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From The Unauthorized History of the Third War:

AT THE HEIGHT OF THE DIGITAL REVOLUTION, A COMPANY called Galileo Space Pioneering (GSP) announced they had developed terraforming technology. Amory Ninge, President of GSP, unveiled images of newly terraformed Mars at a press conference in Los Angeles. Terraforming a planet without authorization was in direct violation of the Outer Space Treaty of 1967, and within days of the announcement a second space race had begun. In less than a year, the entire planet was at war with itself.

Twenty years later, as the dust began to settle, the surviving nations established an alliance. The terraformed planets were divided into colonies. These colonies were required to “temporarily” ship a large percentage of everything they produced back to Earth to aid reconstruction.

However, as the goods and staples came to Earth, distribution was far from fair, hardly used for reconstruction, and nowhere near temporary. Those who had risen to power created the Settlements, havens of prosperity and technological advancement. The rest of Earth—and the entire solar system—languished under the burden of supporting the Settlements.

Over time, the alliance evolved into a totalitarian government called the System of United Nations. Largely made up of Settlement residents from around the planet Earth, the SUN ruled the system with ultimate authority. Through an aggressive drafting campaign, the SUN created a military force that was both feared and hated across the solar system.

Though it had been relegated to a ship building company during the Third War, GSP slowly began to gain ground under the new regime. Amory Ninge, Jr. inherited the company from his father. Being a shrewd businessman, Amory Jr. kept his nose down and worked hard during the war. When the SUN was established, Amory Jr. married Anna Forsythe, daughter of the first SUN president, Ethan Forsythe, as a means to return GSP to its former glory. In System Year 5, Anna gave birth to their daughter, Eira Ninge.



DUST TO DUST 1

I KNEW THE MINUTE I WOKE UP THE DEAL WAS GOING TO GO bad. I had that sense in the base of my gut, the hairs rising on my neck, all the signs that point to impending danger—or paranoia. I usually attribute it to the latter, barrel through, hunker down, and it all works out.

I knew this was not one of those times.

I knew it, and I ignored it anyway. Captains should know better, and I had already been a captain for over a year. I shoved the sense of foreboding back into the pit of my stomach as my first mate, Elizabeth Bell, and I walked away from the hangar where my ship was docked.

“You ’ad the nightmare again, didn’t you?” Bell asked in her soft French accent.

Her question distracted me from my jitters. Bell stared into my face as we turned the corner and headed toward the tavern where our crew was still asleep, her brown eyes evaluating the purple bags beneath mine.

“Nothing new,” I lied. “I have the stupid nightmare all the time.”

“You’re lying. Something was different this time.”

I laughed. “Remind me to never play poker with you.”

“You can talk to me, you know.”

“I know.”

The truth was, the nightmare hadn’t changed all that much. I still took a small glass vial from a woman who looked just like me, only older. I still stared at the swirling silver liquid inside, still ran up the stairs of my family’s house to hide it, and in the end ... everyone died.

A gray mist whisked them away, one by one, a haze that carried with it the same metallic squeal I had heard the night of the accident. The mist surrounded my parents, my brother, everyone I loved, and destroyed them in an instant before dissipating in a sudden blast of wind.

This time there had been one key difference. Instead of standing in my childhood home, I wandered in a crowd, surrounded by strangers. I couldn’t help bumping into them. Every person that I touched disappeared in a flash of squealing mist.

And then I saw my crew walking toward me through the crowd.

They thought I was in danger. They were reaching out to me. I screamed for them to back off, but they wouldn’t listen. Their fingertips were nearly touching me when I woke up with a start, my knife drawn and sweat running into my eyes.

Fortunately for my reputation, I managed to sneak to the bathroom before my crew woke up. I splashed cold water on my face and inspected my current disguise. Blue contacts, false fingertips, the usual tricks to get around security scanners. In the cracked and dirty mirror I could see my brown roots starting to show through the bleach blonde dye.

Flark.

I made a mental note to fix the hair as soon as we were airborne.

“Captain? Captain Loveless! ’Ello, are you in there, Trudy?”

M y thoughts snapped back to the present as Bell knocked me on the head.

“Hey! What gives?”

She put a hand on my shoulder and stopped me in my tracks. “What are you not telling me?”

“Oh, so much.” I grinned at her and broke into a run, my boots kicking up the dust behind me. With a spring, I landed on the creaking metal planks surrounding Williamson’s Dive, the tavern where my crew and I always stayed when we came to Mars. The planks, like most of the buildings on Mars, were painted to look like wood, but the desert had scoured away large sections of the finish. As I walked around to the back of the tavern, I could hear the rusted planks groan beneath my feet. I leaned on a post, examining the strange visual interplay between the shine of metal and the softness of the fake wood finish while I waited for Bell to catch up. People had cared about Mars once, but that was years before I came along.

So nice of the SUN to invest in civil upkeep.

The Martian sunlight beat down on me and beads of sweat formed on my forehead as I entertained melodramatic thoughts of how I would rain down angry sunshine too if I had the chance.

“It is too early in the morning to run,” said Bell. “Next time, make ‘Obson check the cargo with you.”

“Should I make Hobson first mate too?” I asked.

She glared at me. “Vous prétenti—”

“I love you too, mawn cherry.” I held in a laugh as Bell shot me her best look of death. “Let’s go wake up the crew.”

I made my way up the precarious stairs at the back entrance of the tavern and paused on the landing halfway up.

“Careful, Bell, the next step after the landing is almost rusted through,” I yelled.

“Wait! I need ... air!” wheezed Bell as she scampered up behind me.

“Wimp.”

“Maniac!”

I nodded. “That’s fair.”

Just as Bell stepped on the landing, we heard a sickening crack. We turned our heads to see the stairs behind us collapsing in rapid succession, sending clouds of dust into the air as each piece of metal hit the ground.

“Run!” I yelled. Bell and I tore up the remaining steps. I leapt onto the upper landing and whirled around just in time to catch Bell’s hand as the final hunk of metal disintegrated with a high-pitched squeal.

“Next time,” I grumbled as I helped her to safety, “no breaks.”

Bell panted as she looked at me, then back at where the stairs had been. We both started to laugh, then threw our arms around each other.

“Well, that was fun,” I said.

“Yes, ‘ow about we avoid that kind of fun in the future?” asked Bell.

“I make no guarantees,” I said. “We really need to talk to Jake about fixing this place up a little.”

Bell snorted. “And by a little, you mean a complete over’aul.”

“Preseeeso, mawn amee.”

“Oh, for the love of all that is ‘oly, please stop attempting to speak my language. You wound my ears.”

I chuckled as I placed my finger over the scanner next to our bedroom door and leaned down toward the retinal scanner. The door unlocked with a pop and slowly creaked open. Bell and I picked our way over my zonked out crew.

Bell snorted. “Uh, Cap?”

“What?”

“Your ‘air looks a bit like a pile of ‘ay after a ‘urricane.”

I gave her my best scowl. “I’m not gonna dignify that with a response. Give me a minute?” I whispered.

“Aye, Cap.”

“Thanks.”

I ignored her muffled giggles, grabbed my knapsack off the floor, and let myself into the tiny bathroom. I splashed tepid water on my face and toweled off. Pale light streaked in through a narrow window above the cracked, decaying shower. The early morning rays made the chain around my neck glisten. I pulled at it until the vial attached to the chain was dangling in front of me. The silver liquid inside sparkled, just like in my nightmares.

Anxiety prickled through me as I watched the shimmering fluid in the glass. It was called Eternigen, a drug capable of temporarily altering the chemistry of my body. It would allow me to travel beyond the solar system. Nothing moved me as much as my desire to be truly free of the world that stole my family from me. The drug in the vial was the key.

It was also the cause.

Guilt swept over me, and I dropped the vial back down my shirt.

I ran my fingers through the wild mayhem of my bobbed hair in a futile attempt to settle it, swearing under my breath when my mother’s diamond ring got snagged in the tangles. Giving up, I knelt down on the floor, rummaged around in my bag, and pulled out my copy of The Unauthorized History of the Third War. It seemed a little obvious to be using for coded messages, but the Underground had already gone through most of the classics.

I pulled out the sequin-infested bookmark Bell had made me and sat on the floor to decode my latest letter. Hand delivered letters were the only way to guarantee safe communication unmonitored by the System of United Nations. Even then, if you were caught, you were dead, or worse, never heard from again. Everything on a Cuff was online, and everything online could be watched. Paper was safe, but it was scarce—and incredibly expensive.

I had been saving this particular letter for a while, waiting for a moment when I could be completely alone. It’s hard to be alone when you captain a tiny cargo ship with halls only large enough for one person to walk through at a time.

I ripped open my letter and began decoding my message. The first set of numbers was 1:14. Page one, word fourteen ... My.

Page five, word thirty-six ... girl.

I flipped through the pages and counted out words, ravenously devouring every decoded sentence.


	My girl,

	I hope business continues to go well. I hear news of the dangers of running cargo from the merchants. I pray you are safe. Remember to use your head. In your last letter you mentioned Mars. Take the opportunity to visit the Governor’s mansion there. It has quite a history. Some of our earliest adventures in terraforming are recorded in the paintings hanging in the gallery.

	Things here on Titan continue to go well, despite unfavorable circumstances. So many children are forced to leave before graduation. Primary school is out and my summer is filled to capacity with activities. There are opportunities to help all around.

	I am looking forward to getting to know my new students in the fall. Somehow, I am always reminded of my favorite student when I see the brightness shining in the eyes of each new class. Write when you can, my girl. I know the path you are on is not the one you would have chosen, but if you continue to give it your best, things will work out in the end. All my best hopes and wishes go with you. Be careful.

	Follow your dreams,

	Me



I read the letter again, twisting my mother’s ring back and forth on my finger. Mrs. Ford was the closest thing I had to a mother now.

Maybe someday I’ll actually get to talk to her again. Maybe, if everything works out like she says, I’ll get to live like I want. Away from all this skud. My own rules, real freedom.

I wanted and feared real freedom at the same time. It’s easier to let go of something you never really had in the first place. I opened my eyes and put my dreams back inside my carefully guarded heart.

Stupid, flarking SUN.

I pulled a lighter from my pack, ignited the letter, and dropped it into the sink. I watched the flames wrap themselves around the paper until there was nothing to see but a bright flash of fire. It faded quickly enough, and I washed the ashes down the sink.

I pulled up my sleeve to look at my Cuff, running my fingers deftly across the two-inch touch screen. I checked the weather and the flight plans for takeoff later that morning. Everything looked normal. Well, as normal as it could look through the cracked, beat-up screen. I’d had the same Cuff for years. Children in the SUN were issued one when we went to secondary school, and we were expected to make it last for as long as possible. The Cuff charged on the pulse in the wrist, and my job never failed to keep my heart pumping. The screen was exceptionally bright after my narrow escape from the Doom Steps.

I heard somewhere that, once upon a time, women in the old United States had to stop wearing tights or something to support a war effort. When the Third War broke out, the governments of Earth informed the populace they had to give things up too. Factories had been leveled, resources invested completely into military endeavors and the ultimate space race. There was little left over to invest in anything more than survival by the time it was all over.

All the technological resources of the SUN went to more important things, like maintaining the good morale of the system. That, and a massive army designed to help us all ‘get along’.

I reached into my right pants pocket and pushed my hand through the hole I had cut inside. My fingers stretched for the thigh holster I had strapped to my right leg. I felt reassured by the cold handle of my silver Colt 45. Army-schmarmy. I would have my freedom and chase my dreams, whatever rules I had to break, whatever price I had to pay. I grinned as I remembered how impressed with myself I had been when I figured out how to hide my thigh rig beneath my baggy cargo pants. I glanced once more into the mirror before I opened the bathroom door and stepped back into the drab and dusty bedroom.

Light filtered in through the dirty window and spilled over my zonked out crew. Bell had perched herself on the arm of the dingy couch and was engrossed by her own Cuff. I smiled as I watched my little crew of misfits sleep. I wasn’t sure how I got so lucky, but I didn’t care. I had the best crew in the flarking universe.

Of course, that didn’t mean I wasn’t going to thoroughly enjoy waking them all up.



FAMILY OF MISFITS 2

“GUYS? GUYS. TIME TO GET UP.” I GRABBED MY LEATHER VEST from the back of the chair I had crashed on the night before.

“Mph, don’ wanna,” mumbled Chiu Chin Adams.

“Don’t care,” I said. “Up and at ‘em, CiCi. We gotta get Mr. Salazar and his cargo to Earth by 2000 hours.”

My lethargic little mechanic curled into an even tinier ball on the couch, grabbed her windbreaker, and pulled it over her head.

“Come on, Ceese. Don’t make me pour water on your head.”

CiCi sat bolt upright and started stuffing the windbreaker into her pack.

Bell shook her head. “It is so disgusting in ‘ere. ‘Ow can any of you still sleep when it’s this ‘ot? Also, I call dibs on the bathroom.”

“Hurry up, then,” said Diego Rivera. “Anybody wake up the sleaze?” He grabbed one of his guns from under his pillow and wrapped his holster around his waist.

“He is not a sleaze, he’s a paying customer, and don’t talk so loud, you goon. He’s next door, and these walls aren’t exactly soundproof,” I said.

“Hmph. I don’t like him,” muttered Rivera.

“Well, tough, seeing as you’re the bouncer, not the guy putting names on the list.”

“Easy, you two. Diego, you just need some breakfast,” said Miriam Porch. I rolled my eyes. Miriam drove me crazy with her gentle-fuzzy-feelings skud, but Rivera thought our resident healer was the cure for his love fever. Instantly, he went from gun-slinging tough guy to cuddly kitten. He gave her an awkward smile and slid off the bed and into the bathroom.

It was sickening.

Bell suddenly realized Rivera had cut in line and started banging on the bathroom door. “‘Ey! I don’t care if you are ‘eavily armed, I called dibs! Rivera, this is so unfair!”

“You snooze, you lose, Bell. Now shut up! How am I supposed to pee while you’re yelling at me?”

I concealed my smile with a fake cough, stunned that Hobson, my best friend, was managing to sleep through the morning mayhem.

I knelt down next to him and gently shook his shoulder. “Hobs? Hobs.” He was snoring, sprawled out like a starfish under a thin blanket on the floor, his head resting on his jacket. I patted his cheek. “Hobson!”

No response.

Time to take things to the next level.

“CiCi, hand me my canteen, will ya?”

“You’re not serious.”

I raised one eyebrow at her, and CiCi rolled off the couch and tossed me my canteen. I unscrewed the cap, bent over Hobs, and dumped the water on his face. “Wake up!”

“Ack! Rflge larn snortfuzzle,” he spluttered.

I grinned. “Oh really?”

He swatted me away and wiped his face off.

“‘Mupalready.”

“Sure you are. Get moving. I’ll meet you all downstairs. I’m gonna go make sure Salazar’s up. If we’re gonna make Earth at 2000, we need to hustle.”

I extended my fist toward Hobs, who was now at least sitting up. “Live free or die?” I asked.

