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Prologue


 


Electricity crackled along the
curved blades of Sebara’s twin electro-scimitars as she wove them around her
body in intricate patterns. From high above the imperial palace training
grounds, the midday sun blazed down on her head and warmed the sand beneath her
bare feet. Her tanned skin was slick with sweat beneath her sleeveless white
tunic and pants, and strands of her long black hair—pulled into a high
ponytail—stuck to her neck. But Sebara, who had lived her entire life on the
desert planet Rakor, barely noticed the sweltering heat as she leaped through
the air and slashed down her scimitars as if decapitating an unseen foe.


Then she caught a glimpse of movement at the courtyard
gate—a statuesque woman in black and gold armor was marching toward her across
the sand. Sebara slid her blades into the scabbards on her back, crossed her
fists against her chest, and sank into a deep bow. “General Zandara,” she
murmured. “You honor me with your presence.”


“Rise,” the general said.


As she straightened, Sebara tried not to let her
apprehension show. This was the first time the leader of the Rala’kamil—the
elite all-female military order charged with protecting the Rakorsian imperial
family and their allies—had spoken to Sebara since she’d become a cadet three
years ago. What does she want? Sebara wondered. Have I done something
wrong?


“You train with great enthusiasm,” the general noted.


I’ve definitely done something wrong. Cautiously,
Sebara said, “I enjoy practicing. A Rala’kamil cannot be too skilled with her
blades, or too in tune with the physical limits of her body.”


It was a direct quote from the Rala’kamil training manual,
which was sure to please the general. In truth, Sebara practiced obsessively
because she loved the rush of exhilaration fighting gave her. But that’s not
the sort of thing you admit to your commanding officer.


“I’m pleased to see you’ve taken your lessons to heart,”
Zandara said. “Now, for the reason I’m here—I have an assignment for you.”


Sebara instantly sank into another bow. “I am ready and
eager to serve the empire.” 


She made sure to keep her tone and expression neutral, but
secretly she was elated. She’d only graduated from cadet to Rala’kamil three
nights ago, on the eve of her eighteenth birthday, and had expected to wait
several months before receiving her first assignment. I wonder who I’ll be
guarding? Probably some minor dignitary on one of Rakor’s tributary worlds. Or
maybe a planetary governor’s wife? 


“Your task,” Zandara said, “is to serve as bodyguard to his
imperial highness Prince Trystan Gara’dar, second son of Emperor Ka’zarel.”


“No!” Sebara blurted.


She immediately clapped a hand over her mouth, horrified at
her outburst. But Zandara just sighed, rubbed the bridge of her nose with a
pained expression, and said, “I assume you’ve heard the rumors?”


“I have,” Sebara admitted. “Apparently the prince is …
eccentric.”


The general snorted. “That’s a very diplomatic way of
putting it. Perhaps you’ll succeed in this assignment after all.”


“If I may ask—why choose me? Surely there are more qualified
Rala’kamil.”


“I would like to say it’s because you graduated first
in your class, and because your instructors have told me you are an intelligent
and promising young woman with admirable passion and drive. And while those
things are all true, the real reason is that Prince Trystan has gone through
more guards than I can count, and I’m running out of Rala’kamil to assign him.
You’re the most qualified Rala’kamil at the palace who has not already guarded
him and subsequently begged me for a transfer, and so you are receiving the
assignment.”


Although Sebara had never backed down from a challenge in
her life, she still found herself daunted at the prospect of guarding the
thirteen-year-old prince. From what I’ve heard, he’s not just eccentric,
she thought. They say he’s a sensitive, overly-emotional boy who spends
all his time reciting poetry and chasing flutterers in the cactus gardens. In
other words, he’s the exact opposite of what a proper Rakorsian prince should
be.


“Is there a problem?” Zandara asked.


Sebara swallowed her reservations and bowed a third time.
“Not at all, general. I am honored to accept this assignment.”


“Good. Report to Prince Trystan’s quarters immediately. The
emperor has demanded his presence in the throne room, and it is not wise to
keep the emperor waiting.”


Sebara nodded. Then she turned and sprinted out of the
courtyard, kicking up clouds of golden sand in her wake.


*          *          *


After changing out of her
sweat-stained training clothes and into her black and gold body armor, Sebara
traveled by aircar from the Rala’kamil barracks to the palace. 


The Rakorsian imperial palace was massive and sprawling,
built on the shores of a crystalline lake at the center of an oasis deep in the
Valdarik desert. It was comprised of several dozen buildings—ancient,
beautifully preserved structures with soaring archways, massive stone columns,
colored glass windows, and mosaic tile floors—connected by winding walkways
lined with frond-leafed trees and flowerbeds. 


Sebara left the aircar parked on a stretch of gravel beside
the lake. She hurried up the stone steps into the South Wing and strode quickly
through the wide, airy corridors toward the imperial suites. On the way she
passed servants dusting and cleaning, courtiers going about their business, and
Skin Slicers—the emperor’s personal elite fighting force—standing guard outside
important rooms. 


Finally, she turned a corner and found herself facing the
twelve-foot-high, bronze double doors that led into Prince Trystan’s private
chambers. Two muscular Skin Slicers in red and gold armor flanked the doors.
Sebara took a deep breath, then marched up to the intimidating pair. 


“I am Sebara of the Rala’kamil,” she announced. “I have been
assigned to protect Prince Trystan. Open the doors.”


Before she’d joined the Rala’kamil, Sebara would have never
dared to raise her voice in a man’s presence. But now she could speak to most
men as their equal. She was very much enjoying her new freedom of speech,
although she would never admit it aloud.


One of the Skin Slicers nodded, and the other slapped his
hand against a DNA scanner on the wall beside the doors. The gilded sunburst
pattern in the center of the doors split in half as the bronze panels slid into
the walls. Her head held high, Sebara marched through the opening, between a
pair of braziers burning sweet-smelling incense, and into the prince’s sitting
room.  


The room was bathed in golden sunshine streaming through
floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked the sparkling lake. The walls were
covered in silken hangings and colorful paintings, and the mosaic tile floor
was cushioned with layers of woven carpets. Elegant vases with fragrant
flowers, benches strewn with decorative pillows, and tables covered with messy
stacks of paper were spaced throughout the room.


The young, golden-haired prince of Rakor stood beside an
easel in front of the windows, enthusiastically splashing a paintbrush across a
large canvas. His sun-kissed face was speckled with paint, as was his yellow
sleeping robe.


“Your Highness,” the Rala’kamil said formally. “I am Sebara.
I have been assigned as your new bodyguard. It is my deepest honor to serve
you.” She crossed her fists against her chest and bowed so low that the tip of
her ponytail brushed the carpet. 


The boy didn’t even glance toward her—his gaze was fixed on
the painting.


“Your Highness,” Sebara tried again. “I am Sebara of the
Rala’kamil. I have been assigned to …”


She trailed off. The prince seemed utterly oblivious to her
presence.


Losing her patience, Sebara snapped, “Prince Trystan!”


She instantly regretted her harsh tone, but the boy just
turned, stared at her for a few seconds, and then grinned. 


“You must be Sebara!” he exclaimed. “Mother told me I was
getting a new Rala’kamil today. It’s absolutely wonderful to meet you!”


“I … you as well,” Sebara said awkwardly. “Your Highness,
the emperor has requested your presence in the throne room. We should leave
immediately.”


“Yes, yes, right away,” the boy said. “But first you have to
see my masterpiece!” He beckoned her toward him with his paint brush. “I’m very
proud of it, and no one else besides Mother has been interested in looking at
it.”


Sebara had a strong feeling he wouldn’t take a single step
toward the throne room until she looked at his painting. Sighing inwardly, she
strode over to the easel. 


When she reached Trystan, he tilted his head and stared
intently up at her face. “You have lovely eyes,” he said. “They’re as dark as
shadow opals, and look as if they hold as many secrets as the sky holds stars.”



“Thank you?”


“You’re welcome!” The prince turned back toward the easel
and jabbed his paintbrush at the canvas. “What do you think?”


Sebara stared at the painting. The abstract swirls of color
were meaningless to her, although she did find them surprisingly pleasing to
the eye. “What is it supposed to be?” she asked.


Trystan threw his hands in the air, nearly knocking over the
easel. “I am attempting to capture the soul—nay, the very essence—of
Rakor itself!”


“The essence of Rakor is a bit … chaotic.” 


He laughed. “My mother says life is chaos. Things are always
swirling and changing, no matter how hard you try to keep them in place.”


“I’ll be sure to keep that in mind, Your Highness.”


“Good,” Trystan said, smiling. “I can tell we’re going to
get along splendidly, Sebara.”


She bowed. “As you say, my prince.”


“My last Rala’kamil wasn’t nearly as nice as you,” the boy
continued. “She would never look at my paintings. She wouldn’t listen to my
poetry either. In fact, she barely even said a word to me.” Lowering his voice
confidentially, he added, “I think it was the Wokzmar incident that pushed her
over the edge and made her ask for reassignment.”


“What happened?” Sebara asked, curious to find out what the
prince had done to drive away his former bodyguard.


Trystan blinked. “Wait, you actually want to hear the
story?”


“I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t want to know.” 


“We are most certainly going to get along,” the
prince proclaimed, bouncing on the balls of his feet. “Okay, well, as you
probably know, the dictator of Wokzmar—Kzagmar the Lesser—visited a few weeks
ago.”


Sebara nodded. “I remember passing him in the halls. He was
… fearsome.”


Trystan laughed. “If by ‘fearsome’ you mean huge, hulking,
and hairy, with talons longer than my hands, then yes, that’s who I’m talking
about. Anyway, Father was holding a departure banquet for Kzagmar before he
returned to his home planet. During the banquet, Mother made a particularly
amusing joke in which she compared the Tetrarchy High Council to a troop of snitzni
monkeys, and I laughed. Unfortunately, I laughed while the dictator was
talking, which is apparently a horrible insult in Wokzmarian culture. So he
challenged me to a duel to the death.”


“You fought him?” Sebara demanded.


Trystan shuddered. “Of course not! Violence appalls me. I
have no interest in hurting anyone.”


It appears the rumors were right, Sebara thought. He
is little more than a soft-hearted child. Kari save Rakor if this boy ever sits
on the imperial throne. Putting her glum thoughts aside, she asked, “How
did you avoid the duel?”


“Mother had the dictator thrown out of the palace. Actually,
first she tried to have the sun priests burn him on their sacrificial pyre, but
Father said he needed him alive for trade reasons.” Trystan stared down at his
paint-stained hands. “That wasn’t the end of it, though. Father was furious
with me. He said I had disgraced both him and the empire by refusing to duel.”


Although Sebara had no idea how to relate to the boy’s
bewildering dislike of violence, she understood the shame of disappointing
one’s father. On the day she’d left home to join the Rala’kamil, her own father
had condemned her choice and accused her of abandoning her duty to her family.
They hadn’t spoken a word to each other in three years. 


“It is my opinion,” she said, “that sometimes children must
risk their parents’ disapproval in order to do what is right for them.” 


Trystan’s eyes widened. “I feel the same way. You’re very
wise, Sebara.”


“If you say so, my prince.”


“I do say so,” he declared. The boy took a deep breath,
released it, then said, “Right! Enough melancholy for one morning. You wait
here while I get dressed, and we’ll hurry to the throne room. No point in
upsetting Father any more than I already have.”


The prince disappeared through a door at the end of the
sitting room, leaving Sebara standing beside the easel, her head spinning from
his mercurial moods. What a strange boy, she thought.


While awaiting his return, Sebara re-examined the painting. It’s
really not bad, she thought, smiling slightly as she hovered her fingers
over the colorful swirls. I still maintain it looks nothing like the essence
of Rakor, though.  


She strode over to a large gilt table overflowing with
sketches and canvases, and surveyed the prince’s artwork. These are
surprisingly good. If only princes were supposed to spend their time on
meaningless pursuits like art, instead of doing more important things like
learning how to fight and how to rule …


Just as Sebara was admiring a beautiful sketch of two
Rakorsian girls sitting by a fountain holding hands, Trystan returned. The boy
was now outfitted in lavish crimson and gold robes, complete with ceremonial
golden shoulder spikes. 


“How do I look?” he asked, wriggling his shoulders
uncomfortably under the thick fabric.


“Like a prince of Rakor,” Sebara said truthfully.


She waited for him to lead the way, but Trystan looked
expectantly to her, so Sebara shrugged and proceeded out the doors with the boy
at her heels. The Skin Slicers sank into deep bows as Sebara and Trystan walked
past. 


“Your Highness,” the guards murmured in unison.


Trystan waved a hand distractedly at them as he said to
Sebara, “You know, I’ve never understood why everyone calls me ‘highness.’ Is
there someone out there who’s a ‘lowness?’ Not to mention Rakor is an
overwhelmingly flat planet, being mostly covered in desert. There really aren’t
very many high places. Except the sand dunes, I suppose. And there are a few
mountain ranges over on the eastern—”


“Perhaps we might discuss this at a later time, my prince?”
Sebara suggested. “Preferably when we are not late for an appointment with the
emperor?”


“Excellent idea, Sebara,” Trystan said, tugging at one of
his shoulder spikes so it stopped scratching his neck.


They walked quickly through the ornate palace corridors,
past soaring stone arches, twisting columns, and sapphire pools in sunny
courtyards. Servants and planetary governors alike bowed deeply when the prince
approached, and whispered behind his back after he had passed. 


Finally, they turned a corner and entered the throne room’s
antechamber, where grandiose golden doors—flanked by a pair of Skin
Slicers—were set into a wall carved with images depicting several thousand
years of Rakor’s bloody imperial history.


“My name will be up there one day,” Trystan murmured, gazing
at the wall. “Assuming my brother stays in exile and Father names me his
successor, of course.” He shuddered, as if the idea of being named heir to the
throne of Rakor would be a horrible fate.


Then Trystan stopped mid-stride, gasped in delight, and fell
to his hands and knees on the stone floor. One of the Skin Slicers coughed, as
if fighting back a laugh. 


“What are you doing, Prince Trystan?” Sebara
whispered, flushing red with embarrassment.


Trystan traced his finger along a golden vein in the red
stone floor. “I had no idea they replaced the quartzine in here for Machura
marble!” he enthused. Pressing his ear to the floor, he added, “They say you
can hear the song of the universe in Machura marble if you listen closely enough.”


The other Skin Slicer snorted. 


“Please get up, Your Highness!” Sebara begged.


The boy showed no signs of moving. So Sebara crouched down,
grabbed his arm, and hauled him upright. 


Trystan gaped down at her hand on his arm, then up at her.
“Are you allowed to grab me?” he asked.


“Yes,” Sebara said, hoping that if she said it confidently
enough, she would make it true. Releasing his arm, she added, “Shall we
continue into the throne room? The emperor is waiting.”


Trystan grimaced, then reluctantly started walking toward
the golden doors, which swung open at his approach. He led the way inside, with
Sebara trailing a few respectful steps behind. 


They started the long walk toward the throne, passing
through a forest of forty-foot-high, intricately carved stone pillars
supporting the coffered metal roof high above their heads. If the architect
was attempting to make visitors feel tiny and insignificant, he did an
excellent job, Sebara thought nervously.


As they passed the fifth pair of smoking braziers, a deep
voice boomed from the dais at the far end of the room: “And so my worthless son
finally slinks into my presence!” 


Sebara looked toward the dais. She had previously only seen
the emperor at a distance, either on the news or when he gave speeches from his
balcony. Close up, Ka’zarel Gara’dar cut an imposing figure, standing tall in
front of his golden throne wearing lavish crimson robes, a sun-shaped crown,
and a dark scowl.


Trystan stumbled to a halt. “Father, I apologize for—”


“You dare address me from so far away?” the emperor
demanded, his gray eyes flashing. “Come here!” 


Trystan and Sebara hurried to the end of the carpet. When
they reached the steps to the dais, they stopped, crossed their arms against
their chests, and bowed deeply. 


“Better,” Ka’zarel snapped. “Rise.” The emperor’s gaze
flickered to Sebara, then fixed upon his son. “Now you may speak.”


“I apologize for making you wait, Father,” Trystan said, his
eyes downcast. “I was ... preoccupied.”


“Of course you were,” the emperor said, sneering. “Luckily
for you, the subject of this audience is the more unsatisfactory of my two
offspring—which, at present, is your brother. Although I have every confidence
you will find some way to surpass Varrin again. You are, if nothing else,
consistent in being a staggering disappointment to me.”


“Yes, Father. Sorry, Father.”


“Look at me when I talk to you!”


Trystan hastily looked up at his father, balling his fists
at his sides. The golden spikes on his shoulders quivered. 


“You are spineless,” the emperor proclaimed, his upper lip
curling in disdain. “If only you had your brother’s courage, and he your
obedience.” Ka’zarel took a step back, sat on his throne, and barked,
“Fino’jin!”


A tall, muscular, middle-aged man with a rough-hewn face
covered in unsightly scars stepped out from behind a pillar. Sebara knew the
commander of the Skin Slicers by reputation only—a peerless warrior and a
fearless leader, possessing an almost fanatical devotion to the emperor. Like
all Skin Slicers, Fino’jin wore red and gold armor, and the hilt of an
electrified longsword gleamed over his shoulder. 


Fino’jin clomped over to join Sebara and Trystan in front of
the throne. Crossing his fists against his chest, he bowed swiftly to the
emperor and said in a gravelly voice, “I live to serve.”


Ka’zarel nodded, then returned his attention to Trystan.
“Fino’jin tells me your brother has recently lost his mind,” the emperor said.
“It was bad enough when he was flying around the galaxy as a lawless mercenary,
but now he has supposedly allied with a Ssrisk and a terrestrial!” 


“A particularly devious terrestrial, my lord,” Fino’jin
said. “She has poisoned your son against you. Every day he spends with her is a
day he drifts further from your grasp.”


The emperor’s knuckles turned white as his hands tightened
on the throne’s gilded arms. His eyes still on Trystan, Ka’zarel said,
“Fino’jin’s report has led me to realize I have left this matter unattended for
long enough.”


“What matter is that, Father?” the boy asked cautiously.


“I need an heir. Varrin is smart, strong, and
courageous—everything you are not. But he is out of control and beyond my
reach. Which is why I am tasking you with a mission: find your brother and
return him to Rakor.” 


Sebara realized she was gaping at the emperor, and hastily
averted her eyes. 


“How am I supposed to find him?” Trystan asked helplessly.
“I’ve never even left the palace! I have no idea how to track someone across a
cactus garden, let alone across an entire galaxy.”


“I am well aware of your incompetence,” the emperor said.
“That is why Fino’jin will be assisting you.” He glanced at the scarred Skin
Slicer. “Tell my son about the shuttle.”


Fino’jin fixed Trystan with a sharp look. “After ex-Admiral
Kratis flew his battle cruiser into Tetrarchy-protected space and got himself
killed, Prince Varrin stole a shuttle from Kratis’s ship and escaped. Since the
shuttle is Rakorsian, I can track it. It should lead us straight to your
brother.”


“Once you locate Varrin,” Ka’zarel said, “you will convince
him to come home.”


“I will?” Trystan squeaked.


“Don’t interrupt! You are always tormenting me with your
flowery turns of phrase—use them on your brother instead. Perhaps you can
succeed where that fool Kratis failed.” 


“And if I can’t?”


“Even if you fail,” the emperor said, “at the very least it
will get you out of the palace and away from the empress’s coddling. Perhaps
the vacuum of space will awaken your masculinity in a way the oases of Rakor
clearly cannot.” Ka’zarel clapped his hands once, sharply. “Report to the royal
spaceport. You lift off in an hour. Now get out of my sight.”


The boy flinched. Then he bobbed his head, turned, and
hurried back down the long carpet. Sebara bowed to the emperor and strode
quickly after Trystan. As soon as the prince and his bodyguard crossed the
threshold, the golden doors slammed shut behind them. 


Trystan instantly bent over, hands on his knees as he gasped
for breath. Sebara felt like doing the same, but knew the Skin Slicers flanking
the doors were watching them. “Your Highness,” she said quietly. “Perhaps you
might prefer having your panic attack in a more secluded area?”


He nodded and straightened. They hurried from the
antechamber and stopped in the first empty corridor they found. The boy slumped
back against a stone pillar and clapped a hand over his face. “How in Kari’s
name am I supposed to convince my brother to come back to Rakor?” he moaned. “I
was eight years old when he left! What if he doesn’t recognize me? What if he does
recognize me, but still doesn’t want to listen? What if …” 


Sebara blocked out his rambling—she was busy trying to come
to terms with the abrupt new trajectory her life had taken. I knew
protecting the prince wouldn’t be an easy task, but I never expected to be sent
off on a secret mission to recapture the lost crown prince on my first day! 


Trystan suddenly dropped his hand from his face and stared
wide-eyed at Sebara. “What if Varrin tries to kill me? I know they say
blood is the strongest bond, but technically we’re only half-brothers!”


Sebara took a deep breath and straightened her shoulders.
“Your brother is not going to kill you,” she said firmly. 


Trystan’s blue eyes widened with hope. “He’s not?”


“No. Because if he tried, I would stop him. I have sworn my
life to protect you, Prince Trystan, and I will not fail you.” 


“But what if Varrin kills you first?”


“Commander Fino’jin would protect you.”


“What if he kills you and Fino’jin?”


A muscle twitched in Sebara’s jaw. “Then I would suggest you
run as fast as you can in the opposite direction, and hope your brother’s aim
is off that day.”











Chapter 1


 


The leonine shopkeeper heaved a
large plastic container from behind the counter and thunked it down in front of
Eris. Narrowing her green eyes suspiciously at the box, the human girl said,
“Are you sure all my supplies are in there? That container looks kind of
… small.”


“Are you accusing Taku Taku of cheating you?” the alien
demanded, baring his fangs. “I will have you know I received a 7.3 star rating
from the Galactic Association of Space Station Merchants Ethics Committee just
last month! Not to mention my long and illustrious history of—” 


“I’m sure you’re not cheating me,” Eris said quickly. “I
just wanted to—”


“Everything you ordered is in this container!” Taku Taku
insisted, his whiskers twitching. “One jug of lamri coolant, three
packages of dried choo tentacles, one size seven plasma coil, four—”


“I believe you! Really, I do.”


“Let no one say Taku Taku cheats his customers!” The alien
shook his thick auburn mane aggressively.


Eris groaned. “I never said you did!” She pulled out her
credit chip and offered it to him. “Look, I’ll just pay you, take the box, and
go. Okay?”


“Excellent,” Taku Taku purred.


She breathed a sigh of relief as Taku Taku reached out a
furry paw for the metallic hex. While he processed her order, she leaned back
against the counter and watched the panoply of aliens streaming past her along
the space station’s curved shopping concourse. Some of the aliens were
humanoid, but many were not—there were scaled aliens with horns, slimy aliens
with flexible eye-stalks, and even a small group of tentacled creatures that
seemed to swim rather than walk across the floor.


Eris’s attention was suddenly caught by two tall, slim
figures headed her way along the concourse. These aliens had pastel yellow
skin, huge eyes, and no mouths. The lapels of their tailored gray uniforms were
each adorned with a golden, four-pointed star. Psilosians! she thought. What
are Tetrarchy agents doing on some backwater space station? They couldn’t be
looking for me … could they?


“The transaction is complete,” Taku Taku announced. 


Turning back to the shopkeeper, Eris hastily retrieved her
credit chip and shoved it into the pocket of her purple camouflage pants.
“Thanks.”


“Do you require anything else from Taku Taku?”


Eris glanced nervously over her shoulder. The two uniformed
Psilosians were getting closer. “No, I’m good,” she said. As Taku Taku turned
away, she tried to lift the crate. It was so heavy she could barely move it.
“Uh … any chance you deliver?” 


Taku Taku wiggled his furry fingers at her. “Do these look
like the paws of someone who regularly engages in heavy lifting?”


Oh, for the … “Fine. I’ll get it later.”


“I close in twenty minutes. You’ll have to come back
tomorrow.”


Eris scowled. “You’re a terrible shopkeeper, you know that?”


Taku Taku licked his paws unconcernedly. 


Huffing, Eris abandoned the supply crate, stepped away from
the counter, and slipped into the crowd. She moved quickly, trying to put some
distance between herself and the Psilosians. As she walked, she casually
brushed her chin-length, red-streaked brown hair with her fingers, arranging
several strands to fall in front of her face. She hoped this would prevent the
Psilosians from recognizing her. 


Next, she tapped the transparent communicator band around
her wrist, and whispered, “Miguri?” 


“Eris?” trilled a high-pitched voice. “How goes the
shopping?”


The sound of chewing came through the communicator. Eris
pictured her three-foot-tall, poufy-haired Claktill friend munching on some
alien snack she’d no doubt find disgusting. “Shhh,” she said softly. “I just
saw two Psilosians in Tetrarchy uniforms. I don’t think they’ve spotted me yet,
but they might—and if they do, they’re definitely going to try to arrest me.”


She pictured Miguri’s white hair spiking in alarm. “This is
a troublesome development,” he said. 


“Tell me about it.” Eris dodged around a dog-like alien
wearing a breathing mask, and continued weaving her way along the concourse.
“I’m not too keen on the idea of being dragged off to Alpha Centauri Prime to
stand trial for a whole bunch of crimes I didn’t commit. Well, not most of
them, anyway.” Spotting the bank of elevators up ahead, she angled toward it.


“Do you have your striker?” Miguri asked.


Eris reached down and brushed her fingers along the smooth
grip of the alien laser gun tucked into her waistband. “Of course. But I don’t
want to get into a shootout. This place is really crowded, and I might hit
someone by accident.”


“Find a place to lay low,” Miguri instructed. “I will tell Varrin
to track your communicator’s location and join you. He can help you elude the
Psilosians so you can both return to the shuttle.”


Eris bit her lip. “Can’t you send Grashk instead?”


“What? Why?”


“Uh, because he’s not the one I’m furious with right now?”


There was a pause.


“Eris, you have more immediate concerns right now than your
relationship problems,” Miguri lectured. 


She sighed. “Yeah, yeah. Fine. Send Varrin.” 


Eris tapped her communicator and closed the channel.
Glancing over her shoulder, she flinched when she realized the Psilosians were
less than five yards behind her. They didn’t seem to have recognized her yet,
but she knew it was only a matter of time. Gritting her teeth, she continued
walking as casually—and rapidly—as possible toward the elevators. 


One of the curved glass doors opened as she approached, and
she hurried inside the empty elevator. Staring at the row of glowing buttons,
Eris tried to remember which symbol would close the door.


“You! Humanoid!” one of the Psilosians called. Like all
Psilosians he had no mouth, and communicated by blinking his long-lashed
eyelids to produce a melody. Eris’s lamri—the glowing white gemstone she wore
around her neck—translated the melody into English. 


Eris turned her face away from the Psilosians and pretended
she hadn’t heard them. Picking a button at random, she started mashing it
frantically. The door didn’t close. 


“Humanoid!” the Psilosian repeated. “It is illegal to carry
a semi-concealed weapon in Furanku Station! Produce either your open carry
permit or your concealed carry permit, or prepare to be arrested for improper
transportation of weaponry!”


Eris glanced down at the striker partially concealed by her
silvery shirt. Seriously? That’s why they’re chasing me? Of all the
stupid things to be arrested for … 


She slammed both her hands repeatedly against the control
panel, lighting up dozens of buttons simultaneously. Come on, elevator,
work!


The Psilosians pulled out their strikers as they strode
toward her. “Exit the elevator with your appendages over your head!” 


At that moment, the door finally slid shut. As the elevator
shot upward, Eris breathed a sigh of relief and sank back against the curved
wall. That was way too close, she thought, tugging the hem of her shirt
down over her striker. 


Metal paneling flashed by the elevator’s small window. Then
the metal disappeared, and all Eris could see was starry space. Crossing to the
window, she peered out and saw the tube-shaped space station below her. She
realized the elevator shaft extended out the top of Furanku Station and
connected to wherever she was going. 


When the elevator stopped and the door opened, Eris was
assaulted by a cacophony of pounding music, conversation, laughter, shouting,
snorting, and honking. She gingerly stepped out of the elevator and into the
center of a brightly-lit bar. 


Distant stars glittered through the transparent walls and
floor. Beneath her boots, she saw the rest of Furanku Station floating serenely
above a swirling orange gas giant. Okay. This is pretty cool, she
thought, grinning. I feel like I’m walking on stars.


Stepping further into the bar, Eris passed bar patrons
sitting at see-through tables sipping liquid from colorful cups and snacking on
food from pyramid-shaped boxes. A few dog-like aliens had their gas masks
hooked up to tubes protruding from their table, occasionally moving their masks
aside to puff out thick streams of blue smoke. Over near the curving staircase,
Eris spotted a group of Triila—sentient balls of light—whirring in a circle
around a small holograph generator that was projecting a dizzying swirl of
colors over their table.


Hearing several zhwip sounds from overhead, she
looked up and saw the ceiling was also transparent, and there were many more
aliens sitting at tables on the bar’s second level. She also saw a peculiar
machine directly above the elevator. It was encircled by a counter, and had
colorful moving parts and dozens of clear plastic tubes sprouting from the top.
Intrigued, Eris watched as a red canister shot out the top of the machine,
zig-zagged through a system of clear, interconnected tubes, and dropped onto a
table about ten feet in front of her. Oooh, it’s like a high-tech vending
machine! I definitely have to try that.


A huge, furry
white alien with foot-long tusks picked up the red canister, ripped a thin
transparent film off the top, and took a swig of the contents. Then he roared
and slammed it down on the table. His drinking companion—who had even bigger
tusks—jumped at the noise and spilled his own drink on the floor. The two
aliens lunged to their feet and started howling at each other, beating their
hairy chests like gorillas. 


On the other hand, she thought, maybe the vending
machine can wait. A bar probably isn’t the best place to lay low anyway, no
matter how cool it is. 


Eris turned back toward the elevator, but someone was
blocking her way—a humanoid alien with dark green skin and curly blue hair,
clad all in black. He was swaying slightly, and his dark eyes looked bleary. Definitely
drunk, she thought, wrinkling her nose.  


When she tried to step around him, he staggered in front of
her and blocked her way again. “Excuse me,” Eris said, forcing a polite smile.
“I’m trying to leave. Please move.”


“But you jush got here,” the man slurred, leering at her.


“I did just get here,” she agreed, in the same tone
she’d used when babysitting her neighbor’s three-year-old back on Earth. “And
now I’m going.”


“Come on, girlie, don’t be like that.” 


The alien grabbed her arm and yanked her forward. Eris
crashed into his sweaty chest. “Let go of me!” she exclaimed. 


“Come on, girlie,” he wheedled. “Jush one drink. That’s all
I ashk.”


“And I said no.”


Eris tried to wrench her arm out of his grip, but he was too
strong. Fine, she thought, fuming. You want to cause a scene? Let’s cause
a scene! She reached her free hand toward her striker, already imagining
her attacker unconscious and drooling on the ground from a stunner shot to the
face.


“Traggs! Release that girl at once!”


A woman stalked toward them, her thigh-high, high-heeled
boots carrying her swiftly across the starry floor. She was obviously the same
species as the man, with dark green skin, waist-length curly blue hair, and
feral, wolf-like golden eyes. Her clothing was black and close-fitting, with a
striker clearly visible at her belt. Her shoulders were tense, as though she
was coiled to pounce on the first person who looked at her the wrong way. 


Traggs dropped Eris’s arm and staggered away from her. “We
were jush g-gonna have a drink, Kalla …” he stammered.


Kalla’s voice was silk layered on sandpaper. “Go back to the
ship and sleep it off, Traggs. Now.” 


The green-skinned man scowled, grumbled something, and then
slumped off toward the elevator. 


“Thanks,” Eris said. “But I had it under control.”


Kalla grinned, exposing sharp canines. “That’s exactly why I
stepped in. Traggs may be an idiot when he’s drunk, but he’s also my
navigator—and he couldn’t do much navigating if you’d shot him.”


Eris quickly dropped her hand from her striker. “Was I that
obvious?”


“Well, since I would have done the same thing, it was
obvious to me.” Kalla stared at Eris for a few seconds, then tilted her head
toward the stairs leading up to the second level. “Let me buy you a drink.”


“Oh, no, I couldn’t—” 


“I’ll take it out of Traggs’s wages.”


Eris hesitated. I do really want to try out that tubey
machine … and I suppose Varrin can find me just as easily here as anywhere … “Okay.
Just a quick one.”


“Excellent.”


Kalla led the way to the stairs, her hips swaying
provocatively in her skin-tight black pants. Several male humanoids stared at
the green-skinned woman as she passed by, but quickly dropped their gazes when
Kalla glared and hissed at them. 


She reminds me of a particularly standoffish cat, Eris
thought. I should introduce her to Taku Taku.


Kalla walked over to the bar and sat on one of the high
stools. Eris slid onto the seat next to her, resting her hand on the counter as
she did so. The surface under her fingers lit up with holographs of brightly
colored canisters moving along the curved counter as though on a conveyor belt.



“Whoa!” Eris exclaimed, pulling her hand away. 


“First time in an ACDU bar?” Kalla asked, smirking.


“ACDU?”


“The ACDU’s that machine right in front of you, with all the
tubes. Automated Consumables Dispenser Unit. Practically every service station
across the galaxy has one.”


“Oh. I don’t get out much.”


“Clearly.”


Kalla turned her attention to the counter and tapped one of
the holographic canisters—a yellow one, with alien writing scribbled across it.
She glanced at Eris as the canister brightened. “What do you want?”


“Uh …” Eris tried desperately to remember the name of the
alien drink Varrin had once ordered for her on Vega Minor. “A … Sappasan
Sunrise?”


“You mean a Saluzan Sunrise?”


“Yeah, sure. That. Non-alcoholic, please.”


“Suit yourself.”


The blue-haired woman touched her finger to a lime green
canister, which also brightened, then tapped her hexagonal credit chip against
the counter. The ACDU whirred to life. Two canisters zhwip-ed out the
top of the machine, sped through the tube system, and dropped down in front of
them on the counter in a neat stack, liquid sloshing inside. 


“Awesome,” Eris said, and grabbed the top canister. She
ripped off the thin plastic film that covered the opening and took a sip of the
neon green liquid. Since she’d never actually had the chance to try the Saluzan
Sunrise Varrin had bought her, she had no idea what to expect. It reminded her
of carbonated sweet and sour sauce. Weird, but not terrible.


“So, where are you from?” Kalla asked casually.


“You’ve probably never heard of it.”


“Try me.”


“Earth?”


“You’re right. Never heard of it.” 


“What about you?” Eris asked.


Kalla wiggled her green fingers. “Vekrori Prime. Obviously.”
After taking another swig of her drink, she added, “So, what brings you to
Furanku Station? You look young to be travelling alone.”


“I’m not—I mean, I’m travelling with some friends. I just
finished buying supplies, and I … uh, saw the bar, and thought I’d get a
drink.”


Kalla’s golden wolf-eyes narrowed. “Funny. Because from what
I saw, it looked like you were leaving with no intention of getting a drink.”


Eris winced. “Oh. Well, yeah. I sort of ended up here by
accident, to be honest.”


“How do you accidentally end up in a bar?”


“I was avoiding someone.”


The Vekrori woman laughed throatily. “I know what that’s
like. Who were you avoiding? The guy who gave you that necklace?” 


Eris glanced down and realized she had been absent-mindedly
fiddling with the golden pendant she wore around her neck along with her lamri.
“He’s not the one I’m avoiding,” she said, dropping the pendant so it rested
against her silvery shirt. “Well, actually, I am avoiding him. Just not
at the moment.”


“Then why are you here?” Kalla prompted.


“It’s kind of a long story.”


“We both still have half a drink.” 


Eris looked at her can, then shrugged and took another sip. I
definitely won’t tell her everything, but a little can’t hurt, right? Not to
mention getting a female opinion on this situation would be nice … “So the
guy who gave me this pendant, well, let’s just say it’s complicated.”


“Is it ever not complicated, with men?” Kalla said,
smirking.


Eris laughed. “Anyway, we met a few months ago, and there
were instant sparks. Literally. Then there was a rough patch—okay, a really rough
patch—but eventually we made up. I told him I loved him, and he proposed to
me.”


“Did you accept?”


“Are you insane? I’m only seventeen!”


“I assume that’s young for your species to get married?”


Eris nodded. “Just a little, yeah. He didn’t take the
rejection well and bolted, so I had to chase after him to explain. We finally
managed to work it all out, and we agreed to take things a bit slower—you know,
actually try dating first. That’s when he gave me the pendant.”


Kalla’s eyes gleamed with interest as she bent forward to
look at the golden medallion more closely. “It’s beautiful.”


“Thanks. He called it a ‘promise pendant’—told me it
represented his promise to be true to me. But the part he didn’t mention
is that, by accepting it, I was technically agreeing to marry him.” 


“But I thought you said—”


“That I’d already turned him down? Yeah, I did. But he went
and married me anyway. Starting to see why we’re not on speaking terms right
now?”


Kalla grinned. “I’m getting the idea. But you’re still
together, even after all that?”


Eris bit her lip. “I mean, I’m angry with him, but I still
love him. He does stupid stuff all the time. Once he figures out what he did
wrong and apologizes, we can move on. I hope.”


“And what does moving on entail?”


“Well, for a start, getting his ship back.”


“Did he lose it?”


It suddenly occurred to Eris that she probably shouldn’t be
discussing their plans with Kalla. Telling a random alien I just met that
we’re planning to sneak into a secure military facility to liberate Varrin’s
ship probably won’t end well.


“He … misplaced it,” Eris said vaguely.


The Vekrori woman snorted. “You mean someone took it. Well,
tell him to buy a new ship, and to be more careful with it.”


“It’s not that simple.” 


“Why not?”


“This ship … it’s not just a ship, you know? It’s his home—and
now mine, too. It’s like asking Jack Sparrow to abandon the Black Pearl, or Han
Solo to …” She trailed off as Kalla stared at her blankly. “Never mind. We just
need to get it back. Trust me on this.”


After a few seconds, Kalla said, “My father once told me a
home isn’t a place—it’s being with the people you love.” She took a long swig
of her drink. “Of course, that was about a week before my mother caught him in
bed with a Falkese dancing girl and caved his chest in with a rungi horn. So I
wouldn’t put much weight in his words if I were you.”


Eris wasn’t sure how to respond, so she just smiled
awkwardly.


Kalla drained the rest of her drink, then tapped her finger
against her chin. “Do you know who took the ship?”


“Why?” 


“Because I happen to know several individuals who are very
good at tracking down stolen merchandise.”


Intrigued, Eris said casually, “Would they also happen to
know anything about local Tetrarchy bases? Just out of curiosity.”


Kalla chuckled, grasping a strand of her curly blue hair and
twisting it lazily around her finger. “I might know someone who could help you
out with that. I might even tell you, if you can make it worth my while.”


“Money isn’t an issue.” Not while I have Varrin’s
bottomless credit chip burning a hole in my pocket.


“Then we’re in business.” Kalla tilted her head toward the
elevator. “We’ll have to go to my ship—I need to access my contact files.”


A tingle of warning shot up Eris’s spine. “You can’t access
them from here?”


“Don’t trust me, girl?”


“Just being cautious.”


“Fine. There’s a public terminal three decks down I can use
instead. Nice and crowded—no chance of me doing whatever you think I’m planning
on doing.”


Eris hesitated. I’m supposed to be waiting for Varrin.
But I don’t want to miss this opportunity. I’m sure he’ll find me anyway. And
if she tries anything, I can just stun her. Mind made up, she said, “Okay.
Let’s go.”


Kalla stood smoothly and sashayed across the starry floor,
heading for the stairs. Eris downed the rest of her drink and hurried down the steps
after the green-skinned woman. She caught up to Kalla at the elevator just as
the door slid open. 


They stepped inside. Kalla pressed a button, and the door
closed. As the elevator began to descend, Eris said, “So where—”  


There was a blur of motion, and suddenly the barrel of
Kalla’s striker was pressed against the side of Eris’s head.


The Vekrori woman smirked. “Surprise.”











Chapter 2


 


Why does this keep happening to
me? Eris thought miserably. As she raised her hands in surrender, she said,
“Didn’t waste much time, did you?” 


“You make it sound like you expected to be kidnapped,” Kalla
said.


Eris winced as the striker barrel pressed harder against her
skull. “Let’s just say this isn’t my first alien abduction. I thought you’d
have at least given me a chance to fight back.”


“I don’t believe in taking unnecessary risks. Now, shut your
mouth and do what I tell you. One wrong move and you’re dead.”


The Vekrori woman yanked the striker from Eris’s waistband
and shoved it through her own belt. Then she pulled the communicator from
Eris’s wrist and tossed it to the floor. Eris’s heart sank. Well, there goes
any chance of Varrin charging in to rescue me from this mess. Without my
communicator, he has no way of tracking me on this massive space station. 


The elevator stopped and the door slid open. “Get out,”
Kalla said, shoving her striker against the small of Eris’s back. “Walk. Now.
And stay quiet. If you scream, I’ll shoot you.”


They stepped out into a high-ceilinged docking bay. The room
was chaotic, full of aliens rushing around, anti-grav forklifts carrying stacks
of metal crates, and robots rolling along beep-booping. A few yards in front of
them, a large toad-like creature was spewing yellow slime from its mouth as it
argued with a winged alien hovering behind a desk.


As they started to cross the docking bay, Eris was nearly
knocked off her feet by a pack of furry little six-legged creatures being
herded along by a pebbly-skinned alien. 


“Control your moofas!” Kalla snapped at the alien, who
flinched and hurried away with his charges. 


They continued to the other side of the docking bay, where a
row of hatches was set into the outer curved wall. Kalla directed Eris toward
an opening near a stack of barrels stamped with neon pink writing.


As they stepped through the hatch, Eris spotted Traggs
standing a few yards down the docking tube. He was leaning against the
corrugated metal wall, and grinned when he saw them. 


Eris sighed. “Of course you were working together.”


Traggs snorted. “You’re just figuring that out now?”


“In my defense, you play ‘drunken lout’ really well. Drawing
from years of experience, no doubt.”


“Traggs—binders!” Kalla snapped.


Scowling at Eris, the green-skinned man pulled out a set of
metal cuffs and clipped them around her wrists. “I wouldn’t try to escape, if I
were you,” Traggs warned, holding up a small spherical device. “One press of
this button—” 


“And the binders will zap me with electricity,” Eris
finished for him. “I know how binders work. This isn’t my first abduction.”


“Maybe you should stop wandering off with strangers.”


“Maybe strangers should stop kidnapping me,” Eris retorted.


At Kalla’s command, Traggs pushed Eris further along the
docking tube. They rounded a corner and approached an airlock guarded by two
Vekrori men. The green-skinned guards lifted their strikers.


“Kalla. What brings you to the Fortune’s Call today?”
one of the guards asked.


“I have a gift for Trade Lord Ysrin,” Kalla said, gesturing
at Eris.


Eris scowled. “I’m a what now?”


“Shut up,” Kalla said.


The guards glanced at each other, nodded, and stepped aside.
When the airlock opened, Traggs shoved Eris through and onto the docked
spaceship. 


As they walked along a short hallway leading to crimson
double doors, Eris could hear muffled conversation and electronic music coming
from somewhere up ahead. The doors slid open, and they stepped into a wide,
low-ceilinged, smoky lounge. The room was crowded with aliens—easily a hundred,
possibly more. Most were green-skinned Vekrori, but there were also a few
oddities—two octopoid creatures near the doors, some furry cat-people on the
couches by a huge window showing starry space, and two yeti-men pounding back
drinks at the bar.


“Now this looks more like your kind of hangout,” Eris
said to Traggs. “Seedy, disgusting, reeking of booze—you fit right in.”


Traggs bared his pointy canines at her. “You wanna say that
again, girlie?”


“Gladly,” Eris shot back. “You’re a—”


“The next person who opens their mouth gets a stunner to the
face,” Kalla snarled. 


Eris and Traggs fell silent and glared at each other.


Kalla led them toward the back of the room, where a fat,
richly-clad, green-skinned man sat in a high-backed chair. He had short, oily
blue hair and a moustache with one thin braid hanging from each side of his
mouth. His thick fingers gleamed with jewels and golden rings. 


“Trade Lord Ysrin,” Kalla said, stopping before the seated
man and inclining her head. “How are you?”


“Just wonderful, Kalla my darling,” Ysrin oozed. “My day is
always brightened when you stop by. Now, tell me—what gift have you brought me
today?” He crossed his wide-sleeved arms and stared up at her expectantly.


Kalla crooked her finger at Traggs. Eris stumbled as he
pushed her forward. 


“I found this girl in the ACDU bar,” Kalla said. “She’s
young, passably attractive for a humanoid, and looks healthy enough. I thought
she might fetch you a decent price at today’s auction.”


Eris’s jaw dropped. “You are not auctioning me off!
What am I, a piece of furniture?” 


The trade lord chuckled, making his small blue braids quiver
and his large stomach wobble. “What fun! She certainly has spirit.”


“Enough spirit to let me go?” Eris asked hopefully.


“And deprive myself of the joy of selling you to the highest
bidder? No, no, we can’t have that. How can I call myself an auction enthusiast
if I set all my auction items free?”


Frustrated, Eris decided to try a different strategy. “I
should warn you,” she said, “I’m not alone.” 


Ysrin raised his eyebrows. “Oh?”


“My friends are going to come looking for me. And trust me,
you do not want to meet them.”


“She’s bluffing,” Kalla said. “She told me a sob story about
her husband—”


“He’s not my husband!” 


“—and she admitted they aren’t on speaking terms. By the
time he figures out she’s missing, she and her buyer will be long gone.”


Thinking quickly, Eris said, “Forget my friends. I have
money. Lots of it. Let me go and I’ll pay you as much as you want.”


“Another bluff?” Ysrin asked Kalla, who nodded.


“I’m not bluffing!” Eris protested. “Seriously! There’s a
credit chip in my pocket, and I guarantee you it’s got millions of tetras on
it!”


Kalla, Ysrin, and Traggs burst out laughing.


Wiping tears from his eyes, the trade lord said, “I do adore
this gift you’ve given me, Kalla. Will you stay for the auction?”


“Sadly, I have other matters to take care of,” Kalla said.
“Traggs, give Trade Lord Ysrin the control to the girl’s binders.”


Traggs hurried forward and handed the small metal orb to
Ysrin. The trade lord tucked it into the broad sash around his waist. 


Kalla bowed to him. “By your leave.” 


Ysrin waved his pudgy hand dismissively. “Yes, yes, off you
go.”


As Kalla and Traggs strode away toward the exit, Ysrin
placed his hands on the arms of his chair and ponderously stood up. A bright
spotlight switched on, bathing him in light. The din of conversation quickly
faded as the occupants of the lounge turned their attention toward their host.


“Thank you for your attention, my friends,” Ysrin said
jovially. “I’m pleased to announce it’s time for this afternoon’s auction!”


As the crowd applauded, Ysrin gestured dramatically to Eris,
who glared out at the crowd. “Our first item is this feisty young … what
species are you, my dear?”


“I’m … uh …” Eris knew there were several humanoid species
in the galaxy, including the Rakorsians, but her brain was blanking on their
names. And I’m sure as hell not telling him I’m Rakorsian—he’d probably
shoot me or something. Finally, she admitted, “I’m human.” 


“Is that a real species?” Ysrin asked suspiciously.


“Yes!” she exclaimed. “We’re terrestrials.” 


The trade lord’s face lit up. “How exotic!” He turned to the
crowd and boomed, “Did you hear that, my friends? A terrestrial! Plucked from
her under-developed, pre-space-flight planet and brought all the way here for
our entertainment!” Ysrin returned his attention to Eris and asked eagerly,
“What special talent does your species possess? Something unusual, I hope.”


Eris glowered at him. “Nothing, unless you count my
sparkling personality.”


The trade lord’s face fell, but he quickly rallied. “No
matter! A terrestrial is still a remarkable find. Let’s start the bidding at
one thousand tetras. Do I have any takers?”


An alien over by the gambling tables raised a tentacle.


“Thank you!” Ysrin boomed. “Do I hear fifteen hundred?”


As her sale price continued to steadily increase, Eris’s
heartbeat quickened and her throat grew tight. I’m so incredibly screwed, she
thought, watching in silent horror as the trade lord auctioned away her
freedom. Normally at this point Varrin would burst into the room and rescue
me, but he has no idea where I am. I’m on my own.


“Thirty-five hundred!” Ysrin shouted. “Do I hear four
thousand?”


There has to be something I can do, Eris thought,
frantically scanning the room. I don’t have my striker. Plus I’ve got these
stupid binders on my wrists, and I do not want to get electrocuted. Her
green eyes widened. Or do I …?


Eris spotted several security guards scattered around the
room, but they seemed more interested in the crowd than in her. They
obviously don’t think I’m a threat. And why would they? Teenage girl, hands
bound, no weapon … I wouldn’t be concerned about me either. Clenching her
jaw, she began to edge toward the trade lord.


“Who will give me five thousand?” Ysrin shouted. “Come now,
I know at least a few of you are collectors of the highest caliber; a
terrestrial would make a fine addition to your menageries! There we go—five
thousand! Thank you, my friend. Now, who will offer six?”


Eris took a deep breath, steeled herself, and lunged at
Ysrin. 


As the trade lord shouted in panic and stumbled away from
her, he frantically pulled the binder control from his sash and activated it.
Electricity surged up Eris’s arms, shooting white-hot pain through her whole
body. But she had expected it, and prepared for it. Gritting her teeth and
fighting through the pain, Eris completed her lunge and tackled Ysrin to the
ground. Because he was now in contact with her, the electric shock hit him too.
He began to writhe under her, screaming … and then his hand spasmed open,
dropping the remote.


The electric current switched off, and suddenly Eris could
breathe again. Her hands shook as she snatched up the remote. There were
multiple buttons, and Eris had no idea what any of them did, so she mashed them
all. Electricity surged up her arms again, jumping through her body to the
trade lord and making them both scream. Finally she hit the right button, and
the binders clicked open and fell off her wrists.


Ysrin was still rolling on the floor, shuddering and gasping
for breath. “Didn’t expect that, did you?” Eris rasped. Dropping the remote,
she grabbed the binders and latched them onto his thick wrists.


By this time the guards had surrounded her. “Step away from
the trade lord!” one of them shouted, pointing a striker at her head. 


“Back off and drop your weapons!” Eris countered, snatching
up the remote and brandishing it at them. “Unless you want me to electrocute
your precious trade lord!”


“You wouldn’t dare,” Ysrin panted.


“I blasted a hole through a Ssrisk captain’s chest with a
plasma rifle less than a week ago,” Eris said grimly. “Trust me, I’m perfectly
okay with hurting people who hurt me.”


After a brief pause, Ysrin ordered, “Do as she says.” The
guards reluctantly dropped their weapons. 


Displaying a confidence she didn’t feel, Eris reached out
and grabbed the striker closest to her. Jumping to her feet, she snapped at
Ysrin, “Get up.” 


The trade lord lumbered upright in a flurry of fabric and
grumbling. By the time he’d straightened, Eris had the striker pressed to the
side of his head, the tip of the barrel nestled in his oily blue curls. 


“This is foolish,” Ysrin said. “You’ll never get off this
ship alive. Surrender now and I will spare your life.”


“Oh, shut up,” Eris said. “I’m in charge, and you know it.
Now, here’s what’s going to happen …” She looked around the smoky lounge,
trying to figure out her next move. I probably should have planned a bit
further than this. “Okay,” she finally said. “Trade Lord, you and I are
going to walk nice and peacefully out of this room. I won’t shoot you, and your
guards won’t shoot me. Deal?”


“Fine,” Ysrin bit out.


“Great. Let’s move.”


Eris could feel the fine hairs on the back of her neck
standing on end as she and Ysrin slowly made their way through the crowded
lounge. Some of the assembled aliens hissed, glared, or growled as she passed
them.


They reached the closed doors. What now? she thought.
I get him to open the doors, stun him, and then run? 


Ysrin seemed to sense her hesitation. “Out of ideas, are
we?” he taunted. 


“Shut up,” Eris repeated. “I have a plan.” She grabbed his
shoulder, spinning them both around so her back was to the exit and the trade
lord was a shield between herself and the rest of the lounge. “Now, open the
doors and—”


Before Ysrin could move, the doors suddenly slid open behind
her. More guards? Eris thought, panicking. How many does he have? She
pressed her striker harder against the trade lord’s head and shouted over her
shoulder, “Don’t try anything funny, or I shoot him!”


“Go for it,” rumbled a deep, familiar voice. 


Eris chanced a backward glance. Standing behind her was a
tall, leanly muscled young man in black body armor. He had dark, shaggy hair
and bronze skin. His gray eyes glimmered with amusement. When she caught his
gaze, his lips twitched upward into a smirk. 


“Varrin?” she gaped. As always, the sight of him made her
breath hitch and her heart thud in her chest. “What are you doing here? How did
you find me?”


“I found you because I’m an excellent detective,” Varrin
drawled. “And as for why I’m here … well, I had intended to rescue you, but it
looks like you have the situation well in hand.” 


“I don’t know who you are, or what you want,” Ysrin said,
“but since you clearly know this girl, would you please tell her to
release me before I have my men blast you both into space dust?”


Varrin laughed. “I think you’ll find Eris does exactly what
she wants, regardless of what anyone says.” In a low voice, he added to her, “I
don’t suppose you’ve planned a way out of here?”


“Not exactly,” she admitted. “Although I did get this far by
myself, which I think’s pretty darn impressive.”


“No arguments here. Ready?”


“For what?”


“For this.” Grinning, he pulled a grenade from his belt,
yanked out the pin, and chucked it toward the center of the lounge. 


BOOM.


 











Chapter 3


 


There was a blinding flash of light
as the grenade exploded, filling the room with acrid smoke. Eris felt a strong
hand close around her wrist and yank her away from Ysrin. She dropped the
binder control, and the next thing she knew she was stumbling through the
doorway and along the short hallway outside the lounge. Varrin was a step
ahead, one hand grasping her wrist and pulling her along, his other hand
holding a sleek black striker.


“They’ll be after us in seconds,” Varrin said, releasing
her. “Run!”


As they dashed through the airlock and into the docking
tube, firing wildly behind them, she heard the zwoosh-ing of return
striker-fire. “I think they’re gaining on us!” Eris gasped.


“Then run faster!”


They reached the open hatch and burst out into the bustling
docking bay. Glancing back, Eris saw a small swarm of green-skinned Vekrori
charging down the docking arm toward them. 


ZWOOSH. ZWOOSH. ZWOOSH.


Chaos erupted around Eris and Varrin as the striker-fire
from Ysrin’s men blazed past them and out into the bay. Aliens screamed, some
scrambling for cover while others raced for the exits. A few pulled out their
own strikers and started shooting back. 


Varrin grabbed Eris’s wrist again and yanked her behind a
nearby stack of crates. 


“I really pissed them off, didn’t I?” she said, pressing her
back against the crates. “Guess Ysrin didn’t like the taste of his own
medicine.”


“You fed him medicine?” he asked, shooting her a puzzled
look.


“What? No, I mean …” Eris shook her head. “Never mind. Earth
phrase. So, what now?”


Varrin peeked out from behind the crates, then dodged back
to safety as a striker shot nearly took off his ear. “Too many to fight,” he
reported. “At least, not without risking injuring civilians. And I have a
feeling you’d get all pouty if I let that happen.”


Eris nodded. “No civilian-injuring, please. So we’re running
again?”


“Looks like. See any escape routes?”


As Varrin held their attackers at bay with well-placed
striker shots, Eris looked around frantically for an exit. The only way out she
could see were the elevators, which were on the other side of Ysrin’s horde.
Then she spotted a metal door a few yards away, on the outer curved wall of the
bay. “What about that?” she said, pointing.


Varrin glanced at the door. “A service lift! That’ll work.”
He pulled a small knife from his boot, cocked his arm back, and sent the blade
spinning through the air. It plunged into the control panel beside the service
lift, and the door slid open with a soft shwip. 


“Nice shot,” Eris said.


He smirked. “Naturally. Now, get inside the lift—I’ll cover
you.”


“I don’t need you to cover me. I have a striker too, you
know.”


“Good point.” Varrin yanked the striker from her hand. 


“Hey!”


“Easier to lay down cover fire with double the firepower.
Now move!”


Keeping her head down, Eris darted toward the service lift.
Varrin followed closely behind, shooting a steady line of burning plasma that
had Ysrin’s mob yelling and ducking for cover. 


Eris dashed through the open door. As Varrin leapt in after
her, she slammed her hands against the control panel. The door slid shut and
they shot upward. 


“Whew,” she said, sinking back against the wall. “That was
way too close.” She wearily lifted a hand and pushed a few strands of hair out
of her eyes. Then she noticed Varrin’s cheek was singed. 


“You got shot!” she exclaimed, alarmed.


“Huh?” He cautiously touched the angry red mark on his face.
“Oh. It’s just a graze. I’ll survive.”


“But—”


“I’m fine,” Varrin insisted. 


Eris was struck with the urge to throw her arms around him
to reassure herself he was all right. Then she remembered she was still furious
with him about the whole promise pendant debacle. Realizing this wasn’t the
best time to bring that up, she just sighed.


The elevator stopped and the door opened. Eris cautiously
poked her head out into the silent corridor. “Looks deserted. Where are we?”  


Varrin stepped out of the elevator and looked around. “No
idea.”


“Great. Now what?”


“We find a place to lay low until we think Ysrin’s men are
tired of searching for us. There might be a big storage room or something along
this corridor we can hide in. Then we head back to the shuttle.”


“Fine.”


They walked along side-by-side, following the empty, curving
corridor. There were portholes on the left wall showing starry space; the right
wall was lined with doors. 


Varrin cleared his throat. “Want this back?” He offered her
the striker she’d stolen from Ysrin’s guard.


“Yeah. Thanks.” Eris shoved it into her waistband.


“What were you doing on that ship, anyway?”


She winced. “I may have … uh … gotten kidnapped.”


He snorted. “Why doesn’t that surprise me?”


“I don’t get kidnapped that often. Anyway, it wasn’t
my fault.” 


Varrin arched an eyebrow. 


“Okay, fine, it might have been partially my fault. I
trusted someone I shouldn’t have. Lesson learned. Strangers are bad. Drop it.”


They fell into an awkward silence. 


After a few seconds, Varrin suddenly stepped in front of
Eris, crossed his arms, and scowled at her. She stumbled to a halt and returned
the glare. “What?” she demanded.


“It’s been three days since I gave you that Kari-forsaken
promise pendant, and I’m tired of this,” he said. “Tired of the silent
treatment, tired of the dirty looks, tired of you going out of your way to
avoid me—”


Eris gaped at him. “Varrin. We’re on the run from two dozen
angry, striker-wielding aliens who want to sell me to the highest bidder. Or
kill me. Possibly both. Now is not the time to talk!”


“Now’s the perfect time to talk,” he said stubbornly. “Look,
I get it. I screwed up. I should have never given you that promise pendant. I
didn’t think about what it meant when I offered it to you. I just thought you’d
like it. I wanted to make you happy.”


Eris scoffed. “Right. And the whole ‘by the way, we’re
married now’ thing was … what? An accident?”


“I didn’t think you’d figure out what the pendant meant,”
Varrin admitted, somewhat sheepishly. “And if at some point you did figure it
out, I was hoping you’d have changed your mind about marrying me by then, so it
wouldn’t matter. I’m sorry, okay?”


Eris crossed her arms and leveled a no-nonsense look at him.
“Giving me that pendant was—mmmf!”


Varrin had clapped his hand over her mouth, cutting her off
mid-sentence. “I hear footsteps,” he said softly. “And someone cursing in
Vekrori.”


She pried his hand off her mouth. “Are you sure you’re not
just trying to get out of this conversation?” she whispered.


“I’m the one who started it, remember?” He tapped his ear.
“Genetically-enhanced hearing—Ysrin’s goons are definitely headed our way. We
need to hide. Now. Unless you feel like getting into another shoot-out?”


