran.

        sequent – Cycles on the Meloran planet are measured in Sequent’s. They equal three of Old Earth’s years.

        Shell – A small, semi-sentient device inserted into the ear that connects to a bio-patch attached to the skin. Uses the body’s electrical current to function.

        skiers – Name for anyone from space.

        skyship – Name for any ship that is air bound.

        surface to skyport – A port on Meloran that offers a shuttle to the spaceport.

      

      

      
        
        OUTLIER RIM

        Area at the edge of the Xerus Galaxy outside the rule of Verna and Torren that functions with its own law.

      

        

      
        Outlier Rim Association (or ORA) – An association of Rimmers that “govern” the Rim with loose rules versus actual laws. 

        ORim ship – A ship used to navigate on the Outlier Rim. Has a special code that denotes that so other Rimmers can recognize each other for trade purposes. 

        Rimmer – The name for someone who lives on the Outlier Rim. They tend to buck society and be against monarchy. Sometimes referred to as “rim-trash” to the more centralized planets.

        RimRunner – A smuggler that brings goods into the Xerus systems that are often banned or to evade XTC.

        voli – A alcoholic drink enjoyed by Rimmer for its cheap production and high alcohol content.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AFTERWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      The book you’re holding in your hands almost wasn’t.

      It began as an experiment. My friend and YA podcast co-host Christen Krumm suggested we blog books during the month of August 2020. At that point we had nothing better to do so we both went for it.

      I finished out the month blogging each day (Suspended in the Stars was around 50,000 words by the end) and realized it was only half of the story. I’d had so many people reach out to me through the month to tell me that they loved the story and were looking forward to reading it each day that I knew I needed to finish it. I was blown away by the support and decided I wasn’t going to let them down.

      I went back to the drawing board for the second half and finished writing it, then did the hard work of editing it into shape. Once it was polished, my agent sent it out to publishers and editors and the wait began.

      When the feedback started to come in, it was overwhelmingly positive, but the answer was “no” across the board. Science fantasy is a hard sell in any market and it seemed no publisher was willing to take a risk on a previously unpublished (in young adult) author.

      Talie and Renner took a backseat to other writing projects, but they were never far from my mind—or my heart.

      Enter Kickstarter. At that time, I’d supported several projects but had never seriously considered it for myself. It seemed daunting and like such a risk. I was afraid to put the book out there only to experience failure.

      Then I ended up designing a cover for my friend CJ Milacci for her first Kickstarter. She is such an inspiration and ended up telling me all about Kickstarter and I was able to ask the questions I hadn’t been able to. With her support and cheerleading, as well as that of so many others in my writing circle, I took the plunge. Suspended in the Stars went up on Kickstarter in March and raised over $10,000.

      The rest, as they say, is history, but I wanted to take a moment to share this backstory for anyone who might be in a situation like I was. I honestly thought SITS would never see the shelf because no one would take a chance on it. Instead, I decided to take the risk and go for it. And, better yet, people were there to support it. They came on board and backed the campaign and are the whole reason SITS is in print now.

      Wherever you are, whatever you may be afraid of doing, hear this story and feel encouraged. It’s never easy to do risky things and success isn’t guaranteed, but I’ve found the reward of facing my fears is so much greater than playing it safe.

      

      Boldly go!

      
        
        Emilie
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