He half-heartedly pumped his fist into mine. “Live free or please-for-the-love let me go back to sleep?”

I laughed as I patted him on the shoulder. “Not a chance, Hobs.”

I threw my knapsack over my shoulder, closed the door on my stirring crew, and knocked on the door next to ours.

“Salazar?”

No answer. I walked through the smoky hall and down a set of carpeted stairs so worn that the faux wood was beginning to peek through. I figured Salazar had either died in his sleep or was sipping on coffee down in the tavern. Fortunately for me, he was sipping coffee—dead guys don’t pay well. I sat at the table next to him and ordered a wheat roll with strawberry jam and an orange juice.

“If you’ve got it, anyway,” I said to the waitress. Good food was scarce in the Martian colonies.

The waitress looked tired, but she managed a half smile as she poured ice water into thick glasses on our table. “You’re in luck. Merchants came in last night and stocked the kitchens. Enjoy the ice while it lasts.”

“Don’t you have solar panels?” asked Salazar.

“They only go so far. We get a great charge in the morning, but it won’t carry us much past sundown,” she replied. “Once the power goes, the ice goes.”

As soon as she was done pouring, I grabbed my glass and stuck it against my sweaty forehead.

“Feel better?” asked Salazar.

“Well, my forehead feels aces, but the rest of me is still pretty sick,” I said.

“Pardon me for asking, but ‘sick’ as in hyperbolically very good, or ‘sick’ as in—”

“Very, very gross and sweaty,” I replied.

Adults. Yeesh.

“Ah. Just checking.”

Salazar was a short man, well-tanned with tight curls and a loose linen suit. He sat back in his chair, casually scrolling through something on his Cuff, which, I noticed, was brand new. I sighed and pursed my lips together.

Merchants like Salazar were wicked little mercenaries who lived high on the hog as long as they didn’t get caught doing something illegal.

Which is usually where I came in. My ship, the Misfit, could smuggle just about anything. Generally speaking, I tried to keep things on the level, not for any moral reason, but because it’s easier to avoid getting hung if you’re not doing anything overtly illegal. Every now and then, for the right price, I would “bend” the rules. Salazar had come with a request to snap the rules into tiny pieces, stuff them in a blender, and light them on fire, but I couldn’t refuse. He had managed to acquire a large shipment of food and medical supplies, and he wanted me to fly the shipment to the impoverished people on Earth. The legal part of the job consisted of a load of uniforms for the SUN army. My crew and I had loaded the smuggler’s hold to the hilt last night with the food and medical supplies, and then loaded the uniforms into the cargo bay. It would all look totally legit if the SUN found a reason to inspect the ship.

“Any interesting news today in the reports?” I asked.

“Just the usual. The SUN council is gearing up for the election, starting to look at candidates. What do you think of the SUN, Captain Loveless?”

“I don’t,” I lied. “My focus is on the safe transport of your cargo and doing everything I can to stay out of trouble.”

Salazar laughed. “I imagine in your particular line of work a strong opinion would be an inconvenience.”

“You could say that,” I replied. I leaned forward across the table and put my face right in front of his as I lowered my voice to a sharp whisper. “You could also say this bar is probably bugged, and you’re on thin ice.”

Salazar’s lips narrowed into a thin line.

I continued. “I read somewhere that the Senate recently passed a measure limiting exotic trade with Earth, and that the Cabinet and President Forsythe were rarin’ to sign it into law. You know what that law will do to inspections? Make them an ever-loving nightmare, that’s what. I would imagine that in your line of work, having any serious involvement with the System would be much more than an inconvenience.”

Salazar’s face relaxed as he exhaled and lowered his eyes to his Cuff. “You’re smart, Captain. I see now why you came so highly recommended.”

“I do my best.”

He coughed into his napkin. “Good. I’ll need your best. You and your crew sleep well, all crammed into one room like that?”

“We’ve had worse. Crew’ll be down in a minute. We’ll load up and take off whenever you’re ready.”

I threw back some ice water and tried to shrug off that nagging sense that something was wrong.

It’s just the nightmare. Or the stairs. Or the fact that I was actually eating breakfast for once.

I tried to keep a poker face as I threw back my glass. The water flowed down my throat and sent a shiver up my spine as one by one my crew came stumbling down the stairs. Breakfast arrived, and I let the food distract me from the tingling doubt in the back of my mind.

While my crew ordered their food, I inhaled mine and stared at the tavern around me. Faux wood paneling lined the walls of Williamson’s Dive, while ropes and guns and wrought-iron somethings draped them in a strange and lethal tapestry. The heat was irrepressible, despite the fact that it was still morning. Rickety solar-powered fans spun on the ceiling above us, and a dinged-up metal bar snaked around one side of the tavern. The rest of the room was occupied by characters almost as charming as the décor. Mars was pretty much abandoned once terraforming had been perfected, and hooligans of every variety flocked to the dwindling colonies.

Hobson and Rivera finished their breakfast first.

“I’m bored,” said Rivera.

“Oh, good. Take Hobs and go make sure the cargo is secure,” I said.

Rivera glared at me. “Thought you and Bell did that already.”

“Then start running the pre-flight checklist.”

“But—”

“Hey, you asked for it,” I said.

“I didn’t,” mumbled Hobs. He trotted along after Rivera anyway.

Salazar smiled. “You have a loyal crew, Captain Loveless. Rivera’s what, thirty?”

“Twenty-nine,” I replied with a full mouth. “I’m guessing he’ll be twenty-nine for the rest of his life.”

Salazar chuckled. “Well, it is rather impressive that a sixteen-year-old—”

“Seventeen,” I corrected.

“Sorry, that a seventeen-year-old could command the respect of someone nearly twice her age.”

I shrugged. “I’m an adult in the eyes of the SUN. Have been for a year now. I’m the captain. He’s on my payroll. Bet he wouldn’t be so loyal if I couldn’t afford to pay my bills.”

Salazar raised his glass of juice to me. “Valid point, Captain.”

The waitress came by with a handheld. “Scans, guys.”

We each scanned our finger to pay for our meal. As I let my fingertip hover over the handheld, I noticed that the false tip had started to come away from my actual finger. I held my breath and hoped to high heaven that the waitress wouldn’t notice. I thought I saw her squint at my finger, but the scan finished, and before she could say another word, a scrawny little kid threw open the swinging tavern doors. One of the doors flew off its hinges and landed with a crash.

Jake, the proprietor, threw a towel down on the bar. “Aw, for crying out loud, kid, can’t you—”

“There’s an execution in the town square!” yelled the boy.

“What?” asked Jake.

“You deaf? They’re gonna kill her!”

“Who?” asked Salazar.

“Tabitha Dixon! Come on!”

Half the bar ran out after the boy. I tried to keep my face free from reaction.

It has to be some bizarre coincidence.

“Let’s go check it out,” I said. Calmly. Very calmly.

“Captain Loveless, I don’t think watching that kind of thing is even remotely healthy,” said Miriam.

“Duly noted, Doc. Now let’s go.”

We tramped out of Williamson’s Dive and into the bright morning sun. The dust from the road curled up with the wind and painted everything in sight with a layer of light brown. At the end of the street stood a makeshift gallows. An old fashioned way of keeping order, but out here in the middle of nowhere, people used whatever worked.

Fear was normally all it took.

As we drew closer to the gallows, I felt the hair on the back of my neck rising. It’s not every day that someone races into the bar where you’re having breakfast and announces to the whole room that you’re about to be put to death. Usually, someone warns you about that kind of thing in advance.

Nobody knows that Trudy Loveless is an alias, except Hobs and Mrs. Ford. It’s going to be fine. Breathe.

I had a chance. It would have been the perfect moment to skip town and hit the skies. I could have scrapped the whole thing and gone back upstairs and hid under the covers. I could have done any number of things that did not involve ignoring my gut.

Never ignore your gut.

A woman whose head was covered with a burlap sack was dragged up to the top of the gallows. Her clothes, once well made, were ragged and torn. She was barefoot, bruised, and bleeding.

Hobs and Rivera weaved through the crowd and stood on either side of me.

“Finished?” I asked.

Rivera nodded. I grabbed Hobs’s hand and pulled him closer.

“Torture?” I whispered to Hobs.

“Most likely,” he replied. “Who is she?”

“Tabitha Dixon.”

Hobs stared at me, wide-eyed. I raised my eyebrows and nodded toward the gallows.

The executioner forced the woman to her knees and she screamed out in pain. A horde of SUN officials and agents surrounded the gallows. One man whose chest was covered in medals bounded up the gallows steps and addressed the crowd.

“Ladies and gentlemen, I’m happy to announce that after years of concealment on Mars, we’ve found the fugitive Tabitha Dixon. Her acts of sedition have been well documented and she must pay the penalty for charting a course that could overthrow all the values we as a United System hold dear.”

“Flarking skud!” screamed the woman.

The SUN official tore the sack away from her head and backhanded her with a force that knocked her to the ground. I stood close enough to see the lines of suffering carved into her face. I did not let my gaze linger on them long. Miraculously, she pushed herself up and stood in front of her captors.

“Your superiors asked me to find it, to see if it could be done. Well I did, didn’t I? I found it, and one day the whole universe will know. I’ll never stop trying to ...,” she trailed off.

Her eyes locked with mine.

I know her.

It was the woman from my dreams. The woman who handed me the vial, the one who looked like me.

My father’s only sister, my namesake.

The woman who had made my life a living death.

“Run!” she screamed. “Run!”

The SUN official looked baffled. I heard him ask the executioner if the torture had made her insane.

“Run! Run now!”

The other observers in the crowd started turning to stare at me. I shifted my weight, every muscle in my body tensing. I didn’t want to give the SUN a reason to suspect me, and if I ran, they would suspect me.

“She’s off her rocker,” I said with a nervous laugh. Even as the words left my mouth, I felt the color draining from my face and the strength in my legs beginning to run out.

I saw the SUN official signal to a few of his agents to head in my direction. As the agents approached, I felt Hobs scoot closer to me and put his face next to mine.

“Captain?” whispered Hobs.

“Yeah.”

“I think it might be time to run for the ship.”

“Right. Um, crew? Run for the ship.”

“Now?” asked CiCi.

“Now!” I yelled.

I threw myself into the crowd and weaseled my way out into the streets. I heard gunfire and saw a bullet lodge into a post in front of me.

“What the flark!” I screamed.

“On it!” yelled Rivera. He ran backward and let loose a firestorm of bullets as we tore for the ship.

“Faster, I can ‘ear choppers!” cried Bell.

CiCi ran as fast as her little legs could carry her, but she was lagging behind. I turned just in time to see her trip. I ran back to her, swooped down, picked her up, and raced toward the dock behind Williamson’s Dive. A bullet whizzed past my right ear and hit my ship just before I climbed in. I whirled around.

“Nobody shoots my ship!” I yelled. I drew my Colt and fired, but nothing happened. “Are you flarking kidding me?”

The SUN soldier I had been aiming at dropped like a rock, and I turned to see Rivera holstering his gun. “Out of bullets again?”

I glared at him. “I could kick you out the airlock, you know.”

“I know. But you won’t. Wanna know why? Because you need someone who actually manages to keep a steady supply of bullets in his gun.”

Before I could craft a cutting reply, Rivera slammed the door shut as a smattering of bullets hit my ship.

Oh no, they did not.

I ran full speed to the cockpit and launched myself into the pilot’s seat. “Come on, baby, hustle,” I whispered. As we took off, I saw the executioner push my aunt’s head through the hangman’s noose. I turned my gaze to the stars, grateful that the noise of the Misfit’s thrusters would drown out the strangled death cries of Tabitha Dixon. We blew into the atmosphere, leaving the SUN helicopters floundering in our powerful wake.



FIRED UP 3

ONCE WE WERE SAFELY OUT OF MARTIAN AIRSPACE, I RETREATED to my quarters. I knew it was only a matter of time before the SUN made another appearance, and I needed a minute. Several, in fact, but five would do better than none.

I shut the door to my quarters, leaning back heavily against it. My room was beat up, faded, like most things on the Misfit, but it was my sanctuary and I loved it. The Misfit was a graduation present from my parents—something Mrs. Ford had tucked away in a hangar waiting for me to turn sixteen. I walked to my bed, sat down on the edge, and pulled the chain out from my shirt. I cradled the vial in one hand and stared at it, rolling it around in my fingers and thinking of the latest life that had been claimed in the name of freedom.

I knew little of my aunt, other than the fact that I was named for her, and she was the jackwagon who stuck me with the stupid Eternigen in the first place. Well, sort of. I mean ... the last time I saw her, things had gone very differently.

The rain came down in sheets that day. I was alone. At least, I think I was. I can’t remember why now, only that no one was there to answer the door but me. If I believed in time travel, I would have thought an older version of myself stood soaked to the bone on our porch.

“Who are you?” I had blurted out.

The woman stared at me from underneath the dripping brim of her hat. “Tabitha?”

“How do you know my name?” I demanded.

“It’s my name too.” She had looked behind her, as if to see if someone had followed her to our door. “Take this and give it to your father.”

She had placed a wooden box in my hands. It was beautiful, stained a dark cherry color and inlaid with intricate patterns. I ran my fingers across its smooth surface and fiddled momentarily with the lock. When I looked up, the woman had disappeared.

It was at that moment that I did something unpardonable. I ran upstairs with the box, picked the lock, and found the glass vial filled with what looked like mercury. I fiddled with it, and then tossed it in my underwear drawer and promptly forgot about it.

Three days later, my family was dead and I had a new identity as Trudy Loveless, the ward of Mrs. Ford, my former English teacher.

I wished I had known my namesake better. With the online monitoring, it’s not like I could just flick on my Cuff and look up Tabitha Dixon. The wrong people would notice.

I leapt from my bed and started pacing as another knot tied itself up inside my stomach. I yelled and kicked my second-hand dresser. My foot went right through the bottom drawer. I extracted my boot and fell to my knees.

I should have done more.

Breakfast suddenly seemed like a terrible mistake. I scrambled for my bathroom.

I should have been able to save her. I should have been able to save them all.

Even as the thought flashed through my mind, I knew I had to deal in reality. I had to lock down all my doubt and guilt and go back to being numb. Feeling anything was a luxury I could not afford.

I had a ship to captain.

I rinsed my mouth out and jerked my mother’s ring off my index finger. I tossed it into a cleaning solution on my nightstand, flicked away a solitary tear, and headed out my door for the cockpit. Hobs caught me and stopped me.

“You okay?” he asked.

I nodded. “I’m fine.”

He didn’t believe me. I could tell by the ridiculous expression of skepticism that took up his entire face.

“If you want to talk about it, I’m here, you know.”

I patted his shoulder as I slid past. “I know.” I shimmied into the cockpit and sat down next to Bell.

“How we doin’?” I asked. The image of my Aunt Tabitha’s bruised and broken body popped up in my mind’s eye. I blinked and tried to focus on what Bell was saying.

“Fine, Captain. The ship is sound, and it’s clear out there for now. We are almost to the jump gate.”