“Let’s hide.”


Varrin walked up to the nearest door and tapped a button on
the control panel. The door slid open. An overhead light came on as they
entered the room, revealing a dusty office with a desk stacked high with boxes.
Varrin quickly switched the light off, plunging them into darkness.


“Can you still hear them?” Eris whispered.


“They’re getting closer.”


They stood on either side of the closed door, strikers
drawn. Eris strained to hear what was going on in the hallway, but couldn’t
make out anything. Then she heard them—a couple of aliens stomping up the
corridor, arguing about which way Eris and Varrin had fled. 


“They’re not here,” said one voice. “Report it in and we’ll
move to the next level.”


“I still say we split up and each take a level,” said a second
voice.


“Did you see that guy’s aim? I don’t get paid enough to face
him alone.”


“Coward.”


“Fine, you take him on. I’ll tell your wife what happened to
you.”


“She left me. Took my pet slurfee with her.” 


There was a long pause.


“That’s rough, man.”


“Yeah.” 


The footsteps and voices gradually faded away. Eris released
a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. “Well. That was
anticlimactic,” she said. “Think we’re off the hook?”


“We’d better stay here another few minutes to be sure they
don’t double back,” Varrin said.


They stood silently in the darkness.


Is this the right time to bring up the promise pendant
again? Eris wondered. We didn’t exactly finish the conversation. He
isn’t saying anything. I should say something. Or maybe I shouldn’t? Gah.
Relationships are confusing.


She shifted nervously from foot to foot, trying to think of
a way to break the silence. But she shifted a bit too far and lost her balance.
Squeaking in alarm, she stumbled forward, reaching for something solid to
steady herself. She collided with Varrin—and, suddenly, they were kissing. 


Eris wasn’t even sure how it happened, but now she found
herself on her tiptoes, her arms wrapped around Varrin’s neck, their lips
molded heatedly together. His hands gripped her waist, drawing her flush
against him. All she could feel was Varrin—his body, his hands, his talented
lips, making her head spin and her toes tingle.


Drawing back slightly, Varrin rested his forehead against
hers. “Not that I’m complaining,” he said, “but are you sure you want to be
doing this right now?”


“Why not? Kissing is good. Kissing is better than good.”


“You’re mad at me, remember?”


Eris sighed. “Oh yeah. Good point.”


She tried to summon up the anger she’d felt earlier, but
found it had vanished. Yeah, he screwed up. But he said he was sorry. And I
love him—and even though he hasn’t actually said he loves me back, I know how
much he cares about me. Plus, I’m tired of fighting. It’s exhausting. 


“I forgive you,” she said.


“You … wait. Really?” 


“Yeah, really.”


“You’re not just saying that because you were overwhelmed by
our passionate embrace?”


“Don’t flatter yourself. I was, at the most, whelmed.”


He laughed.


“But seriously,” Eris added. “Don’t pull anything like the
promise pendant again.” She poked his chest. “I mean it.”


“As my lady commands.”


“Good. Think we can leave yet?”


“I don’t hear them doubling back, so yeah. We’re probably in
the clear.” 


“But can we make it all the way back to our shuttle?”


“We can’t hide forever. We’ll just have to be stealthy.”


“And if there’s one thing you’re good at, it’s being
stealthy,” Eris said.


“Exactly.”


The door slid open and light streamed in. As Eris took a few
seconds to let her eyes adjust, Varrin stepped past her into the hallway. He
offered her his hand, and she laced her fingers between his. As they started
back along the corridor toward the elevator, there was a bounce in Eris’s step.


“You know,” Varrin mused aloud, “my rescuing you today was very
daring. I could have been shot multiple times. It’s a wonder I survived at
all.”


“Hey, I did most of the rescuing myself,” Eris said. “Not to
mention you barely broke a sweat.”


“Be that as it may,” he drawled, “I think I should get some
points for being so dashing and heroic. And for getting shot.”


Eris pursed her lips in thought. “I suppose I can give you
points. You can have … five points.” She held up her free hand, fingers spread,
to illustrate.


Varrin pulled up her other hand and used his fingers to
spread hers. “Not ten?” he asked, eyes twinkling. “I think a courageous rescue
like that deserves at least ten points.”


“Seven,” she countered. “Take it or leave it.”


“I’ll take it,” Varrin declared. “So how many points do I
need before I can push you up against that wall and …” 


He leaned forward and whispered the rest of the suggestion
into her ear. Eyes widening and cheeks flushing, Eris squeaked, “Definitely
more than seven!”


Varrin laughed.


 











Chapter 4


 


Eris and Varrin cautiously made
their way back to the docking bay where they’d left their ship. They strode
along the corrugated metal docking tube, passed through the open airlock, and
entered the small Rakorsian shuttle—the one they’d stolen from Admiral Kratis a
week earlier, after thwarting his attempt to capture Varrin, kill Eris, and
conquer Earth.


As Varrin shut the hatch behind them, he said, “The sooner I
get the Nonconformity back, the better. I don’t like the thought of
those self-righteous Psilosians getting their fingerprints all over her
spotless black hull. Or poking around where they shouldn’t.”


Eris shot him a confused look. “What do you mean? Where
shouldn’t they poke?”


“Oh, you know,” he said.


“Clearly not.”


“There you are!” a high-pitched voice trilled.


A three-foot-tall alien with wrinkled brown skin and a long,
furry white tail rushed down the corridor toward them. 


“Miguri!” Eris exclaimed, crouching down. Her friend’s white
hair fluffed happily as they embraced. 


“I see Varrin found you,” the Claktill said, his blue eyes
wide. “I was very concerned. When you did not answer your communicator, I
suspected the worst.” 


“Sorry, I totally forgot to have Varrin let you know I was
okay,” Eris said. “And I’m fine. Well, I wasn’t for a while—I actually sort of
got kidnapped—but then I took the trade lord hostage—”


“You did what?” 


“I had to,” Eris said defensively. “He was trying to auction
me off.”


“He auctioned you?” Miguri’s hair spiked with
agitation. 


“Well, he tried. But I outsmarted him.”


“How—”


Varrin stepped between them. “How about you two catch up
later? We need to talk to Grashk about our flight plan. He’s still in the
cockpit?” 


“Yes,” Miguri said, hair de-spiking. “I had suggested he
visit the station to stretch his legs, but he said he did not want to deal with
people gawking and gaping and screaming at the sight of an eight-foot-tall,
six-armed Ssrisk warrior.”


“Probably a good call,” Eris said, smiling.


The three travelers walked down the short corridor to the
cockpit, where Grashk was sitting in the pilot’s chair. Two of the Ssrisk’s
scaly blue arms rested on the chair arms, two were crossed against his chest,
and two were clasped behind his scaly head. He swiveled to face them, his
tri-forked tongue flicking out from between sharp teeth. 


“I see you are alive,” Grashk hissed, peering at Eris
through his slitted purple eyes. “From the Claktill’s blubbering, I assumed you
had perished valiantly in battle.”


“As if,” Eris said lightly, sitting in the co-pilot’s seat.
“It’ll take more than a trade lord and his trigger-happy minions to kill me.” 


Varrin strolled over and rested his crossed arms on the back
of her chair.


“I despise Vekrori trade lords,” Grashk said. “They are all
pompous, entitled windbags. I hope you made him pay for his insolence.”


She grinned. “You know I did.”


The Ssrisk warrior made a phhh sound—his version of
laughter. “I expected no less.”


“On the downside, I really ticked him off. Hence why he’s
got his men combing the station trying to find me.”


Miguri’s hair frizzed with worry. “Should we consider
undocking?”


“You want us to tuck our tails between our legs and run
scared?” Grashk demanded, his forehead scales flaring. “If this trade lord
dares interfere with my crew, I will challenge him to single combat and tear
his limbs from his body!”


“What Big Blue said,” Varrin agreed. “Except not the ‘my
crew’ part, because I am clearly in command of this ragtag team.”


The room went deathly quiet. 


“What did you just call me?” Grashk hissed.


Oh boy, Eris thought. I was hoping he hadn’t
caught that.


“You don’t like ‘Big Blue?’” Varrin asked innocently.


Grashk made a furious rat-tat-tat sound, like a
machine gun firing. “Mock me again and I will shred your fleshy face to tatters
with my claws!”


“How is it mockery?” Varrin protested. “You’re big, and
you’re blue. It’s the most accurate nickname you’re likely to ever get.”


Eris rubbed her temples. “Guys, can we not fight? At least,
not until we figure out what we’re going to do?”


“Reasonable, but unlikely,” Miguri murmured, as the
Rakorsian raider and Ssrisk warrior began to trade a series of increasingly
violent and implausible threats.


Trying to ignore them, Eris said to Miguri, “So, how’s the
plan shaping up? Have we figured out how to get onto the Pegasi shipyard? Or
how we’re going to get Varrin and Grashk’s ships off the shipyard without
getting blown out of the sky?”


“I am afraid not,” Miguri said. “To make matters worse, I am
growing increasingly concerned that the Rakorsian military may show up at any
moment to reclaim their stolen shuttle.”


“You’re saying they can track it?” 


“It is likely they can, yes.”


“Well then, why don’t we just ditch it and get a new ship?”


“That would solve one problem, but we still will not be able
to approach the Pegasi shipyard without proper clearance.”


“Which we don’t have.”


“Precisely.”


She threw her hands up in the air. “Then what are we
supposed to do?” 


“I do not know,” Miguri said. “In all likelihood, we will
have to …”


He trailed off, staring at something on the cockpit monitor.



“Miguri?” Frowning, Eris turned to see what he was looking
at. A white ship was sailing toward them along the horizon of the orange gas
giant. It had curved lines and graceful fins, reminding Eris of a sea shell. That
looks Psilosian … 


She sat bolt upright in her chair. “Hey, guys? Guys! Shut up
for a second! I think there’s a Tetrarchy cruiser headed this way!” 


Abandoning his scathing assessment of Ssrisk hygiene
mid-sentence, Varrin turned to look at the monitor. “It’s Psilosian,” he
agreed, “but it’s not a Tetrarchy ship. There’s no insignia.”


“That is a Claktill colony ship,” Miguri declared.


“Oh. No worries then,” Varrin said, and returned to his
verbal sparring with Grashk.


Eris, however, was fascinated. “So that’s what they look
like! Hey, it’s not your colony ship, is it? The one you lived on before
they exiled you?”


“It is not,” Miguri said. “I lived on the CCS9—Claktill
Colony Ship 9.” He poked his finger at a line of alien writing on the side of
the colony ship. “That reads CCS17.”


“Any idea what it’s doing here?”


“Re-supplying, I expect. During their ongoing journey across
the galaxy looking for a new planet all Claktills can call home, my brethren
must stop occasionally for fuel and other supplies.” His hair drooped. “Would
that I could see them again.”


Eris’s heart went out to her friend. He acts cheerful
most of the time, but I know how much he misses his family. I can’t imagine how
hard it must be for him to be exiled—especially when all he was trying to do
was defend his ship from Ssrisk attackers. Stupid Claktilli pacifism. She
paused, reconsidering. Or maybe that’s exactly what we need! 


“Guys!” she exclaimed. “I have a plan!” 


“Which is?” Varrin asked, shooting her a wary look. 


“We’re going to use that Claktill colony ship to get onto
the shipyard.”


“I dislike this plan,” Grashk said instantly.


“So do I,” Varrin agreed.


“I am not particularly fond of it either,” Miguri said.


Eris scowled at them. “You’re all being ridiculous. At least
hear me out first! Look, we can’t approach the shipyard without authorization,
right? But what if we don’t even need authorization? Imagine if the shipyard
saw a poor, helpless Claktill colony ship limping its way into the system. It
would be beyond cruel to turn them away—and they’d never suspect the Claktills
of being dangerous, because Claktills are known pacifists.”


“You are suggesting we sneak on board the colony ship, wrest
control from the owners, and sabotage it,” Miguri said flatly.


“I know it’s not ideal, but it would be the perfect
cover, wouldn’t it? And it’s not like we won’t give the ship back to them
later.”


“It could work,” Varrin said thoughtfully. He
accessed the computer, and perused the lines of alien text scrolling down the
screen. “The CCS17’s flight plan has them heading toward Psilos, which
is in the general direction of the shipyard. We could talk our way onto the
colony ship, take it over at our leisure, Pull to the shipyard’s system, and
send out a distress signal. When the shipyard sends technicians to inspect the
colony ship, we just stow away on their shuttle and hitch a ride back to base.”


“I still do not like the idea of using the colony ship,”
Grashk hissed. “Claktills and Ssrisk do not get along.”


“And whose fault is that?” Miguri muttered.


“You won’t have to get along,” Eris told Grashk. “In fact,
you should probably stay hidden until we take over the ship. I doubt the
Claktills will let us on board if they know we’re travelling with a Ssrisk.”


Grashk flickered his tri-forked tongue at her. “How exactly
do you intend to smuggle me on board? I am the size of twelve Claktills.”


“I don’t know. We’ll find a big box to stick you in, or
something.”


While Grashk flared his forehead scales again in
displeasure, Miguri said, “I will need to stay hidden as well, due to my exiled
status. And we are not even considering the possible danger this plan could put
my fellow Claktills in.”


“What danger?” Eris countered. “We’re not blowing up their
ship or anything—just breaking a few engine parts, and the Tetrarchy can fix
those as soon as we get to the shipyard. And it’s not like the Claktills will
be our accomplices—as soon as they explain to the authorities that we got on
board under false pretenses, they’ll be off the hook.”


“What false pretenses are you suggesting?” Miguri asked.


“Maybe we can buy disguises and pretend to be harmless
travelers?” Eris glanced to Varrin, who didn’t look overly pleased with the
plan but wasn’t offering any alternatives. “What do you think? Do you have a
better plan?” 


He ran a hand through his dark hair, and sighed. “Not at the
moment.”


“Good. Then let’s go shopping!”











Chapter 5


 


While Miguri went in search of a big
box and Grashk packed up their sparse belongings, Eris and Varrin ventured back
into Furanku Station to acquire disguises. The couple proceeded cautiously up
to the shopping concourse, keeping an eye out for Ysrin’s green-skinned
lackeys. They agreed to split up, buy their disguises, and meet at the elevator
bank in half an hour.


“Oh!” Eris said, as Varrin started to walk away. “I almost
forgot. There’s a supply shop run by a cat-man named Taku Taku. Can you stop by
and pick up the supplies I ordered?”


Varrin turned and shot her an amused look. “Cat-man?”


“You know—big, furry, whiskers …”


“You mean a Chessan?”


“Possibly?” Eris paused. “Actually, forget that. The shop
must be closed by now. I’d say we could go back and get the supplies tomorrow,
except we’ll be on the Claktill colony ship by then. What a waste. I already
paid for the supplies and everything.” 


“I’ll take care of it,” Varrin said.


“You’ll take care of—what’s that supposed to mean?” 


But Varrin was already striding off down the concourse,
leaving Eris talking to herself. Sighing, she headed in the other direction.


Since she couldn’t read the store signs, she had to look
inside the windows to see what each store was selling. After passing a few
clothing outlets, she came to a shop with mirrors instead of windows. To her
surprise, in her reflection she had curly black hair piled on top of her head
in an elaborate updo. Fascinated, Eris stepped closer. In the mirror, her hair
changed again—this time it was short, spiky, and orange with white tips. Every
time she moved, her reflection’s hair style changed. 


She shifted slightly, and long, silky brown hair appeared on
her mirror image. Eris felt a sudden pang in her heart. I miss my long hair,
she realized. The short cut is fun, but long hair has always been more
me. I wonder …  


Fifteen minutes later, Eris emerged from the salon. Her
brown hair now draped halfway down her back, and the red streaks were gone. The
extensions were artificial, but they felt and looked so realistic that Eris
couldn’t tell where her natural hair ended and the lab-grown hair began. With a
broad smile on her face, she continued down the concourse.


A small clothing boutique caught her eye, and she wandered
inside. The shop offered a colorful assortment of styles—everything from a
two-piece suit covered with thousands of tiny iridescent scales, to a dress
made entirely of pink plastic bubbles sewn together with silver thread. She
settled on a cute, red, military-style dress with lots of brass buttons. After
changing into the outfit, she paid the shopkeeper, shoved her old clothes into
a bag, and headed for the elevator bank.


When she reached the rendezvous point, Varrin was waiting
for her with Taku Taku’s crate of supplies at his feet. He was wearing sparkly
purple robes, and had a wig of long, platinum blond hair on his head. 


“Uh …” she said, gaping at him.


“I am Kalawampa the Startalker,” Varrin announced grandly,
spreading his arms wide. “What do you think?”


“Are you sure you want me to answer that?”


“Judging by your expression, probably not. I like your dress,
by the way. And the long hair, too. Of course, you’d look good in anything.” He
grinned. “Or nothing.”


Eris’s cheeks went bright red as she tried to come up with a
suitable response. 


Varrin laughed. “Anyway,” he added, picking up the crate,
“if we assume the rat found that big box, we’ve now got everything we need to
bluff our way onto a Claktill colony ship.” He looked at her questioningly.
“Ready?”


Eris flipped her hair over her shoulder. “Yup. Let’s go.”


*          *          *


An hour later, Eris and Varrin stood
outside a closed hatch in Furanku Station’s Level 9 docking bay, waiting for
the Claktill colony ship to finish docking. Behind them was a giant
plasti-steel crate, which rested on a hoverlift floating a few inches above the
docking bay floor.  


Varrin fidgeted with his robe. “This thing is so itchy,” he
grumbled. 


Eris resisted the urge to laugh. “You’re the one who wanted
to be ‘Kalawampa the Startalker,’ whatever that means. You could have just gone
undercover as a normal traveler, like me.” 


“Impersonating a Startalker isn’t the problem. In fact, it’s
the perfect disguise—everyone trusts Startalkers. The problem is this cheap
costume. Usually when I become Kalawampa I wear a custom-made robe of
high-quality awdra silk. Not this poly-blend atrocity.”


As Varrin continued to fidget with his outfit, Eris turned
her attention to the large crate behind them. She rapped her knuckles on the
plasti-steel and said quietly, “You guys okay in there?”


There were some muffled grunts, and then Miguri said, “I
would be better if Grashk’s tail spikes were not digging into my side.”


“And I would be better if the Claktill did not keep shoving
his hair up against my nose and trying to make me sneeze!” Grashk hissed.


Eris heard shifting inside the crate. Grashk grunted, and
Miguri yelped.


“Watch it!” the Claktill squeaked. “That was my foot!”


“You are lucky you still have a foot! The spikes on my elbow
plates are not for decoration.”


Eris laughed and turned back to Varrin.


He reached out and brushed a lock of long hair away from her
face. “You ready for this?” he asked. “Got your cover story worked out?”


She gave him two thumbs-up. “I’m all over it. Lazula Zin,
spoiled rich girl out on her first space cruise that’s gone tragically awry,
and desperately seeking help from whichever passing alien is willing to offer
it.”


“And you remember the phrases I taught you?”


“You mean the ones you claim are popular amongst ‘galactic
youths’ these days?” Clapping her hands to her cheeks and affecting an awed
expression, she exclaimed, “Wow, that’s out of system!”


Varrin snorted. “And the other one?”


“Totally astral!” Eris laughed. “I sound ridiculous.”


“That’s kind of the point, isn’t it?”


Before she could reply, the hatch slid open and half a dozen
Claktills trotted into the docking bay. They were all short, brown-skinned, and
white-haired like Miguri, but unlike him their hair was cropped close to their
heads. Does that make Miguri a hippy? she wondered, grinning at the
thought of her friend wearing tie-dye clothes and flashing the peace sign. 


The Claktills stopped in front of Eris and Varrin and stared
up at them with wide blue eyes. Then one of them stepped forward and bowed.
“Hello,” he said. “I am Gimur, the Life Systems manager of the CCS17.
You appear to be waiting for us.”


“We are!” Eris exclaimed. 


“May I ask who you are?” 


“I’m Lazula Zin. It’s totally astral to meet you!” She
gestured toward Varrin. “And this is my companion, Kalawampa the Startalker.”


She was surprised when the Claktills turned as one and bowed
their heads to Varrin. 


“We are all children of the stars,” Varrin said in a serene
voice. He brought his hands together to form a triangle with his fingers, then
bowed. The tips of his platinum blond wig brushed the floor. 


“Although the people on my ship do not follow the Startalker
path,” Gimur trilled, “we respect your philosophy. The Startalkers were kind to
us when the Rakorsians destroyed our home planet. That is something we will
never forget.”


Varrin smiled tranquilly.


Okay, so apparently Startalkers don’t actually do all that
much talking, Eris thought. Guess it’s up to me to get us a ride. “So,
is there any way you can help us out?” she asked. “See, I was supposed to meet
my friend Orella on Vekrori Prime, because it’s like totally fashion week and
we have to get the latest styles or we can never show our faces in
public again, but then my lamri disconnected or something and my ship
malfunctioned, so I had to sell the ship to barter passage here, and now I have
no idea how to get to Vekrori Prime, and Orella’s probably beyond frantic by
now, and—”


Gimur held up his tiny, four-fingered hands in an obvious
attempt to stop her rambling. “I am sorry to hear about your troubles, Miss
Zin. But I do not understand why you think we can help you.”


Twirling a strand of her hair, Eris babbled, “Well, I tried
calling Daddy for help, but he’s off visiting his cousin Yorgio on … uh … Vega
Minor? But I’m pretty sure I can get in touch with him if I can get to a
proper spaceport like Psilos, and that guy at the information desk on Level 3
said you were headed for Psilos, so I was thinking maybe Kalawampa and I
could hitch a ride!”


“We do not generally take on passengers …”


“Daddy’s got lots of money,” Eris said quickly. “He’ll pay
you whatever you want for getting me to him safe. I promise!”


One of the other Claktills leaned toward Gimur. “We could
use a new tank of lamri coolant,” he said quietly.


“Hmmm. Well, I cannot make this decision by myself,” Gimur
said. “Please wait a few moments while I consult with our colony leader.” 


“Oh, for sure. No problem,” Eris said.


Gimur walked a few steps away and spoke softly into the
communicator on his wrist. After about a minute, he returned to them. “Very
well, Miss Zin,” he said. “Leader Korrim has authorized us to extend an
invitation to you and your companion to travel with us to Psilos.”


“Out of system!” Eris exclaimed. “Thanks so much. You won’t
regret it.” Hopefully not, anyway.


Gimur nodded. “Welcome aboard the CCS17, Miss Zin,
Startalker Kalawampa.”


*          *          *


Eris and Varrin followed Gimur
aboard the Claktill colony ship, with Varrin pulling the hovering crate
containing Grashk and Miguri along behind them. The Claktill led them through a
sliding door and down a long corridor with patchwork metal walls and flooring.
As they walked, Gimur shot a curious look back at the crate. 


“That is a very interesting piece of luggage,” the Life
Systems manager commented. “May I ask what is inside?”


“My clothes,” Eris said. “Do you want to see my collection?
I’ve got like seventeen dresses, twelve pairs of designer boots, a shirrie-skin
jacket that’s just to die for, a—”


“Oh, look!” Gimur interrupted as he scurried a few feet
ahead and stopped abruptly in front of a large, closed door. “Here we are.” 


Eris suppressed a laugh. Out of the corner of her eye she
saw Varrin grin and shake his head.  


They followed Gimur into a small room with doors to the left
and right. The back wall was a bright teal color, and looked oddly furrowed. 


“Is that wall made of … bark?” Eris asked.


Gimur walked over, reverently patted his hand against the
wood, and said, “This is the trunk of our colony ship’s galea tree, Rushivi.
She grows up the center of the ship.”


Fascinated, Eris walked over and rested her hands on the
bark. It was warm and rough—she could almost feel the life pulsing inside. “Why
do you call Rushivi a ‘she?’”


“Because she is the mother tree,” Gimur said.


“Which means …?”


Gimur stared at her. “It means she is the mother tree.”


Alrighty then. “How big is Rushivi?”


“She grows from the bottom of the ship to the top—just over
half a mile, I believe. When the Psilosians gifted us this vessel, we tore out
all the decks, shifted the gravity field ninety degrees, and rebuilt our decks
around Rushivi’s trunk. Do you see how the walls and floor look like they are
made of many pieces of metal patched together? That is because they are—and it
was all done to make room for her.”


“How much bigger will it—I mean, she—grow? Won’t she
eventually get so tall she’ll be too big for the ship?” 


Gimur shot her a slightly patronizing smile. “That is why we
search for a new planet to call our own, Miss Zin. Why do you think our colony
ships have been wandering the vastness of space for over a century? We are
looking for a home. We simply have not found it yet.” His hair drooped.


“Oh, I’m sure you’ll find one soon,” Eris said
encouragingly.


“I do hope so.” He paused, then brightened as his hair
re-fluffed. “But that is a concern for another time. Let us continue to your
accommodations. We only plan to stay at Furanku Station for a short time, and I
am sure you would like to settle in before we undock.” 


Gimur opened the door on the right wall and led them
through, into a huge concourse that wrapped around the galea tree’s trunk. The
curved perimeter of the concourse was lined with shops full of colorful wares
for sale. Claktills of all ages milled about, some shopping, others sitting at
tables beside food carts, or chasing after tiny Claktill children as they
bounced along the uneven floor. Eris caught a strong scent that reminded her of
Swedish meatballs, making her mouth water.  


As they made their way through the concourse, several of the
passing Claktills stopped mid-speech and gaped at them. “Why are they staring
at us?” Eris asked Gimur, as they continued to walk.


“We do not get many visitors,” he said. “Most species tend
to avoid us. They scoff at our pacifist philosophy. Some look down on us
because they believe we live off the charity of others.” He smiled and waved at
a shopkeeper behind one of the carts. “Which was true at first, after the Rakorsians
destroyed our planet, but has not been the case for many decades. And our small
stature, furry tails, and high-pitched voices lead many to compare us to
vermin.”


Having heard Varrin call Miguri ‘rat’ more times than she
could count, Eris said, “That doesn’t seem fair.”


“I am not overly disturbed by the comparison,” Gimur
admitted. “I like rats. They are soft and intelligent. However, I believe it is
generally meant as an insult.”


“We are all equal in the eyes of the stars,” Varrin intoned.
“After all, are we not all made of star stuff?”


Gimur bowed his head. “Wisely put, Startalker. Thus, to
answer your original question, Miss Zin, your interest in flying with us is
unusual, to say the least.”


He led them into a creaky elevator. With a bit of squeezing,
they were all able to fit inside along with the giant crate. Gimur pressed a
button, and the elevator shot upward. A few moments later, they exited into a
long hallway lined with doors, each with alien writing stamped on it. 


Gimur stopped at the third door on the left and slapped his
hand against a panel. “This is your room,” he said as the door slid open.


Eris waited in the hallway while Varrin pulled the hovering
crate into their room—the sides just barely cleared the doorframe. Stepping
inside after him, she looked around. The only furniture of note was a large bed
against the left wall, and two chairs under a small porthole on the back wall.
Everything was decorated in drab yellow and gray. An open door on the right
wall led into a small cleanser.


“There’s only one bed,” Eris noted. 


Gimur’s hair spiked slightly. “My apologies, Miss Zin. The
truth is we have very few rooms designed to house species of your stature.
There is a second room available, but it is on the far end of the ship, and I
did not want to separate you from your travelling companion. However, if you
would prefer separate accommodations …”


“Startalkers accept with gratitude any warmth shown them in
this cold, dark place we call our galaxy,” Varrin said. 


“I think that means we’re fine with the one room,” Eris
said. “By the way, are we going straight to Psilos?


“I am sorry, but no,” Gimur said. “After we undock with the
station in approximately three hours, we will make several short hops to
uninhabited systems along the route to Psilos—looking, of course, for possible
settlement sites. Assuming we do not locate any, we will arrive at Psilos
within two weeks.”


At that moment, Eris’s stomach grumbled loudly. “Uhh … any
idea where we can grab some lunch?” she asked, blushing slightly. 


“Food is available on the main concourse. My people usually
barter for goods and services, but I will instruct the shopkeepers to accept
tetras for the duration of your stay.” 


“Great. Thanks.”


“If there is nothing else you need, I will now return to my
post.”


“I think we’re good,” Eris said.  


“May the light from the stars brighten your path,” Varrin
added.


Gimur bowed, and departed.


The instant the door slid shut behind him, the front panel
of the crate split in two. Grashk and Miguri tumbled out, a mass of blue scales
and white hair. Biting her lip to stop herself from giggling, Eris hurried over
and helped her friend disentangle himself from Grashk’s many limbs.


“Are you okay?” she asked.


Crinkling his nose, Miguri said, “I shall smell of fish for
a week after being cooped up in that crate for so long with a Ssrisk.”


“You should count yourself lucky to possess such a virile
scent, however temporary,” Grashk hissed. 


“I should count myself lucky to have overcome the urge to
empty my stomach of its contents,” Miguri countered.


Varrin stepped between them, raising his sparkly purple
arms. “Peace, children,” he intoned. “The stars speak only to those who are
willing to listen.”


Grashk’s slitted eyes narrowed. “Did you hit your head
during our transit, Rakorsian? You are behaving more insufferably than usual.”


Eris turned to Varrin, crossing her arms and arching her
eyebrows. “Do Startalkers actually talk like that, or are you purposely
trying to sound like you’re high?”


Varrin shot her a wounded look. “I’ll have you know I am
basing my performance on Olaafama the Startalker, my travelling companion of
several weeks, and one of the wisest aliens I’ve ever met.”


“And was Olaafama on a lot of drugs?”


“… Yes.”


“Thought so.”


 











Chapter 6


 


Eris awoke the next morning to someone
knocking at the door. Blearily, she called out, “Who is it?” 


“It is Gimur, Miss Zin. I wish to speak with you.”


Crap. 


“Just a second!” she shouted. 


Rolling over, she saw Miguri was still curled up on the bed
beside her, where he’d fallen asleep the night before. He had her red dress
wrapped around his small body like a blanket—she’d changed back into her pants
and top the night before, as the dress wasn’t terribly comfortable. Varrin and
Grashk were sprawled on the floor on opposite sides of the bed. 


“Guys!” Eris hissed. “Gimur’s here!”


The next few seconds were a blur of activity as Varrin
hastily pulled on his Startalker disguise, and Grashk and Miguri scrambled to
hide in the crate.


“Is everything all right, Miss Zin?” Gimur asked through the
door.


“I’m … uh … not dressed! Give me a minute!” 


While Varrin pulled on his wig, Eris stuffed Grashk’s tail
in beside Miguri’s head and slammed the front panel of the crate shut. 


“Miss Zin?” Gimur called again.


“Coming!” Plastering on a smile, Eris hurried over and
opened the door. “Good morning!” She noticed Gimur’s hair was ever-so-slightly
spiked. “Everything all right?”


“Everything is fine,” Gimur said, somewhat tightly. “I hope
I did not wake you?”


“Nope,” Eris lied. “What’s up?”


“Our leader, Korrim, wishes to meet you both. We rarely have
passengers, so he is quite curious. But if you would prefer not to …”


“Oh. No, that’s fine. We’d love to. Kalawampa, you ready to
go?”


“Who among us can resist the pull of the stars?” Varrin
said, with a beatific smile.


Eris rolled her eyes. “He’s ready. Let’s go.”


Gimur led them back along the corridor and into the
elevator. As the elevator ascended, the Claktill informed them that the colony
ship had successfully resupplied and undocked from Furanku Station, and was now
making its way toward the edge of the system.


When the door of the rickety contraption slid open, Eris was
hit with a wave of heat and a pleasantly sweet smell. A huge rainbow-colored
leaf completely blocked the elevator opening. “Um …” she said.


“It is one of Rushivi’s leaves,” Gimur explained. “We have
reached the highest deck of the ship, where the galea tree’s branches begin.
Above this level the ship is hollow, so the branches have room to spread.” He
pushed the leaf aside. “Please follow me now to Leader Korrim’s treehouse.”


Eris stepped out of the elevator and then gazed up,
open-mouthed. She could only see the top section of the tree, as the rest of
the trunk disappeared beneath the floor and down into the ship, but what she could
see was spectacular. Rushivi’s deeply-grooved teal trunk stretched a hundred
feet overhead, with thick branches jutting out and man-sized rainbow leaves
brushing up against the hull of the ship. Barely visible amidst the multi-color
canopy was a treehouse, about thirty feet above the floor, with a rope ladder
dangling down against the trunk. 


“Wow,” Eris said. “I’m starting to get why Claktills love
galea trees.”


Gimur led them between the branches to the rope ladder. “Now
we climb,” he said, and clambered up the wooden slats. He soon disappeared
amongst the rainbow leaves.


Eris eyed the rope ladder warily. Glancing over her shoulder
at Varrin, she said, “You’ll catch me if I fall, right?”


“Always,” he said.


Reassured, she grabbed one of the rungs and began to haul
herself up the ladder. It was clearly made for creatures smaller than humans,
and swayed and creaked alarmingly, but it held under her weight. The ascent
only took about a minute, but by the time she reached the treehouse and pulled
herself up through the hole in the floor, she was sweating from the exertion,
heat, and humidity. She moved out of the way and got to her feet so Varrin
could climb in after her. 


Once she’d given her eyes a few seconds to adjust to the dim
light inside the treehouse, Eris saw they were in a storage room. The wooden
walls were lined with shelves holding various jars and boxes. Then she spotted
a huge skull that looked like it belonged to a cross between a wolf and a bear.
Is that a jsgarn skull? Eris shuddered as she recalled her recent
encounter with one of the ravenous predators on Vega Minor.


Gimur was waiting for them beside a four-foot-high wooden
door on the far side of the room. “Korrim will see you now in his office,” he
said. “It is a very great honor for an outsider to meet our leader. Please
cooperate with whatever you are asked to do.”


Eris suddenly remembered she was supposed to be playing
Lazula Zin. “This is totally astral!” she gushed. “I can’t wait to tell my
friends I met a real-life Claktill leader. D’you think I can get his
autograph?”


Gimur stared at her. “Perhaps. This way, please.” He pushed
open the door. “After you.” 


Eris and Varrin ducked under the lintel and into Korrim’s
office. 


A white-haired Claktill wearing green pants and a shiny
orange tunic was seated behind a carved wooden desk. “Welcome,” he said in a
trembling voice. “I am Korrim, leader of the CCS17.”


Eris noticed his hair was slightly spiked, the same as
Gimur’s had been. Why are we making the Claktills so nervous today? she
wondered. Gimur’s hair was perfectly poufy yesterday. What changed?


Varrin’s shoulders stiffened. “It’s a trap,” he said,
reaching for the striker concealed beneath his purple robes.


The door slammed shut behind them. 


As Varrin stepped in front of Eris and raised his striker, two
green-skinned Vekrori in dark combat gear appeared out of the shadows behind
Korrim. Eris recognized them instantly. Traggs and Kalla. How the hell did
they find me?!


Before Eris could say anything, the Vekrori aimed their
strikers at Varrin. “Drop the striker and put your hands …” Kalla started to
snarl, but trailed off as she gaped at Varrin. “Gara’dar! What are you doing
here?”


Eris’s jaw dropped. “You know each other?”


“Long story,” Varrin said, looking as surprised to see Kalla
as she was to see him. “And forget about me—what are you doing here,
Kalla? The last I heard, you were working the slave trade near Gnali. Don’t
tell me you’re trying to enslave Claktills now. That’s pretty pathetic, even
for you.”


“I’m not here for the Claktills,” Kalla snapped. She tilted
her head at Eris. “I’m here for her.”


Varrin, Kalla, Traggs, and even Korrim all stared at Eris.
“What?” Eris said defensively.


“How does Kalla even know who you are?” Varrin demanded.
“Let alone care enough to set a trap for you?”


“Remember how I said I trusted someone I shouldn’t have, and
that’s how I ended up on Ysrin’s auction block?” Eris pointed at Kalla. “She’s
the one I trusted.”


The Vekrori woman smirked. “Not a smart decision, as it
turned out. Ysrin wasn’t exactly pleased by your escape, and ordered me to drag
you back to face his wrath. So I hacked into the station security cameras and
spotted you getting on this ship with a Startalker.” She shot Varrin a scathing
look. “You look ridiculous, by the way.”


Varrin scowled. “I’ll have you know that sparkly purple is
‘in’ this season, thank you very much.” Despite this assertion, he pulled the
wig off his head and removed the robe, revealing his black body armor beneath.


“Anyway,” Kalla continued, “the colony ship took off before
I could get on board, so Traggs and I followed in my ship. We caught up about
an hour ago and told the Claktills we worked for Furanku Station and needed to
dock. They brought us into this tree hut to meet their leader. From there, it
was a simple matter of threatening to murder Korrim and all his little Claktill
friends if he didn’t summon you up here, and that was that.”


“You’re a horrible person,” Eris said, glaring at the
green-skinned woman. “And, for the record, I’m not going back to Ysrin
with you.”


“Oh yes you are,” Kalla said.


“No, she’s not,” Varrin said. “And if you want to still be
breathing tomorrow, I suggest you lower that striker, slink back to the trade
lord, and tell him you couldn’t find her.”


“You don’t tell me what to do!” Kalla spat. “Not after what
you did to me on Shviedem!”


Varrin frowned. “Shviedem was hardly my fault.” 


“The Coalition sent half a dozen assassins after me!”


“You’re the one who kidnapped the Vice Arch Chief instead of
the Arch Vice Chief. All I did was pilot the getaway ship.”


Kalla bared her pointy canines at him. “Yes, except you were
supposed to wait until I was on the ship before starting the getaway!”


Oh, Varrin, Eris thought. Hoping to defuse the
situation, she said, “I think—”


“Shut up!” Kalla snarled. “I’m not finished telling Gara’dar
what I think of his pathetic excuses.”


“Don’t tell me to shut up!” Eris retorted.


“I have a striker. You don’t. That means I get to decide who
shuts up.”


Varrin glanced at Eris. “Why don’t you have a
striker?”


“We’re on a Claktill colony ship,” she said. “I assumed I
wouldn’t need one. Clearly, I was wrong.”


Kalla tilted her head, peering suspiciously between Eris and
Varrin. Then she inhaled sharply. “That idiot you were telling me about at the
ACDU bar, the guy who proposed to you—you were talking about Gara’dar, weren’t
you?”


Varrin shot Eris an appalled look. “You told your abductor
about our relationship problems?”


“In my defense, that happened before the abduction,”
Eris said.


Kalla’s golden wolf-eyes widened. “So you two are married?”


“We’re not married!” Eris exclaimed.


“Technically—” Varrin said.


“Don’t start!”


“Unbelievable,” Kalla hissed. 


“How is it unbelievable?” Varrin protested. “I’d make a
great husband.”


“Agree to disagree,” Eris said.


“It’s unbelievable, Varrin,” Kalla snapped, “because
when I told you I was into you, you claimed we couldn’t date because you
weren’t ready to commit to one woman. But clearly the problem wasn’t your
commitment issues—it was me! So I guess I can just add that deception to the
steaming mountain of lies you’ve told me!”


Traggs cleared his throat. “Hey, boss ...”


“What?” Kalla demanded.


“Aren’t we supposed to be grabbing the girl?”


Kalla shot Eris a nasty look. “Oh yes. I’d almost
forgotten.” She snapped her fingers and gestured at Varrin. “Gara’dar, toss me
your striker and step aside. I’m taking the terrestrial. If you have any sense
left, stay out of my way.”


“Yeah, that’s not happening,” Varrin said.


“Fine. Just remember—you brought this on yourself.”


ZWOOSH. ZWOOSH. ZWOOSH.


The room exploded in striker-fire as the raiders shot wildly
at each other. Shrieking, Eris dove to the floor to avoid the incoming bolts of
sizzling plasma. I’m useless without a weapon, she thought. I need to
get out of the line of fire. 


Eris started crawling toward the door. The raiders seemed to
be ignoring her—Kalla and Traggs were focused on trying to shoot Varrin, whose
return-fire was forcing them to take cover behind various pieces of furniture.


As she crawled, she noticed Korrim curled up in a terrified
ball under his desk, his tail wrapped protectively around his body. “Hey!” she
whispered loudly, waving. “Over here!”


Korrim uncurled a bit and turned to look at her. Then
something dark and green crashed down between them—Traggs’s body—and the
Claktill squeaked and curled back into his ball. 


“Fine,” Eris muttered. “Stay there.” 


She crawled the rest of the way to the door, shoved it open,
and dove into the storage room. Jumping to her feet, she quickly scanned the
shelves. There must be something I can use as a weapon.


Eris spotted a wedge of white that looked like a handle,
buried under a stack of feathery hats. Grabbing it, she pulled it out and
discovered it was an old, battered striker. Probably Psilosian, judging by
how curvy and white it is.


The back of the weapon had a small touch display. When Eris
tapped the screen, it lit up and a serene voice said, “Select mode: stun or
wound?”


“Stun.”


“Wise choice. Use violence only when all hopes of diplomacy
fail,” the screen said, and dimmed.


Eris sighed. “Psilosians.”


Gripping the striker, she walked back to the little door,
crouched down beside it, and peeked cautiously into Korrim’s office. The
firefight was still raging on. All I have to do is take out Kalla, she
thought. I just need to wait for my opening.


Kalla suddenly shrieked with rage and charged across the
room at Varrin, who was kneeling behind an overturned bookshelf a few feet away
from Eris. Bursting into action, Eris dove through the doorway and rolled onto
her side, facing Kalla. Bringing her striker up, she aimed at the green-skinned
woman’s chest and pulled the trigger.


ZWOOSH. 


Eris watched in shock as the beam flew out of the striker’s
barrel at a forty-five degree angle. It missed Kalla completely, splashing
instead right between Varrin’s shoulder blades. The Rakorsian gave a surprised
grunt, then fell sideways to the floor with a thud.


“What the—” Kalla gasped, stumbling to a halt. She swung her
striker toward Eris.


“No, you don’t!” Eris shouted, moving the barrel of the
striker forty-five degrees to the left and firing again.


ZWOOSH. ZWOOSH.


The first shot hit the wooden wall, but the second clipped
Kalla’s shoulder. The Vekrori raider dropped, her curly blue hair spilling out
in a pool across the floorboards. 


Eris staggered to her feet and looked around the room.
Varrin, Kalla, and Traggs were all unconscious, their bodies sprawled on the
floor. Korrim was still curled under his desk, trembling. 


What the hell do I do now?


“Please,” the Claktill leader squeaked. “Do not hurt me.”


“I promise I won’t hurt you,” Eris said. “You can come out.”


Korrim crawled out and shakily clambered to his feet, using
the edge of the desk for support. Peering up at her through wide blue eyes, he
said, “Why are you here? What do you want with us?”


“I’m really sorry about this,” Eris said, “but I’m going to
have to take over your ship.”


 











Chapter 7


 


Sebara sat in the lounge of Dharia’s
Glory, the small space yacht Fino’jin had requisitioned from the imperial
fleet for their mission to recover Prince Varrin and return him to Rakor. She
was scrolling through recent news reports on a handheld datapad, trying to
learn more about the exiled crown prince. If we are successful in locating
Prince Varrin, I will need to be as prepared as possible, she thought.  


Thunk. Thunk. Thunk.


It sounded like a heavy object pounding on metal. Curious,
Sebara set down the datapad and went looking for the source of the noise. She
walked out of the lounge, along a porthole-lined corridor, and down the short
hallway that led to the sleeping quarters. 


Fino’jin stood at the end of the hallway, slamming his fist
repeatedly against the metal door of Trystan’s cabin. “Get out here and finish
our training session!” the Skin Slicer barked.


“Problem, sir?” Sebara asked.


“The fool child is hiding from me,” Fino’jin growled. “When
he refused to pick up his striker and attempt target practice, I threatened to
break his femur. The second I turned my back, he ran and locked himself in his
cabin.”


Sebara cleared her throat. “While I respect your commitment
to training Prince Trystan, sir, I feel it’s my duty as his bodyguard to remind
you that he is our prince. Surely you can find other ways of motivating
him without resorting to threats of violence?”


She flinched as the Skin Slicer slammed his meaty fist
against the door again. “Let me make one thing very clear to you,
Rala’kamil. I am in charge here. Not you. Me. Do we understand each other? You
don’t tell me what to do. Ever.”


Sebara hastily snapped him a salute. “Understood, sir.” But
as much as she tried to let it go, she couldn’t. “I should mention, sir, that
General Zandara will require me to give a detailed report upon my return to
Rakor.”


Fino’jin turned toward her, his dark eyes narrowing. “What
exactly are you saying, Rala’kamil?”


“That I will have to report any and all threats to Prince
Trystan’s well-being. No matter their source.” 


The Skin Slicer glared at her for a few seconds. Then he
stalked past her, slamming his shoulder into hers as he passed, and stormed off
down the corridor. 


Fantastic, Sebara thought, rubbing her arm. Barely
a day out from Rakor, and already I’ve managed to get on the wrong side of my
mission commander.


Sebara listened as Fino’jin’s footsteps headed toward the
cockpit. As soon as she heard the door slide shut, she knocked on the prince’s
door.


“Prince Trystan?” she called quietly. “The commander has
retired to the cockpit. You can open the door.”


After a long pause, the boy said, “He won’t break my femur?”


A smile tugged at her lips. “Not today.”


The door slid open, and she stepped inside. Trystan was
sitting on his bunk, leaning against the wall and staring out through the
porthole at the stars. A single tear traced down his cheek. 


A Rakorsian prince, crying! Kari help me. “Prince
Trystan,” she said, “you do realize Commander Fino’jin won’t actually break
your femur, yes? He’s sworn to serve and protect you.”


“It’s not that,” the boy muttered.


“Then what?”


“Space.”


Sebara glanced out the porthole at the starry vacuum.
“You’re upset by ... space?”


“I miss the warm, golden sands of Rakor. Space is so dark,
cruel, and impersonal.”


She felt like laughing at the absurd statement, but forced
herself to stay professional. “Why do you consider space impersonal, Your
Highness?”


“Because it is!” Trystan exclaimed. “I can feel it worming into
my soul, daring me to lose myself in eternal night. Do you not feel the same
way?” 


“I don’t give space a lot of thought,” she admitted. “It’s
simply the emptiness between stars and galaxies.”


Trystan frowned. “How can you not feel anything when
you look into the stars?”


“I’m not sure how to answer that.”


“I think everything evokes emotion, Sebara. That’s part of
the wonder of existence! We feel, and so we are! When I look at a beautiful
flower or a flutterer in the cactus garden, I’m filled with overwhelming joy.
That’s why I write so many poems—they’re the perfect medium to express my
feelings. What do you feel when you watch a flutterer flapping its
gossamer wings between the cacti blossoms?”


“Nothing.”


Trystan’s brow furrowed. “You must feel something.”


Sebara was getting frustrated with the boy and his probing
questions. “I feel nothing because I am Rakorsian. I only care
about things that matter, like bringing honor to my family, and
performing my duty, and doing my part to maintain the strength and glory of the
empire. I have no emotions to spare for frivolous things like flowers and
flutterers.”


She realized her reply had come off more harshly than she’d
intended, and immediately regretted her tone and choice of words. “I apologize,
Your Highness,” she said, bowing. “I … hope I did not insult you.”


“You didn’t,” the boy said.


He looked down at the floor.


“I will take my leave now, Your Highness,” she said, and
bowed again. Before I say something else to offend you.


“You wish you’d never been assigned to me, don’t you,
Sebara?” Trystan asked in a small voice.


She stiffened. “Why would you say that?”


“Well … because of how you’re acting. It’s how all the other
Rala’kamil acted, right before they asked for reassignment and I never saw them
again. Like everything I say is irritating; like they would rather be anywhere
but near me. If you want to leave, I’d understand.”


Sebara was outraged. I swore my life to protect him, and
he thinks I would abandon my duty so easily? What have I done to make him
believe I am so fickle and honorless?


Icily, she said, “Your Highness, my duty is to protect you.
What I want has nothing to do with it. And as long as protecting you
remains my duty, I will carry it out to the best of my abilities.” She jerked
her head in the very roughest approximation of a bow. “I have matters to attend
to. Please excuse me.”


“Wait!” Trystan protested, scrambling to his feet. “I didn’t
mean to upset you! I just—” 


But Sebara had stalked out of the room before the young
prince could complete his sentence.


*          *          *


Sebara avoided Trystan for the next
day—not that it was difficult to do so, as he spent most of his time holed up
in his room, sulking. The rest of the time he spent with Fino’jin, who
continued his attempts at teaching the young prince to wield a striker. She
didn’t witness the lessons herself, but after seeing Trystan run past her
screaming about “murder sticks,” she concluded they weren’t going well.


After a particularly unsuccessful lesson, which ended with
Trystan locking himself in his cabin and Fino’jin punting one of the vacu-bots
down the corridor, Sebara could no longer handle the tension. She decided to go
to the training room to work out her frustration the old-fashioned way.


When Sebara arrived in the empty training room, she pushed a
button on the control console beside the door, causing a punching bag to swing
out from the green-paneled wall. She stripped off her black and gold armor,
leaving her in a thin pair of black pants and a tight undershirt. She removed
her boots and socks and set them, along with her twin electro-scimitars and her
armor, on a shelving unit by the door. 


Finally ready, she launched into a series of vakra moves.
The Rakorsian martial art, favored by the military, involved a lot of fluid
movement and jabbing at vital points. She took great pleasure in lashing out at
the punching bag with her fingers, fists, elbows, and knees. The dummy made a
satisfying whumph every time she hit it. With each strike, her worries
about the mission began to drain away.


As her limbs began to hurt from the constant impacts, Sebara
sensed someone watching her. Pausing in her set, she wiped sweat from her brow
and turned to see who it was. Fino’jin was standing in the doorway, staring at
her. 


Irritated at being interrupted, Sebara said sharply, “Can I
assist you with something, sir?” 


“That travesty of a lesson with the prince has aggravated
me,” Fino’jin said. “I need to hit something.” He started to remove his armor.


“Then I won’t get in your way,” Sebara said, moving toward
the door.


“Stay,” he barked. “Your file indicated you are passingly
competent at vakra. I need to assess your fighting skills before we enter any
combative situations. I may as well do that now.” 


I don’t really want to spar with him when he’s in a mood
like this, but I am curious to assess his fighting skills as well.
With a shrug, she hit the button to retract the punching bag into the wall,
giving them more space to maneuver. 


Skin Slicer and Rala’kamil faced off, exchanged bows, and
began to circle each other warily. Sebara raised her hands and held them in
loose fists, ready to tighten them and land a hard punch, or straighten her
fingers and go for a jab. Adrenaline coursed through her body.


“Begin,” Fino’jin said.


They lunged at each other, trading blows. Sebara moved
faster than Fino’jin, but he hit harder. She was able to block or dodge most of
his strikes, but when his blows connected she grunted and was pushed back. 


The fight carried them to all corners of the training room
as Sebara dodged and retreated from Fino’jin’s blows, trying to avoid taking
serious damage. Then she made the slightest of missteps, and suddenly found
herself prone on the floor, arms pinned behind her back, her cheek shoved
against the mat. 


“I yield,” she gasped.


But Fino’jin didn’t release her. “I dislike Rala’kamil,” he
growled, his breath hot against her ear. Sebara twisted in his grip, her
shoulders aching. “You carry those scimitars and act like the equal of my Skin
Slicers, but make no mistake—you are not. Battle is the providence of
men. The emperor who created the Rala’kamil thought he was doing our
society some great service, creating a caste of warrior women. He was a fool.”


Sebara’s blood pounded in her ears. Struggling to keep a
rein on her temper, she said, “Sir, I—”


“I am not finished!” he thundered. “You may be
assigned to protect the prince, but make no mistake—this is my mission.
Not the prince’s, not yours—mine! I will reap the glory if we succeed,
and I will pay the price if we fail. And if you get in the way of this
mission’s success, I will shoot you myself!” 


She wanted to shout back at him, but couldn’t bring herself
to do it. I’m scared, she realized. I may answer to General Zandara,
but Fino’jin has the ear of the emperor—a few well-chosen words from him, and
General Zandara will have no choice but to expel me from the order. I would be
cast out in disgrace, my family dishonored beyond hope of repair. I’ve worked
so hard to get to this point, and I will not throw it all away just to
teach this pompous ass a well-deserved lesson.


“I understand,” Sebara said quietly. 


Only then did Fino’jin release her.











Chapter 8


 


Varrin awoke
with a bone-deep soreness in his body. Groaning and rubbing his head, he
propped himself up on one elbow and groggily took stock of his surroundings.


A ... tree house? he thought. What in Kari’s name
am I doing in a ... Oh. Right. 


The memories came rushing back. Scanning the room,
Varrin spotted Kalla lying a few feet away, unconscious. Traggs was near the
desk, also knocked out. I remember taking out Traggs, but not Kalla. Did we
stun each other at the same time?


“Um ... feeling better?” a familiar voice said from behind
him.


Rolling over, Varrin saw Eris kneeling next to him. Her hair
was a mess, and her green eyes were wide with worry, but she seemed unharmed.
He started to sit up, but a wave of exhaustion hit him and he sank back to the
floorboards with a groan. Seeing her alarmed look, he quickly said, “I’m fine.
Stunners just don’t usually hit me this hard. Give me a second.”


Once some of his strength had returned, Varrin slowly sat up
and tilted his head toward the unconscious Vekrori raiders. “What happened to
them? And to me? I vaguely remember stunning Traggs, but Kalla …”


“I shot her.”


“Oh. Good job.” He frowned. “Wait. What was I doing while
you were shooting her?”


Eris blushed, and started fiddling with something in her
hands—a white striker that Varrin had never seen before. 


“You were sort of … unconscious at the time,” she said.


Varrin scowled. “How the hell did Kalla get the
better of me? She’s a terrible shot.” He ran his hand through his dark hair,
trying to remember what had happened. “I had cover … in fact, she was
the one running at me like a madwoman—” 


“Fine!” Eris exclaimed. “I shot you, okay?”


“You …” Varrin gaped at her for a few seconds, then burst
out laughing. “I thought you said you’d gotten over the promise pendant thing,”
he teased. I really shouldn’t taunt her about that, he thought. But
she’s just so gorgeous when she gets worked up. 


“Shut up,” she grumbled. “I have gotten over it. And I
wasn’t trying to hit you! This stupid striker I found doesn’t shoot
straight.”


“It didn’t shoot straight?” Varrin stood slowly and
quirked an eyebrow as he looked down at the flustered girl. “Just admit it.”


“Admit what?”


“You can’t aim.”


Eris jumped up and poked him in the chest with her finger.
“I can too aim! I blasted a hole right through Hroshk’s scaly chest and
saved your life, remember? This striker’s just defective.”


Varrin held out his hand. “Let me see this so-called
‘defective’ striker of yours.” He grinned as she glared at him and shoved the
weapon into his hand. 


Holding up the Psilosian striker, he turned it back and
forth. “This thing’s ancient,” he commented. “The Psilosians must’ve left it on
board when they donated the ship. Korrim probably stored it in his treehouse
for safe-keeping. He wouldn’t want the poor little Claktills accidentally
shooting themselves.” He popped the side panel open and peered inside.
“Circuitry’s fine,” he said, clicking the panel back into place. Then he
examined the barrel and the trigger. “All good here.”


“There has to be something wrong with it,” Eris said.


“Nope,” Varrin declared. “This striker is perfectly
functional. You’re just embarrassed that you hit me, and don’t want to admit
it.”


“No, I’m not! Shoot it and see for yourself.” Eris pointed
at the back wall of the treehouse. “There. Hit that crack.”


Obligingly, Varrin took aim and fired off a stunner shot. To
his surprise, instead of hitting the crack, the shot went through the window
three feet to the right. 


“Ha!” she crowed, grabbing the weapon back. “See? I told
you!”


I’ll be damned. She actually did find a defective
striker. Slightly irritated with himself, Varrin decided to change the
subject. “Defective or not, I believe you still owe me an apology for shooting
me.”


Eris’s mouth dropped open. “It was an accident! And besides,
you just mocked me for something that wasn’t even my fault, so I’d say we’re
square.”


Puzzled, Varrin glanced down at himself. “I don’t look
remotely square. Triangular, maybe ...”


The wooden floorboards creaked behind him. Before he could
react, Eris reached around him with the striker and fired off a stunner shot.


ZWOOSH.


Turning, Varrin spotted Kalla lying on the floor, twitching.
“Nice aim,” he complimented.


“Thanks.” Eris twirled the white striker around her index
finger. “This thing’s not so bad, once you get used to it.”


He laughed. “Where did the rat go? Did you shoot him, too?”


“You mean Korrim?” She winced. “I, uh … told him we’re
taking over the ship. He wasn’t pleased. Then he went to find Gimur. Something
about ‘enacting emergency protocol,’ which I think means they’re trying to make
sure no Claktills panic when they find out we’re taking them hostage.”


She has things surprisingly under control. Not that I
thought she couldn’t handle herself, but still … I admit, I’m impressed. Faking
nonchalance, Varrin said, “Then everything’s going according to plan. More or
less. Except for the part where you shot me.”


“I didn’t—!”


He stepped forward and kissed her soundly, stifling her
protest. “I was kidding.”


Eris wrinkled her nose at him, then laughed. “Okay. So, what
next?”


“Well, you’ve already commandeered the ship, so that’s
covered.” Varrin tilted his head toward Kalla and Traggs. “I’m going to take
these two somewhere for safekeeping, before they wake up and try to kidnap you
again.”


“Ha ha,” Eris said.


“Can you get in touch with Big Blue and tell him to figure
out which bay Kalla’s ship is docked in?”


She nodded. “Sure. I’ll call him. But then I’m going to
stick around here so I can talk to Korrim when he gets back. He looked kind of,
well, terrified when he left, and I want to make sure he understands what’s
going to happen.”


“Sounds good. I’ll meet you back at the room in an hour?”


Eris saluted him. “Check.”


*          *          *


Through a combination of enhanced
Rakorsian strength and the creative use of a woven carpet, Varrin hauled Kalla
and Traggs back to the guest cabin. He ran into a few Claktills along the way,
but after taking one look at the two green-skinned heads protruding from one
end of a rolled up carpet being dragged along by a menacing figure in black,
they ran away screaming. Skittish things, aren’t they? he thought,
chuckling to himself.


Reaching the cabin door, Varrin called, “Open up. It’s me.”


The door slid open a few seconds later, and Miguri stepped
to the side as Varrin strode into the room. 


“I take it those are the Vekrori who attacked you?” the
Claktill asked.


“Yup,” Varrin said as he hauled the rolled-up raiders onto
the bed. Then another wave of exhaustion hit him. What the hell? I shouldn’t
still be feeling the after-effects of being stunned … 


Miguri was watching, so he pushed the question out of his
mind and focused on unrolling the unconscious Vekrori. “Where’s Big Blue?”
Varrin asked.


“He left a few minutes ago to locate the Vekrori ship.”
Miguri hopped up onto the bed and peered down at Kalla and Traggs, his hair
fluffed with interest. “So what did they want with you?” 


“They were after Eris.”


Miguri poked Kalla in the nose, and she twitched. Squeaking
in alarm, Miguri scrambled off the bed and hopped up onto the crate. Varrin
drew his striker. 


The Vekrori raider shifted groggily on the bed. “Where am
I?” she mumbled. “What happened?”


“Welcome back to the land of the conscious,” Varrin said.
“Eris stunned you. And now you’re stuck in our room until I figure out what to
do with you.”


“I’m surprised you didn’t just kill me,” Kalla said. 


He frowned. “You may have pissed me off, but we go way back.
I have no interest in killing you.”


“If only I could say the same.” She sat slowly upright and
groaned as she cracked her neck from side to side. Her gaze drifted to Traggs,
who was still knocked out beside her. “Why isn’t he awake? You took him out at
the start of the fight.”


“He had the bad manners to wake up in the elevator on the
way here, so I stunned him again.”


Kalla glanced at Miguri. “What’s with the Claktill?”


“He’s a friend,” Varrin said. Seeing Miguri’s surprised
look, he added, “Don’t let it go to your head, rat. It’s just a figure of
speech.”