I nodded. “Nobody’s tailing us?”

She was so scared ... I could tell. When she looked at me, there was pure fear in her eyes, and what do I do? Run away. I had a gun and a knife. I could have done something.

What on earth could I have done?

“It doesn’t appear that way. Captain? Captain.”

“Oh! Uh, good. Keep an eye on things, lemme know if there are any changes. I’ll be shocked if the SUN hasn’t figured out who we are before we make it to the jump gate. I’m gonna go check on the others and make sure Salazar isn’t too jumpy.”

“Aye, Cap. May I ask a question?”

“Shoot.”

Bell cleared her throat. “Are you alright? You seem a bit out of sorts.”

I hopped out of my chair. “I’m okay, Bell.”

“Very well, but if you need to talk—”

“You’re here. I know. Thanks.” As I walked back to the hold, I breathed in and out, trying to shut out what I had seen. The vial hanging against my chest felt heavy, a weight that never stopped pressing on my heart. The pewter stopper was cold and sent a shiver through me. The coldness of the vial was something I should have gotten used to by now. The chill against my chest had spread to my heart years ago and become familiar, a tool I could call upon to survive just about anything—even death.

Miriam the Fluffy Healer didn’t think my habits were particularly healthy, but I didn’t care what she thought. The only reason she was on board in the first place was because the SUN made it illegal to fly without an onboard healer. I didn’t care about health. All I cared about was survival.

At least, that’s what I told myself.

I watched CiCi crossing the other side of the hold, her short arms loaded down with ship parts. A backpack stuffed to the brim with even more parts sagged on her tiny, narrow shoulders, hunching her over. She walked with so much purpose, so much drive.

So much ... stuff.

“CiCi!” I yelled.

She screeched to a halt, her momentum nearly getting the better of her.

“Aye, Cap?”

An offer of help died on my lips. No one came between CiCi and the Misfit, and I of all people should be able to respect that. Despite my darker thoughts, I found myself transforming the laugh bubbling up my throat into a cough.

“Never mind. You just ... keep on doin’ what you’re doin’.”

She nodded, and then plowed through to the other side of the hold. As soon as she was out of sight I heard a loud, metallic crash.

“CiCi?” I cried.

“No problem, Cap!”

I raised an eyebrow, but I said nothing more as I made my way to the galley. Rivera was sitting at the table, glowering more than usual. I sat down next to him and put my feet up on the scratched up table.

“Feeling better now that you’ve picked off a few agents?” I asked.

Rivera picked up his beer and took a slow sip in reply.

“Nice lunch. Where’s Hobson?” I asked.

“The lab rat hasn’t come out sniffing for food yet.”

I punched his shoulder. “That lab rat is my best friend. He’s brilliant.”

“You ever gonna tell me what he’s up to in that lab?”

“Nope. Not my story to tell,” I lied.

“Well, then, you wanna tell me why some loony thought that yelling for you to run would be a good plan?”

“Nope.”

“What, ‘cause that ain’t your story to tell, either?”

I paused to examine Rivera’s unusually stormy expression. “What’s eating you?”

“Nothin’, just wondering why we got chased off Mars. Wondering if it has anything to do with him.” He nodded toward the far end of the galley, where Mr. Salazar and Miriam were deeply engaged in conversation. “Something ‘bout that little weasel I don’t hold with. This job’s felt off since day one.”

I scratched the back of my neck. “Yeah, I know what you—”

My sentence came to a screeching halt as I realized what Rivera’s real problem was. I grinned. “Look at how closely Miriam is sitting next to him, Rivera. I wonder what they could be talking about. Probably not politics, they look too cozy for that. Maybe she’s giving him some of her favorite healing tips. Is that what’s buzzing your bonnet?”

“Pssh. You and Bell been smoking in the cockpit again, Cap’n Loveless.”

I grinned.

“Deny it all you want, I know the truth. Although, it is kind of hard to imagine. Miriam is a healer, so ... feeling-oriented, so sensitive, whereas you are—”

“Holding a loaded nine-millimeter Glock.”

I smiled, choosing to ignore the dig.

“And I believe you just made my point.”

Mr. Salazar checked his Cuff, kissed Miriam’s hand, and was about to excuse himself.

“I’m sorry we had to leave like that, Salazar,” I called out. “Just a miscommunication.”

“I see. Happen often?” he asked.

“On Mars? Oh, yeah. Nothing I won’t be able to resolve with the SUN later, I’m sure.”

He didn’t look convinced, but he nodded and walked away. As soon as Salazar was out of the galley, I elbowed Rivera in the stomach.

“Here’s your big chance!” I hissed. “Go on, I’m dying to see you try to one-up a guy who kisses women’s hands before leaving the table.”

Before Rivera could reply, the entire ship rattled around us. My ears filled with terrible metallic squeals as shots fired across the nose of the Misfit.

“Aw, flarking skud, here we go! Everyone to the bridge, now!” I yelled.

I darted from my chair and ran ahead, a strange cocktail of hungry rage and abject terror propelling me faster and faster.

Nobody fires at my ship.

Nobody.
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“Bell, I thought you said no one was behind us!”

“This isn’t a SUN issue ship! I don’t recognize the model, Captain, but preliminary observations indicate there’s no way we can beat ‘er in a firefight. I mean, look at ‘er. She’s énorme.”

I grabbed the controls and engaged the thrusters. The Misfit screamed as we veered to the right of our hulking attacker. Suddenly, the communication monitor lights started blinking.

“Sure, you shoot at me and then try to chat? Like skud!” I pounded on the monitor’s keypad and hung up on the caller.

About two seconds later, the comm lights flickered again.

“Per’aps it is better to find out who this person is. Maybe you can get them to stop shooting at us?”

I rolled my eyes and hit ‘Accept’.

A porcelain face materialized on the screen, framed by a halo of perfect blonde curls. The woman’s pouty, cherry lips shined and her bright blue eyes sparkled under perfectly angled eyebrows.

I’m not sure what I was expecting, but it wasn’t her.

“Tabitha. How nice to see you,” she purred.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. You must have me confused with someone else. My name is Captain Trudy Loveless. My crew and I are on a mission to deliver cargo to Earth, and I’d really appreciate it if you’d get out of my way and stop firing on my ship.”

The woman tilted her head and smiled slightly. It wasn’t a friendly smile, or even a courteous one.

It was the smile of a lioness that has cornered her lunch.

“Oh, Tabitha, you know you shouldn’t lie so much. I know all about you, and despite the tough-girl façade, you really do want to do the right thing. Lying goes against your better nature. Why not come clean? I know what you have, and I feel it’s only fair to tell you I will do whatever it takes to get it.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, or what you think I have. Also, I don’t believe I caught your name?” I asked.

“What, you don’t recognize me? I’m Eira Ninge, President of Galileo Space Pioneering. Surely you’ve heard of GSP?”

“Anyone who’s flown a ship knows GSP However, last I heard they were still interested in financing missions to the colonies and designing ships, not shooting cargo runners out of the sky.”

“I told you, Tabitha, you have something I want. Now, you can come along quietly or put up a fight and endanger all you hold dear, but either way, you will give me that vial.”

I swore under my breath. “We’re done talking.”

I shut off the communication monitor and yelled into the ship’s intercom.

“CiCi! Tell me I can out-maneuver her!”

“You can’t.”

“CiCi!”

“Well, you can’t, especially because she’s parked herself right in front of the jump gate. But you could lose her in Dead Man’s Field.”

“You’re sending me into the asteroid belt? I love you too.”

“She’s a big ship. She’ll sustain more damage than we will. There’s an emergency gate, and if all else fails, we can hide somewhere. It’s your best bet short of the jump gate.”

“Captain, ‘er starboard guns are active and ready to fire,” said Bell.

“Rivera!” I yelled. “Get in here and get on those guns!”

I looked at my first mate. “Liz, I don’t know if I can—”

“Please. You out-scored me on our final exam. And I rock. You can do whatever the flark you want.”

I took a deep breath, and she gave me a quick nod as we swerved into the asteroid field. As I maneuvered the ship, my chair spun sideways and Rivera, who had come at last, lost his footing and fell straight into my lap.

“Rivera, you lummox! Get off! What took you so long?” I yelled.

“Sorry, Cap, can’t fire on a full bladder.”

“You just went!”

“Hey, small bladder!”

He scrambled off me and fell into his seat to the right of Bell and me. We lurched hard to starboard to avoid a collision with a small asteroid, and he glared at us. “Be easier to walk if you two infants would fly straight.”

“Shut up and take out whatever part of her you can!” I yelled.

Rivera cracked his knuckles and stared down Eira’s massive ship. “Whatcha got for me, sugar lips?”

As if Eira’s ship had heard him, a blast engulfed the Misfit in white light. She shivered, and then went utterly dark.

“Rivera?”

“I didn’t do it!”

Shots were coming in from everywhere, and we had no firepower. We were frozen, with no means of defending ourselves. On top of it all, one very determined looking asteroid was headed our way.

“Emergency shields at thirty percent ... fifteen percent ... five percent!” yelled Bell.

“CiCi, did you fix that backup generator before we took off?” I cried.

“It should kick in any second now,” said CiCi.

I stared ahead, helplessly watching blast after blast damage bits of my ship. “Come on baby ... come on ....”

I heard a low hum and felt a whirring beneath my hands as tiny white lights pierced the darkness. The backup generator engaged. I held back a sigh of relief and opted to chomp down on my lower lip instead. I could only see one course of action that would keep my crew— and my secrets—safe.

“Bell, put everything we’ve got into those shields. Rivera, take out that asteroid before it hits us. Everyone else, into the escape pods. Where the flark is Salazar?”

“Captain! An escape pod has jettisoned,” said Bell.

Rivera shot me a knowing glance as we watched the pod fly toward Eira’s ship. “Weasel! Oh, I called it. I totally called it! Which one did he take? Miriam! You owe me five bucks!”

“You bet against Salazar?” I cried.

“Uh ... I mean, well, I really don’t think this is the moment to discuss it, Cap,” stammered Rivera.

I glared at him. “Get in that escape pod. And the next time I see you, I expect flowers and chocolate and a big brass flarking band.”

“Aye, Cap.”

Bell pulled up the screen. “Captain, ‘e appears to have taken one of the dual-riders.”

“Skud,” I hissed under my breath.

Just then, Hobson poked his head in the door.

“Who’s a weasel? What on earth is going on? My lab went dark and I can’t get anything done if—”

I looked up into his face and his sentence stopped cold. I didn’t have to say a word—he just knew. Like he always knew. I never had to explain anything to Hobs. I wanted more time to take in the ever-present glimmer in Hobs’s bright blue eyes, to memorize the wild path of his unruly blond curls. Instead, I stole a second to freeze him in my mind, until the taste of blood on my tongue reminded me to release my jaw-lock on my lower lip and get back to work. I wanted to carry that picture with me forever.

“Take what supplies you need and get in an escape pod with CiCi, Hobs. Now.”

Hobs’s big, bespectacled eyes scrutinized my face. “How will you find us?”

“I dunno, but I will.” I reached for the intercom. “Rivera, you and Porch take the other dual rider after you make sure Bell gets in the last one.”

“What?” cried Bell. “Captain, I—”

“That’s an order,” I barked. “CiCi, put those parts down and run. Bell, come with me.”

Another round of shots peppered the Misfit as we ran full speed to the emergency deck.

“What’s your game plan, Captain?” asked Bell.

“As each pod jettisons, we release cargo. Hopefully that rotten slag won’t know what’s worth shooting and what isn’t. It’s the crew’s best chance.”

“You mean only chance,” said Bell. “What will you do?”

“Aim for the emergency gate, head for Earth, and with any luck, survive.”

“That’s always a good thing.”

I extended my fist to Bell. She pushed hers into mine.

“Live free or die, Captain.”

I nodded. “Let’s do this.”



INFERNAL BOY 4

“I SO DON’T HAVE TIME FOR THIS!” I SCREAMED AT THE BROKEN yoke stick in my hands. I started rifling through the cockpit, searching for anything that would substitute for a sailboard. “Come on, baby, I don’t wanna lose you!”

A small explosion rattled my ears.

“Ahhh, flark!” I yelled.

At least, I think I did. The explosion deafened my ears, leaving me and the Misfit irreparably damaged. After shooting the last of my crew mates into space, I had woven my way through the asteroid belt and into the emergency jump gate, which put me within an easy flying distance of Earth’s orbit—and almost made me throw up again. Being sucked through the space portals always resulted in a nauseating stomach drop. Inexplicably, the SUN hadn’t held me at the gate, but Eira had managed to stick right with me all the way here, blasting asteroids out of her path and doing some major damage to my baby along the way. I don’t know how she found out, but somehow Eira had stumbled upon the truth of my identity and what I had dangling around my neck.

Which, unfortunately, left me with only one option.

Well, half an option, anyway.

“I’m so sorry, baby!”

As my ship skidded into the atmosphere, I grabbed my keys from my pocket, unlocked the plastic shield, and slammed my hand down on the Big Red Button.

Yes, that Big Red Button.

I figured Eira would have killed me already if that’s what she really wanted—her ship had more than enough firepower to take me out. I, however, wasn’t about to sit around waiting for her to board and torture me to death to get what she wanted. I had used every last second of the power in the generator to run circles around the behemoth star ship, drawing her down into the atmosphere of Earth. I thought I might like to die on the planet where I had been born. I had given my crew the chance they needed to escape and, as far as I could tell, they had all made it out safely.

It was the only happy thought I had left.

I felt the whirring of the Misfit’s engine die under my hands. I couldn’t hear the torrent of swear words that left my lips in the succeeding seconds. I looked through my singed bangs at the smoking gauges, knowing I had zero time left to get off my ship.

Assuming I wanted to live.

I used one of my remaining seconds to debate the point, and then leapt headlong from the cockpit and into the terrible silence of Earth’s blue sky.

“Well, now what, you moron!” I screamed at myself. Not that I could hear it. Not that it mattered. I would be dead momentarily. I felt rather than heard my ship explode over my head. I flapped my arms. I tried to fall flat, to somehow delay my imminent death.

I probably should have written a will.

In the midst of contemplating my demise, I suddenly felt my body being jerked up rather than dragged down.

“What the—”

Two strong arms had me around the waist. We swerved and narrowly avoided a falling hunk of ship.

I looked around and saw a helm et and m y own reflection staring back.

“Oh, great, and a bloody nose? Because that is exactly what I need right now. Fantastic!”

I assumed my rescuer was responding, but I couldn’t hear for beans. I doubt that I could have heard him anyway over his rocket pack.

I rolled my eyes and pointed to my ears. “I got nothing! Ex-plo-sion,” I screamed. At least ... it felt like I screamed.

Conversation, I decided, was useless. I needed to get on terra firma, and fast. I pointed down.

The skuddy little worm dropped me.

I shook my head and sighed. I knew I was toast from the second that horrible demon ship laid her eyes on my baby.