“You do not have to be so defensive about your feelings,”
the Claktill said. “Although I admit I had my reservations about you at the
start of our association, I am now proud to call you my friend as well.”


Kalla sneered. “Isn’t that cute? Rakorsians and Claktills,
getting along. It’s so sweet I could gag.”


“Do you want to be stunned again?” Varrin asked. “Because
this is how you get stunned.”


She cracked her neck again. “So what are you going to
do with me?”


“I’m not entirely sure,” he admitted. 


“You could just let me go.” 


“So you can come after Eris again? I don’t think so.”


Kalla shrugged. “Fine. I’ll stop chasing the girl. Space is
a big place. I’ll tell Ysrin I lost her. He’ll be angry, but he’ll get over
it.”


Varrin started to pace as he considered her words. “Ysrin might
get over it. Or he might get even angrier, and send a small army after her. Not
to mention you’re probably lying through your teeth right now, and intend to
kidnap Eris the next chance you get. Better that you simply disappear and leave
Ysrin wondering what happened.”


“So you are going to kill me,” Kalla said, sneering.
“And after all your sentimental talk about us being old friends.”


“I said we go way back. Friendship was never mentioned. And
like I told you, I’m not planning to kill you.”


“Whatever,” she muttered. “Anyway, for the record,
disappearing is out of the question. I’m not giving up my job with Ysrin. He’s
been good to me. By which I mean he sends me on easy jobs and pays me a stupid
amount of money. If you want me to disappear on him, you’d better have a pretty
lucrative job lined up for me. Otherwise, no deal.”


“Done,” Varrin said.


She blinked. “What?”


“What?” Miguri echoed.


“You want another job?” Varrin said. “Easy. You can work for
me.”


“Work for you?” Kalla demanded. She barked a laugh.
“Give me one good reason why I should do that. I hate you.”


“No, you don’t. You’re angry with me. There’s a difference.
And as for the reason—you still like money, don’t you?”


“It’s my favorite thing in the galaxy.”


“Right. So, I’ll pay you triple whatever Ysrin’s going rate
is, and in return you stop chasing Eris and do a job for me instead.”


“What’s the job?”


“You’re going to help me get my ship back.”


Kalla stared at him blankly. Then she grinned. “I can’t
believe I didn’t make this connection before! The girl was blathering on about
some ship she had to find—she was talking about the Nonconformity, wasn’t
she?”


I really need to have a talk with Eris about spilling her
life story to random strangers in bars, Varrin thought.


“How the hell did you lose your ship?” the Vekrori raider
scoffed. “What, did you forget to lock the docking hatch?”


A vein pulsed in his temple. “It’s not important. What is
important is that the Tetrarchy is holding my ship on one of their high-security
shipyards, and I need to get it back.”


“Poor Varrin,” Kalla purred. “The mean Tetrarchy stole his
ship, and he’ll cry if he doesn’t get it back.”


Miguri cleared his throat. “Are you sure it is a good idea
to team up with this woman? She seems unbalanced. Not to mention rude.”


“This is assuming I even want to team up with you,”
Kalla said. “I do have self-respect, you know, and I still haven’t forgiven you
for Shviedem.”


“Shviedem was five months ago!” Varrin exclaimed. “Get over
it!”


“Not until you get the Coalition to take me off their
‘shoot-on-sight’ list!”


“Look, I—” 


Varrin paused mid-sentence as yet another wave of exhaustion
hit him. Stumbling, he reached out and put his hand against the wall for
balance. How can I still be weak from that stunner? I usually shake
off the effects in a matter of minutes. Unless ... Realization struck him,
along with a flash of panic. Damn it. Already? I was hoping I had at least
one more day.


“Are you all right?” Miguri asked, his face wrinkled with
concern.


“What’s wrong with you?” Kalla demanded.


“Nothing,” Varrin said, straightening. “I’m fine. I just …
need to do something. I’ll be back in a second.” He shoved his striker into
Miguri’s hands. “Here. Shoot her if she moves.” Turning his back on them, he
stalked into the cleanser and slid the door shut behind him.


Soft lights switched on overhead, illuminating the dry
shower, waste disposal system, and vanity. Varrin reached into the hidden
pocket inside his black jacket and pulled out a vial filled with clear liquid. Here
goes the emergency backup dose, he thought, and a knot of worry twisted his
stomach. I still have time, but I need to get the Nonconformity back soon. I
don’t even want to think about what will happen if I don’t.


Twisting off the cap, he downed the contents of the vial.
The effects of the slightly-tangy liquid were immediate—within seconds, he
could feel the strength returning to his body, his mind clearing. He tossed the
empty vial into the recycling unit, took a deep breath, and opened the door.


As he stepped back into the room, Miguri asked, “Rakorsian,
are you certain you are—”


“I’m fine,” Varrin said shortly. Then, to Kalla, “Well? Do
you accept my offer?”


The Vekrori woman glared up at him through her curtain of
blue curls. “What, your brilliant plan to make me risk my life retrieving your
stupid ship that you should never have lost in the first place?”


“That’s the one.”


“Why don’t you just buy another ship?”


“You mean, aside from the fact that she’s one-of-a-kind,
with state-of-the-art Rakorsian stealth tech and an engine I modified so
cleverly I should win some sort of astro-engineering award?”


Miguri snorted.


“It’s my ship,” Varrin continued. “I want it back.” His
thoughts drifted to the empty vial. “I need it back.”


Kalla bit her lip. “I …” 


She’s teetering, Varrin thought. She just needs a
little push. “Look, Kalla, I get it. You opened yourself up to me, and I
rejected you. Then I left you behind on Shviedem when I should have waited. I’m
sorry for all of that. I don’t expect forgiveness, but I could really use
your help right now.” He flashed her a winning smile. “So … what do you say?
Let’s work together once more. For old time’s sake.”


Kalla stared at him. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you
apologize for anything.”


Varrin shrugged. “It’s a new thing I’m trying. Is it
working?”


After a long moment of silence, she growled, “Fine.”


“You’re in?”


“I’m in.”


Miguri sighed. “Eris will not be happy about this.”


 











Chapter 9


 


Eris stood awkwardly in front of the
desk in Korrim’s treehouse office. “So, uh …” she said. “All you need to do is
give us access to the CCS17’s bridge so we can set a course to the
shipyard. Oh, and you should also make sure no one panics or tries to call for
help. Can you do that?”


The Claktill leader smoothed down his shiny orange tunic,
his hair spiky with agitation. “We will cooperate. Please do not harm any of my
people.”


“We won’t hurt anyone,” Eris promised. 


They stared at each other.


“You may leave,” Korrim said.


“Right! I’ll just … do that …”


Eris bobbed her head and hurried out of Korrim’s office. She
walked across the small storage room and began to climb down the rope ladder.
Halfway down, she heard an intercom blare to life somewhere above her head. 


“Attention, citizens!” Korrim’s voice trilled. “Several
travelers will be on board the ship for a few days. Please proceed according to
Emergency Protocol 7.”


Emergency Protocol 7? That doesn’t sound good. Eris’s
heart sank. I should never have suggested this stupid plan in the first
place. Anything that happens to the Claktills from here on out is my fault.


She stepped down from the last rung and headed for the
elevator, brushing past the huge rainbow leaves along the way. As soon as she
stepped inside, she realized she had no idea what deck her room was on. Lifting
her wrist communicator, she said, “Miguri?”


A few seconds later, Miguri chirped, “Hello, my friend!
Where are you?”


“In an elevator. Uh … which deck is our room on?”


“Thirty-seven, I believe.”


“Right.” She stared at the incomprehensible symbols on the
control panel. “And which button is that?”


“Look for three little hats with a sort of curly piece on
top.”


“Okay …”


“Call me if you get lost,” Miguri said.


“Got it.”


Eris scanned the control panel. Those sort of look like
hats, I guess. She pressed the button, and the elevator whisked her
downward.


When the door opened, Eris stepped out into a familiar
place—the main shopping concourse they’d walked through yesterday when they’d
first boarded the ship. Definitely the wrong button, she thought. Still,
I wouldn’t mind getting another look around, since I’m here anyway …


As she walked along the concourse, Eris once again took in
the merchants selling their colorful wares from overflowing carts, the couples
lounging against the galea tree’s trunk, and the adults racing after bouncing
children. They seem so happy, she thought. I can see why Miguri
misses his colony ship so much.


She strolled toward the nearest cart. To her dismay, the
Claktills browsing the merchant’s wares squeaked and hurried away as she
approached. Oh, come on. I’m not that scary. The rotund little merchant,
however, held his ground. He trembled and stared up at her when she stopped a
few feet away.


“Hi,” she said. “What are you selling?”


“I do not understand,” the shopkeeper said.


She indicated his cart. “What are you selling? They look
like cups … or maybe pots?”


“I do not understand,” the Claktill insisted. He turned and
bolted down the concourse. 


Why’s everyone running away from me? Is that what
Emergency Protocol 7 means—run away from the intruders? 


Eris decided to try again at the next cart. But the second
merchant reacted the same way as the first had. “I do not know. I cannot help
you,” he chirped, and then disappeared behind a rack of potted flowers.


“They are not trying to be rude,” a voice trilled from
behind her. “They are scared of you.” 


Eris turned and saw a young Claktill standing a few feet
away. He had fluffy neon-green hair and wore a plain white tunic. A milky white
lamri gleamed at his belt buckle.


“And even if they were not scared,” the Claktill continued,
“they do not have lamri, so they cannot understand you. I fortunately inherited
this lamri from my grandparent.” He gestured proudly to his belt.


Eris stared uncertainly at him. “Not to be rude, but … shouldn’t
you be running away from me, too?”


“Oh, most certainly!” the Claktill said, grinning up at her
with needle-sharp teeth. “When the leader enacts Emergency Protocol 7, we are
supposed to be wary of potentially hostile intruders and avoid contact with
them at all costs.”


“Then won’t you get in trouble for talking to me?”


“I hope so.”


Eris smiled. I like him. He reminds me of Miguri. “Well,
in that case, I’d love to talk to you. My name’s Eris. I like your hair, by the
way.”


The Claktill giggled and bounced up and down a few times. “It
has just the right touch of rebellion, do you not think? My parent does not
approve—he claims it is a pointless act of teenage rebellion. But that of
course makes it all the more fun.”


Eris laughed.


“My name is Kiguri Ma’ak’tilli,” he added proudly. “My
great-grandparent is Miguri Ma’ak’tilli, the Exiled One.”


She gaped at him. “You’re related to Miguri?” 


“You have heard of him?” 


“Yeah, I—”


“Whatever you think you know about Miguri Ma’ak’tilli is
wrong!” Kiguri trilled. “Most Claktills speak of him with shame and regret, but
I will have you know that he is a hero!”


“I’m sure he’s—”


“You cannot convince me otherwise! My people’s pacifism is
archaic and unreasonable!” the green-haired Claktill ranted. 


Eris noticed passing Claktills were shooting him scandalized
looks.


“We were isolated on Claktilla for so many millennia,”
Kiguri continued passionately, “that we forgot defending ourselves is not the
same thing as waging war. But instead of remembering, our leaders doom us to
aimless wandering and inevitable extinction. It makes me want to regurgitate my
lunch!”


“I know, it’s—” Eris tried again.


“When the Ssrisk attacked my great-grandparent’s colony
ship, they knew there would be no resistance! It amused them to watch my people
cower and plead for their freedom. When my great-grandparent begged his leader
to fight back, he was ignored. And when he fired the plasma cannons and blew up
the Ssrisk ship, he was exiled! Of all the injustices in all the systems in all
the galaxy, this is surely the greatest of them all!”


Finally finished, Kiguri doubled over and gasped for breath.
Eris couldn’t help but smile. Miguri would love this kid. “This Miguri
guy sounds very heroic,” she assured Kiguri as he straightened. “Anyone who
defends the people they care about is a good person in my books.”


“Oh! Well then.” Kiguri peered up at her curiously. “So why
are you here? Are you planning to sell us into slavery, or perhaps use
us as a bargaining chip in some galactic political intrigue?”


She snorted. “None of the above. We just need to hold you
all hostage for a few days and disable your engines so we can use your ship as
a decoy to sneak onto a high-security shipyard. Then we’ll give it back to you,
of course.”


“That is out of system,” Kiguri breathed, his blue eyes
round with wonder. “I wish I could be an outlaw.”


“Trust me, it’s not as glamorous as it sounds. Doing
whatever you want? Awesome. Getting chased by the authorities and shot at all
the time? Not so awesome.”


“So why are you here in the shopping concourse? I do not
think we have anything for sale that would help you sneak onto a shipyard.”


“To be honest, I got lost on the way back to my cabin,” Eris
said. “But you know, your ship’s really cool—nothing like I’ve ever seen
before.” 


“Would you like to see more? I can give you a tour. I know
all the secret nooks and crannies that the leader warns us to stay away from.”


“That sounds great! But,” she continued, remembering her
promise to meet Varrin back at their room, “I’m afraid I don’t have time right
now.”


Kiguri’s hair drooped.


“How about later?” she added.


His hair immediately re-fluffed. “Oh, yes! That would be
fine! Where will I meet you?”


“My room.”


“Where is that?”


“I … have no idea, actually. Maybe you could help me find
it, and then meet me there later?”


“I would be delighted to!” As Kiguri led the way to the
elevators, he asked, “What deck is your room on?” 


“Thirty-seven.”


When they entered the elevator, Kiguri pressed a button and
the elevator shot upward. Eris peered at the glowing button. Those look
nothing like hats! Maybe berets? If I squint and tilt my head …


The elevator stopped, the door opened, and they stepped out
into a familiar door-lined corridor. Kiguri led her down the hall and stopped
outside the third door on the left. “This should be it,” he said. 


“It is. How did you know?”


He pointed at the alien writing stamped on the door. “It
says ‘Guest Room.’” Kiguri chuckled. “It is almost as if you cannot read
Galactic Common! What a humorous joke. You are very amusing, for an outlaw.”


Eris winced. “Yup, I’m hilarious. Thanks, Kiguri.”


“I am happy to help.”


As she looked at the green-haired Claktill, Eris was
suddenly struck with a wonderful idea. Miguri will be surprised, but I think
it will be a good surprise. He’s always going on about how much he misses his
family. This is the perfect opportunity.


“Hey, Kiguri,” she said. “You’ve never met your
great-grandparent, right?”


“Of course not. He was exiled before my birth.”


“What would you do if I told you he was here right now, on
this very ship?”


Kiguri chuckled. “I would compliment you on another
excellent joke.”


“Humor me.”


“I would be delighted beyond measure to meet my
great-grandparent. But it is impossible.”


Eris grinned. “That’s what I thought. Okay. Just … wait out
here for a few minutes, okay?”


He stared at her. “Why?”


“Please trust me. It’ll definitely be worth it.” 


The Claktill nodded cautiously. 


Eris shot him a reassuring smile, and entered the room.


As the door slid shut behind her, Eris glanced around. She
barely had time to notice Varrin and Miguri—Varrin leaning against the wall by
the cleanser, and Miguri perched atop the crate—before her attention was
riveted by the two figures sitting on the bed, unrestrained. 


“Kalla!” Eris exclaimed, reaching for her striker. “What—”


Varrin quickly stepped between her and the two Vekrori,
raising his hands. “Eris, calm down. It’s not what you think.”


“What the hell, Varrin! You were supposed to lock them up
somewhere, not untie them and let them lounge on our bed!”


“Nice to see you, too,” Kalla drawled. 


“Why are they here?” Eris demanded. 


“I struck a deal with them,” Varrin said.


“You what?”


“I know. It sounds crazy. But Kalla’s a skilled raider, and
she has experience breaking into secure facilities. She agreed to stop working
for Ysrin and work for me instead.”


“And you trust her?”


“Enough to ally with her, yes.”


“Are you forgetting the part where she tried to get me sold
into slavery?”


“Yeah … well, she’s sorry about that.” Varrin glanced at the
Vekrori woman. “Aren’t you, Kalla?”


“My heart weeps with sorrow,” Kalla deadpanned. 


Traggs chuckled. 


“There you go!” Varrin said, clapping his hands. “Problem
solved, crisis averted, unlikely alliance achieved.”


“I don’t like this,” Eris insisted.


Varrin gently grasped her arm and pulled her over to Miguri.
“Look,” he said to them quietly. “I’ve worked with Kalla before. Believe it or
not, she is a good raider. And we need all the competent help we can
get. Not to mention she says she knows a way we can get on the shipyard.”


“We already have a way to get on the shipyard,” Miguri said.


“Yeah,” Eris said. “We’re going to stow away on the shipyard
technicians’ shuttle when they come to inspect the engines.”


“It was a decent plan,” Varrin said. “At the time.”


“What does that mean?”


“There are a lot of holes in that plan.” 


“What holes?” Eris demanded.


“Off the top of my head? The shipyard might scan the shuttle
before they let it dock. We might run into guards and get into a fire-fight
that blows our cover. Hell, they might not send a shuttle at all.”


“And Kalla’s way doesn’t have holes?”


“Of course it has holes. But they’re smaller.”


Eris bit her lip, torn between her distrust of Kalla and her
trust in Varrin. Looking to Miguri, she said, “What do you think?”


“I think that we should trust the raider to know about
raiding,” Miguri said.


Eris sighed. “Fine. We ally with Kalla.”


“You won’t regret this,” Varrin said.


“Oh, I’m pretty sure I will,” she muttered.


Turning to Kalla and Traggs, Varrin said, “We’re in
business. Head back to your ship. We’ll meet up tomorrow and talk strategy.”


Kalla and Traggs stood and headed for the door. “Later,
Gara’dar,” she said.


As the door slid open, Eris caught a glimpse of neon green
in the hallway. Kiguri! Crap! I completely forgot about him. Excitedly
turning back to Miguri, she said, “Hey, remember when we were hiding out on
Vega Minor, and you left to try and track down your family?”


The Claktill eyed her curiously. “That is a strange question
to bring up at this time. Why do you ask?”


“Because I found them! Well, one of them, anyway. Your
great-grandson.”


Miguri gaped at her. “You … how … here?”


“Yup. His name’s Kiguri. Wanna meet him?”


“I … does he know about me? About what I have done?”


“He does. And he thinks you’re a hero.”


“I highly doubt that.”


Eris shoved her hands on her hips. “It’s true! If you don’t
believe me, why don’t you ask him yourself? He’s right outside.”


“I … do not know … I mean …” 


“I think that’s a yes,” Varrin said.


Grinning, Eris hurried over to the door and opened it.
Kiguri was standing outside, his green hair spiked. “That woman was extremely
rude,” he trilled. “She told me to get out of her way, or she would toss me out
an airlock!”


“Sorry about that,” Eris said. “Kalla is … well, awful.
Anyway, forget about her.”


“That might be best,” Kiguri agreed, his hair settling. “Are
you ready for your guided tour now?”


“Not quite yet. Actually, I have someone I want you to meet
first.”  


She led the Claktill into the room. Eris knew the instant
that Kiguri recognized Miguri, because he gasped and pressed his hands against
his mouth. “Great-grandparent!” he squeaked. “Is it really you?”


“Yes,” Miguri said.


The Claktills stared at each other, and their hair began to
fluff.


Pleased, Eris grabbed Varrin’s arm and pulled him toward the
door. “Right,” she said. “So, we’ll just leave you two …” 


The Claktills didn’t appear to have heard her—they just
continued staring at each other with big smiles on their faces.


As soon as Eris and Varrin were out in the hallway, she
released a great huff of air. “Well, that was unexpectedly stressful. I hope I
did the right thing.”


“They looked happy enough to meet each other,” Varrin said.


She smiled. “They did, didn’t they? So … what now?”


“We should probably contact Grashk and let him know Kalla
and Traggs aren’t our enemies anymore,” Varrin said. “You know, before they
show up at the ship he’s guarding and they all try to blast each other’s heads
off.”


Eris winced. “Good call.”


 











Chapter 10


 


Miguri stared down at his
great-grandchild from his perch atop the crate. It is like looking in a
mirror, he thought. We have the same blue eyes, the same round face,
even the same snub nose. If it were not for my wrinkles, we might be
indistinguishable from each other. Except, of course, for his hair. 


“Goodness,” Miguri said. “Your hair is very green.”


Kiguri fiddled with his tail. “I dye it.”


“Ah. That explains it.”


The two Claktills stared at each other. 


Miguri had no idea what to say. Eris told me he thinks I
am a hero, he thought. But that cannot be true … can it?  


The longer the silence stretched, the more their hair
drooped. 


“What are you doing on the CCS17, great-grandparent?”
Kiguri finally trilled. “Are you a raider now? Is that why you are travelling
with the outlaws who have taken over the ship? How did you meet them?”


Relieved that his great-grandchild had taken control of the
conversation, Miguri happily answered, “I am not a raider. I was actually a
captive of the Ssrisk, bound for Ssriss for a lifetime of servitude, when I met
Eris.”


Kiguri’s green hair re-fluffed. “I like her! She has been
quite kind to me. And she told me an amusing joke about not being able to find
her room because she could not read Galactic Common.”


Miguri chuckled. “That was not a joke. Eris cannot read
Galactic Common.”


Kiguri’s eyes went round. “But how is that possible?”


“She is a terrestrial. The Ssrisk abducted her from her home
planet a few months ago, which is how we came to be on the same ship. And then
we were rescued by a raider named Varrin—the dark-haired humanoid male you just
saw.”


“So Eris is not a raider.”


“Yes, she is,” Miguri said. He paused, reconsidering. “Or
perhaps not. I am not sure what the qualifications are for being a raider, to
be entirely honest. I suppose you might consider both of us
raiders-by-association.”


“Does that make me a raider-by-association?” Kiguri asked
eagerly.


“I do not think so.”


“So why are you still travelling with them?”


“Well, at first it was because I had nowhere else to go. And
now … to be honest, I had not really thought about it. I suppose it is simply
because I enjoy their company.”


Kiguri goggled at him. “You travel with raiders because you
enjoy their company?”


Miguri shrugged, and the Claktills lapsed into silence
again. 


This is very awkward, Miguri thought. What do I
say to him? I feel like I should ask him some personal questions—who his parent
is, how he is related to me, his personal health … why he apparently views me
as a hero when every other Claktill in existence considers me a traitor to
everything they hold dear …


“So,” Miguri said casually, hopping off the crate. “Tell me
about yourself.” He gestured toward the bed. “Shall we sit?”


“All right,” Kiguri said.


The two Claktills sat cross-legged on opposite sides of the
bed, facing each other.


“What would you like to know?” Kiguri asked.


“How about we start with your family?”


“Very well. My parent is Vesturi, and my grandparent is
Osrim.”


“Osrim,” Miguri said, smiling as he thought of the youngest
of his three children. “Very bright, very adventurous. I am so pleased to learn
he procreated.”


“I would invite you to meet him and my parent, but they do
not share my outlook on your heroic nature.” Kiguri scowled. “And all because
of your exile.”


Is he angry with me? Miguri wondered. Gently, he
said, “Kiguri, you understand that I did not intentionally get myself exiled,
yes?”


“Of course I understand that.”


“Then why are you so upset?” Miguri asked, bewildered.


“Because it is not fair!” Kiguri shouted. “You risked your
life trying to save your ship, and how did they repay you? By exiling you! By
tearing you away from your family—from me—for doing something they should have
done in the first place!”


“Kiguri …”


“And now we waste our time searching for a new planet to
call our home—but what is the point, I ask you? We were not able to defend our
old home, and we are not going to be able to defend our new home. Some group
will come across our planet, decide they want it for themselves, and snatch it
up while we beg for them to simply leave us in peace. And all this because we
are unwilling to fight for what is ours!”


Stunned, Miguri could only stare at his great-grandchild. Although
I am thrilled to know I am not the only Claktill to think this way, I am also
concerned by his anger. “I understand your frustration,” Miguri said. “But
I hope you do not go around saying such things.”


Kiguri’s hair drooped. “You are upset by my outburst. I
apologize.”


“I am not upset,” Miguri said. “In fact, I agree with
everything you said.”


“You do?”


“Of course. I am just saying that you should be careful
about what you say—not to me, but to other Claktills. They do not agree with
you, and if you persist in pushing your views on them … well, that is the sort
of thing that leads to exile. And I do not want that for you,
great-grandchild.”


“What if I want it for myself?”


Miguri’s hair spiked in shock. “You cannot mean that,
Kiguri.”


“But I do! You cannot imagine what it is like, living
trapped inside a metal can, forced to watch as my people are taken advantage of
by everyone we meet, but refuse to fight back. It is maddening! I would give anything
to fly away with you and leave this whole life behind.”


“And while I would enjoy the company,” Miguri said, “the
galaxy is not a safe place for a young Claktill. The CCS17 is your home,
where your friends and family are. This is where you belong.”


“But—”


“You are safer here,” Miguri said firmly.


Kiguri’s hair drooped. “Yes, great-grandparent,” he mumbled.


Miguri sighed, feeling wretched. “This is not at all how I
imagined our conversation would go. I have waited so long to speak with another
Claktill, but all we are doing is arguing with each other. I hope you
understand that I am only saying these things because I want you to have a
long, happy life.”


“I understand.” Ever so slowly, Kiguri’s hair began to
re-fluff. “Perhaps we could talk about your adventures instead?”


“That is an excellent idea,” Miguri said. “What story shall
I begin with?”


“Something exciting!”


“Well, there was the time I travelled to Vekrori Prime
looking for work, and accidentally spent three weeks as a back-up singer in a
Krumfat band …”











Chapter 11


 


Sebara sat stiffly on a couch in the
lounge of Dharia’s Glory, watching the news on the holo-screen. The
reporter was halfway through a story about the upcoming intragalactic Jimatta
Games—which were going to be held on Ssriss, for some inexplicable reason—when
Fino’jin stomped in, grumbling to himself. 


“Is something wrong, sir?” she asked, switching off the
screen. Respectful tone, do exactly as he says, she reminded herself. The
sooner I find out what he wants, the sooner he’ll leave.


Fino’jin jabbed his finger at the monitor on the wall, which
showed a view of space. “See that white dot? That is the service station where
Prince Varrin’s stolen shuttle is located.”


Sebara squinted at the monitor. Grabbing the remote control,
she zoomed in the image so the white dot came into sharp focus. “Actually, sir,
I believe that’s a Claktill colony ship.”


Fino’jin scowled. “My point is we’re only a few hours
out from Furanku Station. And where do you think Prince Trystan is? Mentally
preparing himself for the upcoming confrontation with a brother he hasn’t
spoken to in five years? Of course not! He is cowering in his room, refusing to
emerge!”


The Skin Slicer rubbed his hand over his face and made an
aggravated noise. “To make matters worse, do you know what I found when I did a
surprise inspection earlier today? Poems! I ripped them up and forbade him to
create any more, but I caught him writing a new one the moment I turned my
back. You’re the boy’s guardian, Rala’kamil—do something! That’s an order.”


Sebara crossed her arms against her chest and bowed. “I’ll
take care of it, sir.”


He nodded. “Good. I’ll be in the cockpit.”


“Yes, sir.”


She hurried past him out of the lounge and strode through
the corridors to Trystan’s cabin. Rapping her fist against the metal door, she
called, “Prince Trystan! Open the door.”


A moment later the door slid open. Sebara stepped into the
room and saw Trystan lying on his stomach on his bed, propped up on his elbows,
chin resting on his hands. He was still wearing his yellow and white sleeping
clothes. Spread in front of him on the bed was a mess of papers covered in his
elegant handwriting.


Deep breath, she told herself. You promised
Fino’jin you would deal with this. So deal with it.


“What are those?” Sebara demanded, gesturing at the papers.


“Nothing,” Trystan said sullenly.


Moving closer, Sebara grabbed one of the papers. Trystan reached
out to try to grab it back from her, and nearly fell off the bed when she
yanked it away. Righting himself, he said, “It’s not what it looks like.”


“Really? Because it looks to me like Fino’jin asked you to
stop writing poems, and you have completely ignored his request.” 


“It’s not a poem,” Trystan said. “It’s a thought exercise. I
have to put my thoughts into words on paper, or they boil up in my mind
like a volcano and threaten to overwhelm me entirely!”


Sebara had been about to rip the paper in two, but she
faltered at the pleading look in his eyes. Damn it all. “Fine,” she
said. “Let’s see what these volcano words of yours say.” 


Holding the sheet at arm’s length, she read aloud: 


“Father calls space the great black
desert. An obstacle we must cross to spread the glory of Rakor to the rest of
the galaxy. Mother says space is a giant velvet coverlet, a starry blanket to
keep me safe as I sleep. I am scared of space, but at the same time I think it
must have many stories to tell.” 


Sebara paused. “Your Highness, you must get over your fear
of space. There is truly nothing to be so afraid of.”


“But it’s so empty!” Trystan said. “I worry that I might
start drifting and lose myself.”


“Well, if you ever go on a spacewalk, I’ll make sure you
have a strong tether.” 


She continued reading:


“If space is a desert, are the stars
oases? And the planets, palms and fronds? Does that make us but mere specks of
sand, floating in the endless abyss?”


She stopped reading and stared at the words. That’s
actually kind of beautiful, she thought. In a sad way.


“I knew I should not have written it, but I could not
contain myself,” Trystan said. 


Sebara opened her mouth, then shut it. With a sigh, she sat
beside him on the bed and returned the paper to him. The boy accepted it with a
bewildered look. “I thought you were going to rip it up and throw it at me,
like Fino’jin did,” he admitted.


“Maybe next time,” she said. “At least it wasn’t poetry.” 


Trystan winced. “Perhaps you would be better off not reading
the other sheets.”


“Kari help me,” Sebara muttered, and picked up another
paper.


If
space were land, and land were space,

What wonders would we have to face?

Floating palms and clouds of sand,

While walking along a star-strewn band.

When down is up, and up is down,

Will my smile become a frown?


“Do I need to give you a basic botany lesson?” Sebara asked
mildly. “Palms cannot float—they are rooted to the ground, and would die
without soil.”


“But they could float! Anything is possible,
Sebara, if only we believe!”


She groaned and placed the paper back on the bed. He’s
hopeless. 


“We’re docking with Furanku Station soon,” she said,
standing. “Please dress yourself accordingly. I doubt you’ll want to be wearing
sleeping clothes when you meet your brother again after all these years.”


“I don’t think it will matter how I look. Varrin won’t be
there.”


“Oh? And how do you know that?”


“Sebara, please. Everyone knows things are never in
the first place you look.” 


“That is … actually a fair point. Now that I think about it,
it’s unlikely Prince Varrin would stay with a shuttle he knows can be so easily
tracked. Still, we must at least make the attempt. Perhaps we can find some
clue on the shuttle as to where he’s gone.”


Trystan’s blue eyes widened. “Do you think he’s gone to
Gluch? I’ve always wanted to go to Gluch. They say—”


“We are not going to Gluch,” Sebara said. “I don’t even know
what that is. Now, would you please get dressed?”


As Trystan stood up and started rustling around under his
bunk for his clothes, he muttered something too quietly for Sebara to hear.


“What was that, Your Highness?”


He straightened and turned to her, poking his fingers
together, his eyes downcast. “I … I wanted to apologize for what I said a few
days ago—you know, when I implied you were the sort of person who would abandon
your duty as my bodyguard.” He looked up at her. “I don’t think that about you.
I know you’re loyal—and, for what it’s worth, I appreciate you. I’m sorry if I
made you feel otherwise.”


Sebara froze. I can’t remember the last time someone
apologized to me—or told me they appreciated me. How do I respond to such a
sentiment?


“Thank you, Prince Trystan,” she said stiffly. “I …
appreciate that you appreciate me.”


The boy beamed at her—and to her surprise, Sebara found
herself smiling in return.


*          *          *


“What do you mean, you don’t
know where he is?” Fino’jin snarled. 


“I’m sorry, sir,” said the toad-like alien working at Furanku
Station’s Level 42 information desk. “Like I said, there’s no record of anyone
by the name Varrin Gara’dar docking at or departing from this station in the
past six months.”


“Check your records again,” Fino’jin said. “I know he’s
here.”


As the attendant accessed his computer again, Sebara noticed
Trystan tugging at his red and gold uniform. “Please stop fidgeting!” she
whispered.


“But it’s so uncomfortable,” the boy protested. He gestured
at her black and gold body armor. “You don’t understand—you get to wear that
awesome armor! This uniform is good for nothing but scratching my delicate
skin.” Trystan pulled up his sleeve and shoved his bare arm toward her. “Look!
I’m chafing!”


Fino’jin turned away from the desk and glared at Sebara.
“What’s going on?” he demanded.


Sebara hastily snapped him a salute as Trystan rolled down
his sleeve. “Nothing, sir,” she said. “Everything’s under control.”


“Good,” the Skin Slicer said. “Keep it that way.”


The attendant looked up at them, blinking his bulbous yellow
eyes. “I’m sorry, but I still can’t find any record of Varrin Gara’dar.”


“Sir,” Sebara said quietly to Fino’jin. “I’ve read Prince
Varrin’s file, and it said he sometimes uses an alternate name.”


“Do not be absurd,” Fino’jin snapped. “Why would a Rakorsian
prince seek to hide his identity?”


Because he has basic common sense? After pausing to
yank Trystan out of the path of a rapidly moving hover-lift stacked with purple
boxes, she said, “Perhaps in his line of work, being royalty might be a
liability, sir.”


Fino’jin grunted. “And so his dishonor grows. What alias
does he use?”


“I don’t know, sir. It wasn’t in the file. But it would
explain why there’s no record of him being at Furanku Station.”


“Then we will find him by the shuttle.” Turning to the
attendant, the Skin Slicer snapped, “Have any Rakorsian shuttles docked here
recently?”


The attendant slurped out his slimy tongue and licked his
eyeballs as he accessed his computer again. “One arrived a few days ago. But
it’s listed as abandoned.”


Fino’jin scowled. “Abandoned?”


“That’s right,” the attendant said, glancing at his screen.
“The owner didn’t pay the daily docking fee, so the ship was claimed by the
station authorities.”


“Sir,” Sebara whispered. “Prince Varrin must have known the
shuttle could be tracked, and found new transportation. He could be halfway
across the galaxy by now.”


“Then we will go to the shuttle and look for clues,”
Fino’jin decided. “It is still our best lead.” Returning his attention to the
attendant, he said, “Where is the shuttle now?”


“It went on the auction block this morning.”


“Who bought it?”


“I can’t give out that sort of personal information.” The
toad-like alien moistened his rubbery lips, and added in a low voice, “Unless
you can make it worth my while.”


Fino’jin slammed his hands down on the counter. “I do not
give bribes to petty officials with slime for brains! You will tell me what I
want to know, or suffer the consequences!”


The attendant flinched and rolled his chair back a few feet.
“I suppose I can make an exception, just this once,” he said quickly. “The
buyer was a Vekrori trade lord named Ysrin.”


“Where can I find him?”


“His ship is docked on Level 7—the Fortune’s Call.”


“Very well,” Fino’jin said. “If I find out you have lied to
me, I will return here and slice the skin from your body while you shriek and
flail in a pool of your own blood.”


The attendant fainted.


Fino’jin stormed away from the information desk, Sebara and
Trystan hurrying after him. They took an elevator down to the Level 7 docking
bay, where they consulted a holographic map to locate the Fortune’s Call. 


“I believe it’s that one, sir,” Sebara said, pointing to one
of the hatches. “With the Vekrori men guarding it.”


Fino’jin nodded curtly, and led the way to the docking tube.
Reaching the two guards, he snapped, “This is the Fortune’s Call?”


“That’s right,” one of guards said. “Who are you, and what’s
your business with Trade Lord Ysrin?”


“I am Fino’jin, Commander of the Skin Slicers. I will speak
with your trade lord about a ship he recently acquired.”


“I’ve never heard of the Skin Slicers,” the guard said.


“Yes, you have,” the other guard muttered. “The Rakorsian
Skin Slicers, idiot.”


The first guard paled. “I thought they stuck to Rakorsian
space.”


“Apparently not!”


The two Vekrori glanced at each other. “Follow us,” they
chorused.


The guards led Fino’jin, Sebara, and Trystan along the
corrugated metal docking tube, through an airlock, and onto the Fortune’s
Call. At the end of a short hallway, crimson double doors opened up into a
smoky lounge filled with aliens—some drinking by the bar, others clustered
around gambling tables. Vekrori guards were stationed throughout the room.


“What are they playing?” Trystan asked, looking around
excitedly as they walked inside.


“I don’t know,” Sebara said. “I don’t gamble.”


“Can I try a game?”


She sighed. “Are we here to play games, Your Highness?”


“No,” Trystan mumbled.


“Why are we here, Your Highness?”


“To find my brother. But really, Sebara, isn’t there time
for both? What is the point of life, if we do not occasionally stop to sniff
the paradise ferns?”


Sebara decided they would both be better off if she didn’t
answer that. 


The guards led them past the gambling tables and over to a
sitting area beside a large window that showed a view of the swirling orange
gas giant around which the station orbited. The guards stopped and bowed to a
rotund, lavishly-dressed Vekrori man lounging on a couch.


“Trade Lord Ysrin,” one of the guards said. “This is
Fino’jin, Commander of the Skin Slicers. The Rakorsian Skin Slicers,
sir. He wishes to speak with you.”


“How delightful,” Ysrin said. Then, to Fino’jin, “You are
welcome on my ship, commander. And may I add that you have a lovely family.”


“What are you talking about?” Fino’jin barked.


“I believe he is referring to myself and the boy, sir,”
Sebara murmured. She purposely didn’t use Trystan’s name or title. 


“They are not my family,” the Skin Slicer snapped. “And I
did not come here for pointless small talk.”


“Of course not, my friend,” Ysrin said genially, and
gestured toward a group of chairs to his right. “Please sit. I will be happy to
help you with whatever you’ve come here for.”


Fino’jin grunted and clomped over to one of the chairs. As
he sat, the spikes on his armor dug into the plump, satiny cushions. 


Sebara shot Trystan a pointed look, and the boy hastily took
a seat beside Fino’jin. She stood protectively behind the young prince. 


“Now then,” Ysrin said, clasping his hands in his lap. “What
can I help you with?”


“You bought a ship this morning,” Fino’jin said. “Where is
it?”


Well, no one could ever accuse him of being subtle, Sebara
thought.


Confusion flickered across Ysrin’s face. Then his eyes
widened in understanding. “You mean the Rakorsian shuttle! Yes, it was the
highlight of this morning’s auction. I must say, it was far more civilized than
the auction I held a few days ago. Do you have any idea how traumatic it is to
be held hostage on your own ship? It took me two hours before I regained
my appetite.”


“I have no interest in your appetite, or lack thereof,”
Fino’jin said. “Now answer my question. Where is the shuttle?” 


Ysrin chuckled. “My, you’re persistent! Why are you so
interested in my shuttle, anyway?”


“My reasons are none of your concern,” the Skin Slicer said.
“Suffice it to say, I have no intention of taking the ship. I intend only to
conduct a brief investigation on board.”


“Well then, I’d be happy to allow you onto the shuttle. Let
no one say Ysrin is not a friend of Rakor! But there is, of course, the matter
of payment …”


Fino’jin scowled. “You want me to pay you for allowing me to
access property stolen from the Rakorsian empire?”


Ysrin spread his arms wide. “I am a trade lord, my dear man.
Bartering is the name of the game. I do you a favor, and you make it worth my
while. That’s just the way things work.”


“That’s not the way I work,” Fino’jin said. He stood and
reached for the electro-sword strapped to his back. 


“Oh, no no no,” Ysrin said. “I wouldn’t suggest you try
anything like that, my dear commander.”


The nearest Vekrori guards drew their strikers and pointed
them at the three Rakorsians. Trystan squeaked and clutched the arms of his
chair. Sebara rested her hand on her striker, but didn’t draw it. Trust
Fino’jin to turn a simple negotiation into a brawl, she thought. Hopefully
he has the sense not to escalate the situation.


“You dare to threaten me?” Fino’jin spat at Ysrin.


Sebara winced.


“You were the one to make the first move,” the trade lord
said, smiling. “I am simply responding in kind.”


“Sir,” Sebara said through gritted teeth, “perhaps we should
just pay him. The boy is with us, remember?” 


Fino’jin clenched his jaw as he glared at the trade lord.
Then, ever so slowly, he released his grip on the electro-sword and sat back
down. “I will pay you five hundred tetras for access to the shuttle,” the Skin
Slicer grated out. “No more.”


“I accept,” Ysrin said. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?”


The trade lord pulled a datapad from the thick sash around
his waist, tapped the touch-screen, and handed it to Fino’jin. The Skin Slicer
extracted a credit hex from his pocket and touched it to the screen. 


“It has been wonderful doing business with you, my friend,”
Ysrin said.


“Show me to the shuttle, before I change my mind and
separate your head from your body,” Fino’jin growled.


The trade lord chuckled. “So descriptive! How delightful.” 


*          *          *


After thoroughly searching the
shuttle for clues of Varrin’s whereabouts, Fino’jin slammed his fist against
the cockpit control panel and growled, “This is pointless! There’s nothing
here!”


“That isn’t surprising,” Trystan said. “My brother is very
stealthy. He used to sneak me extra sun cakes under the table during dinner.”


Seeing Fino’jin’s irritated expression, Sebara hastily spoke
up. “Sir, what if we try picking up Prince Varrin’s trail a different way? I
believe he was recently spotted on Vega Minor—we could go there and see if we
can learn anything.”


“Vega Minor is a trade hub,” Fino’jin mused. “Prince
Varrin might have contacts there. But it’s a long shot.”


“Do you have a better plan, sir?”


He frowned. “Sarcasm, Rala’kamil?”


Inwardly smiling, Sebara bowed her head. “Of course
not, sir.”


“Very well. We go to Vega Minor.”


 











Chapter 12


 


Over the next few days, the CCS17
plodded away from Furanku Station toward the edge of the system. At first
Kiguri tried to show Eris around the ship, but the Claktills kept running away
the moment they saw her, so they decided to call a halt to their explorations.
Instead, Eris divided her time between hanging out with Varrin—practicing basic
zero-G maneuvering and striker skills, or making out in whatever secluded nook
they could find—and chatting with Miguri and Kiguri in the guest cabin. 


On the evening of their third day on the CCS17, Eris
and the two Claktills were lounging on the bed eating warm bowls of kilti nik
billi and debating who would win in a fight—Grashk or Kalla. 


“You have never seen Grashk in battle,” Miguri told Kiguri.
“He is a terrifying opponent.”


“Ah, but Kalla is a seasoned raider,” Kiguri countered.
“Raiders never lose.” He slurped up a spoonful of saucy green noodles and
smacked his lips.


“Raiders lose all the time,” Eris said. “They’re not
invincible. Kalla wouldn’t be helping us at all if I hadn’t stunned her.”


“Yes, but—” Kiguri began.


“Plus, Grashk has six arms!” Eris continued
enthusiastically. “That alone gives him a huge edge. In fact—” She paused
mid-sentence when her wrist communicator vibrated. “Hang on a sec.” Lifting her
arm, she said, “What’s up?”


“Strategy meeting on the bridge in five minutes,” Varrin’s
voice came through the communicator.


“I’ll head up now,” Eris said. She closed the channel, stood
up, and yawned as she stretched her arms over her head. “I need a little
exercise anyway.”  


“When will you return?” Miguri asked.


“Can I come?” Kiguri chirped.


“I’m not sure, and no,” Eris said. Seeing the young
Claktill’s hair droop, she added, “Sorry, Kiguri. I’d love to have you there,
but it’s a private meeting. Unless you want to help us break into the
shipyard?”


She’d meant it as a joke, but Kiguri’s face lit up. “I would
happily assist you!” he trilled.


“You will do no such thing,” Miguri said firmly.


“But great-grandparent!”


“No great-grandchild of mine—”


Well, this is my cue to leave, Eris thought, and
strode quickly out of the cabin.


*          *          *


When Eris entered the bridge, Varrin
and Kalla were standing next to the navigation holo-table, arguing loudly.
Grashk, a few feet away, glowered at them. Just as Eris was about to announce
her presence, Grashk made an angry rat-tat-tat sound. 


“Cease squabbling and begin the meeting!” the Ssrisk hissed
at the raiders. “At this rate, my scales will shrivel up and fall off before we
accomplish anything!”


“We’re waiting for Eris,” Varrin said, and turned to shoot
Eris a crooked grin that made her heart flutter happily. “Speaking of the
beauty in question …”


Kalla made a gagging noise. 


Varrin gestured Eris over to the holo-table. As she moved to
stand by his side, he wrapped one hand around her waist, and used the other to
call up a holograph of a large, spiky sphere.


“Nice sea urchin,” Eris said, leaning her head against
Varrin’s shoulder.


“What?” Kalla barked.


“Earth thing. Forget it.” 


“Focus, people,” Varrin said, and indicated the sphere.
“This is the design of a typical Tetrarchy shipyard. I got the schematics from
the Betelgeuse shipyard. I spent a few weeks there posing as a short-order
cook.” 


“You can cook?” Eris asked, surprised.


“Not even a little.”


“Then how—”


“I did a lot of delegating. Anyway, the point is that the
Psilosians are nothing if not boring and predictable, meaning most of their
shipyards were built off the same schematics. So the Pegasi shipyard should
look more or less identical to the Betelgeuse shipyard.” 


Varrin tapped the image, and the spikes on the shipyard
began to glow. “The spines are plasma cannon tubes, which are the shipyard’s
main defense. That’s why we’re sneaking aboard instead of attacking the
shipyard head-on—they’d blow us out of space.”


“Where will the Nonconformity be?” Eris asked.


“Inside.” He zoomed in the holographic display to show a
cross-section of the interior. “The shipyard’s huge and hollow—big enough to
fit dozens of smaller ships inside. It’s essentially a big, air-tight shell of
living quarters and offices, with a zero-gravity space in the middle where the
ships are stored and worked on.” Varrin glanced at Kalla. “Want to explain the
rest?”


The Vekrori woman nodded and stepped forward. “In order to
get onto the shipyard, we first need to get near the shipyard. The CCS17 will
do most of the work for us. But the shipyard won’t let the CCS17 dock
with them—that would be too much of a security risk, even if it’s just
Claktills. So they’ll probably make us stop a few hundred miles out and send a
shuttle with technicians to inspect the damage to the colony ship’s engines.”


“Right,” Eris said. “And our original plan was to stow away
on the shuttle. But you apparently have a better way.”


“I do,” Kalla said. “We’re going to use my BASE suits to get
onto the shipyard.”


“What’s a BASE suit?”


“It’s an acronym,” Varrin said. “Stands for ‘Baryonic
Acceleration Stealth Evasion.’ BASE suits are made of a special microfiber that
turns you invisible if you’re moving fast enough.” 


“How fast?” Eris asked nervously.


“Fast,” Kalla snapped. “While the technicians are busy
examining the CCS17’s engines, we’ll slip out an airlock wearing the BASE
suits. Then we’ll shoot through space, straight past the shipyard’s cameras,
between the plasma cannons—”


“And crash into the shipyard at a gazillion miles an hour
and die a splattery death,” Eris concluded. 


“We’ll slow down before that happens,” Kalla said.
“Obviously. I’m not suicidal. We just need to avoid being seen by the cameras,
which are on the ends of the plasma cannon tubes. Once we pass the cameras, we
slow down.”


Eris tried to remember what she’d learned about velocity in
physics class. “But … wouldn’t the G forces from slowing down that quickly, you
know, kill us?”


Kalla’s upper lip curled in a sneer. “The BASE suits will
protect us from the force of deceleration. Besides, what do you care? It’s not
like you’ll be out there risking your life.”


Eris blinked. “I won’t? Where am I during all this?”


“You’ll be with Traggs and Miguri, waiting at the edge of
the system in Kalla’s ship,” Varrin said, in a tone that implied it should have
been obvious. “Safe.”


“Like hell I will!”


“This isn’t up for discussion!” he said firmly. “I want you
out of harm’s way.”


“You were perfectly happy to drag me into harm’s way less
than two weeks ago!” Eris protested. “Remember? Our little two-man mission to
infiltrate Admiral Kratis’s star cruiser? You were all, ‘Eris, I can’t possibly
do this by myself, I’m helpless without you, you have to come with me or your
whole planet will be enslaved by the evil Rakorsians!’ What’s changed since
then?”


Varrin looked flustered. “Well, for one thing …”


“Yes?” Eris prompted.


He scowled. “That’s beside the point! This is going to be
dangerous, and you’re not coming. That’s final!”


So this is what having an overprotective boyfriend feels
like, Eris thought. In another situation it would be really sweet, but
right now I just want to smack him. 


She poked Varrin’s chest hard with her index finger. “You.
Do not. Tell me what to do. I am not your property. And, for the record,
I care just as much about getting the Nonconformity back as you do. So
either give me an actual reason why I can’t come, or let it go so we can
move on with the strategy session!”


Varrin let out an exasperated sigh and ran his hand through
his hair. “Fine. You can come. But when we’re on the shipyard, you follow my
orders without question. If I tell you to shoot, you shoot. If I tell you to
run, you run. Got it?”


Eris grinned. “I always do what you say.”


Before he could reply, the door to the bridge slid open. A
Claktill stepped inside, carrying a covered tray. “I believe someone ordered
food?” the Claktill squeaked.


Everyone on the bridge except Kalla looked confused. “That
was me,” she said, and snapped her fingers at the little alien. “Get over here.
I’m starving.” 


The Claktill scurried toward her. But as he approached, he
tripped. The dishes on the tray clattered to the floor, spilling the contents
everywhere. 


“Idiot!” Kalla spat, and moved to kick him. 


Grashk lashed out with his tail, intercepting Kalla’s foot
inches before it reached the trembling Claktill. The Vekrori woman shrieked as
she lost her balance and sprawled onto the floor.  


“How dare you!” Kalla snarled at Grashk. She jumped back to
her feet, irritably shoving her curtain of blue curls away from her face. “I’ve
killed for less, you overgrown sack of scales.”


Grashk cracked three sets of blue knuckles and hissed, “By
all means, try to kill me. I have been itching for a decent fight for days.”


The Claktill got quietly to his feet and raced off the
bridge.


As the Vekrori raider and Ssrisk warrior squared off, Eris
stepped forward to intervene. Varrin reached to grab her arm, but she twisted
away and jumped in between Grashk and Kalla. “Would you two get a grip?” she
said. “We’re supposed to be on the same team!”


“He started it!” Kalla said, baring her canines at Grashk.


“You were behaving like a spoiled hatchling,” Grashk hissed.
“The denizens of this ship are already aware they are inferior creatures—do you
not see them trembling in our presence? There is no need to further establish
your superiority. It is petty and unnecessary.”


Wow, Eris thought, staring at the Ssrisk. I never
thought I’d see the day Grashk defended a Claktill. Miguri will never believe
me when I tell him.


As Kalla scowled and opened her mouth to reply, Varrin said
firmly, “Drop it, Kalla.”


She rounded on him. “If you think I’m going to—”


“I said, drop it. We’re in the middle of a meeting. If you
want to get into a fistfight with Big Blue, do it on your own time. Now, shut
up and let me finish going over the plan.”


The Vekrori woman glared at him for a few seconds, then
muttered, “Whatever.”


“As always, your enthusiasm is inspiring. Now, let’s get
back to the reason we’re here. Which is …” Varrin paused. “What were we talking
about, again?”


“BASE suits,” Eris supplied. 


“Right. We’ll use the BASE suits to get onto the shipyard.
Once we’re there, Kalla will deal with the interior security cameras.”


“How?” Grashk hissed.


Kalla pulled a small black disc from her pocket and held it
up. “I’ll use this to hack into the security feed and register our images into
the system. That way, we won’t trigger any alarms while we’re running around
the shipyard, because the security system will recognize us as members of the
crew.”


“After that,” Varrin continued, “we’ll split up. Kalla will
head down to the shipyard’s power core and plant an EMP. While she’s doing
that, Grashk and I will find our ships.”


“You mean Grashk, you, and me will find the ships,”
Eris corrected. “Because I’m going too.”


He sighed. “Right. Once Kalla meets up with us at the Nonconformity,
we’ll activate the EMP to temporarily knock out the shipyard’s defenses.
We’ll make sure our ships are shut off before that happens, obviously, so they
won’t be affected by the pulse. Then we power up, blast ourselves an exit, and
get out of there before the shipyard comes back online.”


Eris raised her hand. “How’s Grashk going to fly his ship by
himself? It’s enormous.”


“Superior Ssrisk technology,” Grashk said. “I can pilot the
ship using only the command control panel on the captain’s chair. I will be
unable to perform complex maneuvers, but will be able to fly a simple course
without difficulty.”


“So once we’re free of the shipyard,” Varrin continued, “we
rendezvous with Traggs and Miguri at the edge of the system, get everyone onto
their respective ships, and part ways.”


“That part of the plan can’t come soon enough,” Kalla
muttered. “Is this pointless meeting over yet?”


“Almost,” Varrin said. “We’ll Pull to the Pegasi system
tomorrow morning. When we come out of the Pull, it’ll take about an hour to
approach the shipyard—that’ll give us time to put on the BASE suits and go over
any last minute details.”


“Where do we meet after the Pull?” Eris asked.


“Kalla’s ship—Docking Bay 4.” He looked at everyone. “Got
it?”


They nodded.


“Good.” When no one moved, he added, “We’re done. You can
leave.”


“Finally,” Kalla said. As she turned on her heel, her blue
hair flung out and smacked Eris across the face.


“I dislike her,” Grashk hissed, watching Kalla stalk off
toward the exit.


“Join the club,” Eris said.


 











Chapter 13


 


“I’m tired,” Kiguri complained,
yawning. “And Grashk’s tail keeps hitting me.” 


It was early the next morning, and the two Claktills were
jammed into an elevator with Grashk, Eris, and Varrin, on their way to Docking
Bay 4 to meet the Vekrori raiders.


“Imagine being trapped in a box with him for two hours,”
Miguri said. “The smell alone was devastating.”


“You are lucky you are inferior life forms,” Grashk hissed.
“Otherwise I would challenge you to mortal combat, and your mockery would be
short-lived.”


Before Miguri could reply, the loudspeaker switched on.


“Attention,” Korrim trilled. “I am now activating the Pull.
Please remain in your cabins until I authorize you to emerge. Thank you for
your cooperation.”


Ugh, Eris thought. I hate Pulling. Stomach, it’s
been nice knowing you.


Varrin silently offered Eris his arm, and she clutched it
like a lifeline. 


“Close your eyes and hold your breath,” he reminded her.


SHWOOP.


Time and space stretched and contorted as the colony ship’s
lamri activated and Pulled them toward the Pegasi shipyard. They leapt through
the void, crossing hundreds of light-years in an instant. Eris felt as if she
were simultaneously being squeezed through a tube, flattened into a pancake,
and smashed into pieces with a hammer.


As the world returned to normal around her, Eris pressed a
hand to her stomach and tried to fight the rising nausea. Stupid aliens and
their stupid bending of time and space, she thought. Where’s a good warp
drive when you need it?


“Are you all right, my friend?” Miguri asked, peering up at
her with concern.


She forced a smile. “I’m good.”


“Do you not enjoy Pulling?” Kiguri asked, his green hair
fluffed in interest. “I personally find the Pull exciting.”


“I enjoy it about as much as getting kicked repeatedly in
the stomach,” Eris said.


“Is that something your species enjoys?”


“No.”


“Ah.”


The elevator stopped on one of the lower levels of the CCS17,
and they stepped out into a small docking bay. The only ship in the bay was
a thirty-foot long, stubby vessel covered in colorful graffiti.  


“Finally,” Kalla said, rounding the side of the ship with
Traggs. Both their hands were coated in grease; she was wiping hers with a rag.
“Ready?”


“Ready,” Varrin confirmed. “Traggs and the rat need to take
off now, before we get in range of the shipyard’s scanners.”


Kalla tossed Traggs the rag. “You know what to do?”


The green-skinned man nodded.


“Good.” Turning to Varrin, she added, “I’ve already moved
the BASE suits to the airlock. Let’s go.”


Kalla stalked off toward the elevator. As Grashk and Varrin
started to follow, Eris quickly crouched down in front of Kiguri. They’d
already said their goodbyes earlier that morning, but she wanted to get in one
last farewell.


Embracing Kiguri tightly, Eris said, “Thanks for the last
few days. It’s been so fun, and it was wonderful to meet you.”


“Good luck on the shipyard,” Kiguri said as she released
him. “Please be careful. Try not to get shot.”


She laughed. “That’s the plan. Miguri and I will figure out
a way to see you again soon.” Glancing at Miguri, she added, “Right?”


Miguri nodded. “Of course.” He took Kiguri’s hand and pulled
him away from Eris. “Come. She needs to go, and Traggs is waiting for me.”


“I still do not see why I cannot go with you,” Kiguri
grumbled.


“Your place is on the colony ship!” Miguri exclaimed. “This
is not up for debate!”


Grinning, Eris hurried after Grashk and Varrin.


*          *          *


Once they were all in the airlock,
Kalla unzipped a large bag. Reaching in, she grabbed a bundle of shimmery black
fabric and tossed it at Eris. “Here’s your BASE suit,” the Vekrori raider said.
“It’s form-fitting, so my apologies in advance for whatever flaws the suit will
inevitably reveal in your figure.” 


Ignore her, Eris told herself. She’s just trying
to piss you off. 


Kalla handed Varrin and Grashk their BASE suits. “The
material should be able to stretch over your spikes,” she told the Ssrisk. 


“That is all well and good,” Grashk hissed, spreading his
six arms wide, “but does your suit easily accommodate extra arms? Or a tail?”


Kalla pursed her lips. “No,” she admitted. “I didn’t buy them
with Ssrisk in mind. Just cross your extra sets of arms over your chest.”


“What about my tail?”


“You’re the mighty warrior,” Kalla said sweetly. “With a
little creativity, I’m sure you can find somewhere to stuff it.”


While they bickered, Eris examined her suit. Last night,
Varrin had explained to her how it worked, and how to control movement when
they were shooting through space, but this was her first time seeing the suit
in person. It looked like a child-sized wetsuit, with attached hands, feet, and
hood. There was a slim rectangular air canister on the back, and a utility belt
around the waist. Leaning toward Varrin, she said, “Will these really fit us?”


He laughed. “Always doubting the wonders of alien
technology.” Grabbing her suit, he placed his hands on opposite sides of the
neck hole and pulled. The hole widened easily, as if the fabric were made of
spandex. “Any more questions?”


“I think I’m good,” Eris said. She took the suit from him,
sat down, stretched the hole wide, and shoved her feet inside. 


As she pulled the stretchy material up her legs, Varrin
crouched down and yanked the white striker from her belt. 


“Hey!” Eris protested. “I need that!”


“If you’re going to use a striker, at least use one that
works.” Varrin tossed away the defective striker and handed her one of his own
sleek black strikers. 


“Aww. But I liked being ineffective.”


Varrin snorted.


Eris finished pulling on her BASE suit and attached the
black striker to her utility belt. Then she stood up and did a few stretches to
make sure the fabric wouldn’t hinder her movement. As she wriggled her
shoulders, trying to get the metal canister to sit more comfortably against her
spine, a thought occurred to her. Glancing at Varrin, she said, “You’re sure
this suit is going to protect me? The material’s awfully thin.”


“It’s perfectly safe,” he assured her. “The suit’s made from
a super-strong synthetic polymer—you’re basically wearing body armor. If I were
to punch you right now, you’d barely feel it.”


“If she’s looking for someone to punch her, I happily
volunteer,” Kalla muttered.


Eris glowered at her. “How generous of you.”


Kalla smirked, then returned to her current task, which
involved twirling her hair up into a bun and securing it with a gleaming chrome
clip. 


The intercom switched on, and a high-pitched voice chirped,
“This is Leader Korrim. We have begun deceleration, and will soon receive
visitors from a nearby Tetrarchy facility. A reminder to everyone to please
stay in your rooms until I specify otherwise. Thank you for your continued
cooperation.”