My ship ... my beautiful, piece-of-skud ship was falling to the earth around me, and soon it would all be—

“Aaaaaaaaaugh!”

I was once again jerked up by the waist.

“You’re sick, you know that?” I yelled. I watched as the larger flaming bits of my ship fell where I had just been falling.

I raised my eyebrows.

“Guess it could be worse. Now, why don’t you put me on solid ground?” I yelled.

The helmet nodded.

Oddly, as we whipped through the air trying desperately to avoid falling debris and a premature life exit, all I could think of was grilled cheese sandwiches and tomato soup.

We zoomed past the largest, fieriest piece of debris and rolled to a halt in a field of tall grass, the majority of which was being torched away by the melting remains of my ship.

I stood up, dusted myself off, and ran to my baby, surveying the rather epic damage her crash had caused.

“Flark! Flarking ... aw, flark,” I moaned. “I’m so sorry, baby.”

I sank to my knees and pressed my lips together. All that I had left in the world was burning around me.

It didn’t smell real great.

Also, amazingly, I was alive. I realized if I wanted to stay that way, it was time to go dark. I turned off my Cuff, took it off my wrist, and stuffed it into my pocket.

I felt a hand on my shoulder and leapt to my feet as I whirled around. I had nearly forgotten about Helmet. Helmet was very tall. And ... built. And ... trying to tell me something, but I still couldn’t hear.

I pointed to my ears and shrugged. He handed me a skinny, silver package and motioned for me to open it and ... eat? Yes, eat the contents.

Sure, why not? What could happen? Death? I was already marked for that. I opened the package and found a small green strip of something. I stuck it in my mouth.

Bottoms up.

Suddenly, my ears were full of bubbling sounds and before I could say, “Zounds, a flarking miracle,” I could hear.

“What the flark was that?” I asked.

“Well you sure use ugly words for such a pretty girl. At least, I’m guessing there’s a pretty girl under all that mess,” said Helmet.

“Excuse me? I am not a mess,” I said. I rose to my feet and pointed toward the smoldering embers. “That is a mess.”

“Could have been worse.”

“How?” I asked.

“Could have been you in there.”

“You didn’t answer my question. What did you give me?”

“Nerve regeneration strip. Comes in handy when you blow your ears out.”

Ew.

“You got a name?” I asked.

“Yup.”

I eyed Helmet. “You know, I’ve been calling you ‘Helmet’ in my head this whole time, so unless you want me to start calling you that outside my head, I suggest you tell me who the flark you are.”

He cocked his head. “You first.”

I wasn’t sure I could trust him. Still, he had saved my life, and so far none of the bad guys had tried that tactic. Besides, I was tired of lying about my name, and my cover was blown anyway. Call me naive, but ... did I mention he was tall?

“Name’s Dixon, but I go by Dix. Your turn, flyboy, and do me a favor and take that helmet off so I can see who I’m talking to.”

He took his helmet off and put it under the crook of his left arm. My gaze followed the motion of his arm up to his broad and muscular shoulders. His thick, dark curls fell around his face, and his sepia eyes twinkled mischievously, belying his serious expression.

Yummy.

“Berrett,” he said.

“What?”

“My name. It’s Berrett. And you’re welcome.”

“For what? I mean, thanks, but really, I had things under control.”

“Clearly. Falling to your death equals everything’s under control in your world?”

“I would have figured a way out,” I snapped. I moved through the ruins of my ship with Berrett trailing behind. “Why are you still here? You’ve done your civic duty, now buzz off.”

“Wow, you are kind of horrible, aren’t you?”

I rolled my eyes and continued to pick my way through the rubble. I had to see if there was anything salvageable, and time was not on my side. The odds were terrible, but perhaps something useful had survived. I trotted to a promising heap of twisted metal, crawled under the pile, and pulled out a banged up metal storage case. “Eureka.”

I pried open the case and found a survival pack. As I lifted the pack up, I thought about my now-charred knapsack. Won’t be needing it anymore, anyway. I looked up at Berrett. “Seriously, why are you still here?”

“Because unlike you, I have a reasonable definition of what being in danger means.”

I gave him my best scowl, and then looked down at the pack in my hands. “You want one?” I asked.

“Nah, I’m good. Thanks, though. See, that’s what polite people say when someone does something nice for them. They say, ‘Why, Berrett, I didn’t know you cared. Thank you.’”

“You’re welcome,” I said. “The looters can have the rest. I doubt there’s much else here that would be of—”

I stopped short as I caught a glimpse of something sparkling in the fire’s glow. Burning ship doesn’t sparkle. A large diamond, on the other hand ....

I ran to the glittering spot in the charred grass and dropped to my knees.

“Can’t be ... no chance in ... flarking skud, I can’t believe it!” I cried.

“Can’t believe what, you foul-mouthed little ingrate?” asked Berrett.

“My mother’s ring.” I laughed.

Perhaps there was a merciful force in the universe. I gingerly picked it out of the shards of the cleaning solution container. It was hot to the touch, but miraculously intact. I dropped it in one of my many pockets and instantly felt its heat through the fabric. I hoped it wouldn’t burn a hole through my pants. I could put it on the chain later when I was alone. One of my many rules of survival was never, ever, ever show anyone what’s on the end of the chain.

Especially random, albeit really hot, strangers.

“Your mom gave that to you?” he asked.

No details.

Embed grains of truth in lies.

I shook my head. “I didn’t say it was my mom’s ring.”

“You definitely said mother.”

“Well I meant mother like ... Mother Superior.”

“A nun gave you—”

Flark. Should’ve stuck to no details.

“Yes, okay? A nun. I always wear it, but just before the attack, I put it in my cabin. I thought ... anyway. No time. We gotta get outta here before someone notices the smoke.”

“Too late,” said Berrett. He pointed up to what looked like a small black cloud moving quickly toward us. “Military carriers.”

“Skud.”

Berrett looked at me for a second, and then grabbed my hand. “Into the grass!” he said.

“What?”

“Crawl!”

“They’ll be over us, they can see, idiot! What do you think you—”

“Shut up and crawl! And turn off your Cuff while you’re at it.”

“I already did. How stupid do you think I am?” I hissed.

“You really want an answer to that right now?”

I rolled my eyes and sighed as I army-crawled behind Berrett.

We crawled through the grass as the sound of the carriers drew nearer. I admit I had to repress the urge to pee my pants.

Berrett led us close to a smoldering bit of the Misfit’s hull. He crawled under it, pulling me in with him. “Roll under me and hold on. Tight.”

“What?”

“Not that, sicko. I’m going to launch us, and if you’re not hanging on you’ll be left here for the SUN to find. If we do this right, we’ll both disappear. Now roll under me and hang on.”

I rolled under Berrett’s chest and nestled beneath him, locking my arms around the back of his neck.

You know, because that’s not all kinds of awkward.

Still, you do what you have to in order to survive. I’m not sure why the universe kept trying to teach me that lesson, but it sure felt like we had entered dead-horse-kicking territory.

“What are you waiting for?” I whispered.

“You think the remains of your ship are stable?” he asked.

“Nope,” I replied.

I hadn’t thought about that as I was rifling around looking for stuff.

Oops.

“Neither do they,” said Berrett. “So when part of it explodes and a small piece of debris flies away, they’ll think nothing of it. We just need them to be close enough to landing that we can shoot above them without them seeing us.”

“Berrett?”

“What?”

“I love you.”

“You’re weird. Now be quiet.”

“Wait, how are you going to make the ship ex—”

Before I could finish my sentence, Berrett tossed something behind us.

A tooth-rattling explosion erupted at the same instant Berrett ignited his rocket pack. We flew into the air, and as I looked back one last time to see the remains of my precious Misfit, I saw them.

At least thirty SUN carriers. For one crashed ship.

They knew.



PARKED 5

BERRETT AND I LANDED IN THE SOFT, SPRINGY GRASS OF A park just as the sun was beginning to set. Earth had a different smell than the colonies on Titan. The smell of Titan was newer, more ... chemical and plasticine and hi-I-was-recently-terraformed. Earth was different. Earth smelled old in a comfortable way. I wondered for a moment if some part of me remembered the smell of Earth.

Then other wonderings kicked in. Wonderings like how the flark did Berrett wind up with a military grade explosive? But first things first.

“Where are we?” I asked.

Berrett flipped his visor open. “Jersey. Let’s go sit for a minute and take a breather.”

I balked, my delight in his attractive eyes giving way to annoyance as I crossed my arms. “No.”

“No? What do you mean no?”

“I mean no! I have no idea who you really are or why you saved me or where in the system you managed to get your hands on that kind of explosive. And on top of all that, I can’t exactly stop for afternoon tea. You saw all those ships. They could have seen us. They could be tailing us right—”

“They aren’t. Besides, five minutes won’t make that much difference and I have a question for you. What does the Underground mean to you, exactly?”

I knew just enough about the Underground to not be very impressed. They created safe houses to sit around and talk about how they were going to stick it to the SUN, but I never heard about anything serious coming of it. In my mind, the Underground was just a bunch of adults who had allowed the SUN to screw up the System, content to sit around and whine, waiting to die off and hand the problems over to the next generation.

My generation.

Still, Berrett was my only hope at the moment.

Time for some diplomacy.

I flopped down on the bench next to him. “It means you don’t agree with how the SUN is running things, and you’ll do anything short of, you know, actually stand up and fight them or do something to change your circumstances. Am I in the ballpark?”

A spark of anger flickered in Berrett’s eyes. “Not a fan?”

So much for diplomacy.

“I’m not a fan of anyone, okay? I’m just a cargo runner. I need to find a ship, get my crew back, and figure out how to deal with Eira the Psychopath.”

“Who?”

“Eira Ninge. She’s the horrible slag responsible for this flarking mess I’m in.”

“Wait, the Eira Ninge? The president of GSP, Eira Ninge?”

I rolled my eyes. “Yes, that Eira. Turns out she’s a heartless nutbar, and she thinks I have something worth killing for. The real question here is, are you gonna help me or get in my way?”

Berrett stared at me. “Are you human?”

“How do I know you’re not one of the bad guys?”

“Because if I worked for the SUN, you’d be dead already. They don’t send in thirty cruisers to take prisoners.”

I nodded with no small amount of reluctance.

Berrett sighed. “Alright, look, I wasn’t supposed to tell you this, but the Underground sent me to find you. I’m one of their runners. I can get you what you need, but first, you wanna explain to me why exactly the System wants you so badly that they’d send thirty military cruisers in to pick up one girl?”

I cried out in disgust. “I am a seventeen-year-old starship captain, pilot first class, thank you very much, and—”

“And you’re just one girl. I fail to see the need to send in so many cruisers, unless you’re some kind of crazy wizard, which is out based on your total inability to fly.”

“Lost my broom.”

“There’s a joke in there, but you haven’t answered my question,” said Berrett.

“Give me one good reason why I should tell you anything.”

“Because I can help you, and outside of me and the Underground, you have no one you can trust.”

“You dropped me! And if I don’t know the first thing about you, how can I trust you?”

Berrett rolled his eyes. “The fact that I didn’t let you die should be a start.”

“Oh, you could have.” I eyed Berrett, and then started rifling through my emergency pack looking for water. “Why would the Underground want to help me? How did they even know about me? And what, exactly, is in it for you, Berrett?”

Berrett folded his arms and looked straight into my eyes. “Because you have apparently done something to threaten the System, and anyone who threatens them is a friend to me.”

There was something in his expression, in the honesty of his face that felt incredibly familiar. There was rage, a life of suffering ... a major loss. Something only another person who had been through the same sort of trauma would notice.

“Who did you lose?” I asked.

Berrett’s eyes hit the ground. “My dad. He was the best man I ever knew, and they shot him dead in the middle of the street.”

I clenched my throat and instinctively put my hand on his. He raised his gaze to meet mine.

“You need help, Dix, whether you like it or not. And I can help you. The Underground is much more than you realize.” He pulled a pocket-sized copy of The Unauthorized History of the Third War from inside his jacket. “Look familiar?”

“Well, sure, but even I thought that was a stupid one to use. The SUN could have figured it out by now.” I pulled a canteen from my pack and threw back a swig. The cool water flowed down my throat and hit my empty stomach with a thud. “I need a minute.”

I walked across the tall grass toward what must have been a playground a hundred years ago. I pushed the rusted chains of a swing and leaned against the poles of the set. Though I found Berrett’s stance on my dependency extremely obnoxious, he appeared to have some kind of point. And he had saved my life.

On top of which, much to my chagrin, I was momentarily dependent. I didn’t know Earth well enough to work my way around, and I couldn’t save my friends and find my freedom without some help. I would have to take a risk on someone, and good Samaritans weren’t exactly beating down my door.

I looked back toward the bench where Berrett sat, leaning forward and flipping through the small history book. My gut seemed to think he was safe, and I was done ignoring my gut. I walked slowly back to the bench, wondering how I was going to explain myself. It had been years since unfiltered truth had come out of my mouth.

“Well?” he asked.

Better to just rip the Band-Aid off.

“They want me because they want this.” I pulled on the chain around my neck until the vial fell into my hand, which was, weirdly, trembling.

I stared at the glass vial, sparkling in the last rays of daylight. The silver fluid swirled and rolled back and forth like oil in water. I let it fall against my chest, unclasped the chain from around my neck, and slid my mother’s wedding ring onto the chain. The ring clinked against the stopper of the glass vial. I held out the vial to Berrett. Mrs. Ford and Hobs were the only people in the world who knew what I wore around my neck, and I felt as vulnerable as a naked newborn as I watched Berrett stare at the silver liquid inside.

“What is it?”

“Eternigen.”

Berrett laughed. “You’re full of it. Eternigen isn’t real. It’s like the scientific equivalent of the fountain of youth. Wishful thinking.”

“No, the tooth fairy isn’t real. Eternigen, on the other hand, is.”

“Wait ... the tooth fairy isn’t real?” Berrett grinned at me as he took the vial out of my hands. “But you’re talking about defying the aging process, being able to fly into deep space, and that’s impossible. Besides, the SUN reports—”

“You don’t actually believe the reports? This is why I have to lie about who I am. The SUN knows I have this stuff, and up until very recently they thought I was dead. This vial is my ticket to deep space, freedom, a life away from the System. And now, apparently, Eira Ninge knows about it and isn’t afraid to kill for it. The carriers won’t find a body, so with any luck both the SUN and Eira will think I was obliterated in the crash.”

“Not likely. Even with no body there’d be DNA evidence their scanners would pick up. They’ll know you’re alive, Dix.”

I ran my hands through my hair.

He was right.

“I gotta get more Eternigen and get out of the System.”

“Why?” asked Berrett. “How’d you end up with that stuff anyway?”

I pressed my lips together, so used to lying by default that every word of truth took time to formulate. “I wound up with it because my aunt was the scientist who discovered it. Three days later, my family was in a terrible accident and I’m the only one who lived. I don’t remember much about my life before that. It’s all fuzzy. All I really know is that I want something more for my life. I want to find a new world, build a country where people are safe. I don’t want to spend my life sneaking around on eggshells. My best friend Hobs was working on replicating the formula so we’d have enough to get the whole crew out. He was getting close when—”

My brain went blank, as though a heavy fog had descended in my head. I closed my eyes as all my emotions extinguished, blown out like a candle. I saw the image of Hobs’s lopsided smile burned behind my eyelids. All the smells and sounds of the Académie on Venus flooded my memory and pushed out the scents of Earth.

I was transported back in time to the day before graduation, barely one year ago.
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“You’re going to get caught before I get a chance to finish this, you know,” Hobs had said. “I’m finally at a point in my career where I can begin to attempt to break down what that stuff’s made of, and your brilliant plan is to run cargo while I do it? How many ways could this go wrong?”

“Only one, really,” I had replied. “We could die. Or we could earn some extra funds running cargo, which would pay for an on-ship lab. Come on, Hobs, you can’t resist the tantalizing possibility of your very own shiny lab.”

He had gone glossy-eyed as he had envisioned the possibility. I knew I had him. Just a few more entreaties, maybe a little pout ..

“You could get out from under the Einstein building, see the world,” I had said. “We graduate tomorrow, Hobs. What are your other options? Go work for the bad guys? Work for the System?” Hobs’s test scores had resulted in the SUN courting him since he entered the Académie, but I knew he wasn’t interested.

Hobs had put his arm around me and walked me around the Académie campus. “If it were anyone else but you ....”

“I know. That’s why I love you.” I had planted a kiss on his cheek, grabbed his hand, and laughed at him as his pale cheeks flushed. “Come on. Let’s go get our gear packed.”
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“Dix? You okay?”

Berrett’s question snapped me back to the present.

“Yeah, I’m just ... hungry.”

Berrett laughed out loud.

“What?”

“That’s not what I was expecting you to say. So, you think that what happened to your parents was really an accident?”

My throat clamped down. “Take a wild guess.”

“I see.”

I took the vial out of Berrett’s hands and clasped the chain around my neck. “Everyone who knew about this flarking thing is dead except me. The only reason I’m still alive is because I’ve hidden so well for the past five years, and now my cover is blown. If the SUN finds me, I’m dead.”

“And how would leaping from an exploding ship not result in your death, exactly?”

“I had it handled, okay? I just hadn’t worked out the details.” I ignored Berrett’s laughter. “Look, if I’m going to die, I’d like to be the one to decide how it goes down, alright?”

“I guess I can appreciate that. Well, in that case, let’s get moving. You’ll be alright at the safe house. Just keep your nose down and follow my lead.”

I hesitated. “You sure the Underground is going to be willing to help me?”

“They sent me here to save you. I seriously doubt their next move is torture.”

I nodded, too tired to argue anymore. I had held everything so close to the vest for so long, carrying the burden of responsibility alone for what felt like a lifetime. In that instant, without even being totally aware of it, I handed it all to Berrett.

It felt good.

Berrett pushed his visor back down and wrapped his arms around my stomach. I tried to ignore the affect his arms snaking around my abdomen had on my hormones. I took a deep breath in and exhaled slowly as the tips of my toes left the earth. I held on tight to his forearms, but even if I hadn’t, he held me tight enough. I wasn’t going anywhere. As we flew above the trees, the sun sank behind the clouds. Pale pinks and reds streaked across a windswept sky, making way for the periwinkle shades of twilight. A few stars peered out high above us. It was beautiful.

As we made our way north, the crumbling, dusty skyline of Manhattan grew larger and larger. I wondered what it had been like years ago when it was teeming with life, the center of the known world. I wondered about the kind of people who had worked there, who had decided that space really was the final frontier, and they were going to be the ones to tame it. I wondered if they had known that by doing so, they would leave New York City cracked and empty, like an old beer bottle, hollow and forgotten in the corner of a tavern shelf.

It was a town inhabited by polar opposites; those who ran the world—the System, really—and those too poor to get off it. I wondered very much about how it had looked seventeen years ago, when I was born. I had no idea where my parents had lived when I was a baby, only that I had been born in New York City.

I wondered if I had been born in a Settlement.

As we drew closer to the city, the only exception to the desolation was the Settlement surrounding the SUN Plaza. Berrett got just close enough for me to see the glittering glass skyscraper and perfectly manicured grounds.

“See that?” he yelled.

I nodded.

“Good. Stay away from it.”

I frowned. What kind of an idiot does he think I am, anyway?

We turned south and flew along the riverside. The stench of raw sewage incited my gag reflex. The farther we went, the more dismal the city and her people became. The skyscrapers were empty, save for a few flickering candles that shone pale through the filthy lower level windows. Broken signs were rotting off abandoned shops and the streets were filled with tattered beggars. Berrett came to a stop in front of a run-down brick building. Above the wrought-iron door was a faded painting of crossed Irish and American flags. The smell of smoke, alcohol, and vomit wafted out from the inside. A rotting sign above the painting read McSorely’s Old Ale House, Established 1854.

“This is your safe house?” I asked. “It looks like a lot of things, but safe isn’t one of them.”
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THE FRAMED PICTURES AND PAPERS ON THE WALLS WERE FADED, frail, and wildly juxtaposed with an enormous cast-iron fish that hung behind the bar. Candelabras jutted out from the walls—most places had used up their government-issued power by this time of night, and McSorley’s was no exception. Above the bar hung the most disturbing chandelier I had ever seen. Wax from the candles dribbled into layers and layers of dust, and what appeared to be wishbones dangled off the crossbar. Only slightly more disgusting was the low-hanging smoke and dubiously clumped sawdust piled on the floor.

Ew.

“I don’t like this,” I hissed.

“You got a better idea?” asked Berrett. He took my hand and pulled me deeper into the crowded room. “I promise, you’re safe.”

“I bet this place is literally crawling with health code violations. I just met you a couple of hours ago, and may I remind you, you dropped me.”

“Would you stop bringing that up? You’re fine.”

“Fine? I—”

Berrett whirled around and slapped his hand against my mouth. “We have to keep a low profile, and I would really appreciate it if you would just stop talking for a second. Okay?”

I nodded. His hand was still covering my lips. I thought about sticking my tongue out, but I think he could see where my thoughts were headed and he pulled his hand away before I could.

Berrett tucked me into a corner of the room. “Wait here.”

He elbowed his way to the bar. I watched him exchange words with the barkeep—a tall, rugged looking man with a salt and pepper mustache and an enormous pair of glasses. He looked more like a bouncer than a barkeep, and he would have been intimidating if it weren’t for his tendency to push his glasses up the bridge of his nose with his fist and smile broadly as he spoke with Berrett. The exchange ended, and Berrett returned to the corner I had curled into.

“Alright, let’s get you some food,” he said. “You look awful.”

“Nice. Thanks. What a gentleman,” I mumbled.

He was probably right, though, and frankly, I was starting to feel awful.

Berrett grabbed my hand and pulled me over to the back wall of the bar. I hated being pulled around like a little child. I was used to being the one calling the shots. For the moment, however, I had no alternative. Berrett was right. I had to lay low if I wanted to get off Earth in anything other than a body bag.

Berrett stared at the back wall, looking for something among the faded tapestry of dust-covered frames. Then he reached for a door handle I hadn’t even seen.

“Wait here for a second, okay?” he asked.

“Yeah, sure.”

He disappeared into the wall and I was left to speculate on the stories of the poor souls around me. Most of the patrons were clad in the usual System garb. Patched up jeans, flannel shirts with frayed cuffs, heavy boots—stuff you could wear for twenty years if you had a good sewing kit. I guessed that most of the patrons would never have the money for another pair of shoes. Most of them probably couldn’t afford the ale they were drinking.

A few minutes later, Berrett poked his head back through the wall and dragged me in. Behind the wall was a room that, for all intents and purposes, you would never know existed if you weren’t looking for it.

Round tables were surrounded by rickety chairs that looked like they were from another century. A haze of gossamer smoke hung in the air. Cards, laughter, conversation—all came to a screeching halt as I stepped into the room.

A red-haired woman with deep lines carved into her face stared at me over thick glasses. She slid off a wobbly bar stool and cleared her throat. “You got a name, girl?”

I looked at Berrett. He nodded.

“Tabitha Dixon.”

“Well, Tabitha, you’re a wanted woman.” She stepped toward me and pointed to a huge screen on the wall behind me. “Check out the news.” She nodded to a younger girl and the screen came to life. An image of my face was displayed with the name Trudy Loveless below it.

“... that Tabitha Ray Dixon, long thought dead, is in fact alive and at large. She is wanted for crimes against the System of United Nations. If you have any information as to her whereabouts, please contact us immediately.”

“Flarking skud,” I said. I slid into a chair and started picking at my fake fingertips. Trudy Loveless was no good to me now.

The redhead nodded to the girl again and the screen went blank.

I was in deep skud.

“Do you know where you are? Miss Dixon? Tabitha?”

Whether it was the smoke or the hunger or the shock of being discovered, I wasn’t sure, but something was making the room spin violently before my eyes.

“Berrett?” I whimpered.

Almost immediately, a plate of cheese and crackers was thrown on the table, along with a glass of ginger ale.

“You need to eat something. Try this.” He nudged the food toward me.

Against my better judgment, I put a slice of the cheese between two crackers and started chewing. About three bites in, I felt my stomach hit my shoes. I fell to the sawdust and puked my guts out.

“Frank, more sawdust!” yelled Berrett.

“Need ... ginger ale,” I whispered. Stars danced in front of my watering eyes. There had been far too much vomiting in my life lately.

Berrett leaned down and handed me my glass.

I nodded my thanks, swirled the ginger ale around in my mouth, and spit into the sawdust.

“Useful stuff, that,” I said. Berrett chuckled as he helped me crawl back into my chair. I tried nibbling on another cracker—minus the cheese. In fact, at that particular moment, I considered swearing off cheese for the rest of my life.

“You’re going to be okay, kid,” said the redhead. “Just shock, I bet.”

“Mmfine,” I mumbled. I closed my eyes and slumped back in the chair.

“Sure you are. Here, Berrett, stick this on her forehead.” I felt a cool cloth being placed on my forehead and immediately felt less disgusting. “Berrett, what’s her name?” I asked.

“I’m Tess,” said the redhead. “While you’re recovering, we’re going to take care of some business. Renny, you’ve been an apprentice on a number of missions and have proven your metal ten times over.”

I heard Tess walk back toward her stool. I peeked out from under the cloth to see who Renny was.

“You’re one of our bravest initiates yet,” added Tess. “You should be proud of yourself.”

To my surprise, a little boy, who couldn’t have been more than ten years old, sat perched on Tess’s stool, cradling a glass that I sincerely hoped was filled with water and smiling at the crowd like he had just won Child of the Year.

“Okay, Ren, quiz time,” said Tess. “What is the mission of the Underground?”

“To reclaim our freedom.”

“How?”

“By rallying all Underground forces across the System and claiming a planet for ourselves, and by using any means necessary to weaken the SUN.”

My jaw dropped. I had no idea the Underground was so ambitious.

“And why was the Underground formed?” asked the redhead.

The boy shifted in his stool. I could practically hear the gears spinning in his head as he tried to come up with the right answer.

“Well ... there was the Third War after Mars was terraformed, where all the Earth countries fought over who got what land and which planets.”

“Then what?” asked Tess.

“Then they created the System of United Nations, and they took all the power because it was easier to control things that way.”

I smiled darkly. That is so not the history lesson I got at the Académie.

“You got it, kiddo,” said Tess. “Not just political power, either, huh?”

“Nope,” said Renny. “They created a ... um, a senate? And gave each planet a governor, but that was just to make people happy and stop asking questions and stuff. Then the electricity was rationed, at first to help save, um ... resources? Um, but then it became a way to control people and information and stuff. Now we only get so much power every day, and it makes it really hard to get news. Well, true news, anyway.”

“And a lack of information is a lack of power,” said Tess.

“But the SUN Plaza up the road, and President Forsythe’s house, and the cabinet’s houses in the Settlement, they always have power, even at night.” The boy fidgeted with the hem of his homespun shirt. “Oh! And they monitor everything online, and say it’s for keeping peace, but that’s not really true. Am I done?”

Tess smiled. “You’re in.”

Cheers and huzzahs erupted. It was like a pep rally. Heck of a lot of good it would do them, sitting and talking and ceremonializing instead of working together to actually accomplish something. I had never seen them accomplish anything worthwhile, and I had been sailing the System for more than a year.

“Are they serious?” I asked.

“What?”

“If these folks are so committed, why don’t they stop talking and do something about it?”

Suddenly, all eyes were on me. You could have heard a pin drop in spite of the sawdust, it was that quiet. Apparently, vomiting into the sawdust was far more commonplace than a teenage girl thinking out loud.

“So glad you’re feeling better,” said Tess, “but you have no idea what you’re saying.” She walked toward me one very intimidating step at a time. I sat up in my chair and clutched at my cold cloth, trying to look dignified and feeling like crap.

Tess continued. “Since you’re new, let me enlighten you. You want our help? Prove that you are worth your weight. We talk about things to get us through, but if it weren’t for that secret door hiding us from the outside world, most of us would be dead already simply for disagreeing with the SUN. The laws of the old States were overruled long ago, along with the right to dissent.”

I cleared my throat.

“So, let me see if I understand,” I said. The crackers were starting to stick as I stood up and looked Tess square in the face. “You’re okay just sitting here like a jackwagon, talking about freedom. Not actually doing anything about it, mind, just talking about it. Having Berrett here run letters for you, and starting a few risk-free fires here and there for the SUN to put out. And when you die, what then? Planning on handing this mess you didn’t have the guts to clean up over to your children?”

“Dix!” hissed Berrett.

“No, I’m not,” said Tess. “Which brings us to you. You want our protection? You give us something in return. Berrett tells us you have something that could change the future for our cause.”

My eyes flew open wide.

“You told them about the Eternigen?” I cried. “I trusted you!”

“I didn’t say anything, I swear!”

“Liar.”

“Berrett would never lie, and he really didn’t say anything about Eternigen,” said Tess. “You just did, though.”

My jaw dropped. “Flark,” I whispered.

I sank into my chair, exhaustion and shock riding through me. I had never let my secret slip. Not once in five years had I unintentionally told anyone what I guarded. All the strength from the crackers left me as I realized my terrible mistake.

“Well, now we know why the SUN wants you dead so badly,” said Tess. “So, here’s how this is going to work. I’ll give you two options. Option one. Berrett here is one of our best runners. He has an honest job at a SUN shipyard, a nice shiny record, never done anything sneaky or devious, and with that rocket pack of his, he’s a fast mover. He can hide you and help you get a ship.”

“And how does this benefit you, exactly?” I asked.

“First, let’s talk some more about you. Have you been sitting on that vial, or have you been trying to replicate it? What’s your game plan? I assume you have one.”

“I ....” There was nothing left to hide from them. I sighed. “We were tryin’ to break the formula. There’s only enough here to get one person out of the system and back.”

“We? You have good resources, then?” asked Tess. “Someone who knows what they’re doing?”