“Time to go,” Kalla announced. “Hoods up. We burst in two
minutes.”


Eris glanced nervously at Varrin. “Burst? What does that
mean?”


He grabbed her hand and squeezed it. “Burst—as in, burst out
of the airlock and shoot through space toward the shipyard.” 


Varrin pulled his hood over his head and down over his face.
The material at his neck made a slurping sound as the hood melded with the body
fabric. 


“You look like you’re about to rob a convenience store,”
Eris noted.


“I’m a raider,” Varrin said. “Raiders don’t rob. We
forcefully liberate wealth. And we don’t care much about the target’s
convenience. Now, put your hood on. It’s almost time.”


Eris reluctantly pulled her own hood over her head. For a
moment everything went black, but then the fabric became transparent as the
hood sealed around her neck. She was briefly concerned about breathing, but
found that drawing in air from the canister was easy enough. This isn’t so
bad, she thought. Not nearly as claustrophobic as I thought it’d be.


Hearing an angry rat-tat-tat behind her, Eris turned
to see Grashk trying to pull on his hood, which was caught on his head spikes.
Finally he got the hood all the way on, and Eris was treated to the bizarre
sight of the towering, six-armed Ssrisk warrior squished into a suit designed
for a two-armed humanoid. The black fabric bulged in all sorts of strange
places, and made him look as if a child had been given a pile of black clay and
asked to sculpt a monster from their nightmares.


Eris giggled. “You look good, Grashk. Really … menacing.”


“Silence,” he hissed moodily.


Varrin reached out and fiddled with the air canister on
Eris’s back. “What are you doing?” she asked.


“Making sure your tank’s full,” he said.


“Oh, good. I enjoy breathing.”


“I’m astonished you even know how to breathe,” Kalla
muttered.


“It’s time to go,” Varrin said, and strode over to the hatch
control. “Everyone remember how to decelerate?”


“Spread my arms and legs like a starfish to trigger the air
brakes,” Eris recited.


Varrin winced. “That’s not what they’re—”


“Just open the hatch, Rakorsian,” Grashk hissed.


Varrin pulled the lever.


FWOOSH.


 











Chapter 14


 


Eris screamed as they were sucked
out of the airlock and into space. She spun crazily as she shot through the
void, her world a blur of blackness and stars. 


A voice jabbered in her ear. After a moment, she realized it
was Varrin. “… air jets to control the suit’s trajectory. Remember?”


“What?!” she shouted.


“Calm down! Use your air jets and get beside me, okay?”


Eris forced herself to take a few deep breaths. “Right.
Okay. I can do that.” She squeezed her fists to activate the air jets and, with
some experimentation, was able to stop her rotation. Spotting Varrin to her
left, she angled herself toward him so they were flying side-by-side. Kalla and
Grashk were on his other side.


“You good?” Varrin commed.


“I’m good,” Eris confirmed. 


Up ahead, she spotted a white speck. As they hurtled closer,
the speck turned into a sphere. “Is that the shipyard?” Eris asked.


“That’s it,” Kalla said. “Remember—don’t slow down too
early, or the cameras will see us. Wait for my mark.”


Now Eris could make out the shipyard’s plasma cannon tubes.
The closer she flew, the bigger and deadlier the spikes looked. “Uh … we have a
plan for not impaling ourselves on the spikes, right?”


“Just stay beside me,” Varrin said reassuringly. “I know
what I’m doing. And the spikes are further apart than they look from here.”


They hurtled closer and closer to the shipyard, and Eris saw
that there was in fact room for them to slip between the cannon tubes. But then
she realized how little distance there was between the tips of the tubes and
the shipyard’s outer shell. There’s no way we can slow down in time!


“Varrin!” she exclaimed, her voice an octave higher than
normal.


“Stop panicking,” he said. “We’re fine.”


“Pretty sure we’re not!”


The tips of the tubes were close now—less than ten seconds
away. Why couldn’t I have just kept my mouth shut and stayed with Miguri? Eris
thought. Now I’m going to smash into the shipyard at a bazillion miles an
hour, and all because I didn’t want to get left behind. Stupid!


“Decelerate! Now!” Kalla shouted.


Eris closed her eyes tightly, sent a silent prayer to
whatever deity might be listening, and flung out her arms and legs. 


It was like getting hit by a truck. The entire front of her
suit suddenly exploded with air jets, blasting her body backward to counteract
the forward thrust. It was swift, and brutal, and as the G forces slammed into
her body, Eris felt herself starting to black out. She forced herself to retain
consciousness—it was the hardest thing she’d ever done. Screaming was
impossible, as she wasn’t able to expand her chest enough to draw a breath.


Then she was at the shipyard hull. She hit it hard, and
ricocheted off before she could grasp at the metal with her magnetic gloves. Crap!
“Varrin!” she shrieked, flailing wildly.


His hand closed around her ankle and dragged her back. Eris
slammed her hands against the hull, rooting herself in place, and gasped in
ragged breaths of filtered air. The suit had absorbed most of the impact of the
landing, as Varrin had said it would, but her entire body still ached.


“Are you okay?” Varrin asked. She couldn’t see his face
through the BASE suit hood, but the concern in his voice was clear. 


“Never … again …” she rasped. 


“I did try to tell you it’d be dangerous.”


“Oh, you are so not telling me ‘I told you so’ right
now!”


A few yards away, Grashk clung to the hull while Kalla
fiddled with the control panel on a nearby hatch. After a few seconds, she said,
“Okay. We’re registered in the security system. Opening the hatch now.” 


The hatch slid open, releasing a cloud of oxygen that shot
out and dispersed silently into space. Eris followed Kalla and Grashk through
the hatch, pulling herself into the airlock feet-first. Her boots thunked to
the floor as she entered the shipyard’s zone of artificial gravity. As soon as
Varrin had followed her inside, Kalla closed the hatch. 


Air began to pump into the airlock through ceiling vents.
“Give it a few seconds,” Kalla instructed, watching the oxygen gauge on the
wall. When it flashed green, they pulled off their hoods.


Eris gulped in the cool air. “Ah. That feels good.”


Varrin stretched his arms high over his head, grinning. “I
think our first BASE suit flight went well, don’t you?”


“What do you mean, first?”


“First, as in I’ve never done that before. Fun, wasn’t it?”


“You’ve never … but you sounded like you knew exactly what
you were doing!”


“As you’ve probably noticed, there’s very little I’m not
good at,” he said, smirking.


Eris rolled her eyes.


There was a thump from behind her. She glanced over her
shoulder to see Grashk sprawled on the ground, laboriously extracting his many
appendages from his suit. 


“Need help?” she asked. 


“I do not require the assistance of …” The Ssrisk huffed
and, with a mighty tug, yanked out one of his six arms. “… terrestrials,” he
concluded.


Because you’re doing so well on your own. “Should we
take off our suits, too?” Eris asked. 


“Might as well keep them on,” Varrin said. “Unlike Big Blue,
we actually fit in them. Not to mention they’re good protection.” 


“Stop calling me that,” Grashk hissed, and ripped the
last of the suit off his spiked tail. He tied the arms around his neck so the
black fabric draped down his back like a cape. “There. I am prepared.”


“Can we go?” Kalla said loudly. “Not that I don’t enjoy
sitting in an airlock, waiting for the nearest security team to stumble upon
us.”


Varrin nodded and triggered the door open. They cautiously
exited the airlock and started down a long hallway. Almost immediately, two
Psilosians in navy blue uniforms wandered out from a side corridor and spotted
them. 


“Intru—” one of them began to shout.


ZWOOSH. ZWOOSH.


“All clear,” Varrin announced, spinning his striker around
his index finger. “Let’s move.”


They continued down the corridor. When they reached an
elevator, Kalla said, “This is where we split up.” 


“Do not fail us,” Grashk hissed. “Our mission depends on
your competence.” 


Kalla sneered up at the scaly blue alien. “You do your part,
Ssrisk, and I’ll do mine.” 


Grashk’s forehead scales flared. “You dare question my
ability to perform such a simple task as retrieving my own vessel?”


The Vekrori raider grinned, stepped into the elevator, and
wiggled her fingers at the Ssrisk as the door slid shut.


“There will be a reckoning,” Grashk vowed darkly.


Varrin whacked the butt of his striker against the Ssrisk’s
chest plates. “Swear eternal vengeance later, Big Blue. We’ve got ships to
claim.”


“Do not think you are not on my list, Rakorsian.”


“Along with half the galaxy, no doubt. You’re an irritable
fellow, aren’t you?” 


Varrin laughed and ducked as Grashk swiped at him with two
arms.


“Stop it!” Eris ordered. “We’re supposed to be infiltrating
a top-secret government facility here, not bickering like children.”


Grashk huffed.


They continued past the elevator and turned down a long
corridor leading toward the interior of the shipyard. At the end of the hallway
was a metal door—Varrin fiddled with the control panel beside it while Eris and
Grashk kept watch.


The door slid open to reveal the huge, hollow interior of
the shipyard, a spherical chamber so big that Eris could barely see the back
wall. It was filled with dozens of ships, all floating silently in zero-G.
Metal cables attached to the curved walls anchored the ships in place. The
whole setup reminded Eris of a giant, metallic spider web. A few technicians in
dark blue jumpsuits were clustered around one of the ships. 


“Okay, this is seriously cool,” she said.


Varrin didn’t respond—his gray eyes were narrowed as he
peered into the chamber. “I don’t see her,” he said.


“The Nonconformity has to be here somewhere,” Eris
reassured him as she tried to spot the sleek black ship amongst the metal
cables and assorted vessels. “I mean, this room is gigantic.”


“Let’s split up and search,” Varrin said to Grashk. “When
you find your ship—”


“No need,” Grashk hissed. “I have already located the Ss’Rass’Kris.”



He pointed a clawed finger down and to the right. Eris
followed his line of sight, and was just able to make out the blue hull of the
Ssrisk ship that had abducted her from Earth, mostly concealed behind a chunky
gray transport ship. 


“Go secure your ship,” Varrin said. “We’ll find the Nonconformity.”


“Contact me if you encounter any difficulties,” Grashk said.


“Will do,” Eris said. “Good luck.”


Grashk waited until the technicians had floated out of view,
then stepped out of the hallway and into zero gravity. He grabbed one of the
handles that lined the chamber and used it to swing his body around so his head
was pointed toward his ship. Now at a crazy angle to Eris and Varrin, he pushed
off with his powerful legs and floated out into the huge room.


As he flew through the still air toward his ship, two
technicians floated around the side of the gray ship. Eris squeezed her
fingertips into her palms as she watched Grashk grab one of the metal cables
and throw himself under the wing of a green starfighter. She released a
relieved breath when the technicians floated obliviously past the starfighter,
Grashk just out of their vision as he used all six clawed hands to cling to the
underside of the wing.


“He’s good,” Varrin said. “Our turn. Let’s head for the
middle—get a better vantage point on wherever the Nonconformity’s hiding.”


He grabbed her hand, and together they jumped into the
zero-G chamber. They floated slowly through the room, using the cables as
push-off points and the various ships as hiding places whenever technicians
came into view.  


As they neared the middle of the spherical chamber, Eris
started to get a sinking feeling in her stomach. By the time they reached the
center—where they had a clear view of the entire room—she realized what the
feeling was. Defeat. We failed. It’s not here.


“Damn it!” Varrin cursed softly, banging the side of his
gloved fist against the hull of the orange starfighter to which they were
clinging. “Where the hell is it?” 


A technician a dozen yards above them flinched and started
to turn their way. Hastily, Eris grabbed Varrin and dragged him out of view.
“Shhh!” she hissed. “Do you want to get caught?”


“It’s not here,” Varrin muttered to himself. “It has
to be here. It needs to be here.” 


Eris had seen him upset a few times, and she understood why
he was frustrated now—but there was a desperate quality in his tone that unnerved
her. I know he loves that ship, but this is not the end of the world.


“Maybe they just moved it,” she suggested.


Varrin’s gaze sharpened. “If they did, we need to figure out
where. Let’s go.”


He pushed off the starfighter, floating in the direction of
one of the many hallways that led out from the central chamber. Eris quickly
followed. “Where are you going?” she demanded.


“To find the shipyard commander,” Varrin said. 


“Why?”


“Because shipyard commanders know everything that goes on in
their sector. We find the commander, we find my ship.”


 











Chapter 15


 


Eris could barely keep up with
Varrin as he raced through the corridors of the shipyard, stunning every
Psilosian patrol they encountered. It wasn’t even close to a fair fight—Varrin
neutralized the patrols before the Psilosians even noticed he was there,
leaving Eris to clean up any stragglers. As they stepped over the third
unconscious patrol, Eris switched on her communicator and opened a channel to
Grashk.


“Are we ready to depart?” the Ssrisk asked.


“Nope,” Eris said. “Varrin’s ship isn’t here. They must have
moved it. If we can’t find it, we’ll need to hitch a ride with you.”


There was a long pause.


“I am leaving as soon as the Vekrori female disables the
shipyard’s power,” Grashk hissed. “Make sure you are on board by then. I will
not wait for you.”


Eris didn’t have time to argue. “Fine. We’ll be there soon.”


They reached a metal door guarded by four uniformed
Psilosians. Before Eris even had a chance to raise her striker, Varrin had
knocked them all out. He strode forward to examine the alien lettering
stenciled on the door. 


“This is it,” he said. “The commander’s office.” 


He slapped his hand against the control panel. The door slid
open with a soft fwish and they stepped inside. 


The sole occupant of the office was a Psilosian with pastel
yellow skin, sitting behind a metal desk. There was a large window on the wall
behind him that looked out over the zero-G chamber. 


As the door fwish-ed shut behind Eris and Varrin, the
Psilosian reached for the striker lying on his desk. 


“Don’t move!” Eris shouted, aiming her striker at his head.


Calmly, the Psilosian clasped his hands together on top of
the desk and stared up at the intruders. “I am not going to move,” he said, his
eyelids blinking melodically. “I mean you no harm.”


“Are you the commander?” Varrin demanded.


“Yes. I am Commander Gala’la. And who are you?” 


“Who we are is irrelevant,” Varrin snapped. “We’re looking
for a black Rakorsian ship. Probably arrived about a week ago. Where is it?”


Commander Gala’la’s eyes widened in interest. “So she was
correct. You are after the ship. I should not have doubted her.”


“Who are you talking about?” Eris asked.


The commander looked expectantly to the wall beside his
desk. One of the metal panels slid back, and an elegant, rose-skinned Psilosian
female stepped through. She wore diaphanous robes that swished and swirled
around her ankles. 


“Alyra?” Eris exclaimed, gaping. I never thought I’d see
her again. What’s she doing here?


Her one-time benefactor bowed regally. “Eris of Earth,”
Alyra blinked, her eyelashes vibrating like strings on a harp. “It has been
many days since we last spoke. I hope you are doing well?”


“Can’t complain,” Eris said warily. “Want to explain why
you’re here?”


“Why, I was waiting to see you, of course.”


Before Eris could respond, Varrin snapped his fingers,
drawing everyone’s attention. “Where’s my ship, Alyra?”


“Please wait a moment, Varrin,” Alyra hummed. “I am
currently speaking to Eris.” 


“I don’t give a damn if you’re currently speaking to the
Tetrarchy High Council,” Varrin said. “Where is my ship? Tell me!”


“Very well,” Alyra said. “I will tell you. After my failed
attempt to rescue Eris from you, I realized I could not rest until I had saved
her. I knew I had to ensure that her memories of extraterrestrial existence
were wiped clean, and that she was transported back to her home planet so she
could return to her old life.”


“For the last time, I don’t want to go back to Earth!” Eris
exclaimed. “I know you don’t have a mouth, but you do have ears! Why don’t you
ever listen?”


“Eris, I know you find it hard to understand, but you don’t
always know what’s best for you.” Before Eris could reply, Alyra turned back to
Varrin and said, “I knew you would try to recover your ship at all costs. So, I
came here and explained to Commander Gala’la that he should move the Nonconformity
to a more secure location. Although he found it difficult to believe anyone
could infiltrate his shipyard, I eventually convinced him of the possibility.
And then I waited for you to arrive so I could confront you and attempt once
more to remove Eris from your clutches.”


Eris groaned. “Alyra, I’m not being held against my
will. I want to be with Varrin. And to do that, we need his ship. So please
just tell us where you put it!”


“She will not tell you anything,” Gala’la said.


“Oh? And why’s that?”


“Because she does not know where I sent it.”


“Fine,” Varrin snapped. “Then you tell me where it
is.”


“I will tell you nothing,” the commander said. 


ZWOOSH.


The shot from Varrin’s striker streaked barely an inch above
Gala’la’s head and slammed into the window. The pane shattered, sending shards
of glass shooting into the zero-G chamber, where they smashed into the nearest
ships. A miniature potted palm tree that had been resting on the windowsill
also went floating out into zero-G.


“Oh dear,” Gala’la said mildly. “My life insurance broker
just gave me that plant.”


Brushing past Eris, Varrin stalked over to the commander,
grabbed one of his pale yellow hands, and slammed it down on the desk. He
shoved his striker against Gala’la’s wrist and said, “That was a warning shot.
The next shot ends with you having a sudden interest in prosthetic hands. I
suggest you reconsider telling me what I want to know.”


What, suddenly we torture people? Since when are we the
bad guys? “Varrin!” Eris exclaimed. “Stop it!”


He ignored her.


The commander lifted his head high and said, “I will tell
you nothing.”


Varrin’s finger flexed on the trigger. 


I can’t believe he’s actually going to do it. “Varrin!”


“Last chance,” Varrin growled.


“We do not negotiate with raiders,” Alyra said. “Do what you
must.”


ZWOOSH.


Varrin jerked back as Eris’s stunner shot flew past him and
splashed against Gala’la’s chest. The commander slumped down in his chair,
unconscious. 


Rounding on Eris, Varrin shouted, “Why did you do that? I
was about to—”


Eris met him glare for glare. “You were going to do what,
exactly? Dismember him? I’m not going to let you torture people, Varrin!” 


“That wasn’t your call!”


“You’re not thinking straight, so someone has to!”


“I don’t need to think straight. I need to find my ship!”


“And it’s worth torturing him to get it back?”


“Yes!”


“I told you Varrin was violent,” Alyra said quietly. “I told
you he could not be trusted.”


Just like that, Varrin’s anger seemed to deflate. He ran a
hand through his dark hair, and took a deep breath. “You’re right,” he said to
Eris. “We’ll find my ship another way.”


“Maybe Gala’la has a computer we can use to look up where he
sent the ship,” Eris suggested. 


“Good idea.” Varrin turned to Alyra. “Access the commander’s
files and find me the ship transfer records. Now.”


Alyra drew herself up proudly. “I will never do as you—”


ZWOOSH.


This time, it was Varrin who did the stunning. Eris stepped
over Alyra’s unconscious body and helped him heave Gala’la onto the floor. 


Varrin sat in the chair and called up a holographic display
over the desk. With both hands he manipulated the image like a touch screen,
scrolling through files so quickly that, to Eris, it just looked like a blur of
glowing text. A minute or so later, he pulled a stubby micro-drive from a pouch
on his belt and plugged it into the control panel. 


“Did you find the transfer records?” Eris asked.


He nodded, and tapped a starburst icon on the holographic
display. “Copying them now.” 


“So, where did they stash the Nonconformity?” 


“I don’t know. The data’s encrypted.”


“That’s bad, right?”


“It’s certainly not ideal. I’ll have to decrypt it. Or find
someone to do it for me.” Varrin retrieved his micro-drive and stood. “Let’s
go.”


Eris glanced at the two unconscious Psilosians, then at the
shattered window. “Wait.”


“What? Why?”


She took a deep breath. “Varrin, what’s going on with you?
Seriously. All this threatening and shooting and shouting … it’s like you’re
reverting back to the way you were when I first met you.”


He sighed. “Look, I know you have questions. And that’s
fair. But now isn’t the time. Can we talk about this later?”


“I know you’re hiding something from me,” she said
stubbornly. “If you can’t explain what it is right now, at least give me something
to go on.”


He raked his hand through his hair again. “Fine. It’s not
just about the ship, okay? There’s something on it I need.”


“What—”


“Later,” he said firmly.


Eris scowled at him. “You’d better tell me everything.”


“I will.”


But from the way he avoided her gaze, Eris had to wonder if
he was telling her the truth.


Suddenly, an alarm blared to life overhead.


WEE-OO. WEE-OO. 


“Attention, shipyard personnel,” the loudspeaker announced.
“This is not a drill. There has been a security breach. There are hostiles
aboard. All technical personnel, evacuate to the nearest safe room and await
further instructions.” 


“Someone must have finally pulled the alarm,” Varrin said.
“Took them long enough.”


His communicator vibrated. Lifting his wrist, he snapped,
“What?”


“It’s Kalla,” a throaty female voice said. “I’ve planted the
EMP in the shipyard’s power core. Everything good on your end?”


“No,” Varrin said shortly. “The Nonconformity isn’t
here. We’re hitching a ride with Big Blue—we’ll meet you at his ship.” 


“What does it look like?”


“Giant blue ball. You can’t miss it.”


“Okay. Be there in a few minutes.”


WEE-OO. WEE-OO.


Varrin cut the channel and started walking toward the door.
Eris held up her hand. “Wait. Where are you going?”


“To the zero-G chamber,” he said. “Obviously.”


She tilted her head toward the broken window. “Can’t we just
go through there?”


Varrin stared at her. “How did I not think of that?”


Eris grinned. “You’re just not as brilliant as me.
Obviously. Come on.”


They climbed through the window and used the frame as a
launch point to push themselves into the chamber. As they floated toward the
nearest metal cable, Eris peered around and tried to spot Grashk’s ship.


Varrin pointed. “There.”


She followed his finger and spotted the blue ball. Then she
noticed all the technicians had disappeared. “The technicians evacuated
already?”


“Apparently,” Varrin said. “Evacuation drills must be one of
the few things Psilosians are actually competent at. Come on, let’s go.”


WEE-OO. WEE-OO.


They pushed off the metal cable and floated toward the Ss’Rass’Kris.
As they landed on a red starfighter about a hundred yards from Grashk’s
ship, Eris thought she saw movement out of the corner of her eye. “Hey, I think
I—”


“I saw it too,” Varrin said, squinting off to the left. “And
I hear metal scraping on metal. But I have no idea what …”


He trailed off as something huge scuttled around the side of
a nearby ship and into view. It had a spherical metal body and eight legs with
sharp tips. On the front of the body was a glowing red circle—about the same
diameter as Eris’s head—that was getting brighter with very passing second.


“What the hell is that?” Eris demanded. “The
Psilosians have giant robot attack spiders?”


“Must be a new security feature,” Varrin said. “They
definitely didn’t have one of those on the Betelgeuse shipyard.”


The red circle on the spider’s body was now glowing so
brightly it was almost blinding.


“That can’t be good,” Varrin said. “We need to move. Now!”


BOOM.


 











Chapter 16


 


A concussive burst of air exploded
from the spider. The shockwave blasted Eris and Varrin apart, sending them
tumbling in opposite directions. 


With her ears ringing and her world spinning, Eris spotted a
nearby cable and grasped frantically for it. But it was just out of her reach.
She shot straight past it and slammed into the top of a dull green ship. Before
she could rebound off the hull, she managed to grab a strut near the cockpit
canopy and hang on.


“Ow,” she groaned, although fortunately the BASE suit had
absorbed most of the impact. “Varrin! Where are you?”


He didn’t respond—but the robot spider did. It floated
toward her, moving astonishingly fast as it used its long legs to push off the
metal cables. The red eye began to glow again.


Eris shrieked and shoved away from the green ship with all
her might.


BOOM.


She went spinning through the air again and collided with
another ship. As Eris scrabbled at the ship’s hull with her magnetic gloves,
she banged her head on a protruding bit of metal. Droplets of blood trailed
along behind her as she finally managed to grab onto one of the wings and
anchor herself in place. 


That was way too close, she thought, gasping for
breath. Reaching up tentatively, Eris poked at the bloody gash on her forehead
and winced. I think I’m all right—I mean, I’m not seeing double or anything.
Okay. I need to get to Grashk’s ship before that boom spider pulverizes me. And
where the heck is Varrin? 


Raising her striker, Eris fired several shots at the robot
spider. They deflected harmlessly off its metal body. Of course it’s immune
to striker-fire. Because that would have been way too easy. 


WEE-OO. WEE-OO.


“Varrin!” Eris shouted. “Where are you?”


“Behind you!” he called. “Watch out!”


The boom spider lunged at her again. Eris barely had time to
push away from the ship before two metal legs sliced down, leaving dents in the
hull.


“I’m going to distract it!” Varrin shouted. “Get to Grashk’s
ship!”


ZWOOSH. ZWOOSH. ZWOOSH.


Varrin came flying around the edge of a starfighter, sending
a line of sizzling plasma at the robot. The shots didn’t hurt the spider, but
they did distract it. As Rakorsian and robot squared off, Eris realized they
were between her and the Ss’Rass’Kris. She grabbed a nearby metal cable
and used it to direct her trajectory toward the outer wall. Once there, she
used the handles evenly spaced along the chamber wall to move around the
perimeter toward Grashk’s ship.


As she floated along, her ears were filled with the sounds
of battle—the zwoosh-ing of Varrin’s striker, and the whumping of the
boom spider’s legs as they struck ships’ hulls while trying to impale the agile
Rakorsian. Then a second striker started firing, accompanied by loud female
cursing. Kalla’s arrived, Eris thought. Never thought I’d actually be
glad to see her. 


The huge, spherical blue Ssrisk ship loomed up on her right.
Eris crouched against the chamber wall and pushed off, floating toward a
circular hatch. When she reached the ship’s hull, she grabbed one of the
handholds beside the hatch. “Grashk!” she said into her communicator. “I’m at
the hatch with three jagged lines and two dots. Let me in!”


There was a short pause. Then, like a camera shutter, the
hatch spiraled open. “Varrin!” Eris shouted over her shoulder as she started to
pull herself inside. “Let’s go!”


“Coming!”


BOOM.


The shockwave pounded into the side of the ship, knocking
Eris the rest of the way through the hatch. Entering the ship’s artificial
gravity field, she crashed down on the spongy blue floor. “Ow,” she groaned. 


Kalla shot into the airlock, landing in a roll. 


“Where’s Varrin?” Eris demanded.


“He was—”


Varrin appeared at the hatch.


“—right behind me,” Kalla concluded.


As Varrin pulled himself into the ship, the boom spider’s
leg jabbed toward him. He dodged to the side and threw himself the rest of the
way in. Eris was sure that, had he been a split second slower, the boom spider
would have impaled him. 


Two more legs stabbed into the airlock, just inches above
Eris’s head. A few strands of her long hair were sliced off, and floated gently
to the floor. “Close the hatch!” she screamed as the legs retracted.


Kalla reached up and slammed her hand against the control
panel. The hatch spiraled shut. She lifted her communicator. “Ssrisk! I’m
activating the EMP in ten seconds. Power down your ship or it’s dead in space!”


“Powering down the ship now,” Grashk’s voice hissed.


The boom spider was now slamming its legs against the hatch,
creating little dents in the smooth metal.


“Quickly!” Eris shouted.


The lights in the airlock went out, plunging them into
blackness. “Ship offline,” Grashk reported. “Activate when ready.” 


“Finally,” Kalla said.


FZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZSHHH.


Every hair on Eris’s body stood on end as the EMP went off,
sending out a pulse of electromagnetic energy to knock out the shipyard’s
electrical systems. Her teeth felt tingly, her fingers numb, and there were
spots in her vision. For a few seconds she just lay on the spongy floor in
silence, listening to Kalla and Varrin’s breathing. When she didn’t hear any
further whumping or booming from the robot spider, she tentatively said, “Think
the boom spider’s dead?”


“Dead, no,” Varrin said. “Temporarily out of commission,
yes.” He paused. “Wait … boom spider?”


Eris shrugged, although she knew he couldn’t see her gesture
in the darkness. “Seems as good a name as any.”


He laughed. “I like it.”


“I don’t,” Kalla said.


“That’s because you’re a buzzkill,” Eris said sweetly.


The floor vibrated under them and the lights activated as
Grashk’s ship powered back on. “Let’s get to the bridge,” Varrin said, jumping
to his feet. As he reached his hand down to help Eris up, his spotted the gash
on her forehead. “You’re hurt.”


“It’s just a scratch,” Eris said. 


He gave her an unimpressed look. “Sure it is. Grashk must
have a med-kit up on the bridge. I can fix your head there.” The ship shuddered
under their feet again. “Let’s go!”


*          *          *


Thanks to the shipyard’s powered
down defenses, the Ss’Rass’Kris escaped with no opposition. They simply
blasted an opening in the hull and shot out into space. It all felt a bit
anticlimactic to Eris. That was, until she remembered how the boom spider had
nearly killed them all. Then she just felt lucky to be alive.


As the ship headed for the rendezvous point with Traggs and
Miguri, Eris sat at one of the bridge’s computer terminals and cringed as
Varrin cleaned her head wound. Once the cut was sanitized, he applied an
aerosol that he claimed would heal it within an hour. Sure enough, by the time
Kalla’s graffiti-covered ship appeared on the monitors, the gash on Eris’s
forehead had completely scabbed over and stopped hurting. 


Grashk—who sat in the center of the bridge on the huge,
coral-like command chair—opened an audio transmission to Kalla’s ship. “This is
Grashk,” he hissed. “I am now opening the docking bay hatch nearest to you. Fly
your ship aboard and follow the docking protocol I have transmitted to you.”


“Got it,” Traggs said. “Hey—did my boss make it?”


Kalla stormed up to Grashk’s chair. “Of course I made it,
you ingrate,” she snarled. “Why, were you hoping I wouldn’t?”


Traggs chuckled uneasily. “Definitely not, boss. Can’t wait
to see you. Lots to talk about. Traggs out.”


Eris shot a perplexed look at Varrin, who shrugged.


Kalla retrieved her BASE suit from Grashk. Then she, Eris,
and Varrin headed down to the bay where her ship was docking. 


As they stepped into the elevator, Kalla snapped her fingers
imperiously and said, “Hand over the suits.” 


I’m actually starting to get used to her rudeness, Eris
thought, as she and Varrin stripped off their BASE suits and gave them to the
scowling Vekrori. Is Kalla growing on me? What a horrible thought.


When the elevator door
opened, they stepped into the docking bay—which
was blue, like everything else on the ship—and
headed toward Kalla’s vessel. 


Looks pretty much the same
as last time I was here, Eris
thought. Which was right after Varrin tossed me over his shoulder in the
prisoners’ cellblock and raced through the ship stunning every Ssrisk he came
across. Her eyes were drawn to a shabbily patched section of the outer
hull. That must be where he blasted his way into the ship to rescue me. 


“You all right?” Varrin asked, nudging her.


“Huh?” Eris said.


“You look like you’re deep in thought.”


“Oh. Yeah. It just kind of hit me that I’m back on the ship
that abducted me from Earth and started this whole crazy space adventure.”


Kalla narrowed her yellow wolf-eyes. “You’re not going to
start crying, are you? I get migraines when people start sobbing over their
tragic pasts.”


“Much as I’d love to give you a migraine,” Eris said, “no,
I’m not going to cry. Because it all turned out well in the end.”


“Well,” Kalla sneered, “aren’t you just a little ray of
starshine?”


When they arrived at Kalla’s ship, the hatch opened and the
ramp slid down. Traggs stepped out, followed by two Claktills—one with poufy
white hair, and one with lime-green hair. 


“Kiguri!” Eris exclaimed, stopping in her tracks. “What are you
doing here? You’re supposed to be on the colony ship!”


“Yes, he is,” Miguri agreed, shooting Kiguri an irritated
look as the two Claktills descended the ramp. “However, my great-grandchild
apparently thought it would be clever to stow away aboard Kalla’s ship.”


“I am not sorry for my actions,” Kiguri said defiantly. “My
greatest desire has always been to get to know my heroic great-grandparent. So,
when I saw the chance to spend more time with him, I took it!” 


“Won’t your parent be upset when he finds you missing?” Eris
asked. 


“Well, considering I left a note saying you had kidnapped
me, I suspect he will probably be fairly upset …”


“You did what?” Miguri demanded, hair spiking.


Kiguri winced, then bolted off across the docking bay.
Miguri tore after him, muttering in his high-pitched voice about “insubordinate
offspring.” 


Meanwhile, Kalla had stalked up the ramp and was now poking
Traggs in the chest, driving him back through the hatch. “How in the eight
hells did a Claktill sneak on board without you noticing? Were you drunk
again? I warned you what would happen if you raided my vemkla stash!”


Traggs stared at his feet. “Claktills are small,” he said
sheepishly.


“Size doesn’t matter!” Kalla shouted. “Argh! I’ll deal with
you later.” She shoved the BASE suits into Traggs’s hands. “Take these and get
back on board.” 


“Yes, Kalla,” Traggs groveled. “Sorry, Kalla.” He trudged
dejectedly back into the ship.


After taking a deep breath, Kalla turned to Varrin. “I
suppose I should say my goodbyes before I go shoot that incompetent buffoon. So
… goodbye. Oh, and I believe you owe me a certain something for all my
troubles?”


“I’ll transfer the tetras to your account,” Varrin said.
“Speaking of which—you’re not going back to Ysrin, are you?”


Kalla smiled. “I didn’t know you cared, Gara’dar.”


“I don’t. I’m just curious.”


Eris wasn’t sure if the Vekrori woman’s smile slipped a
little at his declaration of apathy, or if it was just her imagination.


“Ysrin and I are done,” Kalla said. “He doesn’t take kindly
to employees skipping out on him halfway through a mission. I might head back
to Vekrori Prime and hit up some contacts for a new job.”


“What about Chingu?” Varrin suggested. “I think Chakra Con
starts in a few days.”


Kalla shrugged. “I’ll figure it out.” 


Varrin nodded. “You always do. See you around.” 


“Later, Gara’dar.”


As the Vekrori raider turned to leave, Eris, trying to be
polite, said, “Thanks for your help.”


Kalla bared her pointy canines at Eris, shook out her long
blue tresses, and then stalked through the hatch and into her ship. 


*          *          *


By the time Kalla’s ship had flown
off toward parts unknown, Miguri and Kiguri had returned. To Eris, it appeared
they had worked things out between themselves, although Kiguri seemed a bit
more subdued than usual. Which makes sense, she thought. What kid
enjoys getting reprimanded by their hero?


Eris, Varrin, and the Claktills went up to the bridge of the
Ss’Rass’Kris, where they found Grashk still sitting in the command
chair. 


“The shipyard just launched armed drones,” Grashk announced.
“They will arrive imminently.”


“Then let’s get out of here,”
Varrin said.


“First, I need new Pull
coordinates. The coordinates are currently set for Ssriss, since you were
supposed to be back on your own vessel by now. If we go anywhere near my home
planet, my people will kill or enslave you.”


Eris immediately looked to Varrin and Miguri, since they
were the seasoned space travelers. “Ideas, guys?”


“Venesky,” Varrin said firmly. 


Miguri blinked. “The jungle planet?”


Varrin nodded. “I have a friend there who’ll be able to
decode the encrypted files I ripped from the shipyard mainframe. Not to mention
the governing council has no particular grudge against the Ssrisk, so they
should let Grashk’s ship into the system without much hassle.” 


“Setting a course for Venesky,” Grashk hissed. He hit a
button on the arm of his chair, and then began to tap at the holographic display
projected in front of him. 


“Can’t you just decrypt the files yourself?” Eris asked
Varrin.


“I could,” he said, “but my friend will be able to do it ten
times faster. The sooner we decrypt the files, the sooner we find my ship.”


Grashk cleared his throat. “Coordinates locked in. Prepare
to Pull.”


Eris grabbed Varrin’s hand and closed her eyes. He squeezed
her hand comfortingly.


“Pull in three … two … one …”


SHWOOP.


 











Chapter 17


 


Sebara was at her wits’ end. Despite
her best efforts to coerce Trystan into spending his time accomplishing
something useful during their voyage to Vega Minor, her young charge remained
frustratingly uncooperative. When he should have been practicing his
self-defense skills or improving his aim with a striker, Trystan instead hid in
odd corners of the ship with a pen and paper. So far, Sebara had confiscated
twenty-three poems, eight sketches, seventeen journal entries, and an
existential novella called Paradise Pending. The novella turned out to
be the most long-winded, bothersome, and unexpectedly thought-provoking thing
she had ever read—not that she would ever tell Trystan that, of course.


Fino’jin wasn’t having much success with the young prince
either. Their fighting lessons were going disastrously, and usually ended with
the Skin Slicer storming through the ship cursing and shouting. Sebara stayed
out of his way as much as possible.


Speaking of irritable Skin Slicers, she thought,
sitting up straighter on the stiff crimson couch as Fino’jin stomped into the
lounge. She’d been lazily scrolling through a datapad, and hastily set it aside
when she saw the furious look on his face.


“I told him to hit me,” the Skin Slicer snarled. “He had his
fists raised all the way up to his chin, and I was just starting to hope my
efforts weren’t completely wasted after all … then he quoted some pacifist
philosopher named Q’coa and started singing Galactic Love!”


Sebara winced. No wonder he’s in such a foul mood. That
song is terrible.


Shaking his head, Fino’jin stalked back out of the lounge,
grumbling under his breath.


As much as I don’t like to hear Prince Trystan is still
refusing to learn basic self-defense, I can’t deny I enjoy seeing Fino’jin
riled up like that. Chuckling to herself, Sebara stood and rolled her
shoulders, working out the kinks. I’d better go see where the prince is
hiding this time. 


Sebara checked Trystan’s cabin first, but he wasn’t there.
So she headed for his favorite hiding place—the small storage room under the
main deck, which was packed from floor to ceiling with crates of supplies and
spare engine parts.


She climbed down the shiny steel ladder and entered the
storage room. Walking into roughly the center of the space, Sebara slowed her
breathing and listened carefully. For the longest time there was only silence.
Then she caught an intake of breath to her left. “There you are,” she muttered,
and hauled aside a large crate.


Trystan was curled up between two boxes, surrounded by
papers covered with everything from snippets of writing to sketches of
Fino’jin’s boots. He grabbed up the closest papers and hugged them to his
chest. “I know you’re upset, Sebara, but I couldn’t help myself! Please don’t
take them away!”


“Is there even a point? You’ll just make more.” Sighing,
Sebara pushed the rest of the boxes out of the way so she could sit down in
front of the boy. Trystan eyed her warily. “I’m going to make you a deal, my
prince. If you promise to be a better student and make an effort to learn what
Fino’jin is trying to teach you, I will stop confiscating your poetry and sketches.”


Trystan relaxed his grip on his papers. “What about my
novellas?”


“Your novellas will also be safe. This is a good deal,
Prince Trystan. As your bodyguard, I suggest you accept it.”


“Is that all we are, Sebara?” Trystan asked woefully. “Why
must the barrier of prince and soldier stand between us?”


Keeping her tone carefully even, she said, “Have you ever
considered that your father might hold you in higher estimation if you used
less flowery language?” 


Trystan smiled wistfully. “If only it were that easy. I
could speak like a military commander, and Father would still consider me his
ultimate disappointment. Which is a bit unfair, considering my own brother
abandoned his empire and renounced his birthright to become a lawless criminal.
Treason is a slightly worse crime than composing the occasional piece of
poetry, wouldn’t you say?”


“Perhaps the emperor takes out his anger with Prince Varrin
on you because you are the son he has access to?” Sebara suggested. 


Trystan’s blue eyes widened. “I’ve never considered that
before. Varrin certainly upset Father when he ran off—I don’t remember ever
seeing him so angry.”


“You know, I was always confused by your brother’s
engagement to the Kalarian princess,” she admitted. “I hadn’t thought Emperor
Ka’zarel would allow his heir to marry a non-Rakorsian. Especially a Kalarian.”


Trystan giggled. “Their slimy head tentacles really are
unpleasant, aren’t they?”


“Not to mention the smell,” Sebara agreed, wrinkling her
nose.


“Well, Father never actually intended Varrin to stay married
to Princess Milarkesh,” Trystan said confidentially. “He just wanted the
political alliance so he could access Kalaria’s iridium mines. Once he had his
iridium, he would’ve dissolved the marriage.”


“But why didn’t the emperor just invade Kalaria?”


“Because the Tetrarchy also gets iridium from Kalaria, and
Father wanted to avoid causing a galactic incident. I’m not entirely sure why,
since usually he enjoys causing galactic incidents, but I assume he was busy
with other things. Of course, Father ended up invading anyway when Varrin
didn’t go through with the marriage. But he wasn’t happy about it.”  


Sebara stared at him. 


“What?” Trystan asked.


“I just … didn’t think you would have such an interest in
politics.”


“In general I find politics to be overwhelmingly dull,” he
said. “But those particular politics directly affected my brother, and I was
very fond of him, so I paid attention just that once.”


“I see.” She tapped her chin in thought. “So why did Prince
Varrin flee, if he knew the marriage was a farce?”


Trystan shrugged. “I suppose he didn’t like the idea of
Father running his life. But he did go along with it … up until the night
before the wedding, when he stormed into my room and spent ten minutes ranting
about how Father had finally gone too far. That was the last time I saw him.”


His eyes suddenly lit up, and before Sebara could protest,
he grabbed a sheet of paper and started scribbling furiously. When he finished
and shoved the paper into her hands, Sebara sighed and read what he had
written.


Life
strolls by a tranquil pond

And takes a look inside.

Shimmering ‘twixt the wispy fronds,

Galaxies twist and collide.

We act like we are clashing stars

Doomed to fight and die forever

But I can’t see how collecting scars

Has benefitted anyone, ever.


Sebara groaned. “Another anti-war diatribe? You should have
been born Psilosian, my prince.”


To her surprise, Trystan frowned. “I am proud to be
Rakorsian, you know,” he said. “I just wish others realized that. I know I’m
far from being the perfect prince, but it would be nice to just once be
appreciated for who I am, not who I should be.”


There was a tugging sensation in Sebara’s chest, and she
realized she felt sorry for the boy. I know a little something about being
looked down on for things I couldn’t change even if I wanted to. “For what
it’s worth, Prince Trystan,” she said quietly, “I appreciate you.” 


The prince had obviously not been expecting such a
statement, because he stared at her in shocked silence for a good ten seconds.
Then he burst into tears and flung his arms around her. Sebara sat still and
endured his embrace. 


“Thank you for not giving up on me like everyone else,” he
sobbed into her shoulder. “You are the most wonderful bodyguard I’ve ever had.
No, not bodyguard—the best friend I’ve ever had.”


When he showed no signs of letting her go, Sebara awkwardly
patted the boy’s messy golden hair. “What am I going to do with you?” she
sighed.











Chapter 18


 


Time and space warped around the Ss’Rass’Kris
as it leaped across light-years in an instant. Once the ship returned to
regular space, Eris pressed her hand to her queasy stomach. Hold it in, she
told herself. Grashk’s going to kill me if I throw up all over his bridge. 


“Goodness,” Kiguri said, staring at Eris. “You really are
not very good with Pulls, are you?”


“I think that’s already been established,” Varrin said
dryly. Then, to Eris, “You okay?”


She groaned. “I’ll live. For now.”


“We have arrived at the edge of the Venesky system,” Grashk
announced. “It will take one day to reach the jungle planet. After I drop you
off at the orbital spaceport, I will depart for Ssriss.”


“That is more than generous,” Miguri said. “We thank you for
your assistance.”


“I acknowledge your gratitude,” Grashk said. “Now get off my
bridge.”


“Get off and go … where?” Eris asked.


“Anyway that is not here.”


Varrin laughed. “Don’t get your tail in a knot, Big Blue.
We’re leaving.”


As Eris, Varrin, and the two Claktills headed for the exit,
Miguri said, “I propose we explore the ship. I think it will be very interesting
to see everything from a non-prisoner perspective.”


Kiguri gasped and clapped his hands over his mouth. “Are you
saying this is the ship you were captive on?”


Miguri nodded.


“Out of system! You must show me everything!”


“Will you be joining us?” Miguri asked Eris.


She shook her head. “My stomach’s still queasy from the
Pull. I need to get some food in me before I … well, you know. Go ahead with
Kiguri and check out the ship—I’ll join you later when I’m a bit more alive.”


“Of course, my friend. Feel better.”


As the Claktills departed the bridge, Varrin snapped his
fingers in Grashk’s direction. “Big Blue! Where’s the nearest mess hall?”


“It is directly above the bridge, two levels up,” Grashk
said. “And do not forget that we are on my ship now. If you push me too
far, I will throw you out an airlock.”


“You could certainly try,” Varrin said. He offered his arm
to Eris. “Come on—let’s find you some food.”


They left Grashk in his chair and made their way up to the
dome-ceilinged mess hall. Eris went to sit on a long blue bench at a long blue
table while Varrin disappeared into the kitchen. He returned a few minutes
later with two bowls of blue, cinnamon-flavored jelly.


“Mmm, space jelly,” Eris murmured. She lifted the bowl and
happily slurped up a mouthful. When she looked up, she noticed Varrin’s
appalled expression. “What?”


“They do have spoons, you know,” he said, twirling a
blue spoon between his fingers.


How was I supposed to know that? she thought. It’s
not like they gave me utensils when I was a prisoner here. “I’ll have you
know it’s all the rage to eat space jelly right out of the bowl,” she said.
“You’re clearly behind the times.”


Varrin laughed softly as he watched her slurp up another
mouthful. “Clearly. Well, despite it being horribly uncouth, I’m going to go
ahead and use a spoon. You spilled some space jelly on your shirt, by the way.”


Eris looked down, and sure enough there was a globule of
blue jelly stuck to her silver shirt. “Dammit. And to think I was so
close to being cool.”


“I think you’re cool.”


“No, you don’t.”


“Maybe not. But I do think you’re adorable, which is
basically the same thing.”


His gray eyes were twinkling again. She never knew what to
do when his eyes twinkled, except perhaps stare at him and try not to drool. He’s
really too handsome for his own good. Then she remembered how those eyes
had been narrowed and sparking with anger only hours before. 


Setting down the bowl, Eris said, “Okay, Varrin, spill.
What’s going on with you? Back on the shipyard, you weren’t just annoyed—you
were furious. I haven’t seen you that angry since you thought Hroshk had
murdered me. I know you love the Nonconformity, and you’re upset it’s
gone—hell, I’m pretty upset myself—but you’re acting like getting it back is
life or death.”


“It’s complicated,” he said vaguely, looking away.


“I can handle complicated.”


Varrin ran his hand through his hair and exhaled. “I know
you can. But I don’t know if I can handle you handling complicated. Does that
make sense?”


“No!”


He said nothing.


What isn’t he telling me? Eris thought, frustrated. He
said he needed something from the ship, but what could he possibly need that he
can’t just buy? “Varrin—”


“So,” he interrupted loudly. “We’ve got a day to kill before
we reach Venesky. What do you feel like doing?”


I feel like locking you up and interrogating you until
you tell me what’s going on! “Varrin, we need to talk about this.”


“I thought we could do some self-defense training,” Varrin
continued. “Every raider needs to know self-defense.”


Eris sighed. This isn’t over. “Fine. What kind of
self-defense are we talking?”


“I’m going to teach you some vakra moves.”


“What’s vakra?”


“A Rakorsian martial art.”


“And why do I need to learn vakra?”


He laughed. “Learning vakra would take you a good decade or
two. I’m just going to show you a few basic moves.” 


“Like what?”


“Like fighting off a stronger opponent, disarming someone
with a striker, getting out of a chokehold …”


Despite her irritation with Varrin’s secrecy, Eris found
herself getting excited. “We can do a training montage!”  


“A what?”


“A training montage,” she repeated, warming to the idea.
“You know! We start with Grashk and I, sparring with fake swords. Cut to Miguri
teaching me meditation techniques. Cut to you, shirtless, showing me
hand-to-hand moves in an unnecessarily seductive manner. Cut to me, lying
exhausted on the floor while you offer me a towel and tell me to buck up
because it’s only getting harder from here.”


Varrin opened his mouth as if to speak, but Eris held up her
finger and continued enthusiastically: “Cut to Grashk shaking his head and
muttering about how weak and pathetic I am. Cut to you shouting at Grashk about
being unproductive with his criticism while Kiguri, Miguri, and I stand off to
the side, laughing.” She waved her hands illustratively in the air. “And so
on.”


He stared at her. 


“I’m guessing you don’t get a lot of Hollywood blockbusters
in space,” she said. 


Varrin laughed. “I’m not sure about this training montage of
yours, but let’s start with basic self-defense and see where it takes us.”


Hopefully it will take us to you finally answering my
questions, she thought.


*          *          *


After a quick call to the bridge to
ask where they could do their training, Eris and Varrin ventured down four
decks to what Grashk called the “fighting pool.” 


“Well, this is … weird,” Eris said, looking around. The
walls of the large, circular room were covered with engraved blue panels
depicting Ssrisk in various martial positions. The center was filled almost
entirely by a shallow pool of water. “It’s like someone crossed a wading pool
with a gladiatorial arena. Do Ssrisk really train in here?”


Varrin shrugged. “Do I look like a Ssrisk to you? Besides,
training in shallow water isn’t a bad idea—it makes your legs work harder, not
to mention it helps cushion your falls. Come on, take off your boots and let’s
get started.”


Grimacing, Eris said, “Can’t we find a training room that’s
a little less wet?”


“Nope,” Varrin said cheerfully, kicking off his boots.


Eris sighed, and sat down to remove her own boots. When she
tossed them aside and looked up, Varrin had already hopped down into the water.
He grinned, crooked his finger at her, and then splashed off toward the center
of the pool.


Stupid Ssrisk and their stupid fighting pools, Eris
thought, and stepped gingerly into the water. It was quite warm, which made it
a lot easier to deal with the way the water soaked her purple camouflage pants
up to her knees as she waded forward. Probably should have rolled up the
pants before jumping in. Oh well. 


“Well, you were right about my legs working harder,” she
said as she sloshed toward Varrin. “These pants weigh like an extra ten pounds
already.” 


“If you feel they’re restricting your movements, you could
always take them off,” he said, smirking. “I wouldn’t mind.”


Eris snorted. “I bet you wouldn’t. Besides, if
anything, you should be the one removing clothing. Specifically, your shirt.”


“Ah yes! You did mention something about me being shirtless
in your training montage rant, didn’t you? Well, I wouldn’t want to
disappoint.” 


He grabbed the hem of his black shirt and tugged it over his
head in a smooth motion, revealing his tanned, muscular chest. Balling up the
fabric, he chucked it onto the tiled floor beside his boots. “There,” he said,
striking a pose and flexing his biceps. “Better?”


“It’ll do,” Eris said nonchalantly, although she could feel
her cheeks heating and her heartbeat quickening.


“Remember, I’m teaching you how to defend yourself, not
seducing you,” he teased. “That comes later.”


She laughed.


“So,” he continued, “let’s start with something easy. Like
how to fall.” 


“I know how to fall. You just … fall.”


“Okay. Let’s start with learning how to fall properly.” 


Before Eris could react, Varrin darted forward. He slipped
his foot behind hers and pushed her shoulder. She lost her balance and toppled
over backward, splashing into the pool with an undignified shriek.


Eris pushed herself up into a sitting position, spluttering
as she shoved her long, sopping brown hair away from her face. “What was that
for?” she demanded, glaring up at him.


“I just needed to see what I was working with,” he said,
smiling angelically.


Oooh, I don’t think so, mister. She got to her knees,
pretending she was going to stand. Then she lunged forward, tackling him.
Varrin shouted in surprise as they both splashed down into the water.


Eris grinned and scrambled backwards, away from the fallen
Rakorsian. “Now who doesn’t know how to fall properly?” she taunted. 


Varrin laughed as he sat up and pushed his wet hair away
from his eyes. “You know, I am your teacher. If I don’t feel like I’m
getting the respect I deserve, I may decide not to teach you anymore.”


“That was the respect you deserve.”


He smiled, hopped to his feet, and held out his hand. Eris
grabbed it, and he hauled her upright. 


“Okay,” he said. “Falling safely. Let’s start with when you
fall straight backward. The whole aim here is to protect your head, so you
don’t crack it against the ground.”


“But we’re in water.”


His eyes narrowed. “You’re messing with me, right?”


Eris grinned. “Maybe. Sorry. I’m listening. Teach me, wise
master.”


“The first step is to put your hand behind your head—no, the
back of your head, not your neck. Good. Then, when you start to fall, you bend
your knees and rock back onto your rear end.”


Eris raised her eyebrows. “My ‘rear end?’”


“Would you prefer ‘butt?’”


Okay, hearing an alien prince saying ‘butt’ just sounds
weird. “Rear end is fine.”


“At the same time as you’re rocking backward, you reach out
your other hand—the one not protecting your head—and slap it against the
ground. With your whole arm, mind you, not just your hand. That widens the area
of impact, reducing the damage you take. Last but not least, tuck in your
chin.” He paused. “I think that’s everything. Ready to try?”


Eris braced herself. “I’m ready.”


“You’re sure?”


“Yes!”


SPLOOSH.


“Not bad,” Varrin said. “Just a few more tries and you
should have it. Then you can lie exhausted on the floor while I offer you a
towel and tell you to buck up because it’s only getting harder from here.”


“Ha ha,” Eris said.


 


 











Chapter 19


 


After docking the Ss’Rass’Kris with
Venesky’s orbital space station, Grashk escorted his four passengers down to
the docking bay. Clomping over to a large hatch, he sank his scaly hand into a
basin of glowing blue gel on the wall beside the door. The hatch spiraled open,
and through it Eris could see a long, transparent docking arm.


“This ends our association,” Grashk said. “You should leave
now.”


“Thanks for everything,” Eris told the Ssrisk. “We really
appreciate it. If you ever need our help, just give us a call, okay?” 


“I highly doubt that will ever be necessary, as I am
perfectly capable of handling my own affairs without the intervention of
inferior creatures,” Grashk hissed. Almost grudgingly, he added, “But I will
keep it in mind.”


“Are you going to do your angry machine gun noise if I try
to hug you?”


“I do not know what a machine gun is,” Grashk said. “As for
the hug … do what you must.”


The six-armed alien had a pained expression as Eris threw
her arms around him and hugged tightly. As she stepped away, he said, “Attempt
to refrain from engaging in any life-threatening activities in my absence. I
find your company not entirely unpleasant.”


Eris grinned. “Ditto.”


The big lizard inclined his scaly head to her, completely
ignoring Varrin, Miguri, and Kiguri, and then stomped off across the docking
bay.


“See you around, Big Blue!” Varrin called. 


Grashk continued stomping.


“I suspect the nickname is growing on him,” Miguri said.
“Usually he at least shouts at you.”


“That’s because he’s finally realized Big Blue is an amazing
nickname,” Varrin said.


“Keep telling yourself that,” Eris muttered. 


Varrin laughed.


*          *          *


The four travelers took a transport
shuttle from Venesky’s orbital station down to the spaceport, which was
situated on a hill in the middle of the Yamanai jungle. From there, Varrin
hailed an air taxi. As they climbed into the open-top vehicle—Eris and Varrin
in front, Miguri and Kiguri in back—he told the driver, “Take us to Research
Outpost CC-74291.”


They lifted off and soared over the lush green jungle,
following the course of a lazily curving river. The fruity scent wafting up
from the jungle reminded Eris of tropical islands and piña coladas. “This
planet is awesome,” she declared, leaning out the window to watch a flock of glimmering,
gossamer-winged creatures flit beneath them over the leafy green canopy.


“Look at all the trees!” Kiguri said. “They are so small,
but so numerous!”


Their taxi driver—a four-armed alien with splotchy skin and
eye stalks—chuckled. “If you like beautiful vistas and trees, you’ve come to
the right planet! Venesky is a rare, untouched natural gem. While you’re here,
you have to see at least a few of the highlights: the floating mountains, the
endless white beaches, the—”


Kiguri suddenly lunged forward and grabbed the back of
Eris’s seat. “I have never been to a beach before!” he exclaimed. “Are they as
wonderful as they look in the holo-vids?”


“Even better,” the taxi driver promised. “So, do you folks
work for Chakra Corp?”


Eris frowned at the mention of her most hated alien
mega-corporation. “No. Why?”


One of the driver’s eye stalks swiveled toward her. “Because
I’m taking you to a Chakra Corp research base?” 


“Why are you doing that?” Eris demanded. “That’s the last
place we want to go!”


“Should I turn around?” the taxi driver asked, his eye
stalks wavering in confusion.


“No,” Varrin said. “Don’t turn around.”


“Turn around!” Miguri trilled.


“Everyone, calm down!” Varrin shouted. “Okay, yes,
we’re going to a Chakra Corp research base. But it’s not what you think. My
friend Akaeli and her research partner work there—they’re the only ones
who work there—and I trust them completely. Her partner’s the one who’ll
decrypt the files for us.”


“Why didn’t you tell us this ahead of time?” Eris demanded.


Varrin winced. “I was hoping you wouldn’t find out. It’s not
like they have a huge Chakra Corp sign on the front lawn.”


Eris threw her hands up in the air. “This is exactly what
happened with the promise pendant! ‘I hoped you wouldn’t find out’ is not a
good excuse for holding back information!”


As she and Miguri glared at Varrin, and Kiguri just looked
confused, the taxi driver said, “Do you have something against Chakra Corp?”


“It’s an evil corporation,” Eris said. “And if his friends
work for an evil corporation, that makes them evil!”


“Akaeli isn’t evil. She studies plants, for Kari’s
sake.”


“Evil plants!” 


“Well, evil plants or no evil plants, we’ve reached the
outpost,” the taxi driver said. “Do you still want me to take you down, or
should we head back to the spaceport?” 


Varrin shot Eris a questioning look. Turning in her seat to
face the Claktills, she said, “Miguri, what do you think?”


Miguri scrunched up his nose. “As long he promises we will
not end up locked in cells again, I will agree to this ill-advised plan.” 


“No cells,” Varrin promised.


“Gah,” Eris muttered. “Fine. Let’s go see the evil plant
lady.” 


The air taxi shot down toward a waterfall cascading over a
cliff. As they got closer, Eris saw there was a small compound of round pod
buildings perched on the cliff’s edge. Each of the six pods was about ten yards
in diameter and topped with a mottled brown, domed roof. The pods were arranged
around an open green space, and were connected to each other by covered
walkways. 


They landed on the riverbank a few dozen yards from the
outpost. Eris, Miguri, and Kiguri climbed out of the air taxi while Varrin paid
the driver. 


Eris stepped down onto a thick layer of emerald green moss.
She breathed in deeply, enjoying the jungle’s humidity and warmth. “Well, we’re
here,” she said, swatting away a big bug buzzing around her face. “Now what?”


“Now we find Akaeli,” Varrin said as he climbed out of the
air taxi. “I called ahead, so she’ll probably show up soon.”


“Would she not be in the research outpost?” Miguri suggested.


“Probably not. She spends a lot of time doing fieldwork.”
Varrin used his hand to shield his eyes from the sun as he peered into the lush
jungle.


“What kind of fieldwork?” Eris prompted.


“I don’t know,” Varrin said vaguely. “Looking for poisonous
plants, or insects, or amphibians, or whatever it is toxicologists study.”


Her eyes widened. “You said she studied plants, not poisons!
See, I told you—evil scientist!”


Behind them, the air taxi rumbled to life and started to
lift off the ground. As it shot away into the sky, Varrin said, “I never said
she studies only plants. Trust me, Akaeli is …” 


He trailed off as he tilted his head toward a thicket of
ferns growing along the riverbank. “Well, you’re about to find out for
yourself,” he said. “Here she is now.”


The orange ferns parted, and a woman stepped out into the
afternoon sunlight.


“Oh my,” Miguri said.


Eris nodded wordlessly as she gaped at the newcomer. Akaeli
was just over five feet tall, slim and pretty, with glowing blue eyes and
curly, neon pink hair tucked messily under a wide-brimmed hat. She was wearing
brown shorts and a moss green tank top. Her right arm and both her legs were
sleek and metallic. She’s a cyborg! Eris realized.


“Hey,” Varrin said, raising his hand casually in greeting.


“Hello, Varrin,” Akaeli said. 


She walked up and hugged him. Eris’s eyes narrowed as she
watched the interaction. Old friends, or old lovers? 


“How have you been?” Akaeli asked as she stepped back.


“Not quite as phenomenal as usual,” Varrin said. “Something
I’m hoping you can help me with, actually. But first …” He gestured to Eris and
the Claktills. “This is my … uh ... Eris. The Claktills are Miguri and Kiguri.”


“I am Kiguri,” the green-haired Claktill chirped.


“It’s wonderful to meet you all,” Akaeli said warmly.
“Welcome to my little corner of paradise.” 


“Thanks,” Eris said. Miguri and Kiguri smiled and bowed.


“So, what can I help you with?” Akaeli asked Varrin. “You
know I haven’t found—”


“Not with that,” Varrin said quickly. “I need Dr. Vado Vado
to decrypt some files for me.”


RAAAAAAHHHHH AH AH AH.


Eris jumped closer to Varrin as a shrieking roar suddenly
filled the air. “What the hell was that?” she demanded, reaching for her
striker. 


Akaeli laughed and held up her hands. “Don’t worry. It’s
just a doom ape. They’re very common in this part of the jungle—and completely
harmless.”


Eris’s cheeks reddened. “Oh. Right.” She let go of her
striker. “So, can Dr. Vado Vado help us?”


“I’m sure he’d be happy to assist you,” Akaeli said.


Everyone looked at the pink-haired toxicologist expectantly.


“Did you want to see him right now?” she asked.


“That would be preferable,” Varrin said. “We’re in a hurry.”


“You’re always in a hurry,” Akaeli said, smiling. “Well, I’m
sure I can lecture you on your time management skills later. Follow me—Dr. Vado
Vado should be in his lab.”


*          *          *


As Akaeli led them into what she
called the “entry pod,” Eris was surprised by how warm and welcoming it looked.
The walls were buttery yellow, and the floor was covered in overlapping carpets
woven of rich, earth-tone fibers. In the center of the room, five floral chairs
were arranged in a circle around a polished wood table. Everything was bathed
in sunlight streaming down from a skylight in the domed ceiling.


“It’s beautiful,” Eris said, surveying the room. “Did it
come like this? I would have thought a Chakra Corp base would be, you know ...
colder.”


Akaeli smiled. “You’re not wrong. Everything was white and
sterile when I got here. But since this was a long term assignment, I got
permission to redecorate and bring a little life to the place.”


“You have great taste.”


“Thank you. You have great taste for noticing my great
taste.” 


She’d better not turn out to be evil, Eris thought, because
I’m starting to like her.


“Please wait here while I fetch Dr. Vado Vado,” Akaeli said,
gesturing at the chairs. Then she strode toward a long green curtain to the
left of the entry door, pushed it aside to reveal an opening in the wall, and
disappeared into the corridor beyond. 


Sitting on one of the floral chairs, Eris happily discovered
the seat felt as plush as it looked. Miguri and Kiguri also sat down, but
Varrin leaned back against the curved wall and crossed his arms. His lips were
pressed together, and he was staring hard at the green curtain. 


I thought he’d be more relaxed once we got here, Eris
thought, but he looks even tenser. Seriously, Varrin, what’s going on in
that bewildering Rakorsian brain of yours?


“Well,” Miguri finally said. “I think it is safe to assume
Akaeli is not an evil scientist.”


Eris laughed. “I have trouble picturing an evil scientist
buying chairs covered in giant flowers.”


“Her robotic limbs are out of system,” Kiguri said, his
green hair fluffy as he bounced up and down on his seat. “Am I correct in
thinking she is Chingun?”


“Chingun?” Eris asked.


“Her species,” Miguri said. “Humanoids, from the planet
Chingu.”


Eris frowned. “I know that name …”


“I suggested Kalla go there,” Varrin said. 


“Right. Because of … something …”


“Chakra Con.”


“Which is what?”


“A huge science and technology convention organized by
Chakra Corp every year.”


“Remind me never to visit Chingu.”


Varrin snorted. “A lot of companies hold conventions on
Chingu, not just Chakra Corp. It’s a perfectly decent planet to visit.”


“That’s what they want you to think,” Eris said.
“Fine, fine, I won’t rule Chingu out completely.” She turned to Miguri. “How do
you know she’s Chingun? She looks human to me—I mean, except for the glowing
eyes and robot limbs, obviously.”


“It is precisely because of those features,” Miguri said. “I
have only been to Chingu once, but it was … quite the experience. The Chinguns
have an extremely colorful fashion sense, and they love technology. It seemed
like every second Chingun I met had some sort of robotic implant.”


“So they’re all cyborgs?”


Miguri shrugged. “I have not met enough to comment, and I
know how you dislike generalizations. But I think it is safe to say that if you
meet any humanoids with robot parts and crazy hair, they are probably Chingun.”



The green curtain rustled open and Akaeli stepped through.
She had removed her hat, and was now wearing a white lab coat over her shorts
and tank top. Behind her trotted a bipedal, leonine alien with tan fur and
piercing gold eyes, also wearing a lab coat. He was so tall that the top of his
reddish mane grazed the lintel as he entered the room. 


Eris had a sudden flashback to Taku Taku, the surly
shopkeeper on Furanku Station. Oh no, she thought. I hope he’s not
another hissy cat-man. I’m not sure the galaxy can handle two of those. 


“This is Dr. Vado Vado, my research partner,” Akaeli
introduced. She indicated Eris, Varrin, and the Claktills. “Veevee, these are
our guests. They’ll be staying with us for a few days.” 


“Nice to meet you,” Eris said.


Miguri and Kiguri rose from their seats and bowed.


“Good morning,” Dr. Vado Vado rumbled.


Akaeli laughed. “It’s the afternoon. You worked through
lunch again.”


“That explains why I’m hungry,” he said.


Varrin pushed away from the wall and approached the two
scientists. “Dr. Vado Vado, Akaeli’s told me all about your technological
genius—I’m a big fan. I hope you can put those skills to use by decrypting some
files for me.”


“File decryption is simple,” Dr. Vado Vado said. “Anyone
with a basic knowledge of computer systems could help you.”


“What about top-secret files I ripped from the mainframe of
a Tetrarchy shipyard?” 


“That sounds much more interesting,” Dr. Vado Vado said, his
whiskers twitching.


Varrin pulled the micro-drive from his belt and placed it in
the doctor’s furry palm. “You’re looking for the location of a Rakorsian
stealth ship called the Nonconformity.” 


Dr. Vado Vado peered at the micro-drive eagerly for several
seconds, then turned and hurried from the room without another word. His tail
curled around the edge of the curtain as he passed it, pulling the green fabric
closed behind him.


Akaeli winced. “Sorry about that. He tends to forget social
niceties when he has a new toy to play with.”


“As long as he can tell me where my ship is, he can play
with whatever he wants,” Varrin said.


Akaeli’s electric blue gaze flickered to the Rakorsian. “So
that’s why you’re here. You lost your ship.”


He nodded.


“But that’s where you—”


“I know.”


“How long ago?” Akaeli demanded.


“Sixteen days.”


The toxicologist inhaled sharply. “How many—”


“Enough,” Varrin snapped. 


Okay, Eris thought. She definitely knows
something, and whatever it is, it clearly isn’t good. Her irritation with
Varrin and his secrets was now tinged with worry and sadness. Why won’t you
tell me what’s wrong? Why does she get to know, but I don’t?


“Maybe we should go to my lab and talk,” Akaeli said, her
tone making it clear it was more an order than a suggestion.


“Great idea,” Varrin said. Turning to Eris, he added, “We
might be a while. Why don’t you and the rats go explore the waterfall? Stick close
to the base and you shouldn’t run into any trouble.” 


And now you’re blatantly trying to get rid of me.
Fantastic. “I’d like to see the lab, too,” Eris said, crossing her arms. 


“It’s spectacularly uninteresting,” Varrin said.


“How about I judge that for myself?” she countered. 


Varrin stared at her—she met his gaze, not backing down.
With a sigh, he gently grasped her elbow and steered her away from the others.
“Look,” he said quietly. “I know you’re upset with me.”


“Upset doesn’t begin to cover it,” Eris said.


“I know you want answers,” he continued. “And you’ll get
them. I promise.”


“When? After you’ve run off to have your secret meeting with
Akaeli?”


He exhaled loudly. “Can’t you just trust I know what I’m
doing?”


“But I don’t even know what it is you’re doing!”


Varrin clasped her hands in his own. “Eris. Please. Trust
me.”


“I trust you,” she said. “For now.”


 


 











Chapter 20


 


This place is a nightmare for a
bodyguard, Sebara thought, following Trystan as he wove a path through the
crushing flow of bargain-hunters in Vega Minor’s sprawling bazaar. I can’t
imagine a worse place to bring a curious young prince with a complete lack of
survival instinct. 


Their trip into the bazaar was, of course, Trystan’s idea.
As soon as they’d landed on Vega Minor, Fino’jin had left to track down some
old contacts who might know something about Varrin’s whereabouts. After the
Skin Slicer left the shuttle, Trystan suggested they visit Vega Minor’s famous
market, which supposedly stretched across half of the small moon. He was so
excited by the idea that Sebara hadn’t had the heart to tell him ‘no’—although,
now, she was beginning to regret her decision. 


Everything about the sprawling market seemed designed to
overwhelm her senses—from the colorful store awnings, to the bellowing
shopkeepers pushing their wares, to the pungent smells wafting from overflowing
carts. In this section alone, Sebara thought, I can spot at least
seven hiding spots for a potential assassin to lurk. Not to mention the bazaar
is rumored to be overrun with Scalkan street gangs waiting to pounce on unwary
tourists. 


But as she watched the prince hurry eagerly through the
crowded bazaar, obviously overjoyed to be off the ship and exploring this new
place, she realized how much Trystan needed this break from their mission. He
is only thirteen, after all, and the past week has been very stressful for him.
I suppose he deserves an afternoon off. 


Trystan’s head darted from side to side as he struggled to
take in all the exotic sights, smells, and sounds at once. He gawked at the
trunk-nosed beasts lumbering by pulling hover-carts, at the aircars zhwipping
past overhead, and at the kiosks selling everything from green starfruit to
spaceship parts.


“Oooh!” Trystan suddenly exclaimed. That was all the warning
Sebara got before he dashed between two octopoid creatures and disappeared into
the throng. 


“No! Come back!” she shouted.


Sebara shoved her way after him for several yards, looking
frantically in all directions, but her golden-haired charge was nowhere to be
seen. For Kari’s sake!


Her heart pounding in her chest, Sebara tried to remain calm
as she activated her wrist communicator. “Prince Trystan!” she hissed. “Where
are you?”


“I’m sorry, Sebara!” Trystan exclaimed. “I saw something
sparkly and turquoise and got distracted and I chased it.”


“Of course you did,” she muttered. Then, louder, “Would you
please stop chasing it and come back?”


“I can’t. I’m lost.” 


Torn between relief and frustration, Sebara forced herself
to take several deep breaths. Then she activated the tracking function on her
communicator. It flashed red and displayed an error message. After muttering a
few choice curses, Sebara said to Trystan, “The tracker in your communicator is
malfunctioning. Describe what’s around you so I can find you.”


“I’m in front of a fortune-teller’s stall. There’s an
extraordinarily tall man with a fuzzy green hat standing beside me.”


Sebara stared despairingly around the market. “I don’t see—”


“Moofas!” Trystan squealed.


The comm channel abruptly died. 


Grinding her teeth, Sebara
grabbed the nearest passerby. “Where’s
the fortune teller’s stall?” she demanded. 


“Striped green and purple
tent. That way,” the humanoid woman replied, pointing. 


“Thanks,” Sebara said. She
pushed her way through the crowd to a tent matching the description. A
hand-painted sign over the front flap read, “Vardriga’s Fortune Telling
Experience and Pastry Shop.”


Standing on her tiptoes, Sebara looked around for either a
tall humanoid with a green hat, or a moofa. She spotted neither. Maybe he
went into the tent? She pushed aside the door flap and ducked inside. 


The tent was small, cramped, and hot, and the air was filled
with sickly sweet perfume. Fighting the urge to gag, Sebara strode to the rear
of the tent, where an elephantine alien wearing striped robes was sitting on a
bed of pillows. 


“Welcome, traveler,” the alien said in a mystical voice. “I
am The All-Seeing Vardriga. Have you come to learn your fortune, or to sample
my delicious pastries? One will fill your mind; the other, your stomach.” She
gestured to a small display case near the back tent wall, which held several
plates of golden puff pastries.


“I need neither of those,” Sebara said. “I’m looking for my
… uh ... brother.” She held her hand at shoulder-height. “He’s about this tall,
blond hair, blue eyes, wearing white and yellow. Have you seen him? Or, failing
that, have you seen any moofas?”


“Is it truly your brother you seek,” Vardriga said, “or is
it your destiny?”


“Definitely my brother,” Sebara said. “I already know my destiny.
It’s to find the boy I just described to you.”


“I see greatness in your future,” Vardriga said, clasping
her leathery hands together. “Swirling emotions, a conflict of identity, and a
crucial turning point where you must choose between what you believe in and
what is expected of you.”


“Everyone goes through that. Now, do you know where—”


“I see a great romance,” Vardriga said.


“Unlikely.”


“I see—”


Sebara pulled out her striker and pointed it between
Vardriga’s eyes. “Have you or have you not seen my brother?” she demanded.


Vardriga huffed. “No one has time for destiny these days,”
she grumbled. “No, I haven’t seen him. But there’s a pet shop just across from
the tuktuk vendor that sells moofas.”


“Thank you,” Sebara said shortly, and stalked out of the
tent.


*          *          *


When Sebara stepped into the small
pet shop, she immediately spotted Trystan lying on the floor, giggling as he
was swarmed by a pack of small, colorful, furry, six-legged creatures who were
purring and crawling all over him. 


“Trystan!” Sebara snapped. It felt wrong to address him so
informally, but she didn’t want to use his title in case someone overheard and
discovered his true identity. 


“Look, Sebara! Moofas!” Trystan exclaimed, scooping up
several of the floppy-eared creatures and holding them toward her.


The boy had such a look of delight on his face that Sebara’s
anger subsided. Well, it’s not like he’s in much danger from a bunch of
moofas, she thought. Although I still intend to give him the lecture of
his life about dashing off so recklessly. “Disentangle yourself from those
creatures and meet me outside,” she said.


Trystan sighed. “Yes, Sebara.” 


She exited the shop and waited for him. When he finally
arrived, however, he wasn’t alone. Wrapped around his shoulders was the most
unusual moofa Sebara had ever seen. Moofas were usually a single color, but
this one was striped red and gold all over except for its nose, paws,
underbelly, and the tips of its ears and tail, which were white. 


“Please explain to me why you have that … thing,” Sebara
said, scowling and gesturing at the prince’s new pet.


Trystan beamed up at her. “This is Shasha,” he introduced,
scratching the moofa’s head. “I bought her.”


Shasha purred happily and snuggled tighter around the boy’s
neck.


A ridiculous name for a ridiculous creature. Sebara
glared at the floppy-eared animal. “How much did it cost you? Not more than
five credits, I hope.”


“Seven hundred, actually,” Trystan said. 


“You were grossly overcharged,” she said flatly. “Go return
the creature.”


“Why?” he demanded.


“Because there is no room for a moofa on our current
mission!”


“But I love her!”


“You just met her!”


Sebara spotted tears welling up in Trystan’s eyes, and
groaned. I’m becoming as soft-hearted as he is. “Fine. Keep the moofa.”


Trystan grinned. “Thank you, Sebara.”


“Don’t thank me yet. I said you could keep it, but I can’t
speak for Fino’jin.” She took a deep breath. “Well, we’ll cross that desert
when we get to it. Now, come on. Let’s get back to the ship. I think we’ve done
quite enough shopping for one day.”


*          *          *


They made their way back through the
marketplace to the huge, dusty, open-air spaceport where Fino’jin had docked Dharia’s
Glory. When they entered the cockpit, they found the Skin Slicer sitting in
the pilot’s chair, scrolling through documents on the main monitor.


Fino’jin glanced up and scowled when he saw the furry
creature nestled in Trystan’s arms. “I will not suffer vermin on my ship,” he
growled. “Get rid of that thing.”


Sebara nudged Trystan. Come on, my prince, she
thought. If you really want to keep the creature, you need to stand up for
yourself.


Trystan glanced at her, then at Shasha, and took a deep
breath. “I … I want to keep her.”


“What?” Fino’jin barked.


The boy paled. Then, to Sebara’s delight, he straightened
his shoulders and repeated, “I want to keep her. No, I am keeping her!
She’s mine—I bought her, and I’m keeping her. And if you have a problem with
that, you can take it up with Sebara.”


Trystan turned and bolted, leaving Sebara alone in the
cockpit to face Fino’jin’s wrath. I would be furious with that boy, she
thought, if I weren’t so busy being proud of him.


Sebara braced herself for a verbal onslaught from Fino’jin.
But, to her surprise, the Skin Slicer just sighed and wiped his hand over his
scarred face. Tilting his head toward the co-pilot’s chair, he said, “Sit. One
of my contacts gave me a lead. We need to follow it before it gets cold.”


She carefully took the seat beside Fino’jin. “Sir, about the
moofa …”


He waved his hand dismissively. “If the prince wants the
creature badly enough to stand up to me, he can keep it. I’m more concerned
with our actual mission. You do remember our mission, Rala’kamil?”


“Of course, sir.”


“Is our mission to gallivant off through the bazaar buying
moofas?”


“No, sir.”


“What is our mission, Rala’kamil?”


“To locate Prince Varrin and return him to Rakor, sir.”


“Try to remember that next time you get the urge to go on a
shopping trip.”


She clenched her jaw. “Yes, sir.”


“Good. Now, here’s what I’ve learned. A man matching Prince
Varrin’s description has been seen several times at the Starlight, which I’m
told is a luxury hotel on the plateau. This man goes by the name ‘Aedar
Korlethi.’ You and Prince Trystan will go to the Starlight for dinner this
evening, using false identities. Your task is to covertly interrogate the
guests and employees to determine if this ‘Aedar’ is, in fact, Prince Varrin.
If so, learn his current location using any means necessary.”


Sebara nodded. “Understood, sir.”


“Good. Then gather the prince and prepare yourselves
accordingly.”


She rose to her feet, crossed her fists against her chest,
and bowed. “As you command, sir.”


 


 











Chapter 21


 


After stopping briefly in the bazaar
to purchase and change into appropriate outfits for their dinner at the luxury
Starlight hotel, Sebara and Trystan took an air taxi up to the plateau. Unlike
the bazaar, which was endless, dusty, and hectic, the plateau was filled with
graceful towers, spotless streets, and well-manicured gardens.


The air taxi touched down on the sprawling front lawn of a
huge white and gold building, beside a broad stone walkway. After Sebara paid
the driver, she and Trystan set off along the path toward the glittering doors
of the hotel. As they walked, Trystan nervously fingered the hem of his new
green and silver brocade tunic. 


“You shouldn’t fidget,” Sebara said. “It’s un-princely.”


“But I’m a prince,” Trystan protested. “Everything I do is
princely. And besides, we’re undercover, so the last thing I should be doing
right now is acting princely.”


Sebara ground her teeth. “Would you please just stop
fidgeting?”


Trystan sighed. “Yes, Sebara.” After a few seconds of
moping, he brightened. “I like your outfit, by the way. You look very pretty.”


Sebara was wearing a floaty white dress and sparkly burgundy
leggings. She had also loosed her thick, dark hair from its customary high
ponytail so it cascaded down her back in lazy waves. 


“I prefer my armor,” she said. “This flimsy material
couldn’t stop a blade of grass, let alone a striker blast.” Hoisting the strap
of her bejeweled purse back up to where it had slipped from her shoulder, she
added, “At least I found this lead-lined bag to hide my striker from the
hotel’s weapon detector.”


“I still don’t know why you need the striker,” Trystan said.
“We aren’t here to shoot people, after all. We’re just asking about my
brother.”


“No, we’re asking about Aedar Korlethi,” she corrected.
“Don’t even bring up Prince Varrin’s name. We’re trying to keep a low profile.
You do remember our cover story, yes?” 


“Of course. We’re rich siblings on vacation, and we heard a
rumor that our dear family friend Aedar Korlethi might be at the Starlight, so
we’re looking for him.” 


She shot him a sideways look. “Will you be able to stick to
that cover story?”


Trystan struck a dramatic pose. “Never fear, Sebara! Tonight
I shall put on an acting performance worthy of a Golden Orb!”


“Don’t oversell it too much.”


“I’ll do my best,” he said. “But it would help me a lot if I
knew our backstory.”


“Backstory? What do you mean?” 


“I mean, did we inherit our wealth, or earn it through hard
work? Are our parents still alive, or were they tragically murdered in a dark
alley by a mysterious masked man? Are we biological siblings, or are you my
half-sister thanks to our mother’s sordid affair with a mercenary looking for
love in all the wrong places?”


Sebara closed her eyes, feeling a headache coming on. “Does
it matter?”


“Of course it matters!”


“I think it will be best if I do the talking,” she said.
“Just nod when I tell you to. Yes?”


Trystan sighed. “Yes, Sebara.”


They continued along the pathway to the hotel entrance,
through the glittering front doors, and into the opulent lobby. As they
approached the reception desk, a mustachioed alien with four arms and bright
green feathers hurried over to greet them. “Welcome to the Starlight,” he said,
bowing. “I am Forlozi, the manager on duty. How can I assist you?”


Trystan returned the bow, along with some twirling of the
wrists that Sebara thought was a little excessive.


“Greetings, quad-armed alien of indeterminate background,”
Trystan said in a loud, snooty voice. “I am Kartif Nebar, son of a wealthy
textile trade lord from the obscure yet unquestionably real planet of
Icklickia. This is my sister, Ziralaksa.”


Kari, Sebara thought. Kill me now.


“We are honored to have you and your esteemed sister as
patrons of our humble establishment,” Forlozi groveled.


“Not at all, not at all,” Trystan said. He thrust his nose
up in the air and affected a pose of extreme indifference. “Take us to your
finest rooms, good sir. I refuse to torment myself with anything but the most
luxurious accommodations. For as the poet Marsillos once said, ‘Like fish-eye
mirrors, our souls’ wealth is amplified by the beauty of’—Ow!”


Sorry, my prince, but I did tell you not to oversell it, Sebara
thought, releasing her pinching hold of the boy’s elbow. As Trystan winced and
fell silent, she smiled pleasantly at the manager. “Actually, we would like to
have dinner first,” she said. “Please show us to your dining room.”


“Of course,” Forlozi said, bowing and extending an arm
toward the elevator bank. “This way, if you please.”


“We do please,” Trystan said haughtily.


They followed Forlozi through the lobby and into one of the
ornate glass elevators. The elevator shot up several floors and opened onto a posh
dining room. Even though Sebara was accustomed to the splendor of the imperial
palace on Rakor, she was still impressed by the shimmering gold tablecloths,
gleaming chandeliers, and huge windows that looked out over shadowy formal
gardens. 


Forlozi escorted them to a table by the windows. “I hope
this table is to your liking?” he said, bowing. “Our hostess will be with you
shortly. Please do not hesitate to call upon me if you need anything during
your stay.” 


The manager bowed again, and left them at the table. A few
moments later, an attractive, young, hairless Scalkan woman in a tight gold
dress arrived at the table with menus and glasses of water. 


“Thank you,” Sebara said, smiling at the young woman.


“My pleasure,” the hostess replied. She sashayed away in her
gold stilettos.


Sebara watched her go, then pulled her eyes away and
returned her attention to Trystan. “Let’s review our plan,” she said. “First,
we need to find someone here who knows Aedar Korlethi. Then we casually
converse with them to try to determine if Aedar and Prince Varrin are in fact
the same person.”


“Sebara, I know the plan!” Trystan exclaimed.


“Good. I’ll wander around and see what I can learn. You stay
here—order some food and chat with the waitress.”


Trystan crossed his fists over his chest. “I shall extract
every last bit of information from her, or die trying,” he vowed.


“That is entirely unnecessary. Just talk to her. I’ll be
back in fifteen minutes.” 


Sebara stood and headed for the bar—a dark, curving expanse
of wood that took up most of the back corner of the dining room. She approached
a group of well-dressed humanoids at one end of the bar, took a deep breath,
and slipped onto a stool between two male Scalkans.


“Mind if I join you?” she asked, with a coquettish smile and
a flutter of her eyelashes. 


Sebara was quickly welcomed into the conversation. She found
that as long as she kept smiling and laughed at their jokes, they were more
than willing to answer a few seemingly innocent questions about an ‘old
acquaintance’ of hers named Aedar Korlethi. But as it turned out, they knew
very little about him. They were also starting to intrude into her personal
space. 


Just as Sebara began to consider whether breaking one of
their straying hands would cause a scene, she noticed Trystan waving to her
from their table. 


Plastering on yet another fake smile, Sebara said, “Sorry, I
have to go.”


She hurried away from the bar amidst calls of “Hey, don’t
leave!” and “Come back soon, sweetheart!”


Trystan was practically quivering with excitement as Sebara
slid into the chair across from him. She leaned forward and eyed him
expectantly. “So? What did you find out?”


“Where to start! Our waitress’s name is Ai Li. She loves
Sood music, astrophysics, and men with large arms and shiny heads. She only
works here part-time because she’s doing a correspondence course at Takal
University to get her degree in—”


“We need information on Aedar Korlethi, not our waitress.”


“I was getting to it,” Trystan said. “She’s met Aedar a few
times, and from the way she describes him, he must be Varrin. She said
he was here a few weeks ago—she remembers because there was some sort of party,
and apparently he got into a big fight with a Scalkan man named Kraigoth. Do
you know who that is?”


“No idea,” Sebara said. “A few weeks ago? That would have
been just before Prince Varrin’s showdown with Admiral Kratis in the Sol
system. He must have gone straight there from here.”


“You didn’t wait for the best part,” Trystan said eagerly.
“Guess what they were fighting about?”


Sebara looked down at the table for inspiration. “Napkins?”


Trystan laughed. “Why would they be fighting over napkins?
You’re not very good at guessing games, Sebara.”


“Just tell me.”


“Oh, fine. They were fighting over a girl named Mimi.”


“Really? Did the waitress know who she was?”


“No. I asked Ai Li what she looked like, though. She said
she was a few inches taller than me, with chin-length brown and red hair, and
green eyes.”


“That sounds like the terrestrial girl Prince Varrin is
travelling with.” Sebara tapped her chin thoughtfully. “If this Kraigoth person
interacted recently with Prince Varrin, he’s our best lead. Did Ai Li say where
we can find him?”


“Sure. He’s right over there.” Trystan pointed. “See the
Scalkan man beside that potted shrubbery that looks like a bird? That’s
Kraigoth—the man, not the shrubbery. Apparently he’s a businessman of some
sort, although Ai Li didn’t know the details.”


Sebara narrowed her eyes and peered at the bald, muscular
humanoid wearing a finely tailored gray suit. “Well, only one way to find out,”
she said, and rose from her chair. “Let’s go.” 


“Go? Where?”


“To ask Kraigoth if we can join him for dinner.” 


With Trystan hurrying behind her, Sebara made her way
between the dining tables and stopped beside the Scalkan man. He was sipping
amber liquid from a glass and staring at his tasseled menu. 


“Excuse me,” Sebara said. When he looked up, she flashed him
a flirtatious smile. “I’m Ziralaksa, and this is my little brother Kartif. I
saw you sitting alone and thought you might enjoy some company.” 


The Scalkan returned the smile, his brown eyes sparkling
with obvious interest. “As it happens, my dining partner just rescheduled on
me. I would love some company.” Standing and bowing, he added, “My name is
Kraigoth. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


“Believe me,” Sebara said smoothly, “the pleasure is all
ours.” 


*          *          *


Sebara and Kraigoth engaged in small
talk while they waited for their appetizers to arrive—vlorgish meat skewers for
Kraigoth, kressling seed salad for Sebara, and dumplings for Trystan. Once
Sebara had eaten a few bites of the crunchy salad, she decided it was time to
bring up Aedar Korlethi.


“This is delicious,” she said. “I find myself very impressed
by the Starlight. Do you stay here often?”


“Often enough,” Kraigoth said. “Is this your first time
here?”


“It ish!” Trystan exclaimed around a mouthful of dumpling.
“How did you know? Can you read our mindsh?”


“Eat your dumplings,” Sebara said.


Trystan swallowed, muttered, “Yes, Ziralaksa,” and speared
another dumpling. 


Kraigoth chuckled. “Your brother has quite the imagination.”


“He certainly does,” she said. “As for your question—yes,
it’s our first time here. Actually, the Starlight was recommended to us by an
old family friend—Aedar Korlethi. I don’t suppose you know him?”


Kraigoth’s smile faded. “I’ve met him a few times.”


“You don’t sound overly fond of him,” Sebara noted. “Are you
sure we’re talking about the same person? A few inches taller than me, black
hair, gray eyes—”


“Thinks he’s Kari’s gift to the galaxy?” Kraigoth
interrupted with a scowl. “Yeah, that’s him. Sorry to break it to you, but your
‘family friend’ isn’t who you think he is.”


An enemy of Prince Varrin’s? Sebara wondered. At
the very least, certainly not a friend. I can work with this. “I admit, I
have heard rumors,” she said casually. “I didn’t think much of them at the
time, but you’re saying there may be some truth to them?”


Kraigoth shrugged. “You know what gossip is like. A bad
reputation flies faster than a kfachil during mating season. But like I said,
although we’ve done some business together, I barely know the man.”


“So you don’t keep in touch?” 


“No. He just shows up from time to time—like a few weeks ago
at the Starlight Ball.”


“A ball! How romantic. You must tell me more.” Sebara
fluttered her eyelashes.


Kraigoth grinned. “Who am I to refuse a beautiful lady?
Let’s see … it was the annual celebration of the Starlight’s opening, and there
was a great turnout. I was just catching up with some friends of mine when
Korlethi walked in—you know how he enters a room, like he owns the place.”


Sebara laughed politely.


Apparently pleased by the response, Kraigoth continued the
tale with noticeably more enthusiasm. “What really caught my attention, though,
was the girl on his arm. Cute little thing. I made her acquaintance—said her
name was Mimi.”


“So Mimi and Aedar were … what? Travelling together? On a
date?” 


“Mimi didn’t say it outright, but I got the impression they
were involved. Not happily, though—Korlethi all but ignored her as soon as they
sat down. I didn’t like seeing such a sweet girl look so sad, so I asked her to
dance. Then Korlethi got jealous and cut in. They argued, she stormed off, he
tried to stop her, and I intervened.”


Sebara blinked. “I’m sorry. You intervened?”


“Sure. Korlethi’s half my size—it wasn’t hard to get between
them and tell him to back off.” 


Prince Varrin could have broken every bone in your body
if he’d been so inclined, Sebara thought. I wonder why he didn’t?


“Go on,” she said.


“Well, once Mimi left, I told Korlethi that only a brute
ignores the wishes of a lady. I expected him to tell me to shut my mouth, or
get out of his way, or something, but he just stood there, staring after
her. When he finally left the ballroom, it was like he was in a daze.”


“Interesting,” Sebara said. “I was always under the
impression Aedar was quite smooth with women.”


“Apparently not with all women,” Kraigoth said, smirking.
“Anyway, the next time I caught up with Mimi was a few days later in the lobby,
where she was waiting for Korlethi to check them out. She said she was fine,
and that they’d worked everything out, but I wasn’t convinced. So I gave her a
communicator to call me if she ever needed help.”


“You gave her your private number?” Sebara said. “Lucky
girl.”


Kraigoth laughed. “No, just the communicator. It’s linked to
a matching communicator in my possession—they’re on a closed circuit, so no one
can eavesdrop.”


“May I see it?”


A wrinkle of confusion appeared on the Scalkan’s forehead.
“Why?” 


“I’m just curious.”


“About what, exactly?”


“Oh, you know …” Sebara said vaguely. 


Now Kraigoth was frowning. “I don’t, actually.” 


“She’s an amateur telecommunications enthusiast,” Trystan
piped up. “It’s all she talks about.” 


Relieved by his timely intervention, Sebara said, “That’s
right. It sounds like a unique design, and I’d love to examine—”


“Sorry, but no,” Kraigoth said firmly. “You’re right—it is a
unique design. Perfect for my purposes, but also quite easy to exploit by
someone who wanted to, say, use one communicator to track down the other.”


Damn it. “I understand,” Sebara said. “And I
apologize for pushing the matter. I was simply curious.”


Kraigoth’s shoulders relaxed. “Don’t apologize—I just don’t
like the idea of harm coming to an innocent girl because of me.”


“How noble,” Sebara said, and meant it. Doesn’t change
the fact that I need that communicator, whether you give it to me willingly or
not.


She dropped the ‘Aedar Korlethi’ subject, and the rest of
the meal passed pleasantly enough. When they were finished, Kraigoth settled
the bill and excused himself.


“I’d love to stay,” he told her, “but I have a Light Tag
game with some friends in twenty minutes.” He leaned down and added softly,
“Would you be interested in continuing our conversation afterward? Just you and
me.”


Sebara smiled. “You couldn’t keep me away if you tried.”











Chapter 22


 


Two hours after their dinner at the
Starlight, Sebara marched confidently into the cockpit of Dharia’s Glory with
Trystan at her heels. As Fino’jin turned in the pilot’s chair to face her, she
crossed her fists against her chest and bowed. 


“Report,” Fino’jin barked.


Sebara straightened. “We have acquired a device which will
help us locate Prince Varrin, sir.”


“Details,” the Skin Slicer ordered.


“After successfully infiltrating the Starlight hotel, we
located a Scalkan male named Kraigoth who had met Prince Varrin under his alias
‘Aedar Korlethi.’ We interrogated him and learned he had given the prince’s
female travelling companion a closed-circuit communication device, for which he
had the matching communicator. I followed him to his room, stunned him, and
took the device.”


“Give it to me,” Fino’jin said, holding out his hand.


Sebara pulled the communicator from her pocket and handed it
to him.


“Dismissed,” the Skin Slicer barked. 


As Fino’jin turned back toward the monitor, Sebara and
Trystan hurried out of the cockpit. 


Once the door was shut behind them, Trystan said, somewhat
accusingly, “You didn’t tell him about the part where you tricked Kraigoth into
trusting you, then betrayed that trust by stealing from him.”


“Because it was irrelevant,” Sebara said. “Fino’jin ordered
us to complete the mission, and I did.”


“But I like Kraigoth! And you were mean to him!”


“What, because I stunned him and took his communicator?
We’ll give it back as soon as we’re done with it.”


“No, we won’t.”


Sebara sighed. “Okay, no, we won’t. But you have to
understand our mission is more important than some Scalkan being upset because
we stole his property.”


Trystan crossed his arms and scowled up at her. “But that’s
not why he’ll be upset, and you know it! He thinks we might hurt Mimi when we
track Varrin down.”


“We have no reason to hurt Mimi. Our mission is to retrieve
your brother.”


“But if Varrin tries to escape, and Mimi gets caught in the
crossfire—”


“It won’t come to that,” Sebara said firmly. 


“But if it does …”


“Then we’ll figure it out when it happens.”


Trystan sighed. “I suppose.”


“Anyway, you’re forgetting the most important thing,” Sebara
said. “Now that we have the communicator, we can find your brother.”


“What, right away?”


“Well, no, it will take Fino’jin a few hours to trace the
comm link. Then we’ll know Mimi’s exact location. And, presumably, Prince
Varrin’s.”


Trystan beamed at her. “I’m going to go wake up Shasha and
tell her the good news!”


Of course you are. “And then you’ll go to bed, yes?
We need to be well rested for our voyage to wherever your brother’s hiding.” 


“Excellent idea, Sebara.” 


*          *          *


A few hours later, a soft but
insistent rapping on Sebara’s cabin door woke her up. “Go away,” she grunted. 


When the knocking continued, Sebara groaned, rolled over,
and checked her chrono-alarm. It’s the middle of the night. This had better
be an emergency, or I’m going to shoot someone. 


Sebara slid off the bed. The overhead lights came on the
instant her bare feet touched the floor. Stalking over to the door, she slapped
her hand on the activation plate. 


The door slid open to reveal Trystan. His silky yellow
sleeping clothes had dirty smudges on the knees, his golden hair was a tousled
mess, and his eyes were filled with concern.


“What’s wrong?” she demanded, instantly on alert. 


“Shasha’s missing!” 


Sebara’s worry vanished, and she rubbed her hand over her
face. “You’re saying you woke me up in the middle of the night because you
misplaced your pet?”


“Sebara, this isn’t a joke! Shasha’s gone, and I don’t know
where she went! What if something happened to her? What if Fino’jin did
something unspeakably evil to her? What if …”


Trystan fell silent, and tears started to form in his eyes. 


Kari, give me strength. 


“Don’t cry,” she said. “Your moofa is fine. We’re in a
spaceship, and the hatch is closed. She has to be on board somewhere. Look,
I’ll help you find her, and then you let me sleep. Deal?”


Trystan beamed at her, the tears gone as quickly as they’d
appeared. “Thank you so much!” he enthused, seizing her hand. “Come on!”


“Give me a minute,” she said, pulling free of him. She
retrieved her crimson robe from the clothes locker, pulled it over her black
nightdress, and tied the sash. “I’ll look in the engine room and cockpit,” she
said, heading for the door. “You take the lounge and storage deck. We’ll meet
at the main hatch in half an hour. And one more thing?”


“What?”


“Do not wake the commander.”


Trystan nodded solemnly.


*          *          *


Where is that boy? Sebara
wondered. She hadn’t found a trace of the missing moofa, and was now standing
near the main hatch, waiting for Trystan. A moment later, he came skidding
around the corner with an expectant look on his face. But as soon as he saw
Sebara’s expression, his face fell.


“You didn’t find her either, did you?” he asked sadly.


“I’m afraid not.”


“Do you think she got out?”


“How could she?” Sebara countered, yawning. “Unless moofas
can now operate sophisticated machinery, there’s no way she could have opened
the hatch. We must have missed something.” 


Trystan suddenly looked horrified. “Sebara, what if she’s
able to phase through walls? She might be running around the spaceport by
herself!”


“Moofas cannot phase through walls!” 


“Shhhh! You’ll wake Fino’jin!”


Sebara took several deep breaths before speaking again. “All
right. Here’s what we’re going to do. We will assume that somehow Shasha
got out. So, we will spend one hour—one!—looking for your moofa in the
spaceport. If we don’t locate her, we’ll return to the ship immediately and
continue our search in the morning. Agreed?”


“Thank you, Sebara!” he said, and hugged her.


“As if I have a choice in the matter,” she muttered. “Now
stay here while I go grab my striker.”


Sebara hurried to her room, where she pulled on her boots and
shoved her striker through the fabric tie of her robe. Then she returned to the
hatch, where Trystan was waiting for her. 


“Should we tell Fino’jin where we’re going?” the boy asked
as she opened the hatch and triggered the ramp to lower.


“Wake him in the middle of the night to tell him we’re
stepping out for a midnight stroll to find a creature he doesn’t want aboard
the ship in the first place? I think not.” She tilted her head toward
the ramp. “Come on.”


They ventured out into the spaceport. Keeping as quiet as
possible, they checked around and under the spaceships, machinery, and assorted
storage containers. 


Their search took them to the very edge of the spaceport.
Spotting movement under a dark blue aircar, Sebara started to crouch down to
take a look. Trystan gasped in delight, and a striped red and gold tail whacked
Sebara’s face as the moofa sprang out from under the aircar and leapt into her
master’s arms. 


“Shasha!” Trystan cried joyfully, hugging the creature. “We
found you!”


“And we found you,” said a deep voice from behind
them.


Sebara immediately jumped to her feet and drew her striker,
aiming it at the shadows from which the voice had come. As she peered into the
darkness, eight Scalkan men stepped out into the pool of light cast by an overhead
lamp. Seven were carrying strikers, and the eighth held a plasma rifle. 


Sebara froze, feeling the fine hairs on the back of her neck
stand on end. Beside her, Shasha squeaked and burrowed deeper into Trystan’s
arms. How did I not hear them coming? she thought furiously. I’m so
tired I’m not paying attention.


“Who are you?” Sebara demanded, playing for time while she
tried to devise an exit strategy. “What do you want?”


The Scalkan with the rifle stepped forward, grinning
nastily. “We work for Kraigoth. He wants to see you.”


“I told you stealing from him was a bad idea,”
Trystan muttered.


“Be quiet,” Sebara snapped. “Let me handle this.” Then, to
the Scalkans, “We’re not going anywhere with you.”


“Think again, girlie.”


ZWOOSH.


The shot came from behind her, and narrowly missed Trystan’s
head. Spinning around, Sebara saw several more Scalkan thugs blocking off their
escape route. 


“He wants to see you now,” the thug with the plasma
rifle said. “Drop the striker.”


Trystan squeaked in fear.


On her own, she stood a good chance of taking them down. But
she couldn’t risk Trystan getting shot, and that left her with only one option.



Growling in frustration, Sebara dropped her striker.
“Apparently,” she said, “we’re available to see him after all.”


 


 











Chapter 23


 


The mist from the waterfall felt
gloriously cool on Eris’s face. She was lying on her stomach on a warm pink
rock that jutted out over the river at the base of the waterfall, idly plucking
the petals off what Akaeli called a “devil flower.” One by one she tossed the
crimson petals into the river, watching as the swirling turquoise water carried
them away.


This was her second day on Venesky. Akaeli and Dr. Vado Vado
had been very welcoming so far—the Chingun toxicologist had even loaned Eris a
pair of brown shorts and a white tank top, since the jungle was much too hot
for pants. But despite their friendly hosts, Eris was miserable. And that was
entirely because of Varrin.


The previous day, she’d left Varrin alone and explored the
jungle with the Claktills as he’d suggested. That had been fun—Kiguri seemed to
think they were on a family vacation, and his unflagging enthusiasm kept Eris’s
spirits high. They had wandered around the area close to the outpost, following
twisting jungle trails overgrown with vines laden with fragrant flowers, and
climbing trees with branches so thick and intertwined they were able to walk
from tree to tree for dozens of yards before having to return to the ground.
Even the terrifying roars of the doom apes hadn’t been enough to dampen her
mood.


When Eris had settled down on her cot last night, she’d
fallen asleep secure in the knowledge that when she saw Varrin the next morning
at breakfast, she’d give him a piece of her mind about spending yesterday
hidden in Akaeli’s lab. But he hadn’t shown up for breakfast. And when he
didn’t show up for lunch either, Eris had finally stormed out of the outpost in
a huff. She’d followed the path that wound down beside the waterfall and
clambered up onto the smooth pink rock atop which she was now sprawled.


Eris plucked off another twisted crimson petal and tossed it
into the river. “He loves me, he loves me not,” she muttered. “He’s ignoring
me, he’s ignoring me not. He’s choosing to go to Akaeli with his problems,
whatever they are, since apparently he trusts some random woman he hasn’t seen
in years over me …”


She sighed, trailing off. He asked you to trust him, she
reminded herself. Just stay calm. He’ll tell you what’s going on eventually.
Probably. Maybe.


“There you are, my friend!” a cheerful voice chirped.


Glancing up, she saw Miguri strolling toward her along the
riverbank. “Hey,” she greeted.


The Claktill jumped up onto the pink rock. He stared at her
curiously for a moment, then settled down beside her. “Ahh,” he murmured,
stretching out his limbs. “This is the life I have longed for. Nothing but blue
skies and sunshine.”


“Was the sky blue on Claktilla?” Eris asked, rolling over
onto her back. She closed her eyes and threw an arm across them to shield them
from the sun.


“Sometimes,” Miguri said.


She laughed. “Fine, be mysterious. Where’s Kiguri, by the
way?”


“Browsing the Venesky datacloud.”


“Datacloud? That’s like the Internet, right?”


“Very possibly.” 


“So what’s he looking for?”


“You remember how our air taxi driver told us about Venesky’s
beautiful beaches? Kiguri would like to visit one nearby—it supposedly has fine
white sand and pink water.”


Eris opened her eyes and tilted her head toward him.
“Wait—pink water?”


“That is what Kiguri claims,” Miguri said. “I will have to
see it to believe it. Which, apparently, I will do soon, for at this very
moment Kiguri is arranging transportation and overnight accommodation for us.
Would you like to join us, my friend?”


“I …” Eris trailed off uncertainly. 


Miguri sighed. “The Rakorsian’s reticence is troubling you.”


“Why is he still in Akaeli’s lab?” she exclaimed.
“What’s he doing in there?”


“Akaeli is a toxicologist. Perhaps they are discussing her
research on toxic substances.”


Eris’s back was starting to hurt from the hard stone, so she
sat up and faced Miguri cross-legged. “Yeah, but if they’re just talking, why
the need for all the secrecy?” She scowled. “No, he’s definitely up to
something else.”


Miguri sighed loudly. “Eris, my friend, I worry for you.
This fretting over the Rakorsian is not healthy. Come with Kiguri and I to the
beach.”


“I’m not fretting; I’m frustrated. And I don’t want to go to
the beach.”


“Then what do you want to do?”


“I want to march into Akaeli’s lab and demand to know what’s
going on.”


“So why not do it?”


Eris was suddenly feeling very annoyed with herself. “Is
this your way of telling me to stop moping around and start taking control of
my life?”


Miguri chuckled. “That is not how I would have put it. But,
yes.”


She climbed to her feet and dusted off her hands. “Right. I’m
going to go find Varrin and make him tell me what the hell’s going on with
him.”


“Do you want me to accompany you?”


“No thanks. I’ve got this.”


*          *          *


Eris walked into the entry pod and
strode purposefully toward the green curtain through which Akaeli and Varrin
had disappeared the previous day. I may not get a very warm welcome, she
thought as she shoved her way past the thick fabric, but I’ve waited
long enough. It’s time to get some answers.


Beyond the curtain was a small room with two doors. Both
were closed but, as Eris approached, the door on the left opened and Dr. Vado
Vado stepped through. The leonine alien shuffled toward her, looking at a
small, metallic object he held in one of his furry paws. 


“Akaeli,” he mumbled. “I think I’ve just about …” He trailed
off when he looked up and saw Eris. “You’re not Akaeli.”


“Nope,” Eris said. “You’ve just about what?”


Dr. Vado Vado blinked sleepily at her. He held up the
metallic object, which Eris recognized as Varrin’s micro-drive. “I think you
will be pleased to know I have located your ship.”


Her mood instantly brightened. “That’s fantastic! Where is
it?”


“Chingu.”


It took Eris a second to place the name. “That’s where
Akaeli’s from, right?”


“Correct. Chingu is a prominent Tetrarchy member with
several military bases in their home system, so it isn’t surprising your ship
was sent there.”


“How far is Chingu?”


“A few Pulls from here.”


“I didn’t realize there were places far enough away to need
multiple Pulls.”


“There are.”


“Clearly.”


“Excuse me,” Dr. Vado Vado said. “I should bring this
information to Akaeli.”


“Sure. Of course. Can I come with you?”


“I suppose.” 


Dr. Vado Vado walked up to the lab door and pressed his
furry hand against the scanner. The door slid open, and Eris followed him
inside. 


The first thing she noticed were the giant tables covered
with terrariums and aquariums filled with exotic plant and animal life. The
second thing she noticed was Varrin sitting shirtless on a metal table, with
Akaeli standing between his legs, her slender hands clutching his shoulders.
Their faces were so close together that Eris had very little trouble imagining
what they had just been doing—or were about to do.


“I have decrypted the files,” Dr. Vado Vado announced. “The Nonconformity
is on Chingu.”


Akaeli stepped away from Varrin, and they both turned toward
the door. Varrin opened his mouth to say something, then faltered when he saw
Eris standing there. 


“What are you doing in here?” he demanded.


“I could ask you the same thing!” she countered furiously. 


Some part of her—which sounded suspiciously like Miguri—was
warning her not to jump to conclusions. But what else am I supposed to think
when I walk in on a woman groping my half-naked boyfriend?


“What are you talking about?” Varrin said flatly.


“You! And her!” Eris pointed her shaking finger back and
forth between Varrin and Akaeli. “I knew it! I mean, I didn’t know it,
know it. But I suspected, and I was right! You’re cheating on me!”


Confusion flickered across his face. “I’m not cheating on
you.”


“Doesn’t look like it from where I’m standing!”


“He’s not cheating on you,” Akaeli said. “He’s dying.”


“He’s …” Eris’s train of thought blasted off the tracks and
took a flying leap off a cliff. “Wait. What?” 


Varrin shot the toxicologist an irritated look. “I’m not
dying,” he said. “Akaeli’s being overdramatic.”


“So if you’re not dying, why aren’t you wearing a shirt?”
Eris demanded.


“What, it has to be one or the other?”


“I don’t know!” she shouted. “I think we’ve pretty much
established I have absolutely no idea what’s going on anymore!”


Dr. Vado Vado edged around her and began to back out of the
room. “Uh ... I’ll just be ... uh ... leaving ...” He bumped into a potted
plant with serrated red leaves, which snapped at him. The furry alien yelped
and scurried out the door. 


“You have to tell her,” Akaeli said to Varrin,
ignoring her colleague’s awkward departure.


“There’s nothing to tell,” Varrin said. “I’m fine.” 


“You’re not fine,” Akaeli countered. “In fact—”


“In fact, this conversation is over.”


Varrin hopped off the table. He strode across the lab floor
and grabbed his black shirt from the counter. As he unfolded the shirt and
pulled it over his head, Eris scanned his torso—not gawking like she usually
did at his leanly muscled physique, but looking for anything that might
indicate a terminal illness. I mean, he’s got dark circles under his eyes
and looks kind of pale, but apart from that … 


“You need to tell her,” Akaeli repeated.


“Stay out of this, Akaeli!” Varrin snapped.


The toxicologist crossed her metal arm over her natural arm.
“If you won’t listen to me as your friend, listen to me as your doctor. You’re
adding additional stress to your system by trying to keep this from her, and
that’s not helping either of you.”


I’m missing something, Eris thought. The answer’s
floating just out of my reach. Come on, think! Varrin … dying … toxicologist … “You’ve
been poisoned!” she blurted. 


Varrin started to respond, but she overrode him. “No,
Varrin, no more lying! Kari, I’m so stupid for not figuring this out
earlier! You needed someone to decrypt your files, and we just so happen to go
to the one guy in the galaxy whose research partner studies poisons and
antidotes? That’s way too huge a coincidence!” 


“Eris—” he began.


She pointed her finger at him. “Someone poisoned you, it’s
killing you, and you came here hoping Akaeli would be able to help you. Don’t
deny it!”


Varrin glared at Akaeli, as if the entire situation was
somehow her fault. “And this is why I told you to stay out of it. She’s
far too clever for her own good.”


“Don’t change the subject!” Eris exclaimed. “Who poisoned
you? When? Why? How bad is it?”


“It’s not that bad,” he said.


Akaeli sighed. “Oh, for Kari’s sake! If you won’t tell her,
I will. She has a right to know.”


“Yeah!” Eris agreed.


“Eris, come sit down,” Akaeli continued. Turning to Varrin,
she added, “You. Get out of my lab.”


“What?” Varrin demanded coldly.


“Don’t get all ‘I’m a dangerous Rakorsian mercenary, cross
me at your peril’ with me,” Akaeli said. “I hold your life in my
hands—literally—and you know very well I don’t perform well under duress. So,
if you intend to live past sunset, get out of my lab. Now.”


Varrin’s jaw opened and closed several times as he looked
back and forth from Eris to Akaeli. Finally, he cursed and stalked out of the
room. 


Akaeli huffed and leaned back against one of the counters.
“I’m sorry you had to find out like this,” she said, brushing aside a strand of
curly pink hair that had fallen in front of her eyes. “Varrin doesn’t like to
admit he has weaknesses—as you’re probably aware. I think I may be the only
person he’s told about the poison.”


Trying to collect her thoughts, Eris walked slowly over to
the metal table where Varrin had been sitting. She hopped up onto it and hugged
her knees to her chest. “Is he really going to die at sunset?”


“Not if I keep helping him, like I’ve been doing since he
got here.”


“But what—”


“I’ll tell you everything I know,” Akaeli promised. “But it
will go faster if you don’t interrupt.”


Eris had the feeling she was being chastised, but was too
busy trying not to have a meltdown to care. “Just tell me!”


Akaeli sighed again. “Very well. Varrin ingested a poison
called serika. Rather than causing immediate damage, like most poisons do,
serika lurks harmlessly in the bloodstream. After a certain amount of
time, the serika takes effect and starts to systematically shut down the
body’s systems. Eventually, it causes death.”


“Then Varrin must have been poisoned fairly recently,
right?” Eris asked, her mind whirring. “Maybe it was on the Claktill ship …
Kalla! It must have been her!” 


“It wasn’t Kalla—whoever that is. Varrin was poisoned over
five years ago.”


“He … what?”


“You see, although there’s no actual cure for serika—that we
know of, anyway—there is a way to delay the poison’s effects. At least,
for a while.”


“How?”


“By ingesting more serika.”


“So … he has to keep taking it, over and over, or else he
dies?”


“Correct. If he doesn’t continue to ingest serika regularly,
the withdrawal symptoms will kill him. The serika is, essentially, both the
poison and the antidote.”


Eris didn’t want to ask the next question, but she had to
know. “Will it kill him eventually, even if he keeps taking it?”


“I don’t know,” Akaeli said. “Serika is an extremely rare
poison—I’d never even heard about it before I met Varrin. Everything I’m
telling you is what he told me.”


“Where did Varrin learn so much about it?”


Akaeli smiled grimly. “From the person who poisoned him in
the first place—his father.”


 











Chapter 24


 


Sebara paced the small, dimly-let
cell, the hem of her crimson sleeping robe sweeping the dirty, cracked floor.
She had spent the last several hours trying to figure a way out of their
predicament, with no success. 


Trystan sat cross-legged on a rusty metal cot at the back of
the cell, petting the moofa curled up in his lap. “Look, Sebara, it’s morning!”
he said, pointing above his head at the small, barred window, through which the
first pink rays of dawn were just starting to stream. 


“I’m aware,” she said, stopping in front of him.


He flinched at her tone. “You’re not still mad at me, are
you?”


“I’m not mad at you. I’m mad at myself. I should never have
let Kraigoth’s thugs get the drop on us like that last night.”


Trystan shot her a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry, Sebara. I
know you did the best you could.”


“Well, it wasn’t good enough. And, what’s worse, I took you
from the ship without telling Fino’jin.” 


“Then we’ll just have to escape before he notices we’re
gone.” 


“I’ve scoured this entire cell from top to bottom. If
there’s a way out, I can’t find it.” 


“So, we’re trapped?” 


“It would seem so.”


“Maybe we should just tell Kraigoth where his communicator
is.”


“Which would be a good idea, except that Kraigoth would
contact Fino’jin and try to use us as a bargaining chip to get the communicator
back. But Skin Slicers don’t negotiate. Fino’jin’s mission is to locate your
brother. If he has to choose between doing his duty and saving us, his mission
will win.”


“So … what do we do now?”


“We wait for Kraigoth to show up to interrogate us. But we
don’t tell him anything.”


Trystan paled. “What if he tortures us?”


“He’s not going to torture us.”


“How do you know?”


“Because I won’t let him hurt you. Not while I’m still
breathing. And anyway, as soon as I see the opportunity, I’ll overpower him and
we can make a run for it.” I hope I sound more convincing than I
feel, she thought.


Trystan nodded.


After a few minutes of silence, the prince said, “I’m
scared. And hungry. And I have nothing to draw or write with. Can we talk about
something to pass the time?”


Sebara sighed. “What do you want to talk about?”


“I don’t know …” He twirled Shasha’s tail around his arm as
he considered the question. “Aha! Why don’t you tell me why you joined the
Rala’kamil?” 


Sebara froze. Of all the questions for him to ask! “Why
do you want to know that?”


“Well, I’ve read a lot about the Rala’kamil order, and my
books say girls usually join to bring honor to their families. But you never
talk about your family. Which makes me wonder if you had a different reason for
joining.”


“There was no different reason,” Sebara said. “I joined to
bring honor to myself and my family, the same as everyone else.”


Trystan’s blue eyes narrowed shrewdly at her. “That’s not
the whole reason, is it?”


He really is far more intelligent than most people give
him credit for. “I may have had another reason,” she admitted. “I joined
because … well, because it was the best chance I had at happiness.”


“What do you mean?”


“My father had arranged a marriage for me with the son of a
high-ranking official, and the only way I could get out of it—short of running
away or killing myself—was to join the Rala’kamil. And I decided I would be
happier if I devoted my life to serving the empire, rather than be trapped in a
loveless marriage.”


Trystan blinked at her. “But nearly all marriages on Rakor
are arranged. And mother told me most couples come to care for each other over
time.” He winced. “You must have really hated your fiancé.”


“I didn’t, actually. He was perfectly decent—smart,
handsome, and wealthy. He just … wasn’t for me.”


“But why not?”


Sebara looked away, unable to meet the young prince’s gaze.
She was too ashamed. Finally, in a small voice, she said, “I prefer women to
men.”


“Well, that’s hardly surprising. I prefer them, too. Women
are much nicer to me than men.”


“That’s not quite what I meant.”


“What did you mean?”


I can’t believe I have to explain this to him! “Let
me start again. The reason I didn’t want to marry that high-ranking official’s
son isn’t because I didn’t like him. It’s because I don’t want to marry a man.
I want to marry a woman.” 


Trystan laughed. “Don’t be silly, Sebara. Two women can’t
get married. The sun priests are very strict about that sort of thing. They’d
burn you alive for even suggesting it.”


“Exactly. Which is why I decided to join the Rala’kamil, and
not get married at all. It was better than the alternative.”


He fell silent. Then his eyes widened. “Oh! Oh, I see. But
…” He trailed off awkwardly. “I mean … can’t you just desire men instead of
women? That would be easier—and safer.”


“I didn’t choose to be this way,” Sebara said
heavily. “It’s just the way I am. I can’t flip a switch and change.” 


“Oh.”


“Indeed.”


There was a long silence.


“Well,” Trystan finally said. “If that’s the way you are,
then that’s the way you are. You can no more stop yourself from loving women
than I can stop myself from loving poetry, and art, and peace. As long as we
aren’t hurting anyone, what does it matter? We’ll just have to be outcasts
together.”


Sebara smiled hesitantly, feeling as if a great weight had
been lifted off her chest. “I think I would like that very much, my prince.”


“You can call me Trystan, you know. Fellow outcasts should
be on a first name basis. It seems only right.”


“As you command … Trystan.”


*          *          *


About an hour later, Sebara heard
footsteps approaching. She stood up and crossed her arms as she watched the
barred cell door. “I believe our captor may have finally decided to make an
appearance,” she said. Trystan sat up a little straighter on his cot.


A moment later, Kraigoth appeared at the door of the cell,
flanked by two of his Scalkan thugs. He was still in his tailored gray suit,
though it was now wrinkled. Sebara noted the bruise on the side of his face. Must
be from when he hit the floor after I stunned him at the Starlight. 


“I hope you’ve been reasonably comfortable while waiting for
me,” Kraigoth said. “I apologize for the slightly dramatic scene earlier at the
spaceport, but I asked my associates to do whatever was necessary to intercept
you before you left Vega Minor.” 


“We forgive you,” Sebara said. “Now let us go, and we’ll
call it even.”


Kraigoth chuckled. “I don’t think so. You have my
communicator, and I need it back.”


“We don’t have it.”


“I dislike lies.”


“It’s the truth. I gave it to someone.”


“Who?”


Sebara said nothing.


The Scalkan’s gaze shifted past her to Trystan. “How about
you, boy? Where can I find my communicator?”


“I’m not allowed to say,” Trystan said. “Sorry.”