I nodded. “Hobs is the best scientist in the System. The SUN wanted him a full year before graduating from the Académie and courted him the whole time he was there. He’s a genius. It was a miracle the Eternigen was created in the first place, but if anyone can break the formula, he can. Not that he’ll do you much good, seeing as I had to launch him into space to save him.”

“Got any guesses as to where he might be?” asked Tess.

I nodded.

“Then get him back, break the Eternigen formula, and you bring it back to us. We use the Eternigen as leverage against the SUN, to show the whole of the System that we’re being governed by a bunch of liars. Then we tell them we’ll give it back if they’ll give us one planet, one place we can call our own. Option two is you give us the vial while we put you into hiding.”

“Yeah, ‘cause you all have advanced degrees in biochemical engineering. No! Besides, you think I’m just gonna hide in a corner and wait for you people to figure this out? You go to the SUN claiming to have this and they’ll blow you away before you have a chance to rally anybody. No way.” The thought of giving up the vial made my head spin. I wasn’t about to give up my chance at freedom so the Underground could corner themselves into a firing range.

I stepped right up to Tess. “If those are your best options, I’m out of here.” I turned toward the door, but two men stepped in front of it.

“Leaving’s no longer an option,” said Tess.

I whirled around. “You wanna take this outside?”

“I’m not keeping you in here to save my own skin. It’s your safety that concerns us now. Think about everyone in this room. You walk out of here, they find you, trace where you’ve been, and what do you think happens to every person here?”

I didn’t have a good response for that. My arms flailed at my side as I fell again into a chair.

“Let me try to help you understand my position a little better, Tabitha,” said Tess.

“It’s Dix to you, thankyouverymuch.”

“Okay, Dix. I grew up in the Settlements. I wanted for nothing. My parents were good people. Kind people. I believe they would have been generous, given the chance, but they thought the war was over and that the SUN was taking care of everything.”

Tess knelt down next to me, taking care to avoid the clumpy sawdust. I noticed a scar across her jaw, another near her temple.

“If you grew up in the Settlements, how’d you wind up with that?” I asked, pointing to her scars.

“I wandered outside the Settlements one day. It was an accident, but I saw things, terrible things. People living like dogs, eating filth, wearing filth. Suddenly I understood what was happening, what I was contributing to. My parents believed me, but didn’t think there was anything they could do. The SUN gave me these pretty scars to remind me to keep my mouth shut. Clearly that worked well.”

The others in the room laughed.

Berrett put a hand on mine as I tried to wrap my brain around what Tess was saying. “You have a chance to change the course of the future, to give hundreds of thousands of people a shot at a world where they could find freedom. You could bring them hope, Dix.”

I crossed my arms. “Assuming the grand master plan works.”

Berrett nodded. “Yeah, assuming that the plan works. You say you want to do something instead of just talking. Here’s your chance.”

I pushed back from the table. “You want me to choose between two impossible options! I want to be free, more badly than I can possibly explain in words, and my choices are to hand over my only shot at it or hide? Your Underground cronies here are cozy and all, but that’s not how reclaiming freedom works. If you expect the situation to change, you have to be willing to give up your life for it. And what does freedom mean to you, anyway? Are you really going to trust the SUN to honor any arrangement they make with you? And who’s to say you jackwagons won’t set up a government that takes away freedom all over again?”

“Dix, you don’t know the whole story,” said Berrett quietly.

I pounded the table with my fist. “Neither do you!”

Tess just smiled at me. “You could be a valuable asset, Dix. Please, consider what helping us can do to make this System better.”

“I’m not interested in making this System better! I want to get away from all of it and find someplace else, someplace outside the ... ohhhhh ...” The world began to spin again and I sank down into my chair and put my head in my hands.

“Sorry, guys, she’s had a really hard day. I think she’s just tired,” said Berrett. “Now, if you all will excuse us, I’ll take her upstairs and be back down in a second.” Berrett reached down for my pack.

“You’ll what?” I cried. “I’m not your child, Berrett. You can’t tell me what to—”

Berrett pulled me up and put his face right next to mine. “Just cool it, turbo,” he whispered. “You need a break.”

He pulled me through a narrow side door and up a set of wooden steps, swiped his finger against a keypad, and stared into the retinal scanner.

The SUN can’t find the power to keep the city lit, but they can somehow manage to run it to anything security-related. Skuddy, flarking jackwagons.

The lock popped open and I stumbled forward into the room. A worn chair with a faded red cushion stood next to a dead floor lamp in one corner. A bed took up the majority of the room, facing a tiny red brick gas fireplace. A humble fire burned inside, and a candelabrum perched on the mantle, its small candles casting shadows on the walls around us.

The second the door swung shut, I let Berrett have it.

“What the flark, Berrett? You set me up—”

“I did not set you up.”

“—and then act like you’ve got to go put the flarking fussy baby to sleep before you can sneak back downstairs to the grownups and—”

“What? If you didn’t look like you were about to lose your lunch, this conversation would be going very differently,” Berrett growled. He leaned his rocket pack against the wall and threw my pack to the ground. “Lie down and give me your washcloth. I’ll go soak it again.”

“I don’t need a washcloth. I need my crew. I need my ship. I need to get out of here. Why won’t everyone just leave me alone?” I flopped face down onto the faded quilt and yelled, “I hate everything!”

I didn’t hear a sound from Berrett, not even his breath. I had a horrible feeling he was trying not to laugh.

“I’ll ... I’ll be right back.”

“Mmmmph.”

A few minutes later he returned. “Roll over, pitiful.”

“Make me.”

“You asked for it.”

He flipped me over with hardly any effort and placed the washcloth on my forehead. “Try to rest.”

“You try to rest.” He gave me a weird look, but I was too tired to care. “Oh, just go away, Berrett.”

“Right. I’ll do that. Night, Dix.”

“Mmm.”
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I WOKE UP WARM, STRANGELY COMFORTED BY THE SENSE THAT I wasn’t alone. My bleary eyes cracked slowly open, and my gaze settled on Berrett. He sat in the chair by the hearth, playing idly with the decorative iron poker. I ached all over and wasn’t ready to uncurl myself yet, so I stayed under the covers, watching him stare at the flames.

“Thought you left,” I mumbled.

“Left?” he asked.

“Last night, didn’t I tell you to go?”

The right corner of his lips turned up. “Yes, but I thought you meant go back downstairs.”

I fidgeted with my blanket and listened to the hiss of the gas fireplace, trying hard to remember anything more than fuzzy details after we came upstairs.

“Brought you breakfast,” he said. He leaned forward and nudged a plate of fruit and half a bagel toward me before settling back in the chair.

I was really touched—and starving—but I didn’t want to show it. I drew a hand slowly out from under the covers, inching the plate closer. I could feel my dry mouth begin to salivate in anticipation of an actual meal. Chunks of apple, honeydew, watermelon, and sliced banana were piled on top of each other, spilling over into the thick layer of cream cheese on top of the bagel.

“There’s some grape juice on your nightstand. When you polish that off, make sure you refill it with some water. You’re dehydrated.”

I looked at the nightstand and picked up the chipped plastic cup with a scratched-up bar logo on it. I gulped the juice down until the cup was drained. As the juice flooded my parched throat, I felt the cool relief flow through my entire body, bringing me back to life. I let my tongue run over my lips to catch any drops of juice I may have missed.

“Berrett?”

“Yeah?”

“Thank you.”

He cocked his head at me. “It’s just a bagel and fruit, Dix.”

That was not what I had meant, but the skewed grin on his face made it clear he understood. I sat up and started stuffing the food in my face. “Where’d you find all this, anyway?”

“It’s better if you don’t know.”

I stared at him. “Thief.”

“From the Settlements? Any day.” Berrett stretched out in the chair. He rocked back and forth as I made quick work of my breakfast.

“So, you’re famous,” he said.

My stomach flipped. I put what was left of my bagel down.

“What do you mean?” I asked. “More reports?”

“Tabitha Dixon, on the megatron in Times Square.”

I grimaced. Aside from reminding me of my unpleasant past, my first name was so old fashioned and awkward. Changing my name was the one part of living a lie that I didn’t mind.

“For future reference, Berrett, you call me by my first name again and I’ll use your face as a punching bag.”

“Yeah, you’re not nearly as threatening when you have melon juice running down the side of your face and cream cheese in your teeth.”

I stuck my tongue out at him and grabbed the corner of my blanket to wipe my face off.

“Your picture is everywhere. The SUN found no trace of human remains or the Eternigen you should have been carrying. Oddly, they left the Eternigen bit out of their report. You are officially a fugitive, Tabitha.”

I flopped back on my pillow and closed my eyes.

“Berrett?”

“Yeah?”

“Do you have a death wish?”

He laughed as he stood up and leaned the poker against the fireplace. He came over and sat down on the side of the bed. “So, my question to you is how did the SUN find out it was you? You were wearing tips, your prints would have been everywhere, but they would have all come up as Trudy Loveless.”

I closed my eyes. “Eira must have leaked the information to the SUN.”

“Well that’s not much of a stretch since her grandfather is President Forsythe. I get why he’d want it. No Eternigen, no deep space exploration, no escape from the System. But what would the president of GSP do with it?” he asked.

I sat up and rested my chin on my fists. “I don’t know. I have some guesses. Maybe she wants to be young forever. Maybe she wants to own the galaxy. She seems like the type. Terrifying little psychopath.”

I fiddled with the blankets on the bed. I could be glib about it talking to Berrett, but it made me feel uncomfortable imagining what someone like Eira would want with the Eternigen. “Honestly, a small part of me wants to go into hiding, hope the SUN and Eira never find me, and that my crew can find a nice life for themselves. Maybe I could find a piece of happiness living that way.” I knew as soon as the words left my mouth it was too easy. And I knew it would never last. I knew I couldn’t live here, see the injustice, remember my family and somehow simply be okay with it. I liked to pretend that I didn’t care, but I didn’t have the stomach for inhumanity, any more than I could swallow the idea that I would have to give up on my own dreams.

Berrett’s eyes narrowed. I shifted uncomfortably, sensing that he could read my thoughts.

“I don’t think that’s how it’s gonna go down,” he said.

“No?”

“No. If I were the bad guys, I’d go find your crew. I’d torture them until they told me everything I needed to know, and then keep them just alive enough to use them as bait to trap you.”

“You’re kind of evil, aren’t you?”

He smiled. “Just trying to get inside the other guy’s head. I don’t think you can give up on yourself without giving up on your crew too. Are you willing to do that?”

No, I wasn’t.

Flark.

“That’s what I thought,” said Berrett. “You love your crew, and it’s admirable, but it’s also a point of vulnerability ... Tabitha.”

I glared at him and threw a half-hearted punch, but he dodged my fist and hopped off the bed. I finished my breakfast and dragged myself out of bed, walked into the bathroom, and turned on the faucets. The shock of the water hitting my face sent a shiver racing down my spine.

“Since when does Earth have cold water?” I asked.

“Since we’re so close to the Settlements. Clean water is expected for the people who live there,” said Berrett from the other room. “You ever been inside one?”

“Yeah. A cargo job about six months ago. My clients were really nice. They had a huge house, and servants, and the food! You could just smell it pouring from every room inside that mansion. And they had no idea what was going on outside their world.”

“Why didn’t you tell them?”

I walked back into the room as I toweled off my face. “You think the SUN isn’t monitoring them too? I’d probably get sniped before I finished my sentence.”

“I didn’t know.”

“What?”

“That they didn’t know. They really don’t understand that the rest of the world is starving and destitute?”

“Nope.”

Berrett frowned. “Well that makes it much harder to hate them.”

I threw the towel at his head, but he caught it before it hit him. “You shouldn’t hate them. They don’t know what’s happening here anymore than we know what’s happening there. I found that out at the Académie.”

“Wait, how did you end up at the Académie?” he asked.

I looked into the fireplace and shivered. “It was part of my parents’ will. I didn’t grow up in a Settlement. My family moved to the Titan colonies when I was just a kid. I don’t know why. There’s a lot about my past that I just ... I can’t remember.”

Berrett nodded as he stood up. “So, talk to me about your crew. Who are they, where do you think they went?”

“Well, when we were attacked, there were five crewmembers, plus me. Hobson and CiCi, Miriam and Rivera, and Bell. Hobs and CiCi would have stuck together, I think. They’re both from Venus, so they’d probably go back there. If Hobs was worried about getting caught, he would have gone back to the lab.”

I sat down on the side of the bed, pulled my boots on, and started to pace the bedroom floor.

“Whoa, slow down. What lab?” asked Berrett.

“Hobs has a secret lab in the basement of the science building at the Académie. He left it all there. I bet he’s still working on the formula for the Eternigen. He gets so myopic about his projects—it’s part of why I wanted him on my crew in the first place. He’s the most brilliant scientist I’ve ever met. That, and he’s my best friend.”

Thinking about Hobs brought a warm glow to my insides.

I miss him.

Berrett cleared his throat. “So, who’s CiCi?”

“She’s our mechanic. CiCi has complete focus and total devotion to her—aw, flark.”

“What?”

“I have to tell CiCi about the Misfit!”

Berrett raised his eyebrows. “She’s really that attached?”

“Yeah. She helped make the Misfit into a respectable cargo runner. I think CiCi’s the only one who came close to loving that ship the way I did. She’ll never understand.”

A year’s worth of adventures running cargo in the Misfit flashed through my mind. I took a deep breath and sighed, momentarily forgetting about Berrett as I drew back the curtains and stared out of the grimy window.

“So Hobs the scientist and CiCi the mechanic are most likely on Venus. What about the others?”

I chewed on my lip as I resumed pacing across the floor. “Elizabeth Bell, my first mate. She was my roommate at the Académie. If anything happened to me, she’d be more than capable of being the captain. She probably went home. She’s from Paris, so she’ll be the easiest to get to if she’s here. I don’t know that I’d pick her up first, though. Bell is crazy tough, not to mention sneaky and devious. If she thinks she’s in trouble, she’ll find a way to protect herself and her family. Even if Eira goes looking for her there, she won’t find her. She’s probably safe where she is for the moment.”

“And the others?”

“Miriam and Rivera. They are so totally together. Rivera will see to that. He’s o..... ..... bodyguard?”

“You mean your hired gun.”

“It sounds so bad when you put it like that.”

Berrett chuckled. “Yeah, well. I see the necessity if you’re a cargo runner. You never really know what you’re getting yourself into. Any thoughts on where they’d land?”

“Not a clue. Rivera’s from the Mexican colonies on Callisto, but Miriam’s a healer. If she took him to Neptune with her, they’d have sanctuary there.”

“I bet that’s where they are, then. Of course, you would have crew mates on the farthest flung planet in the System.”

“It’s also the safest planet in the System. That’s where I’d want to end up. We should pick them up last and buy ourselves some time. I mean ... if you ... if you’re coming. And if I find a ship.”

I stopped pacing and put my hands on the mantle. I stared into the fireplace and watched the flames curl around the fake logs, remembering my ship disintegrating around me. I felt a bit like the Misfit, vaporized piece by piece by a relentless horde of enemies with endless resources.