Kraigoth made a frustrated noise deep in his throat as he
turned back to Sebara. “Look, I don’t know who you really are, but you
obviously have your own agenda, which I’m guessing involves tracking down Aedar
Korlethi. But that would potentially put an innocent girl in the crossfire. So
I can’t let you keep that communicator. Surely you can understand that? Let’s
work this out like civilized people, before I have to resort to less civilized
methods of persuasion.”


“You mean you’ll torture us,” Sebara said flatly. 


“I’m not going to torture you,” Kraigoth said, sounding
offended by the question. “I’m a businessman, not a common thug.”


“You sent thugs to capture us and lock us in this cell!”


“Business is conducted a little differently on Vega Minor.”
Kraigoth sighed. “You’re not going to tell me willingly, are you?”


“No,” Sebara said.


“Fine. Please know that I take no enjoyment in this.” He
pulled out his striker and pointed it at her head. 


ZWOOSH.


*          *          *


Sebara woke in a small, concrete
room. She tried to lift a hand to her throbbing head, but quickly realized her
hands were tied behind the back of a sturdy wooden chair, and her feet were
tied to the chair legs. She shook her head instead, trying to clear the fog
from her brain, and then glanced around the room.


Kraigoth was standing a few feet to her left, beside a metal
trolley. His two guards were standing casually beside the open door of the
room, to her right.


“Good, you’re awake,” Kraigoth said, picking up a glass
syringe from the trolley. “Now we can begin.”


I don’t like the look of that, Sebara thought
nervously, eyeing the pale green liquid in the syringe. “I assume that’s some
sort of truth serum?” she said.


Kraigoth nodded. “I don’t like using it, but you’ve really
given me no choice.” He raised the syringe and tapped it. “If you don’t resist,
there will be no pain. But the change in your brain chemistry if you lie will
activate components of the serum. The effects will be ... unpleasant, to say
the least. So I earnestly advise you to tell the truth.”


A faint clattering sound came from the ceiling. 


“What was that?” Kraigoth barked at his guards.


“Probably just skitter bugs in the ventilation shaft again,”
one said.


“I thought I told you to deal with them.”


“I did. I called—”


“Never mind. Just take care of it as soon as we’re finished
here.”


“You got it, boss.”


Kraigoth approached Sebara with the syringe. Putting one hand
on her shoulder, he pointed the tip of the needle toward her neck. Just as she
braced herself for the injection, she felt something moving at the back of the
chair. Suddenly, the ropes around her wrists loosened. What …?


Sebara heard a dull thump below the chair. A streak of red
and gold darted out from beneath her and dashed out the door.


“What was that?” Kraigoth demanded.


“A … uh, moofa?” one of the thugs said, scratching his head.


“The boy had a moofa. What the hell was it doing in here?”


“Maybe it was … hungry?” 


“It can find food somewhere else! Shut the door.”


The thug stepped over to close the door. Neither Kraigoth
nor his guards seemed aware that Sebara’s bonds were loose. 


Sebara wrenched her wrists apart, breaking free of the
ropes. Then she lunged to the side, tipping the chair over and her with it. As
Kraigoth turned toward her, she planted her hands on the floor and pivoted her
body, smashing the chair into his legs. He cried out in pain as he fell
backwards, knocking over the metal trolley.  


Sebara pulled her legs free of the broken chair and jumped
to her feet. 


“Stun her!” Kraigoth shouted at his guards.


ZWOOSH. ZWOOSH.


She hefted the chair and used it to shield herself from the
striker blasts. Then she threw it at the guards, forcing them to dive out of
the way. 


Closing on the first thug, Sebara blocked his punches and
delivered a sharp strike to his temple that knocked him out instantly. As he
collapsed, she turned and dodged to the side as the second thug tried to blast
her head off. Lashing out with her foot, she kicked his legs out from under
him. Then she whipped the belt off her robe, threw herself on top of him, and
wrapped it around his neck. After a few seconds of struggling, he went limp.


“Don’t move!”


Kraigoth was pointing a striker at her head. She plucked the
striker from the downed thug’s hand and fired at her captor. 


ZWOOSH.


Kraigoth collapsed as Sebara’s stunner hit him square in the
chest. 


Now that her enemies were all unconscious, Sebara retrieved
her belt from around the thug’s neck, tied her robe closed, and hurried from
the room. Time to find Trystan and get us out of here.


Sebara ran through the corridors, stunning every thug she
encountered. At one point she paused to get her bearings, and heard a
scampering sound behind her. Turning, she saw a red and gold moofa streaking
down the corridor toward her. “Shasha? It was you in the interrogation
room, wasn’t it?”


The moofa jumped into her arms and purred.


Connecting the dots and reaching a conclusion that made
absolutely no sense, Sebara held the moofa out at arm’s length and said, “Did you
free me?”


Shasha continued purring, and coiled her fluffy tail around
Sebara’s arm. 


“Great. Now I’m talking to moofas,” Sebara said, sighing.
She set the creature down on the floor. “Well, come on. Let’s go find your
master.” 


Sebara set off down the corridor with the moofa trotting
along in her wake. After a few more twists and turns of the corridor—and a few
more unconscious Scalkans—they finally reached the cell. 


“Shasha!” Trystan exclaimed, leaping to his feet. “Sebara
found you! I was so worried when you disappeared!”


Sebara pulled the lever that opened the cell door, and the
moofa scrambled past her and jumped into Trystan’s arms. “I’m also all right,”
she said dryly. “Thank you for asking.”


As the boy cuddled his moofa, he said, “You know I was
worried about you too, Sebara. But I know how strong and smart you are, so I
figured you’d be okay. How did you escape from those nasty Scalkans?”


Sebara glanced at Shasha. “I … had help. I think.”


“From who?”


“It doesn’t matter.” She gestured to the open cell door.
“Come on. Let’s get out of here before Kraigoth wakes up.” 


They had only gone a few steps into the corridor when the
back wall of the cell exploded behind them.


BOOM.


Sebara and Trystan staggered forward, coughing as dust and
debris filled the air. When Sebara turned back toward the cell, she saw a
figure approaching through the smoke. Shoving Trystan behind her and raising
her striker, she rasped, “Back off, or I shoot!”


“I did not track you all the way to this Kari-forsaken place
just to be shot by a trigger-happy Rala’kamil,” a familiar voice growled. 


Fino’jin, in full Skin Slicer battle regalia, stepped out of
the smoke. He carried a plasma rifle in both hands.


Sebara hastily lowered her striker. “Just being cautious,
sir.”


“Prince Trystan,” Fino’jin said, ignoring her. “Are you
unharmed?”


“I am, thanks to Sebara,” Trystan said.


Fino’jin shot the Rala’kamil a scathing look. “Your
bodyguard and I will discuss your little nighttime adventure later. For now, we
have somewhere else to be.”


“Where?” Sebara asked.


“Venesky.” 


 











Chapter 25


 


Akaeli pressed a cup of steaming
orange liquid into Eris’s hands. “Thanks,” Eris said, and took a sip. It tasted
like honey and sunshine. “What is it?”


“Yamanai flower tea,” Akaeli said.


“‘Yamanai’ … like this jungle?”


Akaeli nodded. 


Eris took another fortifying sip, and could feel the warmth
and comfort spreading through her body. “Okay,” she said, drawing up her legs
into a cross-legged position on the metal table in the center of Akaeli’s
toxicology lab. “So, Varrin’s dad poisoned him. And you’re saying it was
because the emperor wanted to control him?”


“Varrin didn’t specifically say that, but he implied it,”
Akaeli said. “A poison like serika is perfect for manipulation. If you poison
someone, and limit their supply of the antidote, what choice do they have but
to do as you say?”


“But why would the emperor …” Eris’s green eyes widened.
“Oh! It was because of the arranged marriage, wasn’t it? Varrin wouldn’t
cooperate, so the emperor made sure he would.”


“That would be my guess.”


“So when Varrin left Rakor, he was able to bring some serika
with him?”


“That’s right. He stole it from the emperor’s reserves—he
was able to grab about ten years’ worth.”


“And he’s been storing it on the Nonconformity?”


Akaeli nodded.


“No wonder he’s going crazy trying to get his ship back.
He’ll die without it. I mean, unless he goes back to Rakor to get more serika.”


“That was the first thing I suggested to him yesterday,”
Akaeli said. “He instantly shot down my idea. He said he has no idea where the
emperor stores his serika now, and that he would rather die than ask his father
for help.” 


Oh, Varrin, Eris thought. Why couldn’t you have
just told me about all this? We could have come up with a plan together!
Stupid man. “So, how long before he runs out of serika?” she asked.


“He has to take a vial every nine days. He carries an
emergency dose—he’s not an idiot—but he already took it.”


“When?”


“Nine days ago.”


Eris’s heart skipped a beat. “But that means … he’s going to
die today?”


Akaeli smiled reassuringly. “He will not be dying today. Why
do you think he came to me? I haven’t been able to create an antidote yet, but
I have developed a stop-gap—a way to slow the serika’s effects.”


“So how long does he have?”


“I’m not sure,” the toxicologist admitted. “He was fine when
he still had actual serika flowing through his system, but now that he’s living
off the stop-gap, he’s going to burn through his energy reserves rapidly. My
best guess is four days … maybe five, if he doesn’t over-exert himself.” 


“And how far is Chingu?”


“About three days away,” Akaeli said. “That doesn’t leave
much time.”


“No, it really doesn’t.” 


Eris was surprised at how calmly she was taking this information—it
seemed like the sort of thing that should be sending her into a full-blown
panic attack. Varrin won’t go down without a fight. We’ve got time. We can
do this. 


“We need to leave right away,” Akaeli declared. “We’ll take
my ship.” 


“You’re coming with us?”


“Unless you’d like him to die halfway there?”


“Welcome to the team.”


*          *          *


While Akaeli went to prepare the
research base’s private shuttle for departure, Eris hurried to the sleeping pod
to change out of her jungle clothes and back into her regular outfit—silver
shirt, purple camouflage pants, and black boots. After shoving her striker
through her waistband, she activated her communicator and said, “Miguri?”


“Eris?” the Claktill trilled. “What is wrong, my friend? You
sound upset.”


She exhaled sharply. “I am. Meet me in the entry pod and
I’ll explain.”


“Kiguri and I will head there immediately.”


When Eris arrived at the entry pod five minutes later, the
two Claktills were waiting for her. “We’d better sit down,” she said. “It may
take a while to explain.”


They sat, and Eris told her friends about the serika and why
it was vital for them to get to the Nonconformity immediately. But when
she mentioned going to Chingu, Miguri’s hair drooped. 


“What’s wrong?” she asked.


“I am sorry, my friend,” he said, “but we cannot go to
Chingu with you.”


Eris blinked. “What? Why not?”


“Yes, why not?” Kiguri demanded. “We could help them!”


Turning to Kiguri, Miguri said, “I never intended for you to
leave the colony ship in the first place—let alone fly off to Chingu, where
Kari knows what calamity may befall you!” 


“But the entire reason I came with you was so we could
travel the galaxy together having adventures!” Kiguri protested. “How can we do
that if we are hiding here while our friends risk their lives?” 


“We are not hiding,” Miguri said. “We are spending time
together and enjoying a nice vacation on a beautiful planet.” He turned to
Eris. “Please understand, my friend—it is not that I do not want to help you.
But with Kiguri here … I feel it is my duty to protect my great-grandchild.
Surely you understand?”


“I can’t say I like your decision,” Eris said, “but …
I get it. If I had a little brother or sister, I’d do everything I could to
keep them safe.”


“Well, I do not ‘get’ your decision!” Kiguri exclaimed. “I
am not a child! I can take care of myself!”


“Like it or not, I am your great-grandparent,” Miguri said.
“You must trust I have your best interests in mind.”


Kiguri’s hair spiked angrily. He glared at Miguri, then ran
out of the entry pod. 


Eris watched him go, biting her lip. “He’s not taking this
well.”


“Are you?” Miguri asked. 


“Honestly? I hate that you’re not coming. It feels like our
little family is splitting up—first Grashk, now you and Kiguri. But …” She
trailed off. “I mean, you need to do what you think is right. If you’re worried
about Kiguri, you should absolutely stay here. As long as you’re both safe, I’m
happy.”


He chuckled. “I do not expect we will run into much trouble
on Venesky.”


“But what if you do? What if you get … I don’t know,
attacked by doom apes, or something? Or what if the Tetrarchy shows up and
tries to arrest you?”


Miguri smiled. “I have survived on my own for a long time,
Eris. We will be fine.” 


But what if you aren’t? “Hey … do you remember that
Scalkan I met on Vega Minor—Kraigoth?”


“Was he the person you were talking to while the Rakorsian
checked us out of the Starlight?”


“That’s the one.” Eris reached into her pocket and pulled
out the communicator Kraigoth had given her. She held it out to Miguri, who
took it uncertainly. “He gave this to me right before we left—he said I should
use it to contact him if I ever need help. So if you and Kiguri get into
trouble, and you can’t get in touch with me, call him, okay? I don’t know what
he’ll say, but hopefully he’ll help out when you tell him you’re a friend of
mine.”


“You are the one headed into a dangerous situation,” Miguri
said. “You should keep it.”


“I have Varrin,” Eris reminded him. “And Akaeli, although I
have no idea how good she is in a fight. Just … if we’re going to split up, I
need to know you’re safe. You’re my family, Miguri. I love you.”


Miguri’s hair fluffed. “The feeling is mutual.”


He spread his arms wide, and she hurried over to hug him. 


*          *          *


Eris managed to wait a full twenty
minutes after they blasted off from Venesky before storming off to confront
Varrin. When she entered the research shuttle’s small med-bay, she found the
dark-haired Rakorsian lying on his back on the room’s only bed, arms crossed
under his head as he stared up at the blank white ceiling. 


Akaeli had confined him to the med-bay for the duration of
the trip, and had threatened to sedate him if he tried to leave. According to
her, the most important thing Varrin could do right now was rest and save his
energy for when they arrived on Chingu.


Eris opened her mouth to start her tirade, but faltered when
she saw how exhausted he looked. Her desire to shout at Varrin for lying to
her—or, at the very least, for deliberately omitting the truth—faded away.
Winding her fingers together, she hesitantly approached the bed. “Hey.”


“I’m surprised you haven’t started shouting already,” Varrin
said wryly, pushing himself up into a sitting position.


With a sigh, she moved to perch at the end of his bed. “I’m
not going to shout at you. But I’m hoping you’ll explain why you didn’t tell me
about the serika.”


“I didn’t want you to worry.”


“Good job on that.”


“And I didn’t want your pity.”


“Why would I pity you? If anything, I’m proud of teenage-you
for telling your dad to suck it after he did such an awful thing to you.”


Varrin’s lips twitched. Then he reached out to grasp her
hands gently. “I’m sorry about not telling you,” he said. “I know it probably
seems like I’m going out of my way to drive you crazy, but I’m really not. I’ve
just … I’ve gotten into a habit of not telling anyone anything. Especially not
about the one easily-exploitable weakness I have.”


“So it’s not because you don’t trust me.”


“Of course I trust you.”


“But not as much as you trust Akaeli.”


“Akaeli knew about the serika because I came to her five years
ago looking for a cure.” He paused. “You know there’s nothing between me and
Akaeli, right? Our relationship is purely platonic. I am capable of
being friends with women without wanting to sleep with them. And for the
record, I had every intention of telling you about the serika one day. I was
just hoping to do it when I was, you know, not dying.”


“Varrin, you have to stop keeping important
information from me! I get that you have secrets, and that’s fine—but when your
secrets affect me, you need to tell me what’s going on. It’s like the
promise pendant thing all over again. But this time it’s way worse!”


“I’ll try to be more honest with you,” Varrin said solemnly.


“You promise?”


“I do.” He paused. “Eris, there’s another reason I didn’t
tell you about the serika. I didn’t want to think about what would happen if we
don’t find the Nonconformity in time.”


“You’re not going to die,” she said firmly. 


“I’m not immortal. What happens to you if I die? Will you go
back to Earth? Stay with the rats? I don’t even know what you want to do with
your life. Do you?”


Tears pricked her eyes. “I want to go on that grand space
adventure you promised me. I want to travel the whole galaxy, explore new
planets, see everything there is to see. And I want to do all that with you.
That’s why we’re going to get the Nonconformity back. And if you even
mention the possibility again that you’re not going to make it, I’ll shoot you
myself!”


She was relieved when Varrin grinned. “You’re beautiful when
you get all worked up, you know that?” He squeezed her hands and tugged her
toward him. His gray eyes twinkled mischievously.


“Oh, no, you don’t,” she said sternly. “Akaeli wants you to
rest.”


“You don’t even know what I was going to do,” Varrin
protested.


“I’m pretty sure I can guess.” Eris leaned forward and
kissed his cheek. “Hold that thought until you’re not dying. Okay?”


Varrin heaved a sigh and reluctantly lay back down on the
bed. “Fine,” he said. “But I’m doing this under protest.”


She grinned. “Noted.”


 











Chapter 26


 


Lounging on his chair at the
Keelarda beach resort, Miguri took another sip of caco juice from a tightly
woven leaf cup and sighed happily. “Truly, this must be the most wonderful
place in the galaxy,” he said, reaching down and skimming his hand through the
fine white sand.


Kiguri was beside him, lying stomach-down on his lounger and
gazing out at the sea. “Why is the water pink?” he asked.


“It has something to do with the algae, I believe.”


Miguri tilted his cup back and lazily drained the last of
the caco juice. The drink had a mildly intoxicating effect on Claktills, making
him feel extremely relaxed. When he lifted his hand, a waiter hurried over with
a fresh cup. He took a sip and smacked his lips contentedly.


“Our friends must be reaching Chingu soon,” Kiguri said.
“How do you think they will fare?”


Miguri hummed in thought. “Breaking into a Tetrarchy
facility will not be easy. But Eris is clever, and I have not yet seen the
Rakorsian fail. I think they will succeed.”


“I agree.”


“That is because you are clever yourself,” Miguri said
fondly.


“But not clever enough to be allowed to join them on their
mission.”


Miguri sighed. “Drink your caco juice, Kiguri.”


As Kiguri slumped in his chair and took a sip from his cup,
Miguri leaned back and glanced around the beach. He had always enjoyed
people-watching, and the Keelarda was ripe with opportunity. 


After a few minutes of casual observation, one pair walking
near the shoreline caught his eye—a young woman with long, dark hair,
accompanied by a blond boy. The boy was wearing an odd red-and-gold hat. No,
Miguri realized. Not a hat, a moofa curled up on his head. What an
interesting trio.


To his surprise, the woman and boy veered across the sand
and walked directly toward him. When they stopped in front of him, Miguri set
down his drink on the small side table and said politely, “Good afternoon. Can
I help you with something?”


“I hope so,” the woman said. “We’re trying to get in touch
with someone named Aedar Korlethi, and we’ve been told you may know him.”


“Aedar Korlethi?” Miguri
repeated blankly. 


“That’s right.” She held her
hand an inch or two above her head. “He’s about this tall, with gray eyes and
dark hair.”


“He wears a lot of black,” the boy piped up. “And he’s very
strong and smart.”


They’re talking about Varrin, Miguri realized.
Immediately suspicious of their intentions, he said, “I am sorry, but I—”


“Great-grandparent, that sounds exactly like Varrin!” Kiguri
chirped.


The woman’s lips curved into a smile. “So you do know
him. I apologize for the confusion—I wasn’t sure if you knew his real name.”


“Kiguri,” Miguri said. “Please go to the bar and get me
another cup of caco juice. Take your time.”


Kiguri’s green hair drooped. “But great-grandparent—”


“Now, please.”


Grumbling, the young Claktill skirted the woman and boy and
headed off toward the bar. I will apologize to him later, Miguri
thought. But he has no experience with subterfuge, and I want to learn who
these people are and what they want with Varrin before Kiguri blurts out
anything else.  


“So,” the woman said. “Do you know where he is?’”


Miguri glanced casually around the beach. He half-expected
to spot Rakorsian soldiers lurking behind the bar, or Psilosian snipers
crouching in the shrubbery. But everything looked normal to him—just happy
beach-goers enjoying their day in the sun. “Why in Kari’s name would you ask me?”
he asked.


“We were recently on Vega Minor, where we met a Scalkan
named Kraigoth.” The woman held up a communicator—it was identical to the one
Eris had given Miguri before she left for Chingu. “Kraigoth told us he gave the
communicator that matches this one to Varrin’s companion, Mimi. The homing
function on our communicator led us here.” She stared at him intently. “I
assume you know Varrin and Mimi?”


“Yes, I do,” Miguri admitted. Although I wonder why she
does not use Eris’s real name? “But what do you want with Varrin?”


“The situation is … complicated,” the woman said. “But I can
assure you we mean neither of them any harm. We just need to speak to Varrin.” 


“Speak to him about what?”


“Personal matters. Fairly urgent ones.”


“I dislike how you are evading my question,” Miguri said
flatly. “If you do not explain yourself in the next ten seconds, I am going to
call security.”


“Don’t do that!” the boy interjected. “We’ll tell you
everything—I promise.”


“No, we will not,” the woman snapped.


“Yes, we will!” 


“I really don’t think—”


“Trust me, Sebara,” the boy said. “Once he understands our
tragic and painful story, I’m sure he will want to tell us where Varrin is.”


“Our tragic and painful—Oh. Fine. Go ahead and tell him, if
you think it will help.”


Plopping down on Kiguri’s vacated beach chair, the boy said,
“Let me start by introducing us. My name is Kartif, and this is my mother
Sebara. What’s your name?”


“Miguri,” the Claktill said warily.


The woman walked behind the boy and rested her hands atop
the back of his chair. 


“It’s wonderful to meet you, Miguri,” the boy said. “Now,
you asked why we’re looking for Varrin. And the truth is …” He took a deep
breath. “… it’s because he’s my father.” 


Miguri was only shocked for a moment before suspicion set
in. “Varrin is too young to have a child your age.”


“He isn’t, actually,” the boy said. “He’s Rakorsian, as are
we—our modified genes help keep us young.” He gestured at the woman. “For
example, would you have ever guessed my mother is forty-three years old?”


“No, I would not,” Miguri admitted. 


Could Varrin really have a son? Miguri pictured
Varrin’s face. The boy does look remarkably similar to him. Different
coloring, obviously, but the facial structure … 


“Varrin never mentioned having a child,” Miguri said.


“He doesn’t know about me,” the boy said, and his blue eyes
began to water with tears. “He left Rakor before I was born.”


“I am sorry,” Miguri said. “That must have been very hard
for you.”


The boy nodded tremulously. “It was. Mother, tell him about
the affair. Tell him how you never even got a chance to reveal to Varrin that
he had a son.”


“It was very tragic,” Sebara said. “And painful.” 


“And tell him how you weren’t showing yet, so you married
the governor and passed me off as his to avoid public ridicule,” the boy urged.


“I was young and foolish,” the woman said. “It was clearly a
terrible plan, in retrospect.”


I cannot argue with that, Miguri thought. 


“So, I grew up thinking my step-father was my real father,”
the boy continued tearfully. “But a few months ago the truth came out, and,
well …” He sniffed.


The woman rested her hand awkwardly on his shoulder. “There,
there,” she said.


Miguri grabbed a napkin from the little table between the
two seats and offered it to the weeping boy. 


After wiping the tears away, the boy sniffed and continued
his story. “I cannot begin to describe to you my misery when I learned that not
only was my father not my father, he also didn’t want me anymore. The
governor threw us out, and we had to flee Rakor! We’ve been looking for my real
father ever since.” 


It is an outlandish tale, Miguri thought, eyeing the
pair thoughtfully. He grabbed his cup and took a sip. And yet, there is no
denying the familial resemblance. Or the boy’s sorrow. And Varrin has hinted at
his sordid past—it would not surprise me if he had foolishly impregnated a girl
in his youth and never known about it.


“I … believe you,” Miguri said. 


“You do?” the woman asked. She looked astonished.


“I do,” he repeated. “But I regret to tell you that you will
need to abandon your search for a few weeks. Varrin is currently on Chingu
attending to a time-sensitive matter, and disturbing him right now would be
very unwise. However, if you wait here, I am sure he would be willing to meet
with you upon his return.” 


And while you wait, he thought, I will need to
figure out how to break this news to Eris. I suspect she will not react well to
learning Varrin has an illegitimate son.


“I’m afraid waiting isn’t an option,” Sebara said.


She reached into her bag and fiddled with something inside.
Suddenly, Miguri’s head began to spin. His fingers and toes felt fuzzy, and the
world blurred around him. He pressed his hand to his forehead, and found it was
blazing hot.


“Are you all right?” the boy asked, clearly concerned.


“I ... I do not know what …” Miguri said blearily.


“He’s fine,” the woman told the boy. “I slipped nanobots
into his drink.”


“You did what?” the boy exclaimed. “When?” 


“Just after you sat down.”


“Will he be all right?”


“Don’t worry, they won’t hurt him. But now that I’ve
activated them, they’ll knock him out and wipe his memory of the last ten
minutes. When he wakes up, he won’t even remember we were here.”


Miguri tried to speak, but it was all he could do to keep
his eyes open. Their faces swam and twisted across his vision.


“I never agreed to any of this!” the boy protested.


“Well, we had to stop him from warning Prince Varrin we were
coming, didn’t we? Would you prefer I kill him instead?”


The boy was silent. It looked like he might be shaking his
head, but Miguri’s whole world was shaking now.


Finally, Miguri managed to summon the strength to speak.
“You … were lying.”


“Unfortunately, the deception was necessary,” the woman
said. “You would never have divulged Prince Varrin’s location if we’d told you
who we really are.”


“Who … are you? What do you … want?”


“I would tell you,” the woman said, “but you’ll just
forget.”


“Don’t hurt … her …” were the last words Miguri managed to
squeak out before his world went black.


 


 











Chapter 27


 


Eris found the three-day trip to
Chingu to be long, dull, and fraught with worry. She forced herself to leave
Varrin in peace in the med-bay so he could rest. Some of her time was spent
chatting with Miguri and Kiguri over the comm link—the Claktills reported they
were having a fantastic time at the Keelarda beach resort, sipping caco juice
and napping the days away. But mostly she helped Akaeli, who was working
feverishly to create a pill form of Varrin’s medication which he could easily
carry while searching for the Nonconformity on Chingu.


When they finally reached the planet and shot down into the
atmosphere, Eris joined Akaeli in the cockpit. The toxicologist piloted the
shuttle through the clouds, then northward across several miles of rolling
emerald fields. In the distance, a metropolis glimmered on the horizon.


“That’s Arkoa city, right?” Eris asked, gazing out the
cockpit window. “Where you went to school?”


Akaeli nodded. 


On the far side of the city, Eris could see a range of tall,
skinny mountains that reminded her of the scenery she’d seen in Chinese silk
paintings. As they flew closer, Eris noticed that the range merged with the
northern part of the city, so mountains were interspersed with skyscrapers. Some
of the mountains seemed to have lights shining from inside them. A gleaming
white ribbon—which she assumed was a highway or train track—wove in and around
the skyscrapers and mountains, connecting all areas of the sprawling city. 


“Those mountains with lights in them ...” Eris began. 


“They’re called ‘rocktowers,’” Akaeli said. “When the Arkoa
city planners ran out of room to build on the ground, they hollowed out the
mountains and built inside them. The lights you see are windows.”


“Cool,” Eris said.


Akaeli smiled. “I’ve always thought so. You see that tall,
thin rocktower at the northern edge of the city? That’s the spaceport.”


They veered down toward the spaceport. As the research
shuttle curved around the rocky spire, Eris saw that one side of the rocktower
was completely open to allow spaceships to enter. It’s like someone built a
huge parking structure, but forgot to wall off one side. Akaeli piloted the
ship into an empty spot, and set them down with minimal jostling.


“I’ll take care of the docking protocol,” Akaeli said,
rising from the pilot’s seat. She picked up a large bag and slung it over her
shoulder. “Get Varrin from the med-bay and meet me at the air taxi stand as
soon as you’re ready. Remember, he’s living on borrowed time, so don’t let him
over-exert himself. He needs to conserve his strength.”


Once Akaeli had left, Eris hurried to the med-bay, where she
found Varrin dozing on the bed. She gently shook him awake. “We’ve landed,” she
said.


As Varrin sat up and started to push himself off the bed,
Eris held out her hand to help him up. “I’m capable of standing on my own,” he
said, pushing her hand away. 


“Akaeli told me to stop you from over-exerting yourself,”
Eris said firmly, grabbing his elbow.


Varrin reached into his pocket and pulled out the bottle of
blue and white pills that Akaeli had given him a few hours earlier. “I’ve got
these, remember?” he said, shaking the pills at her. “As long as I take one
whenever I start to get tired, I’ll be fine.”


“Yeah, but she also said that with every pill you
take, less time will pass before you’ll need the next one. And once you’re out
of pills …”


Varrin stared at her, as if weighing his options. Then, with
a sigh, he extended his arm. “I suppose you can help me up, if it makes you
happy,” he said.


With a smile, Eris pulled him off the bed. 


They exited the ship and took an elevator down to the air
taxi stand. As they walked, Eris felt ever-so-slightly lighter—as if she had
recently lost five pounds, and was just noticing it now. “Does Chingu have a
lower gravity than Earth?” she asked.


Varrin nodded. “You’ll get used to it in a few minutes.”


“Now that I think about it, actually, most of the planets
we’ve been to have nearly the same gravity as Earth. Why is that?”


He shrugged. “Most planets that can support life have similar
gravities. It has something to do with optimal conditions for evolving life.
You’d have to ask a xeno-biologist if you want details.”


They waited for Akaeli at the air taxi stand. When they saw
her approaching, Varrin hailed a taxi—a sleek, silver vehicle driven by a
robot—and they climbed in. The taxi lifted off, rose vertically for several
hundred feet, and shot southward, following the course of the wide river that
flowed from the mountains through the center of Arkoa. 


As they approached the downtown core, the sky became thick
with aircars that zipped along lanes marked by laser grids. After getting stuck
in traffic for a few minutes, the taxi finally touched down in the center of a
large plaza surrounded by skyscrapers and rocktowers.


Eris stepped out of the vehicle and spun around in a slow
circle, her eyes wide. The plaza was encircled by buildings that formed an
almost solid wall of rock, concrete, metal, and glowing signs. The pedestrian
walkways that crisscrossed the plaza were bustling with aliens of various
types—everything from neon-haired Chinguns with an assortment of robotic parts,
to primly-dressed Psilosians, to hulking, ox-like creatures.


“You booked us at the Imperial hotel, right?” Varrin asked
Akaeli. 


The toxicologist nodded. “It’s just across the plaza. Follow
me.” 


They set off along one of the walkways, threading their way
through the flow of aliens. A few minutes later they reached the Imperial,
which was an imposing rocktower with a craggy facade interrupted by large
windows and stone balconies. Akaeli checked them in, and a robot bellboy took
them up to the door of their room on the seventy-third floor.


“Please enjoy your stay,” the bellboy said in a metallic
monotone. “Your suite comes with a spectacular view of the Ttwaya river, along
which you can find many historical monuments such as the civil war memorial and
the—” 


“Thank you, I’m sure we’ll love it,” Akaeli interrupted. 


The bellboy rolled off, and Akaeli opened the door with her
key card. 


When they stepped inside their suite, Eris was mesmerized by
the spectacular view of Arkoa offered by the bank of floor-to-ceiling windows
lining the back wall of the lounge area. The sun was just starting to set,
bathing the rock and metal cityscape in an amber glow. Akaeli, however, seemed
oblivious to the view, and immediately launched into planning mode. 


“Okay,” she said. “Here’s what we know so far. The Nonconformity
is here on Chingu, being held in a Tetrarchy facility several hundred miles
north of Arkoa. That makes it about an hour away by aircar. We’re going to need
access codes to get in, and to shut down the internal security systems. We’re
also going to need a way to neutralize the guards.” 


“Can’t we just fight them?” Eris asked.


“Varrin’s in no shape for combat,” Akaeli said. “I was
thinking we could use knock-out gas—we can distribute it through the air ducts
and hit everyone in the facility. A friend of mine who dabbles in the black
market gave me the name of a dealer who can supply the gas. I’ve already
arranged a meeting for tonight.”


“Who’s going to this meeting?” Varrin asked.


“Me,” Akaeli said. “Obviously. You need to rest.”


“All I’ve been doing is resting,” he protested. “I’m
going.”


“What?” Eris exclaimed. “No, you’re not!”


“I have Akaeli’s pills,” he reminded her. “And if I have to
suffer through another minute of forced bed-rest, I’m going to go insane and
run off after the Nonconformity alone.”


Eris didn’t believe he would actually do that. But after
three days cooped up on Akaeli’s ship, she was also tired of sitting around
doing nothing. “Varrin and I can meet the dealer,” she said. “Besides, he’s a
raider—he knows all about shady deals with sketchy people.”


“She has a point,” Varrin said.


Akaeli frowned. “I really don’t think—”


“This isn’t a negotiation,” he said firmly. “I’m going.”


The toxicologist huffed. “Fine.” She reached into her big
bag, pulled out a smaller bag, and handed it to Eris. “Here. I was going to
wear this myself, but since you’ll be going instead …” 


Eris opened the bag and pulled out a neon pink bustier, a
lime green mini-skirt with a slanted hem, and platform stilettos covered in
mirror shards. “Where the heck are we meeting this dealer?” she demanded. “A
night club?”


“Exactly,” Akaeli said. “And the meeting’s on the other side
of the city, so you’d better get going.”


 











Chapter 28


 


Just after sunset, Eris and Varrin
headed out for their meeting with the knock-out gas dealer. Arkoa was alight
with a riot of colors. As they walked hand-in-hand along the pedestrian
walkway, she gaped at the neon signs running up the sides of skyscrapers and
the rocktowers twinkling with thousands of white lights. Arkoa was beautiful
by day, she thought, but it’s dazzling at night. 


“So tell me more about this place we’re going,” Eris said as
she hobbled along in her mirrored stilettos. With every step, she had to fight
the urge to tug down the hem of her miniskirt.


“Stobei district,” Varrin said. “It’s the party part of
town—full of night clubs and strip clubs. Perfect for a shady deal with a
sketchy person.”


“You’ve been there before?”


“Once.”


“To a night club, or a strip club?”


He chuckled. “There’s no way I’m answering that.”


Eris’s ankle suddenly gave out. Only Varrin’s hand in hers
prevented her from falling. “I hate these shoes!” she exclaimed, regaining her
balance. “People weren’t meant to walk in five-inch heels. Please tell me the
air taxi stand is close.”


Varrin peered over the crowd. “It shouldn’t be much
further.”


They passed a gleaming white escalator rising off to the
side of the main thoroughfare. When Eris glanced up, she saw the escalator led
to a raised, enclosed platform. Running parallel to the platform was the
twisting white ribbon she remembered seeing when they’d flown over the city
earlier.


“Is that some sort of train track?” she asked, pointing up
at the white ribbon. 


“The Skywalk? No, it’s a moving walkway. Public
transportation.” 


“I love moving walkways! When my mom took me to Florida when
I was twelve, I rode the moving walkways at the airport for like half an hour
while we waited for our flight.” 


Varrin snorted. “This of all things gets you
excited.”


“Can we take the Skywalk instead of an air taxi?”


“An air taxi will get us there faster. But I promise we’ll
take it at least once before we leave. Once I’m no longer dying.”


She cast him a concerned look. “How are you feeling?”


“I’m fine,” Varrin said shortly. “You saw me take the pill
before we left—I should be good for a few hours, and I have extras if I need
more energy. Stop worrying, okay?”


“Not going to happen.”


He sighed. “Well, at least pretend not to worry.”


“That, I can do.”


They arrived at the air taxi stand, and took one of the
robot-piloted vehicles across the river into Stobei district.


“Wow, I see what you meant about this being the party
place,” Eris said, peering out the window as they flew over throngs of people
lit by strobe lights, dancing to techno music blaring from speakers hovering
overhead. “Is there some sort of street party tonight?”


“There are street parties every night in Stobei district,”
Varrin said.


“But we’re going to a club, right?”


He nodded.


The air taxi flew onward to the edge of the district, where
the buildings grew squatter and shabbier. They landed in front of a building
with a short line-up of aliens outside. The only decoration was a flickering
neon sign in alien writing. 


“Do you exclusively frequent run-down buildings on the verge
of collapse?” Eris asked, as Varrin leaned forward to pay the driver. 


“Only when I’m with you,” he said.


“You make me feel so special.”


Varrin laughed.


They climbed out of the air taxi and got in line. It moved
quickly, and soon they were through the swinging black doors and into a small,
dim room. The dark walls were painted with dancing figures spotlit by black
lights set into the ceiling. At the back of the room, a robot clerk stood
behind a wide counter, facing a young Chingun couple.


As Eris waited in line, she watched the Chinguns nod to the
clerk, then walk to the door at the end of the counter. When the door slid
open, techno music blasted in through the doorway, accompanied by a curious,
high-pitched screeching sound. The music and screeching were abruptly cut off
when the door slid shut. 


Varrin groaned. “I’m going to kill Akaeli.”


“Why?” Eris asked.


“This is a Krix club.”


“Is that a bad thing?”


“I hate Krix music. You might as well just pour
molten metal into your eardrums and call it a night. Of all the places to meet
…”


Eris tilted her head toward the door. “It didn’t sound too
terrible.”


“Sood music is terrible,” Varrin said. “Krumfat music is
terrible. Anything by Exit Race is terrible. Krix is so much worse than
terrible that calling it terrible would get you thrown in jail for perjury.”


Eris winced. “Wow. You really hate Krix, huh?”


“I really do.”


When it was their turn, they approached the counter. “How
many?” the robot clerk droned.


“Two,” Varrin said. 


The robot held out a glowing device, and Varrin tapped his
credit hex to it. “Thank you for choosing Krix Kraze as your dance
destination,” the robot said.


“Believe me, I’m regretting my choice already,” Varrin muttered.


The door slid open, and they walked into the club. The
screeching music had stopped, and now a song with a thumping bass line was
playing. Eris had no idea where the music was coming from—she assumed there
were speakers hidden somewhere, since there didn’t seem to be a band. Wildly
spinning neon lights, flashing strobes, and glow-in-the-dark speckled paint on
the black walls and dance floor gave the club a feverish, manic feel.


“So, this is Krix?” Eris shouted over the music.


“Of course not!” Varrin yelled. “This is Hail Oblivion!”


“Is that supposed to mean something to me?”


“They’re only the biggest space rock act to hit the galaxy
in the last century!” 


Like I was supposed to know that. “So what does Krix
sound like?”


“You already heard a snippet—trust me, you’ll recognize it
when you hear it again.”


They pushed through the crowd toward one of the
ten-foot-high pillars supporting the second level of the club, which was open
above the dance floor. As Varrin leaned back against the pillar, Eris said,
“Shouldn’t we be meeting Akaeli’s dealer?”


“The meeting isn’t for another fifteen minutes.” 


Suddenly, all the lights in the club went out. The crowd
exploded in cheers.


“What’s going on?” Eris shouted over the mayhem.


“Krix time,” Varrin said. 


Despite Varrin’s lack of enthusiasm, Eris felt herself
getting excited about experiencing Krix music. The anticipation in the air was
palpable. 


Blue light flooded the club. A holograph appeared over the
dance floor—four male Ssrisk playing instruments, and one female standing in
front of a microphone. 


“Krix is Ssrisk music?” Eris exclaimed.


“Why do you think it’s so awful?”


Then the song began.


WHUMP. WA WA WHUMP WHUMP. SKREEEEEE!


The screeching was a hundred times louder and more grating
than what she’d heard from the entry room. Eris wasn’t sure, but she thought
the sound might be coming from the female Ssrisk vocalist. She winced and
clapped her hands over her ears as her teeth vibrated from the dissonant
screeching and the song’s dubstep whump-ing. 


WUB WUB WUB. SKREEEEE!


But as her ears grew accustomed to the auditory assault,
Eris began to discover a curious allure to the song. I wouldn’t necessarily
call it ‘music,’ she thought, but there’s something about it that just
makes me feel … alive.


Bathed in blue light, the aliens on the dance floor jerked
around spasmodically, their jagged movements emphasized by the strobe lights
pulsing in sync with the song. That actually looks really fun, Eris
thought, eyeing the nearest dancer—a deathly pale male humanoid in a
black-and-white striped outfit, leaning backward and twitching like a bug on a
barbeque. I mean, they look really stupid … but at the same time, I know I
would have a blast if I joined them.


WHUMP WHUMP. WA WA WA-OOOO. SKREEEEEE!


Screw it, Eris thought, and darted out onto the dance
floor. She threw herself into the insanity, thrashing her limbs about with wild
abandon, shaking her head and wiggling her behind. It was liberating, and
exhilarating, and when the last bone-jarring whump faded, she joined the
rest of the exhausted dancers in a raspy cheer of approval. One of her fellow
dancers—a Scalkan woman—whacked her forearm against Eris’s in what she assumed
was the Scalkan version of a high five.


Eris was grinning as she returned to Varrin. 


“Have fun?” he drawled.


“You,” she proclaimed, poking his chest, “are a silly man.
Krix is awesome! How can you not like it?”


“Because I have taste.”


“What, and I don’t?”


“Not if you like Krix,” he retorted, smirking. 


“Hilarious.” She cleared her throat. “Okay, I’m really
thirsty now. Do we have time to grab a drink before we meet Akaeli’s dealer?”


“Yes.” He held out his hand and tilted his head toward the
far side of the room. “Bar’s this way. Come on.”


Eris slipped her hand into his, and they made their way
through the crowded club over to the bar. The counter was long, high, and
mirrored, and was staffed by a robo-bartender with twelve extendable arms.


“Welcome to Krix Kraze, your dance destination,” the robot
said. “What can I get you?”


“Water for me,” Varrin said, and glanced at Eris. “You want
the same?”


She shrugged.


“The house specialty is a Centauri Slammer,” the bartender
offered.


“Is it sweet?” she asked.


“Affirmative.”


“I’ll take one,” Eris said. “Non-alcoholic, please.”


The robo-bartender whipped four of its arms behind itself
and made the drinks. Then it set two spherical glasses on the counter—the
liquid in one was clear, the other electric pink.


Varrin grabbed the water and gulped it down while Eris
cautiously sipped her Centauri Slammer. Her eyes widened in delight. It
tastes like butterscotch! 


“This is delicious,” she proclaimed, and offered it to
Varrin. “Wanna try?” 


“I’ll pass,” he said. “I don’t like sweet things.”


“You like me.”


Varrin laughed, and tugged her close to kiss her. “I stand
corrected. Anyway, it’s time to meet our dealer.”


Clutching her Centauri Slammer, Eris followed Varrin to the
back of the club, up a winding staircase, and out onto the roof. She glanced
around the rooftop patio and saw only a few people—two Chingun men making out
in a dark corner, a cluster of blue-skinned girls laughing and chatting several
yards away, and a lone figure in tight black clothing leaning against the
railing, looking out over the city. 


“That’s probably the dealer,” Varrin said, nodding his head
toward the dark figure. “Come on. And let me do the talking.”


As they approached the lone figure, Eris could see it was a
female humanoid with green skin and long, curly blue hair reaching down almost
to her waist. Her jaw dropped. No! The woman turned to face them, and
Eris saw her yellow wolf-eyes. Kalla!


“What’s she doing here?” Eris hissed, her hand tightening
around her glass.


“I have no idea,” Varrin admitted. “I did suggest she come
here to find a job. Guess she took my advice.” 


Kalla spotted them, and sneered. “Gara’dar? What the hell
are you doing here?”


“I’m here to meet someone. Why are you here?”


“Same reason.”


Eris groaned. “Please don’t tell me someone named
Akaeli arranged the meeting.”


“As a matter of fact—” Kalla began.


“Ah,” Varrin said. “You’re the dealer.”


“I take it you’re the buyer? Small galaxy.”


“Apparently. Well, let’s just cut to it. Do you have the
knock-out gas?”


Kalla flashed Varrin a sultry smile. “I don’t have it here,
but I can get it. Assuming you’re willing to make it worth my while.”


“Name your price,” Varrin said.


“Five thousand tetras.”


“Done.”


Kalla scowled. “Damn. You really do want it. I should
have asked for double.”


“You’re overcharging as it is.”


“When do you need it?”


“As soon as possible.”


“Tomorrow?”


“That should work,” Varrin said, tapping his chin in
thought. “I would say let’s meet up same time, same place, but I might just rip
my own ears off if I have to suffer through another Krix song.”


Kalla laughed throatily. “Not a fan? Fine. There’s a bar a
few blocks away—Mirage. They’d rather declare bankruptcy than play Krix. We’ll
meet there tomorrow afternoon.” She glared at Eris. “Don’t bring the girl.”


“That’s not your call,” Eris snapped.


When Kalla turned expectantly to Varrin, he just shrugged.
“You heard her.”


“Ugh. Fine,” Kalla grumbled. “Tomorrow, then.”


Eris glowered at Kalla as she stalked past them toward the
stairs. Once the green-skinned woman was out of sight, Eris looked at Varrin.
To her surprise, he was leaning back against the patio railing, his eyes
closed. “Are you okay?” she asked.


“I’ll be all right,” he said. “I just need …” He pulled the
bottle from his pocket and popped one of Akaeli’s pills into his mouth. After a
few seconds, he groaned and rolled his shoulders. “Ah. That’s better.”


“We should get back to the Imperial so you can rest up for
tomorrow.”


“Agreed.” Varrin glanced at the drink in Eris’s hand. “Want
to finish that?”


“Huh? Oh, yeah.” Eris downed the rest of the sugary drink.
“Done. Let’s get out of here.”


 


 











Chapter 29


 


I’m slipping, Varrin thought,
as he followed Eris back down the stairs to the Krix club dance floor. I
should have recognized Kalla the instant I stepped on that roof. The serika’s
affecting me more than I realized. 


Reaching the bottom of the staircase, Eris said, “I’ll be back
in a sec. I’m just going to return the glass.”


“You can leave it—” Varrin began, but Eris was already
hurrying off toward the bar. “—anywhere,” he finished, and strode after her. By
the time he reached her, she had placed her empty glass on the counter and was
now perusing the electronic food menu on the wall behind the robo-bartender.


“Hungry?” he asked.


“Huh?”


“You’re looking at the food menu.”


Eris giggled. “It’s glowy.”


Glowy? Varrin shot her a puzzled look. She seemed
enthralled by the menu. It struck him as a bit odd, but then, he’d seen her get
more excited over less. “Come on, let’s get back to the hotel.” 


The lights suddenly dimmed to black.


More Krix, he thought glumly. It’s like they’re
trying to torture us. 


Eris, who for some Kari-forsaken reason seemed to love Krix
music, whooped in delight. When the blue lights came on, she tugged at his hand
and said, “Dance with me!” 


Varrin stared at her incredulously. “What makes you think I
have any interest in dancing right now? Especially to Krix, of all
things.”


The strobe lights kicked in, accompanied by the opening
squeals and shrieks of the Krix vocalist.


WUB WUB WA WHUMP. SKREEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!


“Fine,” Eris said, sticking out her tongue at him. “I’ll
just dance by myself.”


He reached for her, but his reactions were slower than
normal. She slipped away and darted off onto the dance floor. 


What’s gotten into her? Varrin thought irritably,
making no move to follow. She knows I’m in no condition to dance. Is she
trying to get back at me for something? Is it because of Kalla? It’s not like I
knew we’d run into her! Frustrated, he decided to just wait for her to
return when the song finished.


A wave of exhaustion hit him, and he sank onto one of the
round stools in front of the bar. Apparently mistaking this for Varrin wanting
to order, the robo-bartender rolled over. “Can I get you another drink, sir?”
it asked.


“No.”


“Would you like something to eat? Krix Kraze offers a
variety of foodstuffs to satisfy your every nourishment need. Our hot menu
options include crispy dumplings, crunchy dumplings, gooey dumplings,
deep-fried space jelly—”


“I don’t want anything,” Varrin said.


That was when his stomach rumbled.


“Your bodily noises indicate a need for sustenance,” the
robot said. 


Varrin rolled his eyes. “Fine. You win. Get me an order of
dumplings, to go.”


“Crispy, crunchy, or gooey, sir?”


“Surprise me.”


He shifted around on his stool to face the dance floor,
leaning back and propping his elbows on the counter. Scanning the room for
Eris, he spotted her dancing with a skinny Chingun man with spiky hair striped
red and orange. 


Varrin was halfway out of his seat before he remembered she
was more than capable of fending off an unwanted admirer—not to mention he
really shouldn’t be getting into a fistfight in his current state of being
nearly dead. But to his surprise, Eris didn’t push the Chingun away—in fact,
they were all over each other.


I must have done something to upset her, Varrin
thought, although he knew something about that didn’t ring true. Before he could
ruminate on it further, however, the bartender returned with a steaming box
with an animated image of a dancing dumpling on the side. 


Forcing himself to turn away from the dance floor, Varrin
muttered, “Women!” He opened the box, fished out a dumpling, and popped it into
his mouth. 


“Don’t talk to me about women,” the trunk-nosed alien
sitting on the stool next to him said. “My girl just went off to dance with
some hot-shot black market accountant. I didn’t even know the black market needed
accountants.” He honked sadly and wiped his trunk with a napkin.


Krix clubs, Varrin thought in disgust. Nothing
good ever comes of them.


After grabbing another dumpling from the box, Varrin
returned his attention to the dance floor. He dropped the dumpling when he saw
Eris was now surrounded by a group of Chingun men. Her emerald eyes were
sparkling feverishly and her long hair flipped around as she swayed her hips
and gyrated in the midst of her admirers.


Varrin shot to his feet. If she thinks I’m going to let
those—


“What I really need to do,” the trunk-nosed alien said, “is
get Davla drunk. Then maybe she’ll stop dancing long enough to let me explain
why she found me locking trunks with her sister.”


Yeah, Varrin thought sarcastically as he stalked
toward the dance floor, because getting a pissed-off Organthi female drunk
has never ended badly. The venomous tusks alone are just asking for trouble. He
stopped suddenly in his tracks. Wait. Drunk? Could Eris be …? It would
explain a lot … 


Varrin turned and hurried back to the bar. “Hey,” he snapped
at the robo-bartender. “Are you sure there was no alcohol in that
Centauri Slammer?”


“Affirmative,” the bartender said. “Zero percent alcohol.”


“What was in it?”


“Caco juice and ecstasy syrup.”


Caco juice is only alcoholic to Claktills. “What’s
ecstasy syrup?”


“A mixture of lahora peel, xylitol, and tirakrislamine.”


“What’s tirakrislamine?”


“Pink dye, sir.”


Grinding his teeth, Varrin said, “I’m looking for details,
circuit-head.”


“Tapping into the datacloud,” the robot said. “One moment,
please.”


“Take your time. It’s not like I’m slowly dying here while
my girlfriend grinds up against six other guys or anything.”


His sarcasm seemed to be lost on the robot.


“Tirakrislamine is a common food coloring used to produce a
lurid pink hue,” the bartender reported. “Medical warning: 0.001% of the known
galactic population has a negative reaction to this substance.”


“What kind of negative reaction?” Varrin demanded.


“Side effects may include impaired motor and mental
functions, a loss of inhibitions, increased libido, and short-term memory
loss.”


“So it basically makes you blackout drunk.” 


“That would be an accurate summation, sir.”


Varrin groaned. What are the odds? And the timing
couldn’t possibly be worse. 


As he turned to leave again, the trunk-nosed alien pointed
at his dumplings and said, “You eating those?”  


Varrin shoved them over. “Knock yourself out. I need to go
rescue my girlfriend before those Chinguns do something I will make them
regret.”


“Good luck,” the alien said.


When Varrin finally turned back to the dance floor, however,
Eris was gone. He scanned the throng and spotted her heading for the exit with
the Chinguns. She was laughing and swaying—the guy with the striped hair had
his arm around her waist and was corralling her toward the door. He must
know she’s not in her right mind, but he doesn’t give a damn. Bastard deserves
everything I do to him.


As Varrin slipped through the crowd of dancing club patrons,
he could feel his strength starting to flag again. Ignoring the feeling as best
he could, he pushed open the door to the entry room. But Eris had already left
with her Chingun admirers.


“Thank you for visiting Krix Kraze,” the robot clerk said,
as Varrin stalked toward the front doors. “Please come again.”


Kari, I hope not.  


Bursting into the street, he pushed his way through the
short line blocking the doorway and spotted Eris a dozen yards away. She was
standing next to a shiny red aircar, and the stripey-haired Chingun had his
hand wrapped around her arm. 


“I’m thirsty,” Eris said. “Why did we leave?”


“Because I’ve got lots to drink back at my place,”
Stripey-hair said, pulling her toward the aircar.


The sidewalk was thick with bar-hoppers stumbling their way
to their next destination. Lots of witnesses, Varrin thought. He decided
to approach cautiously.


Stripey-hair tugged at Eris’s arm again, and she nearly
tripped. “Hey!” she protested. “Be careful. These shoes are hard to walk in.”


“So take them off,” Stripey-hair said.


Eris bent over to do just that. Varrin’s blood began to boil
when he saw Stripey-hair and his friends ogling her backside. But he restrained
himself, and continued walking steadily toward them.


After a few seconds of tugging at one of her shoes, Eris
abandoned her attempt and straightened, pouting. “I don’t like these shoes,”
she announced. “And I don’t like you. I’m leaving.”


She tried to step away, but Stripey-hair yanked her back. “I
didn’t say you could leave, sweet cheeks.”


“Well, I’m not staying,” Eris said firmly. “Your hair’s
stupid.”


Caught off guard by the ridiculous statement, Varrin
laughed. 


Eris and the Chinguns turned toward him. 


“Varrin!” she exclaimed. For a brief moment, Varrin saw the
joy in her glazed eyes. Then she scowled at him. “You wouldn’t dance with me.”


“No, I wouldn’t,” Varrin agreed. “For reasons that will make
a lot more sense to you when you’re not tripping out on tirakrislamine.” He
held out his hand. “Now, why don’t you wobble over to me and let these fine
gentlemen find someone else to harass—preferably an undercover robocop.”


“I’m not harassing her,” Stripey-hair said, his face
reddening. “Your girl was all over me in that club. I think it’s pretty clear
what she wants. So get lost.”


“Or what?” Varrin challenged.


“Or I’ll make you.”


Spreading his arms wide, Varrin said, “By all means, try
it.”


He had been aiming for casually threatening, but apparently
the serika was also messing with his ability to be intimidating, because the
Chinguns just laughed.


“You’re threatening us?” Stripey-hair said. “It’s six
against one, pretty boy. Walk away.”


“Let the girl go, and I’ll be happy to.”


“You shouldn’t mess with him,” Eris told Stripey-hair.
“He’ll kick all your butts!” She made several chopping motions with her hands
to illustrate her point. 


Varrin winced. “We really need to work on your threats.”


“And I really need to work on re-arranging your face,”
Stripey-hair said. “Get him, boys!”


All the Chinguns except Stripey-hair lunged at Varrin. From
their lack of coordination and lumbering movements, Varrin could tell they’d
had no formal training in fighting—not to mention they’d likely had a few too
many drinks. Which was fortunate, because Varrin was nowhere near being in top
form. 


In their current drunken state, though, Varrin had no
trouble dodging out of the way as the Chinguns barreled past him. Then
Stripey-hair pulled out a knife and came at him. He twisted to avoid the knife,
but one of the other Chinguns took advantage of him being off balance and
punched him in the face. Pain exploded in Varrin’s cheek as he staggered back.


Stripey-hair, apparently sensing he had the upper hand now,
grinned, waved off his friends, and waggled the raised knife at Varrin. “Come
on, pretty boy,” he taunted. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”


“Varrin, watch out!” Eris shrieked hysterically. “He’s got a
knife!”


“I’m aware!” Varrin snapped.


Normally, he’d deliver some sarcastic quip, toy with the
Chingun for a few minutes, and finally knock him out with a crowd-pleasing
finish while every female—and several males—in the immediate area swooned at
his battle prowess. But his eye was already starting to swell, his head was
throbbing, and his limbs felt twice as heavy as usual. Varrin didn’t know how
much longer he could keep going and remain upright. Screw the rules, he
thought, pulled out his striker, and opened fire. 


ZWOOSH. ZWOOSH. ZWOOSH.  


Within three seconds, Varrin had dropped all the Chinguns. 


“Woo!” Eris shouted. “Go Varrin! You rock!”


WOO-EE WOO-EE.


“Come on!” Varrin said, glancing up at the night sky. “The
police are coming. We need to move.”


“But—”


“Now!”


He grabbed Eris’s hand and started to pull her away from the
scene. As Eris tottered along behind him in her shiny stilettos, she said,
“Where are we going?”


“The hotel.”


“But I don’t want to go to the hotel!” She grabbed
his arm and pulled him to a stop. “The night’s young,” she continued
passionately, “and so are we! Let’s go back to the club—buy me a drink and I
promise I’ll make it worth your while.” 


“In this state, I’m sure you would,” Varrin said. She wasn’t
letting go of his arm, so he started walking again, dragging her behind him. I’d
pick her up, but I’m not sure I have the strength for it. 


They reached the air taxi stand, where two silver vehicles
were hovering by the curb, waiting for passengers. Varrin pulled Eris into the
first one.


As soon as he sat down, another wave of exhaustion hit him. Akaeli’s
going to be furious that I over-exerted myself, he thought. But it was
worth it. I’ll just have to deal with the consequences tomorrow, whatever they
might be.


“Destination?” the robot driver asked.


“The Imperial,” Varrin said.


“Krix Kraze!” Eris exclaimed.


“Error,” the robot said. “Conflicting destinations. Please
clarify.”


“Take us to the Imperial,” Varrin repeated, and when Eris
tried to speak up again, he clapped his hand over her mouth.


Once they were in the air, he released her and reached into
his jacket for the pill bottle.


“You’re mean,” Eris grumbled.


“The meanest,” Varrin agreed. 


“And a snob.”


“I’m a prince. It’s in the job description.”


Her face lit up. “I like that you’re a prince,” she
said, and slid across the backseat so she was practically on top of him. “Can I
be your princess?”


“Sure you can,” he said agreeably. 


She started wiggling on his lap, making him inhale sharply. If
I take advantage of her while she’s not in her right mind, she’s going to kill
me, Varrin thought. He grabbed her shoulders and pushed her firmly back
onto her side of the aircar. “Stay there,” he ordered.


“Or what?” she countered, grinning.


“Or nothing,” he said. “Just … stay.”


This caused her to pout and grumble something about
‘stormy-eyed sticks in the mud’—whatever that meant. While she sulked, Varrin
shook out one of the blue-and-white pills and swallowed it. He immediately felt
his strength returning, but his relief was short-lived when he realized it had
been barely twenty minutes since the last pill.


The air taxi landed in front of the Imperial. As soon as
Varrin leaned forward to pay the driver, Eris flung the door open and darted
out. 


“Eris! Get back here!” Varrin shouted. But she just laughed
and ran off into the plaza. Cursing, he grabbed his credit hex back from the
driver and hurried after her.


Luckily, she had left a trail of bemused pedestrians in her
wake, and Varrin was easily able to follow her. At one point he lost her trail.
Then he heard her laughing from behind a row of bushes. Skirting the shrubbery,
he found her sitting on the ledge of a large stone fountain. 


“Took you long enough to find me,” she teased. Then she
stood up and started to prowl toward him. She had a dangerous look in her eyes,
as though she was about to jump him and rip off his clothes. 


“Eris …” Varrin said, holding up his hands as if he were
warding off a wild animal. “Stay back. You’re not thinking straight.”


“Sure I am.” 


Darting forward, she slipped between his arms and wrapped
her hands around his waist, molding her front against his. “I want you,” she
breathed.


Varrin’s mind went blank. All his worries about the serika
and the Nonconformity flew from his mind as Eris pressed herself against
him. “Uh …”


“Come on,” she wheedled, and giggled again. “I know you want
me. So take me!”


“As tempting a proposition as that is …” he said, trying and
failing to summon the willpower to push her away. 


“What’s wrong? Don’t you like me?”


“I do,” Varrin assured her, biting back a groan. “Kari, I
do.”


She batted her eyelashes at him. “Good. Then make mad,
passionate love to me. Now, please.”


Her use of the word ‘please’ nearly made Varrin lose his
iron-tight grip on his self-control. Would it be so wrong? he thought, tempted
to throw away common sense and just do what he’d been wanting to do since the
moment he’d met her. No. She’s not herself. I don’t want to screw things up
and lose her. I love her.


Varrin was so startled by this last thought that he
staggered back, breaking free of Eris’s grip. 


“Hey!” she cried.


“Give me a second,” he requested. “I think I’m in the throes
of an emotional crisis.”


“Pfff,” she said, waving her hand dismissively. “You’re
Varrin. You don’t have emotional crises.”


“Apparently I do now. Kari help me, I’m turning into my
brother.”


“So you’re not going to ravish me?” she asked, her green
eyes wide.


“Sadly, no.”


Her pretty face screwed up in thought. Then she yanked down
her skirt and stepped out of it, leaving her wearing only her ridiculous pink
bustier and a pair of sparkly black underwear. “There,” she said. “Now you have
to ravish me.”


“There will be no ravishing!” Varrin exclaimed, raking his
hand through his hair in frustration. “And put your skirt back on! We’re in a
public park, for Kari’s sake!”


“Hmm,” Eris said. She grabbed her skirt and threw it at his
face.


By the time Varrin had pulled the silky material off his
head, Eris was halfway around the fountain. “Bet you can’t catch me!” she
shouted, and careened off down a side path, laughing.


Varrin groaned, balled up the skirt in his fist, and
sprinted after her.


 











Chapter 30


 


Sebara had expected the trip to
Chingu to be eventful—full of last-minute mission prep and barked orders from
Fino’jin—but now, only one day out from the planet, she had to concede it had
been quite dull. The Skin Slicer claimed he had everything under control, and
responded with blatant hostility whenever she asked a question. 


She had spent some of the voyage with Trystan, but the boy’s
boundless enthusiasm tired her out quickly. His current obsession was composing
cloyingly sweet little songs about Shasha and singing them to the moofa while
she wriggled around on the floor. Sebara found it maddening.


As a result, she had split her time between practicing her
vakra in the training room, meditating in her cabin, and sitting alone in the
lounge reading up on Chingu in the hopes of stumbling across some information
that might prove vital to their mission. She learned that the capital city was
Arkoa, the national food was dumplings, and the current music craze sweeping
the planet was something called ‘Krix.’ Since Rala’kamil training hadn’t left
her with much time to listen to music, she’d downloaded a sample Krix song from
the Chingu datacloud. After listening to the first thirty seconds, she’d shut
off the computer and retreated to her cabin to sleep off the resulting
headache.


She was now in the lounge with Trystan, standing behind his
chair as he stared at a blank datapad with his stylus poised above it.


“I still don’t see why I have to plan exactly what
I’m going to say to Varrin to convince him to come home,” Trystan complained,
lowering the stylus. Shasha—curled up in his lap—purred in agreement.


“We don’t know how long you’re going to have with your
brother,” Sebara reminded him. “What if it’s only a few minutes? Every word you
say needs to count. That’s why you’re writing out your speech here and now.” 


The boy slouched down in his chair. “Fine. I suppose I can
jot down a few notes.”


“Not notes,” Sebara said. “A speech. You’re not getting up
from this chair until you produce a well-structured essay with a thesis and
three supporting arguments. When you speak to Prince Varrin, he’ll be so
impressed with your flawless logic that he’ll have no choice but to return to Rakor
with us.”


“But—”


“No buts! One thesis, three supporting arguments. Get
started.”


Shasha warbled sorrowfully and rubbed her floppy ear against
Trystan’s arm. 


“I know, I know,” the prince said, sighing. “But it must be
done, for the good of the empire.”


As Trystan continued to stare at the datapad, Fino’jin
stormed into the room. 


“Sir!” Sebara said, bowing hastily. 


Fino’jin cast an appraising eye at Trystan, nodded, and then
snapped at her, “Rala’kamil, a word.”


“Of course, sir.” 


Sebara hurried after the Skin Slicer as he led the way to
the cockpit. The door slid shut behind them, and Fino’jin stomped over to sit
in the pilot’s chair. Since he didn’t indicate she should also sit, Sebara
remained standing. 


“I have decided to alter the plan,” Fino’jin began without
preamble.


“How do you mean, sir?”


“As you know, the original plan was to use Prince Trystan to
coerce Prince Varrin into returning to Rakor. However, upon further
examination, I have determined this plan is almost certainly doomed to fail.”


Sebara shifted uncomfortably. “Sir, the emperor himself
devised this plan.”


“I didn’t call you in here to ask your opinion,” he snapped.
“In fact, I think I’ve made it extremely clear your opinion means absolutely
nothing to me.”


Clenching her jaw, Sebara muttered, “Yes, sir.”


“Good. Stop interrupting. We will of course allow Prince
Trystan to talk to his brother—never let it be said I did not give the
emperor’s plan its chance. But when he inevitably fails, we will need to move
to plan B.”


He paused, looking at her expectantly. When he continued to
stare at her, she reluctantly ground out, “What is plan B, sir?” 


The Skin Slicer smiled, stretching the scars on his cheeks.
“The terrestrial girl. For some inexplicable reason, Prince Varrin appears to
be emotionally attached to her. We will use that to our advantage. Before
Prince Trystan’s encounter with his brother even begins, you will acquire the
terrestrial and take her somewhere Prince Varrin cannot reach her. If he
refuses to return to Rakor on his own, we will use the girl as leverage against
him.”


“And when you say ‘use as leverage’ …”


“I mean you will kill her if he does not cooperate.”


After the briefest of pauses, Sebara said, “I see.”


Fino’jin narrowed his eyes. “Is that hesitation I hear,
Rala’kamil? You have killed before, yes?”


“I haven’t,” Sebara admitted. “But I know how to do my job,
sir. If it becomes necessary to kill the terrestrial … I will.” 


“You’d better,” Fino’jin said. “Because I can assure you
that if I order you to do something and you choose not to, I will slice every
inch of skin from your body and weave it into a rug to decorate the floor of my
cleanser. Are we clear?”


“Graphically so, sir.”


“Good. Dismissed.”


She bowed, turned on her heel, and strode out of the
cockpit. As soon as the door slid shut, she stopped and slammed her fist
against the corridor wall. Damn it. I should have expected Fino’jin to pull
something like this. How am I supposed to explain this to Trystan? 


Sebara returned to the lounge and found the prince sprawled
on his back on the floor, holding Shasha over his head and making whoosh noises
while pretending she was a spaceship. 


“Oh no, Starship Shasha!” he exclaimed. “You’re being
attacked by Ssrisk pirates! Quick, activate the Pull and get us out of here!”


Shasha wiggled around in a futile attempt to escape his
grip.


“Okay,” Trystan said. “Try evasive maneuvers first. But then
we Pull.”


“Would you put the moofa down?” Sebara snapped. “You’re
supposed to be writing your essay!”


Trystan set Shasha down, sat up, and said, “Are you all
right? You seem upset.” 


“I am,” she said. “The commander just told me he will order
me to kill Mimi if you can’t convince your brother to return home.” 


Trystan gaped up at her. “What … how in Kari’s name will
killing Mimi get my brother to come home?”


“Fino’jin wants me to kidnap the girl so we can use her as
leverage against Prince Varrin.”


“But you won’t actually kill her, will you?”


“If Fino’jin orders me to, I will have no choice.”


Trystan’s eyes widened. He stood up and walked to the door.
Then he ran off down the corridor, sobbing.  


What …? 


Utterly perplexed and slightly alarmed, Sebara hurried after
him. When she reached the closed door of his cabin, she smacked her palm
against it a few times and called, “Trystan! Let me in!”


“I don’t want to talk to you.”


“Why not?”


“Because after we got the communicator from Kraigoth on Vega
Minor, you made me believe Mimi wouldn’t get hurt. And now you’ve promised
Fino’jin you’re going to kill her!” 


For Kari’s sake. 


Sebara slapped her hand against the ID scanner beside the
door. The door slid open, and she stalked inside. Trystan was curled up on his
side on the bed, hugging his moofa tightly to his chest. Tears traced wet
tracks down his cheeks. 


As the door slid shut behind her, he whispered, “Go away.”


“No. We need to talk about this.”


“There’s nothing to talk about.”


Sighing, Sebara walked to the bed and sat down on the end.
“Trystan … it’s not that I want to hurt the girl. But an order is an
order. Fino’jin is my superior officer on this mission, and if he commands me
to kill the terrestrial, I have to.”


“You could say no.”


“The only person you have to answer to is your father. I
have to answer to the emperor, Fino’jin, General Zandara … the list goes on.
And if I disobey any of them, I won’t just get a slap on the wrist—I’ll be
executed for treason.”


Trystan snorted. “Don’t be ridiculous. There’s no way they would
…” He trailed off when he saw the look in her eyes. “Really? Fino’jin would kill
you if you disobeyed him?”


“In a heartbeat.”


“Oh.” Biting his lip, he said, “So if Fino’jin ordered you
to kill me … would you?”


Sebara felt as if his words had just punched a hole through
her heart. I can’t even … why would he think … “Of course I wouldn’t do
that!” she said fiercely. “I have sworn to sacrifice my life to protect you!”


She turned away, too shaken to keep looking at him. “Have I
been that horrible a bodyguard,” she whispered, “that you would believe I could
do such a thing?”


Sebara felt Trystan wrap his arms around her waist and press
his head between her shoulder blades. “I’m sorry,” he said thickly. The back of
her shirt started to dampen from his tears. “I know you would never hurt me,
Sebara. I do.”


She sighed. Prying his arms off her, she turned to face him
and ruffled his golden hair. “It’s all right,” she said, forcing a smile. “See?
I’ve already gotten over it.”


Shasha scrambled up onto Trystan’s shoulder and licked
Sebara’s hand. 


“Shasha likes you, you know,” the boy said.


“How fortunate for me.”


“You should feel fortunate. Shasha is an excellent
judge of character.” 


“What’s her read on Fino’jin?”


“I caught her trying to chew a hole through his pants
yesterday. So … not very good.”


Sebara couldn’t help but laugh as she imagined stoic
Fino’jin with a moofa gnawing on his pant leg. “We’d better go,” she said,
standing. “You need to finish that speech for your brother.”


“Do I have to?”


“Think of it this way,” she offered. “If you can convince
Varrin to come with us, Fino’jin will have no reason to order me to hurt Mimi.”


“That’s an excellent point,” Trystan said, and jumped to his
feet. He headed for the cabin door, then paused. “Sebara?”


“Yes, my prince?”


“If we find Varrin, and things go badly … just promise me
you’ll remember something.”


“What?”


“That even though following orders is the right thing to do,
sometimes it can also be the wrong thing to do.”


“That doesn’t make any sense.”


“Just remember it, okay?”


Sebara sighed. “By your command, my prince.”


 


 











Chapter 31


 


Eris awoke to the sound of gentle
snoring. Cracking open her eyes, she saw Varrin asleep beside her. She snuggled
closer to him, relishing the heat of his body against hers. It was at that
moment, as she came into contact with his clothed body, that she realized she
was naked.


With a squeak of panic she scrambled away from him, taking
the crimson sheet with her. But the edge of the bed was closer than she
expected, and she tumbled down onto the carpeted floor. Eris lay there for a
moment, her head pounding, trying desperately to remember what had happened the
previous night. The last thing I remember is meeting Kalla on the roof of
the Krix club. Then … nothing. 


As she struggled to untangle herself from the sheet, Varrin
rolled over and peered down at her with concern. He looked pale and tired, and
there was dark bruising around his left eye. “You all right?” he asked
sleepily.


“Where are we?” Eris demanded. Her mind felt fuzzy, like not
all the synapses were firing properly. “How did we get here? Why can’t I
remember what happened last night? And why am I naked?”


“Stop panicking,” he said, sitting up. “We’re in our suite
at the Imperial hotel, and everything’s fine. You just had a bad reaction to
the tirakrislamine.”


“The what?”


“The pink food dye in that Centauri Slammer you drank. It’s
usually harmless, but you had an allergic reaction.”


“What kind of reaction?”


“It basically made you blackout drunk.”


Eris winced and pressed the heel of her palm to her temple. That
would explain the headache. And the memory loss. “And why am I
naked?” 


“Because you threw your clothes off the balcony. I gave you
a robe, but it went the same way as your clothing. Eventually you passed out on
the bed, and I didn’t want to leave you alone so I ended up falling asleep
beside you.”


She clutched the sheet around her body and climbed back onto
the bed. Sitting down next to Varrin, she said, “Did anything else happen that
I should know about?”


“At one point you begged me to ravish you.”


“Oh God.” Eris buried her face in her hands.


“But you’ll be pleased to hear I valiantly resisted your
advances. And before that, I had to beat up some Chinguns you were grinding
with on the dance floor.”


She looked up at him. “Is that how you got the black eye?
I’m so sorry!”


“No harm done,” he said. “It’ll heal in a day or two.
Usually it would only take a few hours, but … well, the serika.”


The serika! “Varrin, are you okay? You were supposed
to be resting, and you had to waste all your energy beating up people and
fending off my unwanted advances—”


“They were hardly unwanted,” Varrin said. “Just … poorly
timed. And I’m fine. Didn’t I tell you to stop worrying about me?”


She hung her head, feeling absolutely wretched. “This is all
my fault. I screwed everything up.”


“It wasn’t your fault. You had no idea you’d react that way
to the drink.”


“Oh, sure, be logical,” Eris muttered.


Knock knock.


“Are you two awake?” Akaeli called. 


“One second,” Varrin replied.


Eris blinked. “Why make her wait? We’re awake.”


“Yes, and you’re wearing a sheet.”


“Oh. Oh! Right.” She glanced around the room. “Where are my
clothes? The ones I didn’t throw off the balcony, I mean.”


He nodded toward the chair by the window, which held a stack
of neatly folded purple and silver fabric. “I’ll go see what Akaeli wants,” he
said. “Join us when you’re dressed?”


“Okay.”


Varrin climbed off the bed, walked across the bedroom, and
slipped past the frosted glass door. Eris noticed his movements were slower and
stiffer than normal. I should have never drunk that Centauri Slammer! Not
that I could have known what would happen, but still. If Varrin runs out of
time and dies because of this, I’m never going to forgive myself.


Trying and failing to ignore the pounding in her head and
the acidic feeling in her stomach, Eris staggered out of bed and pulled on her
pants and shirt. She spent a few seconds running her fingers through her long
hair, working out the tangles. Then she entered the lounge, where she found
Akaeli and Varrin sitting together on one of the two couches.


Akaeli was in the process of smearing cream around Varrin’s
black eye while he grumbled about not needing her help. She glanced up at Eris,
grabbed a small bottle off the side table, and tossed it to her. 


“What is it?” Eris asked as she caught the bottle.


“A hangover cure,” Akaeli said. “With a little something
extra mixed in. It’s my own formula. Drink it.”


Eris obediently downed the liquid, grimacing as the sludgy
mixture oozed down her throat. Then she sat on the opposite couch and said,
“How is he?”


“Not good,” Akaeli said. “And he will get worse as the day
progresses.” 


Varrin threw his hands up in the air. “What is it with you
two and talking about me like I’m not here?”


Eris and Akaeli ignored him.


“How long does he have?” Eris asked, dreading the answer.


“It’s impossible to know for sure,” Akaeli said. “My best
guess would be midnight.” 


Eris’s heart skipped a beat. “You mean midnight tomorrow?”


“Midnight tonight.” 


“But he was supposed to have two more days!”


“Not anymore. He over-exerted himself, and the serika’s
punishing him for it.” Akaeli put down her container of cream. “I know it
doesn’t look good, but remember that the only thing working against us is time.
No one knows we’re here, and no one is trying to stop us. We have a solid plan
to break into the Tetrarchy facility, and as long as we stick to it, there’s no
reason why we shouldn’t be able to save Varrin.”


“Told you not to worry,” Varrin said.


Eris sighed.


“Okay, I’m heading out,” Akaeli said, standing. “I need to
secure discreet transportation for us to the Tetrarchy base where they’re
holding the Nonconformity. And you two have an appointment to keep with
the knock-out gas dealer.” 


“Varrin should rest,” Eris said. “I’ll go.”


“There’s no way in hell I’m letting you meet Kalla alone,”
Varrin said.


“Did you hear the part where you’re going to die in
twelve hours?” Eris demanded. “Stay here and don’t make it happen any faster! I
can deal with Kalla.”


“I’m going with you,” he said. “I can handle walking. Just
don’t drink anything pink and we’ll be fine.”


You infuriating man! Eris thought, huffing.


“Once you’ve acquired the gas,” Akaeli continued, “bring it
back here. After that, you head out for a dinner engagement at The
Mushroom—it’s a restaurant down by the river. I called in a favor with a former
classmate of mine who works in the government. His aide will meet you at The Mushroom
and give you the access codes for the Tetrarchy base. I’ll be back here getting
everything ready. Once you return, we go to the base. Any questions?”


Eris shook her head.


“Good. Let’s go. We don’t have enough time as it is.” 


*          *          *


Eris and Varrin took an air taxi to
the Mirage in Stobei district. By the time they entered the almost-empty bar,
Eris was relieved to discover her stomach had settled, and her headache was
almost completely gone. She still felt like she’d been trampled by a herd of
rhinos, and she was starving, but at least her brain was no longer fuzzy.


As they passed the bar counter, the robo-bartender—which was
busy dusting a row of bottles with a whirling-brush mechanism attached to its
arm—swiveled its head toward them and said, “Welcome to the Mirage. Would you
like something to drink?”


“No, thanks,” Eris said. “I’m not taking any chances.”


Varrin pointed to the back corner of the room. “Over there,”
he said.


Squinting toward the corner, Eris saw Kalla sitting on a
stool at a high table. There was a large white canister at her feet.  


Kalla’s yellow wolf-eyes tracked their approach. As they
sat, the Vekrori woman said to Varrin, “You look awful.”


“Then it’s a good thing I turned down that modelling gig for
the Galactic Hunks charity calendar,” Varrin said. He pointed at the
canister. “Is that the knock-out gas?”


“Yeah.” Kalla’s eyes narrowed as she peered at Varrin’s
face. She opened her mouth as if to speak, then closed it again. “It’s all
there, pressurized and ready for dispersal. Enough gas to take out any building
on the planet.” She held out her hand. “My payment?”


“Right.” Varrin reached into his pocket and pulled out a
credit hex. As Kalla took it and pressed it against her wrist communicator, he
added, “What are you doing tonight?”


Kalla’s head snapped up. “Why?” She glanced pointedly at
Eris. “She not satisfying you?”


“Ha ha,” Eris said sarcastically.


“I have another job for you,” Varrin said.


“What is it?” Kalla asked.


“Be my bodyguard.”


“Why in Kari’s name would you need a bodyguard?” 


“I can only tell you if you take the job,” Varrin said.


Kalla shrugged. “I’ve got nothing better to do. But I have
one condition.” She pointed at Eris. “Break up with her.” 


“Oh, come on!” Eris exclaimed. “He doesn’t like you, and
making him dump me isn’t going to change that!”


“Maybe not,” Kalla said, smiling nastily, “but it’s a good
start.”


“It’s not happening,” Varrin said. “I’ve told you this
before, and I’ll tell you again—there’s nothing between us, Kalla. Not
now, not ever.”


Eris winced at the harshness and finality of his statement,
even though she knew it had to be said.


“I’m not stupid,” Kalla said tightly. “I just thought—no,
forget it. You want to be done with me? Fine! We’re done!”


“What about—” Varrin began.


“Me working for you? You can take your little job offer and
shove it up your plasma tube, Gara’dar!”


She slammed his credit hex down on the table and stalked out
of the bar.


Varrin let out a long sigh. “That could have gone better.”


“Tell me about it,” Eris said. “At least we got the
knock-out gas.”


“Yeah.” 


He reached into his jacket and pulled out the pill bottle.
Eris watched silently as he shook out one of the blue-and-white tabs and
swallowed it. Then he leaned forward, burying his fingers in his hair.


Reaching out, she gently squeezed his shoulder. She didn’t
know what to say. Is there anything I even can say, in a situation
like this? Finally, she settled on, “We should head back to the hotel. I’ll
carry the canister.”


“I hate this,” Varrin muttered.


“We’ll get through it,” Eris said firmly. “And once we’ve
got your ship back, we’ll figure out a way to free you of the serika
permanently. Then you can show me the whole galaxy, and every day will be
amazing and perfect, and we’ll both forget this ever happened. Deal?”


When he looked up, he was smiling. “Deal.” 


 











Chapter 32


 


By mid-afternoon, Eris and Varrin
had returned to the Imperial. Varrin immediately went to nap on the couch. Eris
was about to join him—one night of fitful sleep had not been nearly enough to
recover from her brush with tirakrislamine—when her communicator vibrated,
indicating an incoming call. She glanced down, saw it was Miguri, and hurried
onto the balcony to receive the call so she wouldn’t disturb Varrin. 


“Hi!” she said.


“Hello, my friend,” Miguri trilled. 


“Hello, Eris!” Kiguri piped up.


“How are you?” Miguri asked, his voice full of concern.


She winced. “Things here are going … well, not ideally, but
we have things under control. More or less.” Eris could hear the gentle
sloshing of waves in the background, and pictured the two fluffy-haired
Claktills lounging on the beach in striped swimsuits. “How’s the vacation
going?”


“It is extremely relaxing,” Miguri said. “The sun is warm,
the chairs are soft, the drinks are ever-flowing, and the company is all I could
ask for.”


“So you haven’t run into any problems?”


“None.”


“What about when you—” Kiguri began, but was cut off by
Miguri sighing loudly.


Eris cleared her throat. “Uh, guys?”


“You will have to forgive my great-grandchild,” Miguri said.
“He has been overly enjoying his caco juice, and is convinced I had a secret
conversation with mysterious strangers.”


“And did that secret conversation actually happen?”


Miguri chuckled. “Of course not. And if I did at some point
converse with any strangers, they were certainly not secret or mysterious. The
only thing our fellow vacationers ever seem interested in discussing is the
weather and the dessert buffet—which is spectacular, by the way. They have the
most exquisite assortment of … Am I boring you, my friend?”


Eris, who was in mid-yawn, snapped her mouth shut. “Sorry! I
had an interesting night.” She quickly filled them in on what had happened
since they’d last spoken to each other. “And now I should probably rest up
before everything goes down tonight,” she concluded. “I’m really looking
forward to seeing you guys again when this is all over.”


“Be careful, my friend,” Miguri said.


“Good luck!” Kiguri trilled.


Smiling, Eris closed the channel and headed back inside.
Since Varrin was sprawled across his couch, she curled up on the other one.
Soon, her eyelids started growing heavy. The next thing she knew, someone was
shaking her awake. 


“What?” Eris grumbled, opening her eyes. 


Akaeli, crouching beside her, said, “Shhh!” She tilted her
head toward Varrin, who was still slumbering peacefully on his couch.


“The gas?” Akaeli asked softly.


Eris pointed at the canister at the foot of the couch.
“Transportation?”


Akaeli nodded. “Come with me,” she whispered, crooking her
finger. “I have something to show you.”


They went into the bedroom, where Akaeli gestured at two
outfits laid out on the bed. One was clearly for a man, and was black and
silver. The other was a long black dress.


“What’s with the formal wear?” Eris asked.


“I picked them up for you and Varrin,” Akaeli said. “I
didn’t know your color or style preferences, so I went for black to match
Varrin’s outfit.”


“He does love black,” Eris said, walking over to the dress
and running her hand along the silky fabric. “But … uh, why did you buy
me a dress?”


“Because you have to get the access codes tonight at The
Mushroom, and it’s a classy restaurant.” She glanced at Eris’s current
ensemble. “They’d never let you through the front doors wearing that.”


“Oh. In that case, thanks.”


“I’m happy to help.” Akaeli grabbed the suit. “I’ll wake
Varrin and give him this while you change.”


The toxicologist left the room, and Eris began the
challenging process of putting on the black dress. It was tight fitting in some
places and flowy in others, and had several crisscrossing straps. At one point
she ended up with her head stuck through an armhole, but eventually she got it
on straight.


Walking over to the floor-length mirror, Eris examined her
appearance. The sleeveless dress was close-fitting from her shoulders to her
knees, and flared out to swirl around her ankles. Angular sections of the black
fabric had been cut out and replaced with mesh, strategically placed to reveal
her skin but keep the important parts covered. Her lamri and promise pendant,
hanging from twin chains around her neck, fell just below the neckline—Eris
thought they detracted from the sleek look of the dress, so she shoved them
inside the bodice.


After looking around for shoes to go with the dress, Eris
shrugged and pulled her black boots back on. No one will see them under the
dress anyway, she reasoned. She picked up her striker holster and
deliberated where to put it. I guess I could wrap it around my thigh, with
the striker on the inside … no, that would make it super awkward to walk. I’ll
have to get Varrin to carry my striker for me—it’s not like I’m leaving his
side, so it shouldn’t be a problem.


Eris entered the lounge and discovered that Varrin had
changed into his new outfit and was sitting beside Akaeli on the couch. “Well?”
she said, twirling playfully. “What do you think?”


Varrin grinned. “You look spectacular.” 


Eris blushed. “Back at you.” 


Akaeli clapped her hands, drawing their attention. “Okay, I
think it’s time for you two to head out. Varrin, remember what I told you. Your
reservation is under my name—Bakken. Go in and order dinner like any other
restaurant patron. Try to blend in. When you see the Chingun I described to
you, approach him, shake his hand, and he’ll slip you the access codes.”


“Sounds simple enough,” Varrin said.


“As soon as you get back here, we’ll go directly to the
Tetrarchy base,” Akaeli added.


“What are you doing while we’re getting the access codes?”
Eris asked.


“I’m going to mix up a little something for Varrin,” Akaeli
said mysteriously. 


Eris blinked. “Okay then. Ready to go?”


“Let’s move out,” Varrin said. 


*          *          *


As the sun set over the Ttwaya
river, the air taxi dropped off Eris and Varrin beside a domed building on the
riverbank. Above the building’s entrance, a mushroom-shaped neon sign was
silhouetted against the darkening pink and orange sky. 


Eris started to head toward the door, but Varrin grabbed her
hand and pulled her to his side. 


“What is it?” she asked. 


“This may be the last time I’m alone with you,” Varrin said
quietly.


Her heart breaking, Eris wrapped her arms around his neck
and kissed him with all the love she felt for him. His lips were as warm and
soft as she remembered, his hands firm and reassuring at her waist. Unlike his
usual kisses, which left her flushed and breathless, this one was slow and
gentle, as if he wanted to savor every moment in case he was never able to kiss
her again. She pressed herself hard against him, closing her eyes as she tried
to hold back her tears, trying to make the kiss last forever.


Finally, they parted, and Eris quickly brushed away the few
tears that had managed to escape. “We’d better go inside,” she said, her voice
tight with emotion. 


Varrin nodded, and extended his hand. Eris took it, lacing
her fingers with his. Together, they entered the restaurant.


“Oooh,” Eris said as she took in The Mushroom’s unique
décor. The restaurant was lit with black lights, and resembled a misty,
psychedelic cavern full of giant glow-in-the-dark mushrooms that loomed over
the tables like beach umbrellas. The black domed ceiling was covered with a phosphorescent
substance painted in crazy swirls.


“This place is out of system,” she said. 


Varrin laughed. “Look at you, using alien slang.”


A wobbly-headed, mushroom-shaped robot rolled toward them
across the spongy, undulating floor. I’m starting to sense a theme here, Eris
thought. 


“Do you have a reservation?” the shroom-bot asked.


“Two for Bakken,” Varrin said.


As the robot escorted them through the forest of artificial
mushrooms, Eris tried not to gawk at the other diners. Most of the aliens’
faces were decorated with glowing paint. She noticed Varrin was scanning the
room, undoubtedly searching for their Chingun contact. 


“See him?” she whispered as they walked.


Varrin shook his head. “He must not be here yet.”


The host robot seated them on toadstools at a
mushroom-shaped table. Another shroom-bot wobbled over and set a platter with
several bowls of glowing mush on their table. 


“What’s this?” Eris asked. “Appetizers?”


The shroom-bot zipped off into the darkness without a word
of explanation. 


“Doubtful,” Varrin said. “We haven’t ordered yet.” 


“Like I know how alien restaurants work. So, what’s with the
mush?” Realization struck her as she glanced at the diners around them. “Oh!
It’s face paint!”


Varrin laughed. Then he leaned forward, his eyes twinkling.
It seemed odd timing for a kiss, but Eris wasn’t complaining. She closed her
eyes, leaned forward, and …


Splorch. 


She jerked back as Varrin pulled away from her, grinning.
His index finger was coated in glowing yellow paint.


“Did you just smear yellow mush on my nose?” she demanded.


“I did,” Varrin said, not looking at all repentant. “You’re
my first work of art. How’d I do?”


She laughed. “Don’t quit your day job just yet.” 


As she grabbed a napkin and wiped off the paint, he added,
“In all seriousness, the paint will help us blend in. Pick a color.”


Eris looked down at the colorful bowls of mush. “Um … how
about red? Triangles. Along my jawline, like fangs.”


“Red fangs it is. Lean forward.”


She did so, and Varrin traced triangles along her cheek with
his gooey finger. 


“And then I get to paint you,” Eris said.


“Can’t wait to get your hands on me?” 


“More like I can’t wait to ‘accidentally’ get paint all over
your nose.”


Before Eris could start her masterpiece, she saw Varrin’s
eyes flicker away from her toward a table a few yards to their left. She
glanced over and saw a shroom-bot seating a Chingun man wearing a crisp green
suit with a giant pink feather sticking out of the breast pocket.


“That him?” she asked.


“He matches Akaeli’s description,” Varrin said. “Unless
there’s another Chingun in here with such appalling fashion sense. Stay here.
I’ll be right back.” 


Varrin started to stand, stumbled, and put his hand on the
table to steady himself. “Damn it,” he muttered, then sat back down and took
another pill. Ignoring Eris’s concerned look, he flashed her a confident smile.
“Stop worrying. As soon as we get the codes, we’re home free.”


She watched nervously as Varrin strode up to the Chingun
man. They exchanged a few words Eris couldn’t make out, and shook hands. 


When Varrin returned and sat on the toadstool across from
her, Eris said eagerly, “Did you get it?”


He slid something out of his sleeve just far enough for her
to see. It was an access card. “We’re in,” he said. 


“Time to go?”


“You might want to wash off the paint first.”


“Oh. Right. I’ll be back in a second.”


“I’ll be here.”


 











Chapter 33


 


As Eris vanished between two giant
glowing mushrooms, Varrin signaled to a passing shroom-bot, who rolled over to
the table. 


“How can I be of service, sir?” the robot asked.


“The lady and I have to leave unexpectedly,” Varrin said,
and handed the robot a credit chip. “Charge the table fee to that.”


“Yes, sir.” The shroom-bot tapped the metal hexagon against
a small sensor on its chest, then returned the chip to Varrin. “Would you like
to fill out a short survey about your dining experience for the chance to win a
complimentary pudding?”


“I could. But fair warning: I will lie outrageously.”


“Thank you for your patronage,” the shroom-bot said, and
zoomed off.


Varrin rested his elbows on the table and stirred the pot of
red mush with his finger while he waited for Eris to return. The access card up
his sleeve was having an enormously calming effect on him. This may actually
work, he thought, and allowed himself to feel the smallest measure of hope,
even as his strength started draining again. 


He was about to take another pill when he heard footsteps
approaching. Looking up, he saw a blond boy—maybe twelve or thirteen years
old—walking toward his table. There was a red-and-gold striped moofa wrapped
around the boy’s shoulders. 


Then Varrin got a good look at the boy’s face, and his jaw
dropped. “Trystan?” he demanded incredulously.


“You remember me!” the boy exclaimed, stopping a few feet
away. He grabbed one of the moofa’s paws and wiggled it. “Shasha, did you hear?
He remembers me!”


The moofa purred.


Come on, get it together, Varrin silently berated
himself. There’s no way this is Trystan. He’d never leave the palace, let
alone fly halfway across the galaxy and show up on Chingu at this exact
restaurant. Which means he’s either an assassin, or a spy, or … something.


“I don’t deny you look like my brother,” Varrin said,
settling his hand on his striker. “But there’s no way you’re him. So tell me
who you are and what you want before I get violent.”


The boy raised his hands, palms facing Varrin. “I know it’s
hard to believe, but I really am—No! Shasha! Get back here!”


The moofa had uncoiled from the boy’s shoulders and leapt
onto the table. As she scrambled for purchase on the curved surface, her
flailing limbs sent the bowls of colorful face paint flying
everywhere—including all over Varrin’s shirt.


“Wha—” Varrin began. “Control your moofa!”


“I’m so sorry!” the boy exclaimed, grabbing the
floppy-eared creature. “Bad Shasha! Now Varrin’s angry with us! Not to mention
it will take forever to get this paint out of your fur!”


The moofa warbled sorrowfully.


Okay, he’s definitely not an assassin, Varrin
decided. What self-respecting assassin attacks with a moofa? Could he really
be … No. That’s impossible. If I had the time and energy, I’d stun him, drag
him out of here, and interrogate him. But I don’t. 


“I’m only going to ask one more time,” Varrin said,
scowling. “Who. Are. You?”


“I’m your brother.” 


“No, you’re not.”


“Yes, I am!” the boy cried. “Why won’t you believe me? I’ve
spent weeks envisioning how our reunion would play out, but I never imagined
you would accuse me of being an imposter!” His blue eyes began to glimmer with
unshed tears as he softly said:


“Two
brothers bound by blood

Family and honor, but never love.

Brought together they think by chance

But in truth, deliberate happenstance.”


Varrin crushed his palm against his face. “Kari help me. You
are my brother.” 


“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you!”


“What are you even doing here?”


“Father sent me to talk to you.”


“About what?”


“About returning to Rakor with me.”


“Well, that’s never going to happen.” Varrin glanced at his
communicator. Nearly nine o’clock. Eris and I need to get back to the
Imperial. As much as I want to figure out how the hell my little brother
managed to get across the galaxy on his own, I just don’t have time.


“Here’s what we’re going to do,” Varrin said. “I’m going to
find my girlfriend, and we’re going to leave. You’re going to go back to your
ship, or your hotel, or wherever you’re staying. Then, tomorrow, I’ll find you
and we’ll talk. Understand?”


Trystan winced. “That … may not be possible. Finding your
girlfriend, I mean.”


Varrin frowned. “Why not?”


“Because my bodyguard sort of … kidnapped her.”


Trystan said this so hesitantly that it took Varrin a few
seconds to comprehend what he was hearing. Then it hit him. He felt like he
could barely breathe. Trying to stay calm, he lifted his wrist communicator and
snapped, “Eris? Eris! Answer me!”


There was no response. Varrin jumped to his feet, preparing
to go after her. But before he got more than a few steps, Trystan said, “It’s
no use! They’re gone!”


Rounding on his brother, Varrin demanded, “What do you mean,
they’re gone?”


“Sebara stunned her and took off in an aircar five minutes
ago. They could be anywhere in the city by now!” 


Varrin stalked up to Trystan and seized the collar of his
shirt. “Call your bodyguard and tell her to release Eris,” he growled. “Now.”


“Who’s Eris?”


“The girl you kidnapped!”


“You mean Mimi?”


“They’re the same person. Now do what I told you!”


“I can’t!” Trystan squeaked, shrinking away. “I’m sorry, but
I just can’t! Fino’jin said he’d kill Sebara if she didn’t—”


“You brought Fino’jin here?” Varrin shouted.


He heard shocked gasps, and realized all the nearby diners
were staring at him. A shroom-bot rolled up to them and said, “Sir, please
release the child and lower your voice. The Mushroom has a strict non-violence
policy.”


Trying to remain calm, Varrin released his brother and sat
back down. As he did, his vision exploded in black spots and he nearly toppled
over. I need to take another pill. 


“Thank you for your compliance,” the robot said.


As the shroom-bot rolled away, Trystan said, “Varrin, it’s
not what you—”


Shaking his head, Varrin blinked a few times to clear the
black dots. Then he leaned forward and hissed, “If you do not tell me what the hell
is going on, little brother, I am going to shoot you right here in the
middle of this restaurant.”


Trystan’s blue eyes went wide. “Okay! I’ll explain
everything, I swear!”


“You have one minute.”


“Okay! Like I said, Father sent me here to convince you to
come back to Rakor. He sent Fino’jin along to make sure I didn’t fail. But
Fino’jin decided I would never be able to convince you on my own, so he had
Sebara—that’s my Rala’kamil bodyguard—kidnap your girlfriend so you’d be forced
to listen to me and agree to return home.”


“And what happens if I don’t agree?”


“Fino’jin will order Sebara to kill Mimi. I mean, Eris.”


Varrin raked his fingers through his hair, trying not to
scream in frustration. I have no time as it is, and now this! “Let me
talk to Fino’jin,” he ordered.


“He said he wouldn’t get involved until I presented my
argument to you.”


“You just did.”


“No, I mean, I have a speech prepared that I’m supposed to—”


“Skip it,” Varrin snapped. “The answer’s no. Now, bring out
Fino’jin so we can settle this.” Preferably before I drop dead in my chair.


“I don’t know where—” Trystan began. 


“I’m right here,” a gravelly voice said from behind Varrin.


Turning, Varrin saw Fino’jin step out from behind a nearby
giant mushroom. The Skin Slicer’s scarred face was twisted in a ghastly grin as
he strode toward them. Stopping at the edge of their table, he bowed. “It’s
been a while, Prince Varrin,” he said as he straightened.


“You know,” Varrin said, “when you said I’d pay for what I
did to you, I assumed you’d challenge me to a duel and try to kill me
face-to-face, not kidnap my girlfriend behind my back like an honorless
coward.”


“Don’t you talk to me about honor!” Fino’jin spat. “You are
the one who abandoned the empire!”


Varrin’s world was starting to spin. The giant mushrooms
were swimming across his vision, and Trystan now appeared to have two heads. “I
don’t give a damn about any of that,” he ground out. “All I care about right
now is Eris. You have her, and I want her back. Now.”


Fino’jin eyed him appraisingly. “You’re looking unwell, my
prince. To be honest, I’m not entirely sure you’re in a position to be making
demands.”


“I’m well enough to aim a striker,” Varrin said. “So give
her back, or I’ll blast a hole through your chest.”


The Skin Slicer chuckled grimly. “You misunderstand the
situation, Prince Varrin. This is not a negotiation—this is blackmail.
By now, your terrestrial is halfway across the city. You’ll never find her—and
even if you do, you won’t get to her before I order the Rala’kamil to kill her.
And if the Rala’kamil does not hear from me within one hour, she will execute
the girl anyway. You have no say in any of this. Your only move
is to—” 


ZWOOSH. ZWOOSH. ZWOOSH. 


Varrin fired wildly, desperately. The Skin Slicer
immediately dove out of the way—but not quickly enough. One of the shots
connected, and he crashed to the ground clutching his face and howling in pain.
The smell of burnt flesh sizzled through the air.


The restaurant exploded in mayhem as diners began to scream
and run for the exits. Ignoring the panic, Varrin lifted his striker again,
aiming a killing shot at the wounded Skin Slicer. But before he could fire, he
groaned and doubled over as waves of pain wracked his body. 


“Varrin! What’s wrong?” Trystan exclaimed.


“My jacket pocket,” he gasped. “Pills. I need … one …”


Trystan tugged the bottle out of his pocket, opened Varrin’s
hand, and dropped a pill in his palm. Varrin shoved it into his mouth and
swallowed. For a few seconds he feared it was too late … but then, ever so
slowly, he felt the pain ease and energy return to his body.


As the world came back into focus, he realized he was on the
floor. Trystan crouched beside him, still holding the pill bottle, an
expression of deep concern on his face.


Looking around wildly, Varrin tried to locate Fino’jin, but
all he saw were aliens with painted faces running around, and shroom-bots
hopelessly trying to control the panicked exodus.


“What’s wrong with you?” Trystan asked. “Are you injured?”


Pushing him away, Varrin used the table to haul himself to
his feet. “Where’s Fino’jin?” he demanded hoarsely.


“I don’t know!” the boy cried. “You fell off your chair—I
wasn’t paying attention to him!”


“Never mind. It doesn’t matter. I need to find Eris. Call
your bodyguard and tell her to get back here.”


“But Fino’jin—”


“Is either dead, or waiting to ambush us, or going after her
at this very minute!” Varrin seized Trystan’s shoulders and shook them. “You
need to make a choice, little brother. Right now. What do you care more
about—doing what Father says, or helping me?”


There was a long moment of silence. Then Trystan
straightened his shoulders and said, “I want to help you.” 


The boy raised his communicator band and tapped it. After a
few seconds, he said worriedly, “Sebara’s not responding. Do you think
something happened to her?”


“I don’t know. But if her communicator’s down, Fino’jin
can’t contact her either. Which means we have less than an hour to find her and
stop her before she follows her orders and shoots Eris. Where was she taking
her?”


“I don’t know!” 


Varrin tried desperately to come up with a solution. He knew
he wasn’t thinking clearly—he could feel the connections trying and failing to
form in his mind. After a few seconds, he let out a particularly vile expletive
that made Trystan flinch and clap his hands over his moofa’s ears.


“What do we do?” the boy asked.


Think, Varrin told himself. What are my options?


“Okay,” he said. “We’re going to the Imperial hotel. If Eris
can get away from your bodyguard on her own, she’ll look for me there. And if
she can’t … well, I’m hoping Akaeli might have some ideas on how to find her.” 


“But you’re a raider!” Trystan protested. “Doesn’t that mean
you’re great at tracking people? I mean, if I managed to track you
across the galaxy, surely you can track someone across a city.”


“Normally, yes.”


“What does that mean?”


“I’ll tell you on the way. Let’s go.”


 











Chapter 34


 


When Eris groggily awoke, she was
sprawled on the passenger seat of an aircar. Where am I? she wondered,
starting to panic. Then she saw the young woman in the driver’s seat—long dark
hair, wearing a floaty white dress and sparkly burgundy leggings—and it all came
rushing back. She’s the one who shot me when I stepped out of the cleanser
at The Mushroom! 


Okay, deep breaths, Eris told herself. I need to
get out of this aircar and back to Varrin. If I can just contact him without
her noticing ... She began to lift her wrist to access her communicator,
but realized the transparent band was gone. Crap.


“Looking for your communicator?” the woman said, glancing at
Eris. “I threw it away as soon as I put you in the aircar. So forget about
calling for help, Mimi.”


Huh? Mimi? That’s the name I used on Vega Minor! How the
hell does she know it? “You have the wrong person. My name’s not Mimi, it’s
Eris. And who are you?”


“That’s none of your concern,” her abductor said.


“Fine. Who do you work for?”


“Also not your business.”


“Uh, you’re kidnapping me! I’d call that my business!”


The woman’s lips twitched. Then she shrugged. “Very well. My
name is Sebara. I work for Prince Trystan.”


Eris tilted her head. “Trystan … you mean Varrin’s little
brother?”


Sebara nodded.  


So she’s Rakorsian. Which means she’s probably got super
strength. And obviously a striker. Which means overpowering her is out of the
question.


“Why did you kidnap me?” Eris asked. “What did I ever do to
you?”


Sebara shifted in her seat. “It’s not really about you at
all. It’s about Prince Varrin.”


“What do you want with Varrin?”


“It’s not my place to say. All I can tell you is Prince
Trystan has come here to speak to his brother, and Fino’jin felt Prince Varrin
might be more inclined to listen if you were out of the picture.”


“Fino’jin? He’s here?” Eris’s heart skipped a beat. “So by
‘out of the picture,’ you mean dead.”


“Not if Prince Varrin agrees to return to Rakor with us.”


“Seriously? That’s what this is about? Varrin is never
going home! The emperor needs to take a hint!”


“You’d better hope Prince Varrin goes home,” Sebara said
flatly, “because it’s the only way you’re surviving the night.”


Crap and double crap, Eris thought. I need to get
away. But how? If I bolt when we land, she’ll just shoot me. If I try to do
anything now, I might make us crash. Unless a crash is exactly what I need … 


Eris took a deep breath and then lunged at Sebara. She tried
to shove the Rakorsian woman backward while simultaneously wrenching the
steering mechanism from her hands.


“What are you doing?” Sebara shouted, as Eris elbowed her in
the stomach. “Mimi, stop! Are you trying to make us crash?”


“Yup! And my name is Eris!”


She jerked the steering mechanism sharply to the left. The
aircar veered out of the line of traffic and straight toward the gray wall of a
rocktower. There was a screech of metal, and then everything went black.


*          *          *


Eris staggered out of the smoking
wreck of the aircar. She reached up to her aching forehead and felt a trickle
of blood. Her right shoulder was scraped and bloody. Her black dress had
survived mostly intact, although it was a bit smoky and tattered around the
edges. Still alive, she thought. So far, so good.


Surveying her surroundings, she saw the aircar had crashed
in the middle of a plaza somewhere in downtown Arkoa. A small crowd of aliens
was already starting to gather around the wreckage. Others appeared oblivious
to the crash and continued walking toward a huge rocktower, on the far edge of
the plaza, emblazoned with a glowing Chakra Corp symbol. 


Several of the gathered aliens asked Eris if she was all
right. She waved her hand distractedly at them as she turned back to the
aircar. Did Sebara survive? she wondered. Someone cursed violently from
inside the wreckage, and Eris heard the shriek of metal bending. Oh yeah,
she’s alive. Crap.


Grabbing the hem of her dress, Eris took off down the
street, pushing her way through the crowd. Sebara shouted something, but Eris
ignored her and focused on putting as much distance as possible between herself
and her kidnapper. Her heart was pounding in her chest, and her breath came out
in ragged gasps, but she forced herself to keep going. 


Spotting one of the white escalators that led up to the
Skywalk, Eris angled toward it, figuring it was as good a place as any to hide
from Sebara until she could figure out her next move. She raced through the
crowd, shoving past anyone who got in her way. Her hands were occupied with
holding up her dress, so she had to resort to using her elbows and shoulders to
force people out of her path. I’ll feel bad about this later, she
thought, pushing between an arm-in-arm Chingun couple. The girl shouted an
obscenity as Eris raced past.


She ran up a few steps of the escalator, but beyond that it
was so packed she had to stand in place. Eris stood facing back down the steps,
keeping an eye out for Sebara. She was almost at the top when she spotted
Sebara board the escalator. There were two long and narrow objects strapped to
the Rakorsian’s back, but Eris couldn’t see what they were. 


Reaching the top of the escalator, Eris dashed onto the
Skywalk platform. She staggered to a stop and looked around, trying to get her
bearings. 


The platform was enclosed in curved white walls that arched
high over her head, with skylights above the platform showing the twinkling
night sky. Along each side of the platform ran a wide, slowly-moving green
walkway—one was moving to Eris’s left, the other to her right. Aliens were
clustered along the edges of the platform—they stepped onto the walkways wherever
there was space, and disappeared into the white tubes at each end of the
station. 


As Eris hurried toward the nearest walkway, a computerized
voice announced from an overhead speaker, “Welcome to the Convention Center.
This station provides access to a wide variety of attractions, including the
annual Chakra Corp technology convention—currently in progress. Please make way
for exiting passengers. Thank you for choosing the Skywalk for all your
transportation needs. We don’t move people—we move family.”


Eris shoved her way onto the walkway, and was immediately
pushed toward the railing on the far side as more aliens crowded on. As the
walkway carried her into the white tube, she went up on her tiptoes and looked
back toward the station. There she is, she thought, spotting Sebara
stepping onto the walkway. Damn, she’s fast.


Eris cursed as someone trod on the hem of her dress. Leaning
down, she bunched up some of the fabric around her knees and tried to rip off
the bottom of the dress. The material stretched, but refused to tear no matter
how hard she pulled. Seriously?


The walkway accelerated as they shot along the tube. The
left wall opened up, and Eris saw that her walkway was running alongside a
wider, faster-moving walkway in a larger tube. Up ahead, the walkways merged
together, like two rivers flowing into one. How does it do that? she
wondered, watching as the green walkway under her feet gradually faded into
white as it carried her onto the main path, as if the material were liquid
rather than solid.


The main Skywalk was jam-packed, and Eris was once again
pushed over to the far side of the belt and up against the railing. As the
walkway carried her along, Eris kept glancing back to look for Sebara. She
could see the Rakorsian woman’s bobbing head moving slowly but steadily closer
to her. I need to get off this thing somehow.


“We are approaching Garfo station,” a voice announced
overhead. “If you would like to exit the Skywalk, please move to the right.”


Eris tried to move to the right, but there were too many
people in the way. “Excuse me!” she shouted. No one moved, although a few
aliens shot her pitying looks, as if she wasn’t the first person they’d
witnessed getting trapped on the Skywalk and missing their stop.


Then she spotted a narrow belt that rose up out of the
darkness on her left, just past the railing, and ran parallel to the Skywalk
for about a hundred yards. “Excuse me,” Eris said, poking a nearby Chingun
man’s arm. “Where does that belt go?”


He glanced at the narrow belt and said, “Maintenance belt.
Leads down into the Underwalk.”


“The what?”


“The Underwalk. The underground transportation network for
robots and goods?”


“Can people go down there?”


He laughed. “Sure, if you want to get yourself killed.”


Eris jumped over the railing and landed on the maintenance
belt in a crouch. 


“Are you crazy?” the Chingun man yelped.


“Possibly!” Eris said, straightening.


Sebara appeared at the railing and lunged forward to grab
her. But Eris dodged, hiked her dress up to her knees, and raced off along the
maintenance belt.


“Get back here!” Sebara shouted.


“If you want me, come and get me!” Eris called over her
shoulder.


Then she looked ahead, and screamed. 


Up ahead, the maintenance belt seemed to end abruptly.
Before Eris could even think about turning around, the surface under her
suddenly plummeted down at a forty-five degree angle. She lost her footing and
fell backward onto the belt.


After about twenty seconds of darkness, the belt leveled
out, and Eris was carried out into a huge, dimly-lit cavern. The vast expanse
was crisscrossed by a multitude of interconnected conveyer belts held up by
metal struts. Some of the belts transported boxes and crates, while others
served as pathways for robots to roll along. 


Eris noticed that, unlike the Skywalk, none of the Underwalk
belts had safety rails. She cautiously stood up on the belt, being careful to
stay away from the edge, and peered down. She gasped when she saw her belt was
suspended at least fifty feet above the rough stone floor.


“Terrestrial!”


Spinning, Eris saw Sebara about ten yards away, on the
section of the belt that sloped down sharply into the cavern. The Rakorsian
woman was crouching with one hand on the belt for balance, and the other
holding a striker. She was now close enough for Eris to see that the objects
strapped to her back were swords, with the hilts protruding above her
shoulders.


“Hey!” Eris shouted. “How about we call a truce, get out of
this death-trap, and then continue our chase?”


“No,” Sebara said. “Surrender now, or I’ll stun you.” 


Not a chance in hell, Eris thought. She looked over
the edge of the belt, took a deep breath, and jumped.


 


 











Chapter 35


 


Sebara cursed as she watched the
terrestrial girl throw herself off the edge of the conveyer belt. Does she
have no sense of self-preservation? Sebara thought. Kari! 


The girl narrowly missed hitting one of the metal struts,
then crashed onto another conveyer belt a few feet down. The lower belt was
perpendicular to the one Sebara was on, and ran around the edge of the huge
cavern to exit through a small tunnel on the other side.


I really should have put binders on her. From how
Kraigoth spoke about her, I assumed she was helpless. Sebara glanced down
at her communicator, which had cracked irreparably during the aircar crash. I
need to get her back under my control and find a way to report to Fino’jin.


Sebara leaped down onto the lower belt, which was moving
much faster than she had anticipated. She staggered, flung out a hand to stop
herself from falling, and lost her grip on her striker. It bounced along the
belt and plummeted off the edge and out of sight. Stupid! Sebara berated
herself. The crash must have addled my brain. At least I still have my
scimitars.


Up ahead, the terrestrial was back on her feet and hurrying
along the belt. As Sebara raced after the fleeing girl, she heard a chorus of
mechanical beeps coming from behind her. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw
four robots wheeling along the belt straight toward her, in single-file, each
one holding a large box in forklift-like hands. She expected them to swerve to
avoid hitting her. When she realized they weren’t changing course, she backed
to the edge of the belt, where she balanced precariously as they rolled past
her.


“Mimi!” Sebara shouted. “Eris! Whatever your name is! Get
out of the way!”


The girl turned, saw the robots, and immediately stepped to
the left side of the belt. But she didn’t have Sebara’s balance, and wobbled
alarmingly at the edge as the robots zoomed toward her.


One, two, Sebara counted, as the robots went by the
girl. Three, four. Kari, I can’t believe she managed to … No!


As the last robot passed, the belt angled ever so slightly
to the right. That was more than enough to upset Eris’s precarious balance. She
screamed as she toppled backward off the belt.


Sebara sprinted the last few yards between them and dove
forward, reaching out her hand. Relief flooded through her as her fingers
closed around a fistful of silky fabric. Grunting, Sebara shifted her weight
and yanked back, hauling the girl onto the belt.


Eris landed on her hands and knees beside Sebara, taking
great heaving breaths. “Thank … you …” she gasped.


“You’re welcome,” Sebara said stiffly.


“Why did you save me?” Eris demanded, staggering to her
feet. “I thought you wanted to kill me.”


“I don’t want to kill you,” Sebara said. “But I will
if I am ordered to.”


“Oh, like there’s a big differ—Crap! More robots!”


Sebara instantly spun to face the new threat. The conveyor
belt behind her was empty. What? As she started to turn back to Eris,
the girl shoved her, knocking her off balance. 


“Get back here!” Sebara shouted in exasperation, as Eris
darted off down the belt. “I’m not rescuing you if you fall again!”


“I’ll take my chances!”


Oh, for the … 


Sebara broke into a run, quickly closing the short distance
between them. She lunged forward, arms outstretched—but at the last second Eris
threw herself sideways off the belt, and Sebara caught nothing but air.


She’s either a brilliant tactician, or suicidal, Sebara
thought, watching as the girl fell toward a rocky ledge that jutted out from
the cavern wall several yards below the belt. She’s going to break her neck!
But she was surprised when the girl executed a nearly perfect vakra roll.


Sebara jumped off the belt, landing gracefully in a crouch
on the ledge. She stood and stalked over to Eris, who was lying on her back,
clearly dazed. The girl’s limbs looked unbroken, but her arms and shoulders
were a mess of scratches and scrapes.


“Ow,” Eris moaned. “That didn’t go as well as I’d hoped.” 


“You could have killed yourself,” Sebara snapped, crouching
beside the girl. 


“Yeah, yeah. I’m still alive, aren’t I?”


For now.


As the girl sat up and leaned forward, a golden pendant
suspended from a chain around her neck tumbled out of her bodice. Eris glanced
down, grabbed the pendant, and tucked it back into her dress—but not before
Sebara noticed the engraved sun pattern. 


Narrowing her eyes, Sebara said, “Where did you get that?”


“Get what?”


“Your necklace.”


“Huh? You mean this stupid promise pendant?” Eris pulled the
necklace back out. “Varrin gave it to me. Why do you care?” 


Impossible, Sebara thought. She grabbed the pendant
and pulled it closer to examine it.


“Ow!” Eris protested, rubbing her neck where the chain was
digging into her skin. “I know I said it was stupid, but that wasn’t an
invitation to strangle me with it.”


Ignoring her, Sebara peered at the pendant. It was
definitely an authentic Rakorsian promise pendant, with an engraved eye inside
a sun on one side, and flowing Rakorsian script on the back that read, “Varrin
Gara’dar, first son of Ka’zarel.”


I can’t believe it, she thought. If this is real,
it changes everything. It means she’s—


Sebara’s thought was abruptly cut off when Eris’s fist
smashed into her cheek. Sebara, who was crouching, lost her balance and toppled
back onto her rear end. The girl scrambled away from her toward the edge of the
ledge. 


“There’s nowhere to go,” Sebara snapped, hopping to her
feet. “Stop trying to escape.”


“I’ll stop trying to escape when you stop trying to capture
me!”


Before Sebara could respond, she caught movement out of the
corner of her eye. Someone was running toward them along the belt from which
they had jumped. She narrowed her eyes, and was astonished to see it was
Fino’jin. One side of the Skin Slicer’s face was red and mangled—it looked like
he’d been hit with a striker shot. Why is he here? she wondered. What
happened to him?


The Skin Slicer leaped off the belt and landed beside Sebara
in a crouch.


“You!” Eris exclaimed.


“Me,” Fino’jin agreed, standing. He pulled out his striker
and aimed it at the girl. “Do anything other than stand in that exact spot,
terrestrial, and I will kill you.”


Eris quickly held up her hands. “Do I look like I’m moving?”


Turning to Sebara, Fino’jin snarled, “Explain to me why
you’re in this Kari-forsaken cavern, Rala’kamil.”


Sebara felt like everything was spiraling out of her
control. She took a few deep breaths to help her racing heart slow, then
crossed her fists and bowed. “Sir, I …” She trailed off as she had a sudden,
panicked thought. “Where is Prince Trystan? You’re supposed to be with him!”


“He’s with his brother. I left him so I could track you
down, since you seem to be utterly incapable of doing your job. I told you to
kidnap the girl, not let her escape and then have to chase her.”


Sebara hung her head in shame. No point in denying it,
when we both know it’s the truth. “Sir, I admit that things didn’t go quite
as planned, but I’ve found out something very important about the girl that you
should know. She’s wearing Prince Varrin’s promise pendant.” 


Fino’jin laughed. “No, she’s not. Prince Varrin may be a
traitor, but even he wouldn’t stoop so low as to give a priceless
imperial artifact to some worthless terrestrial.”


“Show him,” Sebara barked at Eris.


With a shrug, the girl pulled the pendant from her bodice so
they could see. “I don’t understand why everyone’s freaking out about this
stupid thing,” she muttered.


“Because if Prince Varrin gave you his promise pendant,”
Sebara said, “it means you are legally his wife.”


“We are not married!”


Ignoring her, Sebara turned to Fino’jin. “Sir, if she is
married to Prince Varrin, that makes her a Rakorsian princess. We’re
honor-bound to protect her with our lives.”


There was a long moment of silence as terrestrial and Skin
Slicer took in this news. Then Fino’jin narrowed his eyes at Eris and snarled,
“I don’t know what you’ve done to Prince Varrin, but it ends tonight.”


Eris gaped at him. “What are you talking about? I didn’t do
anything to Varrin! He was the one who gave—”


“Shut your mouth!” Fino’jin bellowed. “You’ve bewitched the
prince with your feminine wiles, and you’re making a mockery of the empire
every second that promise pendant hangs around your neck!”


This isn’t right, Sebara thought. He’s so blinded
by rage that he’s not listening to reason. 


“I had hoped the prince’s infatuation with you would run its
course,” Fino’jin continued grimly, “but it’s now clear to me that you’ve
hooked your talons into him and refuse to let go.”


“I didn’t—” Eris began.


“But you did! And now you expect me to bow down to you, as
my princess?” He dripped the title from his lips like venom. “I would
rather kill you myself than let a terrestrial anywhere near the
Rakorsian throne!”


Fino’jin lifted his striker. Sebara lunged forward and
rammed her shoulder into his arm just as he pulled the trigger.


ZWOOSH.


Eris screamed and ducked as the shot narrowly missed her
head. 


“What the hell do you think you’re doing,
Rala’kamil?” Fino’jin demanded, rounding on Sebara. 


I can’t believe I just did that! “Sir,” Sebara
gasped, “you’re not thinking straight. She is our princess. We can’t
hurt her!”


“I don’t care,” Fino’jin said flatly. 


Sebara took a deep breath, gathering her courage. Then she
drew her scimitars and stepped firmly between Eris and the Skin Slicer. “I will
not let you hurt her.”