“Hobs and CiCi are the most vulnerable. We have to go to Venus first,” said Berrett.

“We?” I asked.

Berrett shrugged. “You said you love me, Dix. I’m yours forever.”

“Right, you little creeper. You’re just gonna follow me around to protect the Underground’s interests. Well, I hate to admit this, but seeing as I am totally without resources, it appears I have no other choice but to let you.”

Berrett stood up and put a hand on my shoulder. “I know you might not be ready to believe me, but whether or not you feel like you can trust the guys downstairs, I just want you to know that I will look out for you.”

I nodded, but he was right—I wasn’t sure I believed.

“So, what are your thoughts on a new alias?” asked Berrett.

I groaned. “Are you kidding? Please tell me you’re kidding.”

“We can’t hide you if you keep going by Dix. And you should probably stop being blonde, but that’s probably not your real color, anyway. Is it, Tabitha?”

“That’s it!” I yelled. I leapt at Berrett and knocked him backward onto the bed. We wrestled around as I tried to get him in a headlock. I almost had him when his fingers jammed into my ribcage and started running up and down my sides.

“Cheater!” I yelped. I tried to focus, to repress the laughter, but I couldn’t stand it.

“Oh, really? Tabitha, you’re ticklish!” he cried. I lost all self-control as I kicked and contorted and tried to get away from him. Finally, he let me go. I scooted away from him and we sat on either side of the bed, panting at each other and laughing. I let myself enjoy the moment for about thirty seconds before remembering myself.

Before remembering what happens to people who get too close.

I cleared my throat and scooted farther away. “So, where are we going to get this name of mine?” I asked.

“You are not going anywhere. I know a guy. He’ll get you some false papers. Also, we need to get you some different clothes and some dye or a wig or something. I know someone who might be able to help with that as well.”

I grinned. “You mean you’re not going to try to dye my hair?”

Berrett rolled his eyes. “I’m not going to dignify that with a response. Anyway, you have to promise me you’ll stay here and not leave this room.”

“Alright, I promise me you’ll stay here and not leave this room.”

I gave him a Cheshire cat grin as I hopped off the bed and grabbed my vest. As I put my arms through the holes and tugged the leather garment down across my shoulders, he crossed his arms and pursed his lips together.

“Oh, come on, Berrett. I haven’t been in New York City since I was a kid. I hardly remember anything about it. Are you seriously telling me I can’t go see it? Besides, if I don’t go with you, you’ll name me something stupid.”

“That’s a chance you’re just going to have to take, I think. You can’t go out there, Dix. It’s too dangerous. Look, I promise when we’re done here I’ll fly you around the city on our way out. If it looks like it won’t be too risky.”

I finished buttoning up my vest and flopped back down on the bed next to him.

“What happens after we leave here?”

“If we’re going after your crew, we’ll need a ship. I know a great place to hide you in Baltimore for a while until we figure out how to get you one.”

“Baltimore, huh? Fine, Mr. Stick-in-the-mud, have it your way. What am I supposed to do while you’re gone?” I asked.

“Contemplate the solemnities of eternity.” He winked at me. “I’ll be back.”

“I’ll be here, apparently.”
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I THREW MY PACK OVER MY SHOULDER AND WAITED A SOLD five minutes before I poked my head out of the bedroom door to see if the coast was clear.

I crept downstairs, my heart nearly leaping from my chest each time I hit a step that creaked. There were a lot of creaking stairs on that staircase.

I kept looking behind me on my way down, unsure of whether or not Berrett had left me unguarded. I tugged open the door at the base of the stairs and slid into the back room of the bar. The crowd was smaller than the night before. Only a few of the die-hard fixtures were there so early in the day. And when I say die-hard, what I really mean is broken. Life is hard, that’s no secret, but to some it is especially cruel, and joints like McSorley’s were as close as they would ever get to the healer’s couch.

I pulled up a chair next to Tess. She looked more haggard than she had last night as pale light streamed in through the windows. I wondered if she had even gone home. Purple bags hung under her faded blue eyes, and a battered pair of black sunglasses acted like a headband for her wild red hair.

“Mind?” I asked.

“Nope,” she said. “How’d you sleep? Feelin’ any better?”

Images of swirling mist and the screams of my family echoed in my ears. “Slept great,” I lied. “You sleep at all?”

“A little. We keep a look out, and last night we were extra careful considering who we’re hiding. Which reminds me, what are you doing down here, exactly?” Tess eyed my pack.

“You think I should just camp out here for the rest of my life? I was born here, I want to see New York.”

“You won’t see anything if you’re dead, and if you walk out those doors that’s exactly what you’ll be. These aren’t the average off-world goons you’re used to dealing with running cargo, Tabitha.”

“It’s Dix.”

“You need to start thinking about someone other than yourself. There are people risking their lives for you, you should value your own life a little more.”

I took a deep breath and stood up. “I never asked you to save me.”

“You agreed to it when Berrett brought you here.”

“You sent him! I didn’t have another choice.”

“There’s always a choice, and the one you’re about to make right now is incredibly stupid, Tabitha.”

“Dix!”

Tess sighed. “Look, I know I can’t stop you short of pulling a weapon, and that’s not how we work. But if you’re going to be an idiot, at least try to hide your identity.” She pulled a frayed and faded scarf from her purse and handed it to me.

“What’s this supposed to do?” I asked.

She shook her head as she tied it over my head and placed her sunglasses over my eyes. “It’s better than nothing. Watch your back, stay in the crowds, and don’t wander off too far, alright?”

I nodded. “Thanks, Tess.”

“You can thank me if that flimsy disguise actually works.” She sat back down in her chair as I headed for the door.

It was far brighter outside than I had anticipated. As my eyes adjusted, I saw how truly old, neglected, and battered New York was. There were signs everywhere that the town was dying a slow, painful death. Children scampered barefoot through the street, picking the pockets of the unsuspecting and pilfering through the goods of unguarded food carts. Under thick layers of dirt and decay were indications that New York had once been a vibrant and beautiful place; a chipped tile mosaic, a half-obscured mural on the side of a shop, a few flowers struggling to thrive in a weed-choked planter box.

I wondered, as I walked, whether or not my parents had ever passed this way. I searched my mind for a spark of memory, but found nothing. After a while I found myself wandering onto East 14th Street. At least, I thought that’s what it was. The battered street sign was one good gust of wind away from flying off. It occurred to me, as I wandered past old shops and dingy restaurants, that I probably should have left Berrett a note or something.

Oh, well. It’s not like Tess is going anywhere.

I stumbled over a crack in the sidewalk. I caught myself, and as I re-adjusted my silk scarf, I raised my eyes to the biggest intersection I had ever seen. Transports and small cargo carriers were zooming through the intersection. Shabby pedestrians wandered the broken sidewalks while merchants haggled with passers-by on the street corners. I had never seen anything like it. There were no mountains, no horizon line, just crumbling skyscrapers and grubby beggars as far as I could see. I decided to venture a little deeper into the city to get a closer look. I turned to see if anyone was following me and caught a tallish man turning hastily in the other direction. My hand moved instinctively for my knife, but he didn’t turn back.

Perhaps my chat with Tess had made me paranoid.

In my mind I could hear Bell’s voice, Live free or die.

I lingered on the corner of the intersection for maybe five seconds before I dodged skittishly through the crosswalks and turned down 1st Avenue. I stared up at the long-empty towers stretching to the sky above me, trying to keep to the crowds and avoid suspicion. I wondered how loud it must have been when those towers were filled with workers, years ago, back when Earth was the only home we had.

I wandered farther down 1st Avenue and began to notice my surroundings changing by degrees. The noise died down as the crowds thinned. I passed a beautifully manicured park where well-dressed people meandered on the paths. The men were in tailored suits and the women wore everything from stunning saris and kimonos to full-length dresses and silky day slacks with corsets and flowing sleeves. It was like another world.

A world in which I would have a much harder time looking like I belonged.

I drew a sharp breath as I realized I was in the Settlement.

I clung to my silk scarf as a gust of wind tried to pull it from my face. I considered going back, but when I turned I saw the tallish man following me. My heart skipped a beat and I quickened my step. I scurried between strangers until I found myself behind a man wearing the most gorgeous suit I had ever seen. The cuffs of his jacket were very large, velvet, and covered in busy brocade. The tails draped down to his boots, and his ponytail brushed back and forth against his velvet collar. I tore my eyes away from his hypnotic ponytail just long enough to steal a glace behind me. To my embarrassment, the fellow I thought had been following me had sat down on a bench next to a richly dressed woman and a small baby carriage.

My sigh of relief was deep.

Reassured, I returned my gaze to the swishing ponytail of Mr. Green Velvet Suit, and followed him all the way down 1st Avenue.

At last he stopped and turned into a plaza of some kind. A sleek, angular building soared into the air above me, the glass windows pristine and blinding in the sunlight. It was so different from the part of New York I had spent the past twenty-four hours in. So cle..... so steri..... so—

My breath caught in my throat. “Holy skud,” I whispered.

I had wandered straight into the System of United Nations Plaza. I whirled around to run back to McSorley’s and ran straight into Mr. Salazar.

“Tabitha Dixon, come with me.”

“Like skud, you snitch! You turned me in. You led that nutjob straight to me and she shot down my ship!”

I tried to outmaneuver him, but he grabbed both my arms and started hauling me toward the plaza. I squirmed and wrestled, but he was far too strong for me.

“Who are you working for, anyway?” I asked. “Her? Them?”

“You have something that doesn’t belong to you.”

I glowered. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but I’m sure whatever it is doesn’t belong to her, either.”

I slammed my boot down on top of his shiny leather shoes. He repressed a groan of pain and kept walking.

“Your fighting spirit is admirable, but I assure you, it will only put you in greater trouble. If you cooperate, this will all be much easier. Now why don’t you—”

Suddenly his grip loosened and he fell in a crumpled heap to the ground. I screamed, jumped away from him and started running as fast as I could.

Which is when I heard the slow roar of a rocket pack.

I kept running until I felt myself being lifted off the ground.

“Are you insane?” Berrett yelled.

“Can we talk about this later?” I asked. “What did you do to him?”

“Rock. Back of the head.”

“Some arm you got there. Ever play ball?” I yelled.

“How can you think about baseball at a time like this?”

I bit down on my lower lip and held on tightly to Berrett’s arms. Sirens started to sound and suddenly we were being pursued by three agents with rocket packs.

Berrett swore under his breath. “Now they know who I am.”

“You don’t know that.”

“My pack has a license tag. I’m sure they’ve already scanned it. Hang on!”

Berrett veered to the right and shot through the trees. He pulled up hard next to the SUN building, so close I was concerned that if I flexed my toes they would hit the glass walls. Over a loudspeaker, I could hear the crackly voice of the agents behind us.

“Jordan Berrett, you are aiding and abetting known fugitive Tabitha Dixon. Release her to us and your sentence will be lessened.”

“Great. Just great.” He flipped backward and landed on the ground. The three agents surrounded us, and for a moment my heart stopped.

Was Berrett actually going to turn me in?

“I had no idea who she was,” he said. “She seemed to be in trouble. I was trying to help.”

One agent lifted the goggles away from his face. “Understandable, young man. You are a good citizen, but in this instance, the young woman you were rescuing was trying to evade our agents. Just hand her over, and I promise I’ll see to it that all charges against you are dropped.”

Berrett nodded.

“What?” I cried. I pushed out of his arms.

The sting of betrayal burned beneath my skin. I should have known.

He grabbed my arms and started walking toward the agents. Before handing me over, he whispered in my ear, “Jump.”

“What?”

“Jump!”

I leapt into the air. Berrett dropped to the ground and doused the agents in flames from his rocket pack. I landed above his head and stared as the agents tossed away their own packs and rolled around on the ground, trying to eliminate the fire that was rapidly devouring their pants. In a matter of seconds, Berrett had snatched and destroyed the agents’ handhelds.

“That ought to buy us some time, but they’ll remember my name,” said Berrett. He typed something into his Cuff, scooped me up once more, and spun quickly into the sky. We flew in complete silence until we arrived at a park outside the state lines.

“Were you dropped on your head as a child?” yelled Berrett the second we landed. “Seriously, what is the matter with you? I gave you specific instructions and you totally ignored me! It’s one thing to leap out of a ship when your life is the only one you’re endangering, but—”

“Look, if this is about you playing Captain Adventure or having issues with my lack of manners, I said thank you. I didn’t ask you to save me! How did you know where to find me, anyway?”

“Tess. I got back and you were gone. She said you went exploring, that I’d just missed you, and that she’d given you specific instructions to lie low and stay close. I flew all over the city. Do you have any idea how dangerous—”

“Yes. I do. Now would you stop lecturing me?” I realized mid-sentence that I was shaking. I hoped to high heaven that Berrett couldn’t see.

“Fine,” said Berrett. “However, instead of feeling bad that it was the only thing I could find, I am going to take an abnormal amount of pleasure in this.”

“What are you talking about?”

Berrett pulled a horrible floral dress and a dark brown wig out from his pack.

“Oh no,” I said. “I am not wearing that dress. Where did you find that, the history museum?”

“You have to wear it, Ms. Fey. It’s for your own protection.”

I stared at him. “Ms. What?”

He gave me a cock-eyed grin. “Morgan L. Fey. It’s your new alias. You wanna see the paperwork?” He tossed me a small purse with a set of new fingertips and contacts inside.

My eyes flew open wide. “You named me after Morgana?”

“Well, you must admit, you can be a little witchy.”
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WE LANDED IN THE MIDDLE OF A CRACKED COBBLESTONE street far narrower than I would have thought possible. Humidity sucked the sweat from my pores and the air was so thick I practically had to chew and swallow it first in order to breathe.

“Storm’s coming,” said Berrett.

“How do you know?”

“Feel like you’re choking on your own air?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s how I know.”

I had no clue where I was, no concept of which direction we were going as Berrett held my hand and pulled me through the maze of streets and alleyways. I hadn’t realized how tired I felt until I tried to keep pace with Berrett. My stomach ached with hunger and made me feel lightheaded. We passed a pub in the darkness that threw a little light into the shadows. The smell of the greasy food wafted through the air and jolted my senses.

“Food,” I whimpered.

“Hang in there,” said Berrett. A youngish man dressed in grungy clothes sat on the steps of the place, using a switchblade to clean the dirt out from under his fingernails. He sent shivers up my spine.

“Hey, Jordan. How’s it going?” he asked.

“Been better,” Berrett said as he hustled past.

“You headed to Caleb’s?”

Berrett stopped in his tracks. “Should I be?”

“You were already planning on it, right? All I’m saying is, follow through is a good thing. There’s about fifteen of ‘em guarding your house. Hurry, there’s more headed this way.”

Berrett swore under his breath.

“She’s okay. She made it over there.”

Berrett exhaled and nodded to the man. “Thanks.”

He nodded in reply. “Get movin’.”