Fino’jin stared at her for what felt like an eternity. Then
his cracked lips spread in a slow smile. He tossed his striker aside,
unsheathed his electro-sword, and pressed a button on the base of the hilt. The
blade crackled with electricity. 


“You are a disgrace to your order and to the empire,” the
Skin Slicer said. “First, I will kill you—then, the girl. And when I have
thrown both of your broken bodies off this ledge, I will return to Rakor and
laugh as I watch the sun priests burn your family alive in their sacrificial
fires to purge the taint of your treasonous bloodline.”


Sebara clenched her jaw. “You call me a traitor, yet you’re
the one trying to murder our princess. You can insult me, and belittle me, and
threaten me all you like—but don’t you dare call me treasonous when we
both know who the real traitor is here!”


She raised her electro-scimitars, switched them on, and
lunged at Fino’jin.


 











Chapter 36


 


Eris backed out of the way as Sebara
and Fino’jin clashed, sparks flying wildly as they swung at each other with
their electro-blades. As she watched the battle, she tried to wrap her head
around the fact that Sebara now seemed to be on her side. All because she’s
convinced I’m her princess. Which is absolutely ridiculous—but hey, if it makes
her want to protect me, I’m certainly not complaining. 


The two Rakorsians circled each other, their
lightning-sheathed blades blurs of light as they parried, thrust, and dodged.
There was a hair-raising kzzsh sound every time their swords met. Eris
didn’t know much about swordplay, but she thought they were fairly evenly
matched. Sebara was faster—she moved like a snake, sliding away from Fino’jin’s
blows and then slashing out with her twin scimitars. But Fino’jin was obviously
a lot stronger—each time Sebara blocked one of his blows, she grunted with the
effort and was forced backward.  


If Fino’jin keeps hammering away at her like that, she’s
not going to be around to protect me much longer, Eris realized. 


She started slowly edging toward Fino’jin’s striker, where
he had carelessly discarded it near the edge of the ledge. When it was within
arm’s reach, she grabbed it, stood, and aimed at Fino’jin. But she didn’t pull
the trigger, because the two Rakorsians were so close to each other she was
worried she’d hit Sebara. I just need to wait for an opening.


Sebara feinted to the left, and lashed out with her right
scimitar. Fino’jin brought up his electro-sword to deflect the blade—leaving
him unable to block her left scimitar, which sliced toward his face. He roared
and jumped away, but not quite fast enough. The blade nicked his cheek, leaving
an angry, hissing red line along his scarred flesh.


“You will pay for that!” the Skin Slicer bellowed, and
lunged at her.


Sebara danced backward, evading and deflecting his blows,
but Fino’jin’s rage was fearsome. First she staggered, then she stumbled, and
then she had to roll desperately to the side to avoid Fino’jin chopping her
head off.


And, suddenly, Eris had a clear shot.


ZWOOSH.


Her aim was slightly off, and the striker bolt sizzled past
Fino’jin’s shoulder. Eris fired two more shots, but the Skin Slicer was ready
for her now, and dodged to the side as he turned on her. 


Fino’jin closed the short distance between them with inhuman
speed and slapped the striker out of her hand. Shrieking, Eris held her hands
protectively over her head as Fino’jin brought his electro-sword crashing down.


KZZSH.


Sebara’s scimitar came out of nowhere, deflecting the blow
at the very last second. The blade sliced so close to Eris’s face she could
smell her hair burning. 


“Move!” Sebara shouted.


Eris moved, but her heel caught on the hem of her long skirt
and she stumbled. Fino’jin lashed out with a fist and struck her cheek,
knocking her back. She controlled her fall the way Varrin had taught her, but
her bruised body still protested painfully as she hit the ground.


I have to do something, Eris thought, watching Sebara
and Fino’jin go at it again. But Sebara had dropped one of her scimitars
sometime during the fight, and was now clearly at a disadvantage. Where’s
that striker? She spotted it on the ground between the two combatants. Crap.


Suddenly, Sebara cried out. Eris looked up just in time to
see Fino’jin twist his blade, forcing the scimitar out of her hand. Then he clouted
the dark-haired woman across the face, knocking her to the ground.


“You will regret crossing me!” Fino’jin snarled, reaching
down and grabbing Sebara by the throat. He heaved her up in the air and swung
her out over the edge of the ledge. She dangled there in empty air, her fingers
scrabbling against Fino’jin’s meaty fist as she gasped for breath.


“No!” Eris shouted.


“She is a traitor!” Fino’jin roared. “And traitors must be
punished!”


Eris started again toward the striker. Then she saw one of
Sebara’s scimitars lying directly between her and Fino’jin, sizzling on the
rock. She darted forward and picked it up. 


“Let … me go,” Sebara rasped, struggling feebly in
Fino’jin’s grip.


“A poor choice of words, Rala’kamil.”


The Skin Slicer released Sebara.


“No!” Eris shrieked, as Sebara dropped out of sight. 


Eris lunged forward, thrusting the scimitar at Fino’jin’s
back. The curved blade made a sickening splorch sound as it slid between
his ribs, in to the hilt. The Skin Slicer tipped precariously forward toward
the edge, struggling to maintain his balance. Eris planted her feet on the
ground and rammed her shoulder into his back with all her strength. 


Fino’jin tumbled off the ledge, screaming as he fell. 


Eris dropped to her knees. Tears streamed down her cheeks.
She felt no thrill of victory from defeating the Skin Slicer—all she could
picture was Sebara’s horrified expression as Fino’jin released her and she
plummeted to her death. I was too slow. I couldn’t save her.


Then she heard a female voice from somewhere below the
ledge. “Your Highness? I could use a little help.” 


She’s alive! 


Eris scrambled to the edge and looked down. Sebara was
clinging to the rock a few feet down, her fingertips wedged in a crevasse. Far,
far below the Rakorsian woman, Eris spotted Fino’jin’s body sprawled on the
cavern floor, surrounded by a growing pool of blood. 


Pushing the Skin Slicer out of her mind, Eris threw herself
flat on her stomach, stretched her arm down, and reached for Sebara. “Come on
…” she said desperately.


Sebara’s warm hand clasped around her wrist. With Eris’s
help, Sebara was able to climb back up onto the ledge. They sprawled beside
each other on the hard stone, staring up at the craggy ceiling, panting.


“That,” Eris said, “was not fun.”


“No, it was not,” Sebara said, massaging her neck. “How in
Kari’s name did you overpower Fino’jin?”


Eris laughed breathlessly. “I borrowed your scimitar. And
shoved it through his chest. I hope you don’t mind.”


“You’re welcome to borrow my scimitar for that purpose
anytime you like, Your Highness.”


“Just call me Eris,” Eris said. Sitting up, she added,
“Thank you for defending me, Sebara. I really mean it.” 


“I can only hope you’re willing to forgive me for kidnapping
you in the first place. If I had known …”


Eris waved her hand dismissively. “You saved my life—and
nearly died in the process. We’re square.” Then she rocketed to her feet in a
sudden panic. “Varrin! Sebara, we need to contact him right away!”


“Of course,” Sebara said, also standing. “He will want to
know you’re all right.”


“It’s not just that. He’s dying. He’s been poisoned,
and it’s killing him.”


Sebara’s dark eyes widened. “Poisoned?”


“Yes! He has barely two hours left to take the antidote, and
we need to help him get to it!”


“I would be honored to assist you,” Sebara said, bowing.
“But my communicator broke when the aircar crashed.” She paused. “If we can
acquire a working communicator, I can contact Prince Trystan and find out where
he and Prince Varrin are.”


“Great. But first we have to get off this ledge.” 


Sebara pointed at a belt about five yards away, slightly
below them. “We can jump to that belt, and find our way out from there.”


“Maybe you can jump to that belt, but I sure can’t.”


“Climb on my back and I’ll carry you. But I must retrieve my
scimitar first. The one not sticking out of my former commander’s
chest.”


“Good call.”


*          *          *


Eris and Sebara rode a maintenance
belt back up to the Skywalk. Reaching the main walkway, they climbed over the
railing and joined the crowd, ignoring the shocked looks from their fellow
passengers.


They took the next off-ramp. “Welcome to Wortibis Station,”
a voice announced overhead as Eris and Sebara stepped onto the platform. “This
is one of the most colorful sections of Arkoa, where you can find many local
artists and artisans, along with the Sunderlind Opera House and Shoe Emporium.
Please make way for exiting passengers. Thank you for choosing the Skywalk for
all your transportation needs. We don’t move people—we move family.”


As Eris and Sebara headed for the escalators, Eris noticed
the Rakorsian fiddling with a communicator. 


“I thought your communicator was broken,” Eris said.


“I stole this from one of our fellow passengers,” Sebara
said. “I assume you have no problem with a little larceny, given our
situation?”


“Nope.”


As they stepped onto the down escalator, Sebara lifted the
communicator and said, “Prince Trystan? Prince Trystan, answer me!”


“Sebara!” a boyish voice exclaimed a few seconds later.
“You’re all right! I tried to contact you, but you didn’t answer!”


“Are you still with your brother?”


“Yes! Our reunion didn’t get off to a great start, but I
have every confidence our brotherly bond will soon be stronger than ever.”


“Where are you?” Sebara demanded.


“The Imperial hotel. I’m waiting in Varrin’s bedroom while
he talks to a pink-haired lady who’s part robot. Hey! What happened with Mimi?
I mean, Eris? I haven’t heard anything from Fino’jin—he didn’t try to make you
kill her, did he?”


“She’s safe with me.”


“Thank goodness! I was very worried.”


“I know you were. But we can talk about it later. Please put
Prince Varrin on.”


“Just a second …”


Eris and Sebara had just reached the bottom of the escalator
and emerged into the cool night air when Varrin’s voice finally sounded from
the communicator. “Eris?” he said. “Are you all right?”


Sebara handed Eris the communicator. Clutching the small
device tightly, Eris said, “It’s me, Varrin. I’m here. I’m okay.”


“Thank Kari! What happened?” 


“Long story short, I’m alive, Fino’jin’s dead, and Sebara’s
on our side. Oh, and apparently I’m a princess.”


“What—” Varrin began.


“I’ll tell you later. We need to meet up and get to the
Tetrarchy facility.”


“We’ll come pick you up. Where are you?”


“Uh … standing outside the Wortibis Skywalk station.” 


“Be there in five minutes. Stay somewhere visible.”


“Right. See you soon.” 


A few minutes later, a sleek aircar touched down beside
them. The front door shot open and Varrin leaped out. Before Eris knew what was
happening, he’d grabbed her and crushed her against him, burying his face in
her hair. “Do not ever do that again,” he whispered.


Eris wrapped her arms around him, breathing in his familiar
scent. “I was abducted,” she reminded him. “I didn’t exactly have a choice in
the matter.”


“I’m just glad you’re alive.”


“I know the feeling.”


Over Varrin’s shoulder, Eris saw Akaeli in the driver’s seat
of the aircar. The toxicologist waved at her, and Eris smiled back. Then a
blond boy climbed out of the back seat. That must be Trystan, she
thought. There was a furry, striped, six-legged creature curled around his
neck. No idea what that thing is, though. Or why it’s covered in paint.


Trystan opened his mouth to speak, but before he could say
anything, Sebara threw her arms around him and embraced him. “I’m happy to see
you too, Sebara,” he mumbled into her shoulder. “But are you all right? You
don’t usually hug me.”


Sebara cleared her throat as she released him. “Forgive me,
my prince. That was inappropriate.” 


“I didn’t mean it like that!” the boy cried. “We’re friends,
Sebara, and friends hug.”


Sebara smiled.


Varrin finally released Eris. “Not to cut the reunion short,
but we need to go.”


Trystan clapped his hands. “Yes! Come on, Sebara, we need to
find my brother’s ship!”


“I thought we had to find the antidote,” Sebara said.


“Which is on the ship. I’ll explain everything on the
way.”


As he climbed back into the aircar, Sebara’s jaw dropped.
“Trystan, you are not going with us!”


“What are you going to do, leave me here?” the boy
countered. “I’m coming with you—and that’s an order!”


Varrin shot his brother a bemused look. “Since when do you
give orders?”


“Since I very foolishly taught him how,” Sebara muttered.
Shaking her head, she climbed in after her young charge.


Once Eris and Varrin were in the aircar, Akaeli lifted off.
As they shot between the skyscrapers and rocktowers, Varrin shook out another
pill into his hand and swallowed it. Eris leaned over and peered into the
bottle. It was nearly empty.


Eris turned to Akaeli. “Fly faster.” 


 











Chapter 37


 


The aircar sped north over the
outskirts of Arkoa, with Akaeli at the helm, following the shimmering river out
of the city and up into the mountain range. Eris sat stiffly beside Varrin as
they flew, leaning forward slightly to give Sebara access to her back and
shoulders. The Rakorsian woman had fished a med-kit from beneath the back seat,
and was using some sort of pain-numbing gel to ease the sting in Eris’s torn
flesh. The med-kit also contained a few protein bars—Eris nibbled on one while
Sebara ministered to her wounds.


Meanwhile, Trystan kept up a constant stream of chatter. He
began by demanding to know what had transpired between Eris, Sebara, and
Fino’jin in the Underwalk. After Sebara satisfied his curiosity about that, he
decided to regale Varrin with the tale of his own dramatic voyage across the
stars. Eris didn’t pay attention to most of what the boy said—she was too busy
worrying about Varrin, who was knocking back Akaeli’s pills at an alarming
rate, looking worse and worse as the minutes dragged past.


When they were well into the mountain range, Akaeli called
up a navigation display on the front windshield. “We should be close to the
base now,” she said. “It’s concealed within one of the mountains. In fact, it
should be …” She pointed straight ahead. “That one.”


They spiraled down and zoomed toward the craggy mountain
side. “We’re looking for a ledge,” Akaeli said. “It will be small, barely big
enough for us to land on. It should be somewhere around here.”


Eris squinted at the mountain. It’s too dark to see
anything, she thought, even with three moons lighting the way. Wait! “There!”
she exclaimed, pointing. “See that out-cropping?” 


“That’s it,” Akaeli said, swinging the aircar around. With
steady hands, she brought the aircar down to rest on the narrow ledge.
“Everyone out.” 


Sebara climbed out of the vehicle, and Trystan and Shasha
tumbled out after her. The young prince held his moofa up at eye-level and said
seriously, “Remember what I told you, Shasha. This is a top-secret Tetrarchy
facility, full of deadly assassins and laser turrets. Promise me you won’t run
off or phase through walls and get lost.”


The moofa purred and scrambled up to curl around his head
like a red-and-gold turban.


Weird kid, Eris thought, as she exited the aircar. Cute,
but weird.


Varrin slowly climbed out after her. His forehead glistened
with perspiration, his hands shook, and he had to lean on the side of the
aircar for support. Eris slipped her arm under his shoulder. “Let me help you,”
she said. 


“I can walk,” Varrin insisted. 


Eris released him. He got about three steps before he
staggered and had to grab the side of the aircar again. 


“Still don’t need my help?” she said, not bothering to hide
her irritation.


“You could be nicer,” Varrin said. “I am dying, you
know.”


“Which is why I’m trying to help you. So let me!”


While they glowered at each other, Akaeli grabbed the
knock-out gas canister from the backseat and walked up to the rock face. 


“Is there supposed to be a door here?” Sebara asked. “I
don’t see one.”


“It’s a sally port,” Akaeli said. “A secret back door. They
don’t bother guarding it because it’s camouflaged so well. Not to mention you
need the top-secret access codes to get in—which we have. Now I just need to
find the control panel so I can open the damn thing …”


Her blue eyes lit up and the irises started whirling,
emitting a laser web that swept back and forth over the stone. After a few
seconds, Akaeli reached out and smacked her metal fist sharply against the
wall. A panel popped open, revealing a touch screen. “Here we go.”


Akaeli tapped the access card to the screen. With a
pneumatic hiss, a vertical line appeared in the rock face to her right. The
wall split and slid apart to reveal a narrow corridor. “Come on,” she
whispered, gesturing for them to follow her.


They entered the base and followed a twisting corridor that
ended in an empty office lit by stark overhead lights. As Akaeli sat at one of
the computer terminals, Trystan peered around the room and said, “Where is
everyone?”


“It’s the middle of the night,” Sebara said. “Maybe they’re
running on a skeleton crew. Let’s just be thankful we haven’t encountered
anyone yet.”


They all gathered around Akaeli as she tapped her access
card to the computer, which began to power on. “You see that air intake?”
Akaeli asked Sebara, pointing up at the wall near the ceiling.


“Yes.”


“Open it and release the knock-out gas into the air shaft.”


“Consider it done.”


As Sebara jumped on top of a desk to reach the air intake,
Akaeli pulled a long cable out of her pocket and plugged it into the computer. 


“What are you doing?” Trystan asked the cyborg.


“I’m going to hack into the system and disable all the
interior security.”


Akaeli brought the other end of the cable up to the nape of
her neck, her hand disappearing under her pink hair. When she lowered her hand,
the cable stayed in place—Eris realized she must have plugged it into her neck,
somehow.


Meanwhile, Sebara had swung the intake cover open and wedged
the knock-out gas container inside. “Can I release the gas?”


“Give me a second to close off the vents so we don’t knock
ourselves out,” Akaeli said. “Okay. Release on my mark. Three ... two … one …”


Hissssssssssssssss.


“It should take the air circulation system a few minutes to
distribute the gas,” Akaeli said. “After the gas has rendered everyone inside
the facility unconscious, I’ll open the exterior vents. Once the air is clear,
we go find Varrin’s ship.”


They waited in tense silence—even Trystan didn’t seem to
have anything to say. Finally, Akaeli unplugged the cable from her neck and
switched off the monitor. “We’re good. Let’s move.”


They ventured further into the facility, passing a few more
empty offices, and then entered a long corridor. Sebara led the way down the
corridor, striker drawn. Trystan followed, his moofa still perched on his head.
Eris and Akaeli walked along behind, supporting Varrin between them. 


“I’m not an invalid, you know,” Varrin said.


“Yes, you are,” Eris said. “So stop fussing and let us help
you. We haven’t got much time left.”


“Fine,” he grumbled.


As they walked, Akaeli dug a small vial of bright red liquid
out of her pocket. Shoving it into Varrin’s jacket pocket, she said, “This is
your last-ditch, emergency back-up dose. There’s a syringe retracted into the
lid—just jab it against any bit of exposed skin, and the liquid will be injected
straight into your bloodstream.”


“You mean he should use it when he runs out of pills?” Eris
asked.


“Not quite. Think of it as a super-booster. It’s the same
chemical makeup as the pills, but in a concentrated dosage—it will jumpstart
his body, returning him to full strength. But it will only last for a few
minutes. Then he’ll crash.”


“What do you mean by ‘crash?’” Varrin asked warily.


“I’m not sure,” Akaeli admitted. “It could just exhaust you.
It could put you into a coma. The mostly likely effect will be that it will
drain the last of your strength and kill you.”


“I see,” Varrin said.


Eris stopped in her tracks. “Why would you give him
something that’ll probably kill him?” she demanded.


“Because Akaeli knows that, given the choice, I want to go
down fighting,” Varrin said. “And this will let me do that.”


Eris was at a loss for words. I mean, I get it, but … “Then
let’s make sure you don’t have to use it.”


“Agreed,” Akaeli said. 


After another minute of walking, Varrin said to Eris, “Do
you remember where I told you I stashed the serika on the Nonconformity?”


She nodded. “Secret compartment in the cockpit. It’ll only
open when someone says the code word: Serika. Nice code word, by the way.”


“The only people who knew about the poison up until a few
days ago were my father and Akaeli,” Varrin said. “And since my father’s on
Rakor and Akaeli’s my friend, I didn’t think there was much chance of either
one of them stealing it.” 


“Fair enough.”


“You’ll find a metal box in the compartment,” Varrin
continued. “It has a few packets of powdered serika and several vials of clear
liquid—that’s serika I dissolved in water. I’ll need one of the vials, not the
powder.”


“Vial, not powder. Check.”


Finally, they reached the end of the corridor—a simple metal
door with a small keypad on the right. Akaeli slipped out from under Varrin’s
arm, leaving Eris to support most of his weight, so she could hurry forward and
open the door with the access card. 


They entered a conical chamber easily twice the size of an
airplane hangar. The chamber floor was filled with ships in various states of
repair, along with stacks of crates and assorted construction equipment. On the
left wall, a metal switchback staircase led up three flights to a control room.
There was no movement in the chamber or the control room, and everything was
eerily quiet.


Looking up, Eris saw the rough stone walls of the chamber
gradually sloped inward until they converged at a hole at the top, about 300
yards above her head. Stars twinkled down through the green force field that
protected the opening. We must be in the center of the mountain, she
thought. 


Varrin inhaled sharply.


“What is it?” Eris demanded.


“There she is.”


Following his gaze, Eris spotted a familiar ship at the far
end of the hangar, partially hidden from view behind a stack of crates. The Nonconformity
was just as Eris remembered her, with a gleaming black hull and
sleek, swept-back wings. We did it, she thought, breathing a sigh of
relief. We found the ship. Varrin’s going to be all right.


They crossed the hangar as quickly as Varrin was able. As
soon as they reached the Nonconformity, he tapped his communicator band
and the ramp lowered from the ship’s belly. But before they could start walking
up, they heard a series of rapid, metallic clacking sounds approaching from
behind them. They turned to look, but couldn’t see anything beyond the high
stack of crates about a dozen yards away.


“Sounds like robots,” Eris said, alarmed. “I thought you
disabled the security system!”


“I did!” Akaeli protested.


“This is a trap,” Sebara said. “Someone knew we were
coming.” She turned to Varrin. “What shall we do, Your Highness?”


At that moment, Varrin collapsed to the floor, unconscious.


“Varrin!” Trystan exclaimed.


Eris immediately dropped to her knees beside Varrin and
grabbed his hand. “Akaeli!” she said. “Do something!”


The toxicologist knelt and pressed her fingers against his
throat. “He’s still breathing,” she said, and reached into Varrin’s jacket
pocket for the pill bottle. “I can keep him going a little longer, but we need
to get him a dose of serika. Now.”


“I’m on it,” Eris said, jumping to her feet.


Clack clack clack clack clack.


A hulking metal monstrosity—with eight legs, a spherical
body, and one huge glowing red eye—leaped atop the stack of crates. The boom
spider! Eris thought, her heart sinking. What the hell is it doing here?


“What is that thing?” Sebara demanded.


“It’s a boom spider,” Eris said, eyeing it warily. “They had
one at the Pegasi shipyard. It’s really fast, and fires concussive blasts that’ll
knock you flying.” She paused. “I’m not sure why it hasn’t attacked us yet.”


“Let’s not wait and find out,” Sebara said, and grabbed one
of the strikers from Varrin’s belt. “I’ll take care of this. Everyone stay
back.” She shoved Trystan behind her, stepped forward, and aimed at the glowing
red circle on the spider’s body.


“Wait!” Eris said. “Strikers can’t—”


ZWOOSH. ZWOOSH. ZWOOSH.


The shots deflected harmlessly off the giant robot. Sebara
scowled, shoved the striker into her empty holster, and drew her
electro-scimitar instead. Switching it on, she slipped into a defensive stance.
The boom spider made no move to attack.


“Please, do not be so quick to violence,” a melodious voice
chimed. 


A rose-skinned Psilosian female in flowing robes stepped out
from behind the stack of crates on which the boom spider was crouching.  


No way, Eris thought, gaping at the newcomer.
“Alyra!”


“Is that metal creature yours, Psilosian?” Sebara demanded,
gesturing at the boom spider with her scimitar.


“It is,” Alyra blinked serenely. “Do not worry—it will not
attack unless I give it the command.”


“How comforting,” Sebara muttered.


Alyra glanced toward Varrin—still lying unconscious on the
floor, now halfway draped across Akaeli’s lap—and said, “What is wrong with
Varrin Gara’dar? Is he injured?”


“You could say that,” Eris said. She started edging toward
the Nonconformity’s ramp. I need to get that serika.


“Harmonious Enforcer Mark 1! Stop her!” Alyra said.


The boom spider jumped off the crates, landing between Eris
and the ship. She froze in her tracks, staring up at its glowing red eye.


“I strongly suggest you do not move any closer to that
ship,” Alyra said.


“Look,” Eris said, turning back to the Psilosian. “I don’t
know how you managed to get that thing here, and frankly I don’t—”


“It was simple,” Alyra interrupted. “As part of my mission
to rescue you from the clutches of Varrin Gara’dar, and after failing to do so
at the Pegasi shipyard, I convinced Commander Gala’la to let me follow the Nonconformity
here to Chingu and bring—”


“You don’t have to explain your master plan!” Eris
exclaimed, casting a nervous glance back at the boom spider. “I get it—you
brought your pet, you set up a trap. Which, now that I think about it, explains
why it was suspiciously easy to get in here.” She paused and forced herself to
take a deep breath. “If you want to talk, we can talk. But before that, I have
to go on Varrin’s ship and get something. If you let me do that, I promise
I’ll listen to whatever you have to say.” 


“No,” Alyra said. “I am sorry, but I have let you slip
through my grasp too many times. You will surrender, and you and your
companions will be taken to a Tetrarchy holding facility. If you fail to
comply, I will be forced to resort to less peaceful methods of persuasion.”


Eris was about to try telling Alyra about the serika when
she realized it was pointless. Alyra’s too stubborn, and she doesn’t trust
me. Varrin would be dead long before I could convince her.


“I’m not surrendering,” Eris said. “I’m getting onto that
ship, and if you want to stop me, you’ll have to kill me.”


The Psilosian bowed her head sorrowfully. “I see.” Raising
her voice, she called, “Harmonious Enforcer Mark 1! Initiate capture protocol.”


The boom spider’s red eye started to brighten as it charged
up its weapon. 


“Run!” Eris shouted to her companions. 


Akaeli hauled Varrin up in her arms, Sebara grabbed Trystan,
and they threw themselves out of the way.


BOOM.


The air blast just missed them, and continued in a straight
line—right for Alyra.


“Oh dear,” the Psilosian said. 


 











Chapter 38


 


The boom spider’s concussive blast
smashed into Alyra and sent her crashing back into the stack of crates. The
Psilosian slumped to the concrete floor, blood trickling down the side of her
smooth pink head. Serves you right for bringing that monster here, Eris
thought grimly.


She, Trystan, and Sebara had dodged to one side, avoiding
the shot entirely. But Akaeli had been clipped as she hauled Varrin out of
harm’s way. The toxicologist lay sprawled on the hangar floor beside him,
bleeding and unconscious.


“We need to get that thing away from Varrin and Akaeli!”
Eris said, scrambling to her feet. Her boot heel caught on the hem of her
dress, and she almost fell down again. Stupid dress!


“Here,” Sebara said, grabbing Eris’s skirt. With a few swift
slices of her scimitar, she chopped off the fabric below Eris’s knees. Before
Eris could thank her, Sebara said, “I’ll distract the boom spider. Take Prince
Trystan and hide!”  


Eris nodded, and grabbed the boy’s wrist. “Come on!” she
said, pulling Trystan toward the closest piece of large machinery. 


Meanwhile, Sebara stalked toward the boom spider, waving her
crackling electro-scimitar. “Your fight is with me!” she shouted.


Eris yanked Trystan behind the machine. They crouched down
and peered between the gears, watching as Sebara shouted and waved her sword,
drawing the boom spider away from Varrin and Akaeli.  


If I could just get onto the Nonconformity, Eris
thought, I could blast that thing to bits with the plasma cannons.


“Sebara!” Trystan shouted. “Watch out!”


BOOM.


Sebara dove out of the path of the blast and then rolled to
her feet. The boom spider came at her, jabbing with the deadly, pointed tips of
its legs. She dodged some of the attacks, and knocked the others aside with her
scimitar. But the boom spider kept driving her back. Finally, she was pressed
against the hull of a green, snub-nosed fighter with nowhere left to retreat.


Two legs jabbed at her. Sebara twisted to avoid them, and
they slammed down and pierced the hull on either side of her. She pivoted away
from the ship and lashed out with her scimitar, shearing through one leg, then
the other. 


Undeterred, the robot jabbed two more legs at her. Sebara
avoided the first leg, but she wasn’t fast enough to avoid the second. Trystan
gasped with horror as the spider’s leg impaled Sebara straight through the
torso. 


The metal spear pushed her down and pinned her to the floor
like a butterfly in an entomologist’s case. Blood began to pool under her,
staining her white dress crimson. 


But Sebara was still conscious, and she still had her
scimitar. With a grunt of effort, she sliced off the leg jutting through her
chest. Then her head thunked to the floor, and she stopped moving.


“Sebara!” Trystan cried, starting toward her. 


Eris seized the boy around the waist, hauling him back
behind the machine. “Stop!” she said. “You can’t help her!” The boom spider
turned toward them. “Crap! Run!”


Clack clack clack clack.


She and Trystan burst out of their hiding spot and ran as
the boom spider skittered toward them. “We have to split up!” Eris shouted.  


Trystan darted to the right, and she broke left. 


“Follow me, you stupid spider!” Eris screamed. The boom
spider hesitated for a fraction of a second, then clacked after her.  


Eris sprinted across the open hangar floor with no
particular destination or plan in mind—her only thought was to keep the robot
away from the others without letting it kill her. 


There was a whoosh of air as a dark shadow passed overhead.
Looking up, she realized the boom spider was jumping over her. It landed with a
screech of metal directly in her path. Gasping, Eris skidded to a halt, almost
falling. Pivoting on her heel, she turned and raced away from the robot, back
toward the Nonconformity.


“Eris, stop!” Akaeli shouted. “You’re leading it straight to
us!”


What? When did Akaeli even wake up? As Eris ran, she
saw Akaeli crouched over Varrin near the Nonconformity, holding the red
vial of super-booster in her metal hand. “No!” Eris shouted. “Don’t use it!” 


BOOM.


The concussive blast hit the floor at Eris’s heels, sending
her flying forward through the air. She crashed hard on the concrete, rolled a
few feet, and ended up flat on her back, dazed. 


Something huge and metal loomed over her—the boom spider. It
raised two of its remaining legs, poised to impale her as it had done to
Sebara. But, just as it was about to strike, Eris heard a shriek of metal. The
robot staggered back. 


Looking up, she saw one of the spider’s severed legs
protruding from its cracked body casing. What …? she thought numbly.


“Hey, Stubby! Over here!”


Pushing up on her elbows, Eris twisted around and saw Varrin
standing on the hood of a yellow aircar. He was waving another of the severed
legs tauntingly toward its owner. Her heart sank as she realized Akaeli had
given him the serum. Please don’t die, please don’t die, she silently
chanted.


“Get to the ship!” Varrin called. “I’ll keep it
occupied!”


As the boom spider lurched toward Varrin, Eris pushed
herself off the floor and staggered in the direction of the Nonconformity. She
passed a pool of blood and a pockmark in the concrete, where Sebara had been
impaled. Glancing to her right, she followed the red trail to a stack of crates
behind which Akaeli, Trystan, and Sebara were partially concealed. Trystan was
sitting on the floor beside his bodyguard, holding her hand. The toxicologist
crouched beside Sebara, using strips torn from the Rala’kamil’s dress to
staunch the blood seeping from her abdomen. 


Finally reaching the ship, Eris ran up the ramp and slapped
her hand against the sensor panel. As the Nonconformity’s hatch slid
open, she heard shouting behind her. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw Varrin
still atop the yellow aircar, wielding Sebara’s scimitar as he fended off the
boom spider’s attacks. Hang on just a little longer, she prayed.


Eris hurried inside the ship, raced down the main corridor,
and burst into the cockpit. Throwing herself into the pilot’s seat, she slammed
her hand down on the engine activation button. The metal floor rumbled beneath
her boots. 


“Serika!” she gasped.


A hidden panel in the control board slid open, revealing a
small compartment containing a metal box. Eris seized the box and flipped the
lid open. It contained a few small packets of powder, along with two vials of
clear liquid. Since she didn’t have any pockets, she grabbed the contents of
the box and shoved it all down the bodice of her dress. 


Now I just need to blow up that boom spider so I can get
the serika to Varrin. She surveyed the control panel, trying to remember
how to use the weapons control, and flipped a few switches. 


“Powering up weapons,” the ship said. “Ready for use in ten
seconds.”


A joystick control popped up from the control panel, and the
cockpit window was overlaid with a montage of shots from the ship’s exterior
cameras, giving Eris a 360 degree view of her surroundings.


While she waited for the weapons to come online, she scanned
the window display for Varrin. She spotted him on one of the video feeds in the
top right corner. As she watched, he jumped off the aircar, rolled beneath the
spider, lashed out with the scimitar, and sliced through another of the robot’s
legs. Four down, four to go, Eris thought. 


A shiver of fear ran up her spine as she realized how much
time had passed since Akaeli had administered the red vial to Varrin. That
serum’s going to stop working any second now. 


“Weapons systems active,” said the Nonconformity’s
computer.


Eris grabbed the joystick and tried to lock the plasma
cannons onto the boom spider. But Varrin kept moving in and out of her line of
fire. Come on, she thought. Just get out of the way for a—


Without warning, Varrin dropped the scimitar and collapsed
to the ground. 


“Varrin!” Eris shrieked.


Lying on the concrete, he tilted his head toward the Nonconformity.
His mouth silently formed the words: “I love you.” 


Then his eyelids shut, and he stopped moving.


“No!” she gasped.


The boom spider advanced toward the fallen Rakorsian, its
dreadful eye glowing brighter and brighter as it charged up another shot.


Eris pulled the trigger. 


ZWOOOOOOOOOOOOSH.


The ball of white-hot plasma sizzled over Varrin’s prone
body and slammed into the boom spider. The smoking robot staggered away from
Varrin as a web of cracks spread across its body. Black liquid oozed through
the shredded metal and splashed down to the hangar floor. 


Then the robot’s red eye brightened again.


BOOM.


Eris was thrown back in her chair as the air blast smashed
into the Nonconformity’s hull. By the time she’d righted herself and
grabbed the joystick again, the boom spider had disappeared from her monitors. 


There was a horrible wrenching sound, and the ship shuddered
violently. “What was that?” she exclaimed.


“Foreign intruder alert,” the ship’s computerized voice
said. “Repeat, a foreign intruder has breached the hull.”


It’s inside the ship, Eris realized, feeling the deck
rock and shake under her feet. Her heart pounded in her chest. It’s coming
for me. I need to get out of here! 


She ran to the cockpit door and triggered it to slide open.
Eris gasped. The boom spider was dragging itself toward her along the corridor.
Its body barely fit inside the hallway, and its legs scraped against the walls
and left dents in the floor plates. 


The red eye began to glow.


“Crap!”


She slammed her hand on the cockpit door’s control panel.


BOOM.


A split second after the door clicked shut, the metal bent
in toward her as the concussive blast hit. Eris staggered back against the
control panel. Desperately, she said, “Ship! Activate interior weapons! Do something!”


“Would you like to activate voice control?” the ship asked. 


“Yes!”


“Speak password to activate voice control.”


“Varrin! Serika! Trystan! Uh … money! No, that’s stupid.”
She wracked her brain, trying to figure out what password Varrin would have
set. “Eris?”


“Voice control activated. State your command.”


Eris sagged with relief. “Activate interior weapons and
destroy the intruder!”


“Invalid command.”


“What? Why is it invalid?”


“The device ‘interior weapons’ does not exist.”


“Seriously?”


“Invalid command.”


Eris bit back a frustrated groan. “Are there any weapons
inside the ship?”


“Handheld weapons are stored in the locker beside the
airlock.”


“Yeah, except there’s a boom spider between me and the
airlock!”


The ship didn’t respond.


She drew a deep breath. “Okay. Fine. What are my other
options?” 


“The self-destruct protocol serves the secondary function of
eliminating foreign intruders,” the ship said. “Would you like to initiate the
self-destruct protocol?”


Eris gasped out a laugh. Like I would even consider
destroying the Nonconformity.


BANG. BANG. BANG.


The cockpit door started to vibrate. Fingers of metal poked
out of the door toward Eris, as though something long and sharp was jabbing it
from the other side. That door won’t hold up much longer, she thought. What
do I do? 


Glancing back at the monitors, she saw Trystan kneeling
beside Varrin. The raider was deathly pale, and his chest wasn’t moving. Eris’s
hand drifted to her bodice, where she’d stashed the serika. The ship doesn’t
matter, she realized. All that matters is saving Varrin. 


BANG. BANG. BANG.


Clenching her jaw, she said, “Ship! Is there any way out of
this cockpit, other than the door?”


“The cockpit window can be released, allowing egress out the
front of the vessel.”


“Release it,” Eris said firmly.


The front window exploded out of its frame and sailed across
the hangar. At the same time, one of the boom spider’s legs finally penetrated
the door. Eris shrieked and dodged to the side as the leg smashed into the
control panel, inches away from her. As it retracted with a salvo of sparks,
she scrambled onto the control panel and out through the window. 


Eris stepped onto the Nonconformity’s smooth black
nose, ten feet above the hangar floor. She heard a crash behind her. The boom
spider had two legs hooked into the cockpit door and was pulling it aside. The
space beyond the door was lit by a hellish red glow—the robot was charging up
another shot.


Varrin, I’m sorry, she thought. 


Then she shouted, “Activate immediate self-destruct!” and
jumped.


The Nonconformity exploded.


 











Chapter 39


 


Eris’s next few seconds were a blur
of light and noise and searing heat and flying metal shards. She flew through
the air, hit something, hit something else, crashed to the ground, and blacked
out. 


When she regained consciousness, the hangar was in shambles.
Acrid black smoke filled the air, and the flaming remains of the Nonconformity
were scattered everywhere. Eris tried to prop herself up on her left elbow, but
it collapsed under her, sending lances of stabbing pain up her shoulder. She
screamed, her eyes watering with tears. Then she realized she was starting to
hyperventilate, and forced herself to take deep breaths as she looked around. 


The boom spider hadn’t survived the explosion—its carcass
lay near the wall a few dozen yards away, now just a smoldering heap of twisted
metal. 


I need to find Varrin. 


She reached for the vials of serika tucked into her bodice.
One had cracked and leaked out, but the other was still intact.


“Eris!”


Looking up, she saw Trystan running toward her, his messy
golden hair singed, his face spotted with ash. His moofa galloped after him,
her ears flopping wildly.


“I’m okay,” Eris panted, heaving herself up to her knees
with her good arm. “We need to—”


“Help my brother,” Trystan finished for her. “I know.” As he
crouched in front of her, the moofa scrambled up his arm and wrapped herself
around his neck. He offered his hand to Eris, and helped her stand. 


She was unsteady on her feet, and her head felt like it was
trying to split in two. “I think I have a concussion,” she said. “Do you know
where Varrin is?”


“Over there,” Trystan said, pointing.  


She grabbed the vial of serika and shoved it into Trystan’s
hand. “Here. You’ll move faster than me. Go!”


The boy nodded and raced off across the hangar toward his
brother. Eris took a few seconds to collect her scattered thoughts, then slowly
staggered after Trystan. Her left arm hung loosely at her side, sending pain
through her body with every step.


Her head was full of fog, and the whole world seemed to be
moving in slow motion. She felt like she was walking in a dream world. A
horrific, nightmarish dream world. She passed Alyra, lying bloody and
motionless on the concrete with her neck twisted at an unnatural angle. She
passed Akaeli, whose arms were covered up to her elbows in blood as she worked
to keep Sebara alive. 


Then she saw Varrin.


Trystan was crouched beside his brother, clutching the empty
vial. The moofa sat beside Varrin’s head and nudged his cheek with her nose as
if attempting to wake him. 


With a renewed burst of strength, Eris sprinted the last few
yards and fell to her knees beside them. “Did it work?” she demanded.


“I gave him every drop,” Trystan said, nearly as pale as his
brother. “But he isn’t waking up.”


Suddenly, Varrin gave a shuddering gasp. For a brief,
wonderful moment, Eris thought he would pull through. Then his face went slack,
and he stopped moving again.


“We need to give him another dose!” Trystan exclaimed.


“I don’t have another dose.”


His blue eyes filled with tears. “Then he’s …?”


Eris nodded numbly. The pain in her broken arm was nothing
compared to the agonizing, suffocating feeling in her chest that threatened to
overwhelm her. Is this what it feels like, to have your heart break? I
should be crying. Why am I not crying? All she felt was … hollow.


Trystan was having no trouble crying. He clutched Shasha to
his chest, and the moofa lapped up his tears as they ran down his cheeks. 


He’s just a kid, Eris thought, squeezing her eyes
shut. He shouldn’t have to go through this. Neither of us should. 


“I barely even got to …” Trystan mumbled. “I mean, I haven’t
seen him in years, and now he’s …”


“I know,” Eris whispered. “I know. I loved him, too.”


“Loved?” a deep voice rasped weakly. “I’m not crazy about
your use of the past tense. Is our love really that easy to dismiss?”


Barely even believing it was possible, Eris opened her eyes
and found Varrin grinning up at her. He looked terrible, but he was very much
alive. 


“Varrin!” she gasped, her voice choked with emotion. She
flung herself at him, kissing him desperately, passionately. For a brief,
wonderful moment, there was nothing else in the world but the two of them,
reunited against all odds. Then a sharp pain shot up her broken arm, making her
pull back with a gasp. 


“Are you okay?” Varrin demanded. 


“Just a broken arm,” Eris said. “And possibly a concussion.
How are you?”


“Already starting to feel better,” he said, slowly sitting
up. “It’ll probably take a day or two to get back up to my normal strength, but
serika works quickly. I’ll be fine.”


Eris sagged with relief. “Thank Kari. For a minute there, I
thought you weren’t going to wake up.”


“What happened?” Varrin asked, his gaze sweeping the hangar.
“Where’s the boom spider? Did you …” He paused ominously. “Eris, where’s my
ship?”


She winced. “About that …”


*          *          *


Two hours later, Eris and Varrin sat
in the waiting room of Wing 17 of Arkoa Central Hospital, watching Trystan as
he paced restlessly back and forth in front of them, his moofa tracing his
footsteps. 


“I’m sure the doctor will have some news for us soon, little
brother,” Varrin said. “Why don’t you sit down for a few minutes?”


“I can’t. I can’t sit down until I know she’ll be okay.”


When they’d arrived at the hospital an hour earlier, Sebara
had immediately been hovered away to the intensive care unit, accompanied by
Akaeli. Eris had been taken to the emergency room. After getting treatment for
her concussion, she’d had to politely decline the doctor’s suggestion that he
amputate her arm and replace it with a robotic prosthetic. Once her arm was
fixed up in a green plastiform cast, she’d gone to the waiting room and
rejoined the brothers.


Leaning her head on Varrin’s shoulder, Eris said softly, “Do
you think Sebara will pull through?”


“She’s a Rala’kamil, which means she’s strong,” Varrin said.
“If the Chingun doctors are as good as Akaeli says, I think she stands a decent
chance of surviving.”


“I hope so. For Trystan’s sake. He really seems to care
about her.”


Varrin nodded, then rested his own head against hers. After
a few seconds, he lifted it and said lightly, “You know, I still can’t believe
you blew up my ship.”


Eris sat upright and scowled at him. “I told you, I had no
choice! It’s not like I went in there with the intention of destroying the
closest thing I had to a home.”


He shot her a sideways glance. “You really felt that way
about the Nonconformity?”


“Why do you think I was trying so hard to get it back at
first? I had no idea you were poisoned, remember?” Staring down at her hands,
she added, “So, how mad are you right now? On a scale of one to ten. Just so I
have some idea.”


She was surprised when he grabbed her uninjured hand and
brought it up to his mouth, pressing a soft kiss to her knuckles. “Eris, I’m not
mad,” he said. “Not at you, anyway. Why would I be?” 


“Because I blew up your ship!”


“Yes,” he said patiently, “but you did it to save my life.
You were brilliant.”


The door from the intensive care unit slid open and Akaeli
walked into the waiting room. She had pulled a lab coat over her clothes, which
were covered in dried blood. 


“How is Sebara?” Trystan demanded. “We haven’t heard
anything in an eternity!”


The pink-haired Chingun woman collapsed wearily into the
chair beside Eris. “She’s still alive,” Akaeli said. “The boom spider inflicted
a lot of damage. But,” she added hastily, seeing Trystan’s horrified
expression, “Chingun doctors are the best of the best. She’s in excellent
hands. Her doctor will be here in a few minutes with his prognosis. Until then,
we must be patient.”


“Don’t worry, little brother,” Varrin said. “Rala’kamil are
fighters. She’ll be fine.”


“I know she’ll be fine,” Trystan said. “She has to be
fine. How else will I be able to recite to her the epic victory poem I’m
creating in her honor?”


Eris shot Varrin a pointed look.


Sighing, Varrin said, “Do you want to share it with us?”


Trystan’s worried expression vanished as he beamed at his
brother. “You really want to hear my poem? I’d love to share it with
you! Maybe you can help me with the thirteenth stanza—I’m having trouble
finding a rhyme for …”


He trailed off as the door from the intensive care unit slid
open again. A Chingun doctor with bright orange hair walked into the waiting
room.


“Hello,” the doctor said. “I am—”


“How is Sebara?” Trystan interrupted breathlessly. “Will she
be okay?”


Eris, Varrin, and Akaeli walked up behind the young prince.
“Breathe, Trystan,” Varrin said, placing a firm hand on his brother’s shoulder.
“Let him talk.”


“The Rakorsian female will survive,” the orange-haired
doctor said.


Trystan shouted with joy and lunged forward, wrapping his
arms around the doctor and lifting him off the floor.


“Trystan!” Eris exclaimed. “Put him down!”


Once the Chingun doctor was back on his feet, looking
distinctly ruffled, he cleared his throat and continued. “As I said, your friend
will survive. However, she is currently in a coma, and although I believe she
will come out of it, I don’t know how long it will take. Her wounds are
severe—to be honest, it’s a miracle she survived long enough to get here. She
must have a very compelling reason to remain in the world of the living.”


Eris glanced down at Trystan, who was beaming from ear to
ear. “It’s because of my poem,” he explained. “She must have known I would
compose one to immortalize her heroic sacrifice, and now she refuses to die
because she wants to hear it.”


The doctor stared blankly at the boy.


“Can we see her?” Eris prompted.


“Of course. Follow me.”


Trystan scooped up Shasha, and the doctor led them all along
a short hallway and into a small, windowless room. Sebara lay on a hospital
bed, hooked up to an impressive array of gleaming white medical machinery and
monitors. Her midsection was wrapped in bandages, and her eyes were shut.


“As per your instructions,” the doctor said to Varrin, “we
spared no expense on her treatment. However, as the patient is Rakorsian, I
would suggest removing her to a Rakorsian facility so she can receive more
specialized care. We don’t treat her kind here very often.”


“Her kind?” Varrin shot the doctor an unimpressed look. “You
mean the evil, bloodthirsty Rakorsians? If you want her out of here because
you’re worried she’s going to wake up and murder you, just say it.”


“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” the
orange-haired doctor mumbled. He hurried out of the room.


“Speciesist,” Eris muttered.


“That’s not a word,” Varrin noted.


“It should be.”


Akaeli walked over to examine the monitor displaying
Sebara’s vital statistics, while Trystan approached the bed. 


“You are the best bodyguard a prince could ever ask for,”
the boy said, reaching out to gently grasp Sebara’s hand. “If you wake up, I
promise I will try my very best to be less annoying.”


“I’m sure she doesn’t think you’re annoying,” Eris said.


“Oh no, she does,” Trystan said with great certainty. “But
she’s my friend, so it’s all right.”


Akaeli drifted back over to Eris and Varrin. “I’ll keep an
eye on the boy,” she said quietly. “Why don’t you two go get some fresh air?
Doctor’s orders. There’s a market three blocks east, along the river. Have
breakfast. I’ll call you if anything changes.”


Varrin glanced at Eris. “Are you hungry?”


“Maybe a little bit,” she admitted. “Okay, a lot. I’m
starving.”


“Then I guess we’re getting breakfast.” 


As they headed for the door, Varrin paused and turned back
to Akaeli. He crossed his fists against his chest and bowed. “Thank you for
everything you’ve done,” he said. “I’m forever in your debt.”


Akaeli laughed. “Don’t worry—I’m sure you’ll come up with a
way to pay me back one day.”


“Anything you want,” Varrin promised.


Eris and Varrin left Sebara’s room, hand-in-hand, and took
an elevator down to the ground floor. They had just stepped outside the front
doors when Eris saw a familiar figure walking toward them. 


“Kalla!” Eris exclaimed. “Not again.”  


“You just keep popping up, don’t you?” Varrin said, frowning.



Eris expected a snarky retort. Instead, Kalla said, “I heard
someone had brought a Rakorsian in for treatment.”


“You ‘heard’ a Rakorsian was brought in?” Varrin said
flatly. “I don’t think so. There are seventeen hospitals in this city—the only
way you ‘heard’ something like that is if you were specifically looking for the
information.” His eyes narrowed. “Why did you think I’d be in a hospital,
Kalla?”


“That’s none of your business,” the Vekrori snapped, her
yellow wolf-eyes flashing. 


“You showed up here looking for me—it’s completely my
business! Now tell me what’s going on!”


“Fine!” Kalla snarled. “You really want to know? I’ll tell
you! You humiliated me at the Mirage, and I wanted revenge! So when I
heard a Skin Slicer was offering a lot of money to find you, I told him where
you were. And then I felt guilty about it, so I came here to make sure you were
alive—but clearly I shouldn’t have bothered, since you’re perfectly all right
and busy getting all nice and cozy with your worthless terrestrial—”


Eris slammed her fist into Kalla’s nose. The green-skinned
woman staggered back, blood streaming down her face.


“You,” Eris told Kalla furiously, “are a horrible
person! You can feel as guilty as you want, but that doesn’t change the fact
that we both nearly died tonight because you didn’t get your way and
tattled like a petulant child!”


“How dare you—”


ZWOOSH.


Varrin shoved his striker back into its holster as Kalla
collapsed to the ground. 


“You didn’t have to do that,” Eris said. “I was handling
her.”


He grinned. “I noticed. I just really wanted to shoot her.
How’s your hand?”


She winced as she flexed her fingers. “Well, I can still
move everything, so that’s a good sign.”


“Nothing like a fistfight to work up an appetite,” Varrin
said. “Time for breakfast?”


“Lead the way.”


They laced hands, stepped over Kalla’s unconscious body, and
strolled off down the walkway toward the river market.


 











Chapter 40


 


As the sun slowly rose over the
Ttwaya river, bathing the city in an orange-red glow, Eris and Varrin leaned
together against the boardwalk railing by the riverbank. He held a box of
crispy dumplings toward her. She snagged one and popped it into her mouth,
savoring the explosion of flavor.


“Tetra for your thoughts?” Varrin asked.


“Make it a hundred tetras and you’ve got a deal,” Eris said.



“Pretty pricey thoughts.”


“Serious, too. Still want to hear them?”


“Of course.”


“Well, I got all the serika off the Nonconformity before
I blew it up. But that’s only going to last you … what? A couple years?”


“About five, give or take.”


“What happens after that?”


Varrin shrugged. “I don’t know.”


Her jaw dropped. “Haven’t you even thought about it?
This is your life we’re talking about!”


He tossed the empty dumpling box into the mouth of a passing
robo-recycler, then grabbed her hand and squeezed it. “Of course I have,” he
said. “It’s just that I don’t have any answers yet.”


Eris eyed him shrewdly. “You don’t have any answers—or the
answers you have, you don’t want to tell me?” 


Varrin sighed. “Eris, I’m sorry I kept you in the dark. You
know I am.”


“So tell me what you’re thinking!”


“The way I see it, I have two options—find a cure, or get
more serika when I run out. Akaeli’s working on the former, and I have contacts
back on Rakor who are trying to find the emperor’s secret lab.” He shrugged.
“Until one of the two pans out, there’s not much I can do.” 


Not the firm resolution to the serika problem I was
hoping for, Eris thought, but I’m glad he’s working on it. “Well,”
she said. “If the cure doesn’t happen, and you do need more serika, I’ll be
there to help you get it.”


“How do you know you won’t be tired of me in five years?”
Varrin asked lightly.


“As if that’s even possible.” She frowned. “What about the Nonconformity?
What are we going to do without it? If your father sends anyone else to try
to bring you back to Rakor, and we don’t have a ship, how are we going to—”


He squeezed her hand again. “I’ll just buy a new ship. I’m
disgustingly wealthy, remember?”


She bit her lip. “But it won’t be the same.”


“I know,” he said. “It’s not like the Nonconformity’s
completely gone, though.”


“What do you mean?”


He reached into his jacket and pulled out an odd-looking
metal object that vaguely resembled a wrench. “Remember this?”


Eris took the wrench and examined it. The memory clicked
into place, and she gasped in recognition. “You were using this to repair the Nonconformity’s
engine after you rescued me from the Ssrisk! I was trying to act cool by
throwing and catching it, except it hit the ceiling and you had to grab it
before it smacked me in the head.” She blushed. “And then we kissed. Our first
kiss.”


“A kiss that composers will write songs about for centuries
to come,” Varrin said, grinning. “Failing that, I’m sure Trystan would be
willing to jot down a quick rhyming couplet or two.”


“I can’t believe it survived.” Eris held the wrench up so it
gleamed in the morning light. “You found it in the wreckage?”


“I didn’t go sifting through the flaming remains of my ship,
if that’s what you mean. I spotted it as we were leaving the hangar, and
grabbed it.” He shrugged. “I figured I should have something to remember her
by, even if it’s just a wrench.”


“Speaking of the flaming wreckage of your ship,” Eris said,
twisting her hands together awkwardly, “I’ve been meaning to ask you
something.”


“Go for it.”


“What you said, back in the hangar, right before you fell
unconscious and the boom spider almost killed you—did you mean it?”


“You mean when I dramatically declared my everlasting love
for you with my dying breath? Of course I meant it.”


She sighed with relief. “Oh, good.” Sheepishly, she added,
“I wasn’t completely sure the ‘I love you’ was directed at me.”


He shot her a bemused look. “Who else would it be directed
at?”


“Well, you were looking at the Nonconformity when you
said it, and I know how much you loved your ship, so …” 


For a moment, Varrin looked absolutely flabbergasted. Then
he burst out laughing. “So that’s why you blew up my ship. You were
jealous!”


“I’m being serious!” Eris protested.


Varrin chuckled, tugged her close, and kissed her. “I love
you,” he said. “Want to hear it again? I love you.”


Eris felt like her heart could burst with happiness. “I love
you too,” she said. “But you already knew that.” She tilted her head. “Out of
curiosity, when exactly did you realize you loved me?”


“Sometime after you threw yourself at me and demanded I
ravish you, but before you ran off across the plaza in your underwear.”


Oh lord, Eris thought, her cheeks burning. “Well, if
I’d known that was the way to your heart, I’d have gotten high on tirakrislamine
sooner.”


Varrin laughed. “By the way, I’ve been researching this
whole ‘love’ thing—”


“This bodes well.”


“—and I’ve determined that couples in love are required by
social convention to refer to each other by pet names. I’m thinking
‘sweetheart’ for you. What do you think?”


She grimaced. “Definitely not. My mother calls me that.”


“Picky, picky.” He tapped his chin pensively. “How about
‘darling?’”


“Nope.”


“Okay … ‘cupcake?’”


Eris laughed. “How do you even know what a cupcake is?”


“The idea of a miniaturized cake is hardly restricted to
Earth.” Varrin stuck his index finger up in the air. “Aha! ‘Dumpling!’”


She scowled. “You are not calling me ‘dumpling.’”


Varrin looked entirely too pleased with himself. “I am now.”


“Why would you call me that? I don’t in any way, shape, or
form resemble a dumpling.” 


“You don’t,” he agreed. “But dumplings are tasty.”


“What, and I’m tasty?”


“If memory serves, absolutely.”


With a smirk, he wrapped one hand around her waist and
pulled her against him. As Eris threaded her fingers into his thick hair, he
kissed her—first gently, then more deeply as she gasped and pressed harder
against him. All her worries were swept away in the warmth of his embrace. We
won, Eris thought. We got the serika, he’s alive, and he loves me. No
matter what happens next, as long as I have Varrin with me, it’ll all work out
in the end.


Pulling back, Varrin twirled a strand of her long brown hair
around his finger. His other hand was warm and comforting at her waist. “What
are you thinking about?” he asked.


“Oh, you know,” she said lightly. “You. Me. Us. Not to freak
you out or anything, but I’m kind of obsessed with you.”


“The feeling’s mutual.” Then, grinning wickedly, he added,
“Dumpling.”


She scowled and stepped back. “I’m not your
dumpling!”


Varrin’s gray eyes twinkled with amusement. “Yes, you are.
What are you going to do about it?”


“Shooting you is starting to sound pretty good.”


Varrin flung his arms wide and said, “Take your best shot.
Dumpling.” He tore off down the boardwalk, laughing.


“VARRIN!!!”


 











Epilogue


 


The orange-haired doctor groaned as
he got his first look at his newest patient. “Another Rakorsian?” he demanded,
peering down at the beefy male humanoid lying on the operating table. The man’s
face was covered in scars, and there was a bloody, cauterized wound in his
chest that had been hastily bandaged closed. “It’s bad enough to have one
genetically enhanced killer walking around my hospital … but two in one day?”
The doctor shook his head, disgusted by the hospital’s liberal admittance
policy.


His assistant—a young Chingun woman with a cheery yellow
pixie cut—handed him a datapad with the Rakorsian’s intake information. “Thank
you, Meeka,” he said. 


“They found him in the Underwalk with an electro-scimitar
protruding from his chest. Someone must have stabbed him and pushed him from a
great height. It’s a miracle he survived.” 


“An unfortunate miracle,” the doctor said. He glanced at the
health monitors beside the hoverbed, then bent down to examine his patient’s
face. “Look at these scars. The marks of someone who’s been fighting and
killing all his life. How many innocents do you think he’s slaughtered in the
name of his accursed emperor?”


“I don’t know, doctor,” Meeka said.


“Neither do I. But you can be assured it’s a great many.”
The doctor straightened. “That toxicologist who registered the female
Rakorsian—did she mention this man at all?”


His assistant shook her head. 


“Good. That means she won’t come snooping around looking for
him. Get him out of my operating room.”


Meeka’s jaw dropped. “But he’ll die if you don’t operate
immediately!”


“How tragic,” the doctor deadpanned. “One less murderous
Rakorsian in the galaxy to worry ab—”


The doctor broke off mid-speech. His patient had reached up
a hand and wrapped it around his throat, nearly crushing the doctor’s windpipe
as he choked the life out of him. 


“I am Fino’jin, commander of the Skin Slicers,” the
Rakorsian rasped. His grip tightened around the doctor’s throat. “You will
save my life, no matter the cost!” 


Just as the doctor’s face started to turn purple from lack
of oxygen, the Rakorsian’s grip loosened. His hand slipped from the doctor’s
throat and thunked down onto the operating table. 


The doctor staggered back, massaging his throat, while Meeka
rushed forward to activate the restraints on the bed. “I’m so sorry, doctor,”
she said. “We pumped him full of painkillers—he should have been completely
out!” She pulled a syringe from her pocket and jabbed it into the Rakorsian’s
neck. “There. He won’t wake up any time soon.”


The doctor continued to massage his throat, saying nothing.


“I’ll take him away immediately,” Meeka said.


“No.” 


“No?”


“Prep him for surgery.”


“But—” 


“Just do it! I’m going to call Doctor Utyr and get the girls
from biotech over here.”


“I don’t understand, doctor. I thought you wanted him gone.”


“I’ve changed my mind,” the orange-haired doctor said. “If
this Rakorsian scum wants to live so badly, fine. But it will be on my terms.”



Meeka’s eyes widened in alarm. “But Rakorsians despise
biotechnology. Everyone knows they view cyborgs as freaks of nature! If
you do what I think you’re planning on doing to him, he’ll be an outcast from
his own people. It will destroy him!”


The doctor smiled grimly as he rubbed his throat. “Exactly.”
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