“She?” It hadn’t occurred to me that Berrett might possibly have a girlfriend. I mentally kicked myself for having let so much of my guard down. “How long have you been together?”

Berrett shot me the strangest look, and then jerked me forward. I stumbled over myself as I tried and failed to navigate my way over the broken road. My eyes grew heavier as we passed the drugged and the drunken. Somewhere in the background I heard glass breaking.

“Where on Earth are you taking me?” I hissed. “Who the flark is Caleb?”

“My shipmaster. I just hope she made it out in time.”

“She? I am so confused. I thought Caleb was a guy’s name.”

He ignored me and continued to drag me along the cobblestone streets.

“Berrett?”

“What?”

“Food?”

“We’re almost there. Stop whining and keep moving. You’re fine.”

I didn’t have the heart to tell him I wouldn’t be moving anywhere if I passed out from lack of sustenance. We half-ran toward a small strip of townhouses with overgrown yards and dingy windows. Berrett knocked a strange rhythm on the chipped and banged up door of the third row house.

The door flew open and we were dragged inside.

Warmth washed over me. A flurry of voices. An older woman sobbing, Berrett swept up in her arms. The world spun, and I sank to my knees.

“Jordan! Honey, grab her,” said a voice. I had no idea who was talking, I could barely see. Stars floated in front of my eyes.

“She was whining about food,” said Berrett.

“When did you all eat last?”

“Breakfast.”

“I’ll get her something.”

A knock sounded on the door, but the ringing in my ears made it impossible to decipher what the muffled voices were yelling on the other side.

“Jordan, get the girl and your mother into the safe room.”

I still couldn’t see much. I felt someone lift and carry me down a flight of narrow stairs and into a hidden closet.

“Not a word. No lights. No noise.”

The door clicked shut.

Good thing I’m not claustrophobic.

I heard another knock, fiercer than the last. This time I heard what the voice on the other side had to say.

“Open up! System Police.”

I bit down on my lower lip and tried to quell the shivers that were slowly possessing me. There were voices, a tense discussion. I heard furniture outside the closet door being overturned. I tried to make my breaths silent, but I couldn’t stop the pounding of my heart. It was so loud, I was certain it would give us away.

The seconds warped into millennia.

At last I heard the front door close. All was quiet.

“You still with me?” whispered Berrett.

“Mmmph,” was the closest I could manage to a reply.

“She’s in shock, honey. We need to get her upstairs.”

The closet door opened and I felt myself being pulled into the light. Gentle hands took my pack and guided me into a chair. Food was placed in my hands, a cold cloth on my forehead.

As the rush of adrenaline faded, I found it almost impossible to keep my eyes open, but there were too many questions. I tried to pay attention and put the pieces together.

If only I didn’t feel so flarking disoriented.

“Dix!”

“Huh?” I rubbed my eyes and tried to wake myself up.

“She’s exhausted, Jordan. We should get her to the cellar so she can sleep,” said one of the women. Her shoulder-length blonde hair was tucked behind her ears. She was petite, pale, her blue eyes puffy from crying. She was the complete physical opposite of Berrett.

“Okay, Mama,” he replied.

“Wait ... Mama?” I asked.

“Mama B., honey,” she said. She extended her hand. “I’m so glad you both made it here safely. Jordan warned me just in time.”

I shook her hand and looked at Berrett, confused. He pointed to his Cuff.

“Wouldn’t they have tracked that?” I asked.

“They have no idea what ‘don’t forget the mac and cheese’ means, and if you’ll recall, I switched it off before we left New York,” said Berrett.

“Oh. Right.” I stared at our hosts, a small brunette woman and a large man with broad shoulders and dreadlocks the color of sand. They didn’t seem to pay much attention to me. Their focus was on rearranging the overturned furniture.

Berrett followed my gaze. “I’ll introduce you tomorrow. You need to rest.” Without a word, I took his hand and let him pull me down the hall and into a small but tidy bedroom. He pulled away a rug, lifted up a trapdoor in the floor, and motioned for me to climb in. My foot found the top stair and I descended into the darkness. Berrett shined a light down for me so I could see my way.

“There’s a candle on the wall,” he said, tossing my pack down to me. I rooted around in my pack for my lighter as I walked down a narrow hallway with three small doors.

“Your room is the farthest one on the left. The bathroom is that skinny door at the end of the hall right next to your room. Goodnight, Tabitha.”

“’Night.”

I was too exhausted to care he had called me Tabitha again, but I had to smile when I overheard him say, “She must be out of it.”

I turned the handle and went inside. A small candle rested on a dresser. I lit it, and it cast strange shadows around the tiny room. Shelves lined with food hugged the walls, and in the center were two air mattresses and a pile of bedding. The floor was cement, but clean. I threw down my pack, laid on the bed, and stared at the ceiling. I felt so tired, but now that I had a place to rest, sleep eluded me.

I could just hide here, I thought. Find a job.

I could ... could ....

Never feel the power of a ship beneath my hands again.

Never know what happened to my crew.

Flark.

I flung myself off the mattress and started pacing as I talked to myself.

“I can’t. I have to find my crew. But I have no ship, and even if I did, I can’t very well fly without a crew.”

I sighed as I flopped back down on the mattress and stared at the ceiling some more. “If I don’t go after my crew, I’ll never get off this rock. I’ll be a fugitive all my life—whatever that winds up consisting of. Maybe there’s a middle ground. Maybe I could work here for a couple of years, save up and buy a ship, and—”

I stopped short and sat bolt upright. Berrett was standing in the doorway, his eyes wide and his lips twitching.

“Are you talking to yourself?” He was clearly trying not to laugh.

I stood up. “No, and what are you doing in here?”

“Brought you some pajamas.” He tossed them onto the dresser. “Honestly, I thought you’d be out cold, but Mama wanted you to have them, anyway. What are you and yourself discussing, exactly?”

I scowled at him. “Leave me alone.”

“Maybe I can be of assistance? Offer some insight? I mean, it’s got to be hard to have a discussion of pros and cons with you on the other end of the conversation.”

I put my hands on my hips and let out a sigh of exasperation. “Look, either stop teasing me or scoot.”

“Alright, alright.” Berrett hopped on the air mattress and leaned back against the pile of blankets. “I’ll stop teasing you. What are you trying to figure out, exactly? I mean, aside from your raging mental issues?”

“I hate you. You said you were going to stop teasing me!”

“See? One minute you love me, the next you hate me. You clearly have tremendous emotional hang-ups.”

I shook my head. “You’re ridiculous. Fine. The choices are to hide or go after my crew.”

Berrett was quiet for a second. “We talked about this. Was hiding ever a real option, Dix? Of course you’re going after your crew. All you need is a ship. And I already have that covered.”

“How? Your mother is in danger. I don’t even know whose house this is, but whoever they are, the SUN will be watching them like hawks. I’ve endangered everyone here, and—”

“Dix, come on, think. Stu told you I work in a shipyard. This is Caleb’s house, of course they suspect him, but we’re safe here for the moment. Leave the details of ship-stealing to me.”

“But if they can scan your rocket, what’s to stop them from scanning the license of any ship we—”

“Hey,” he said. “I got this. Meanwhile, I think we should look up your aunt on your Cuff.”

“You are flarking crazy! They’ll be all over that! My Cuff is registered under the name Trudy Loveless!”

“Quit whining and hand it over.”

Reluctantly, I handed Berrett my Cuff. He flipped open the back and started doing who-knows-what to it.

“There you go.”

“There I go what?”

“Cuff, meet Morgan L. Fey. Morgan, meet Cuff.”

I raised my eyebrows. “You’re pretty handy to have around.”

“Okay, so now let’s take a look and see what the net has to say about Tabitha Dixon the First.”

I entered the information into the search bar. A few minutes later, my screen was littered with hits, most of them rather unflattering posts about me. We scrolled back, page after page, until finally we stumbled across an old article on a bright young scientist named Tabitha Dixon.

“The Northeastern branch of the SUN Laboratories is pleased to welcome Dr. Tabitha Dixon into its ranks. Dr. Dixon has a stunning past and a bright future as the youngest member ever to join our team of researchers.”

“Whoa,” said Berrett. “Smart lady.”

“Ye-ep,” I said, puffing out my chest. “Runs in the family.”

Berrett snorted. “Apparently it skipped a generation.”

I shook my head and returned to reading the article, skimming past the usual SUN propaganda.

“You okay?”

“Yeah. There’s not much else here. Guess she was a pretty big deal.”

“She must have been to figure out the Eternigen.” He put his arm around me and leaned in to look more closely at the article on my Cuff. I didn’t want it to, but the touch of his arm around my shoulders felt good. Comforting, almost.

“Why would they have killed her for it?” I wondered aloud.

“Maybe they didn’t want her to prove it could be done. Maybe they wanted her to ensure it never would. I could see the SUN doing that. Like hiring someone to try to hack your system to make sure you’re safe. It’s hard enough to control the masses when we’re this spread out. Can you imagine if we had access to deep space too?”

I considered that. It had never occurred to me that the SUN might actually be trying to do anything useful.

Like prevent an intergalactic war.

“While we have all this free access,” said Berrett, “maybe we should try to figure out who Eira is.” He took my Cuff and typed in GSP, Inc. Up popped a fabulous looking site, with all kinds of interactive ways to plan a voyage to almost any planet in the System.

“Touch ‘About Us’,” I said.

He did, and sure enough, there in all her evil glory was Eira. Below her picture we found a short biography.


	A graduate of the Académie on Venus, Eira Ninge studied medical sciences with the intent to become a neurosurgeon. A diagnosis of severe essential tremor at age 15 forced her to change her career path, and at 16 she began to work alongside her father at Galileo Space Pioneering, Inc. On the tragic death of her father in System Year 34, Eira assumed control of GSP, Inc., making it the number one company in space pioneering technology.



“Ha! That doesn’t cover the half of it!” I cried. “Bet she wrote that herself.”

“Shh!” whispered Berrett. “Mama’s probably already asleep next door.”

I winced. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay.” He gave me back the Cuff and stood up. “Lots to think about, huh?”

“That’s putting it mildly.” Eira had gone to the Académie. I felt as though I had just stuck my head in a fire hose.

“Try to get some sleep. We can talk about it more in the morning if you want.”

“Thanks, Berrett.”

He turned around in the doorway and looked back at me. As I stared up into his dark brown eyes, electric currents zipped through my entire body. I held his gaze as long as I dared, then looked away and stared out the window. I could hear the smile in his voice as he turned to go.

“It’s just pajamas, Dix.”
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BRIGHT ELECTRIC LIGHT STREAMED INTO MY ROOM FROM THE hallway. I swatted at it, wanting it to go away. I pulled my covers over my head and retreated into the warmth.

“Tabitha? Honey, time to rise and shine,” said Mama B.

Hmph. No rest for the wicked.

I crawled out of bed, blinking and barely able to see in front of me.

“Not used to the lights?” she asked.

I shook my head. “What time is it?”

“Six-thirty in the morning.”

She was fully dressed with a blanket in one hand and a steaming cup of coffee in the other. The smell of it wrapped around my nose and made my stomach growl. Her thick blonde hair was pulled up on each side by a set of barrettes. “Berrett was up an hour ago,” she said.

I crawled out of bed, she set her coffee cup down, and we folded blankets together.

“Where is he?” I asked.

“Upstairs. I think he wanted to go to the shipyard, but Caleb thought it was too risky to have either of you out in the open.”

“Oh.” As we folded up the blankets, a question that had been nagging at the back of my mind rolled out of my mouth before my brain could stop it. “Is Berrett your kid or does everyone call you Mama B.?”

She smiled. “Yes and yes. Is the fact that I’m pink and he’s brown confusing you a little?”

“No, I just ... well, I ... I just wasn’t sure what to call you, exactly.”

I am such an idiot.

Mama B. pursed her lips, but the corners of her mouth quivered, like she was trying to suppress a laugh and look stern all at once. “Tabitha, honey, do you want to throw your clothes in the wash while we have power? I can loan you some of mine. They might not fit perfect, but it’ll be better that way if you’re going out. I have a cabby hat I can give you too. I used to steal Frederick’s all the time.” She smiled and sipped her coffee.

“Frederick?” I asked.

“Jordan’s father. He never minded my cabby hat thievery. He was a good man. Jordan’s a lot like him. Looks just like him too.”

“Well, he must have been very hot—er ... uh, handsome.”

On fire this morning. Absolutely on fire.

“Ah, so you think Jordan’s handsome? Well, I think you have excellent taste, honey. Of course, I am completely biased.”

I smiled in spite of myself. She was so disarming, so seemingly oblivious of my blundering, so ... motherly.

“Go on into my room, find whatever’s in that closet that’ll fit you, and get dressed, hon. Big day ahead of you.”

I walked into the other room and started rifling through the closet. “How long do you guys usually have power?”

“At our house, we usually max out around two in the afternoon on a day like today. When we aren’t doing chores, we can sometimes make it last until seven or eight at night. Helps that we’re gone so much of the day. I don’t know how Caleb and his wife manage it with four small children.”

“Children? I didn’t see any—”

“Oh, they were safely tucked away long before you two arrived.”

I exhaled as the full weight of the danger I had put these people in hit me. I tried to keep the conversation light. “Wouldn’t it be aces if you could save up power somehow?”

“Or at least install your own solar panels,” she replied.

“Yeah.” I pulled on a tunic and cinched my belt around it, then shimmied into Mama B.’s jeans. They fit around my waist, but the legs stopped partway up my calf. I pulled my boots on and stuffed the ends of the jeans into the tops.

Problem solved.

Mama B. came in as I was zipping up the sides of my boots. “This tavern we stay at on Mars has solar panels. Only nobody cares because it’s Mars.”

Mama B. laughed. “You must have had some crazy adventures.”

I sighed. “Yeah. Crazy adventures that have put all of you in danger.”

“You’ll have to tell me all about it over breakfast.”

I swallowed hard. Not the topic I really wanted to get into over eggs. Still, I followed her up the steps and out into the bottom floor of the townhouse. We walked up to the second level where the kitchen was. Caleb’s wife was fussing over breakfast and three very small children. I felt awkward and unsure of how to help, so I fidgeted with the hilt of my knife and tried to avoid making eye contact with the little guys.

Berrett, on the other hand, seemed perfectly at ease. In between shoveling down mouthfuls of scrambled eggs and toast, he played peek-a-boo with a kid in a high chair.

I thought I was safe, that the tiny monsters would be engrossed by Berrett, but one of them wandered over to me and tugged on my borrowed tunic.

“Escews me?” asked the boy. His dark curls framed round, ruddy cheeks. I coughed and looked away, but the little one was relentless in his quest for my attention.

“Escews me?” He tugged on my tunic so fiercely that it threw me off balance and I had to kneel down.

“Can I help you?” I asked.

Obnoxious little monster.

“Are you a pwincess?”

My mouth opened, but no words came out. I had no idea how to respond to that. Caleb’s wife laughed and Mama B. smiled. I went red in the face. “No, kid,” I said gruffly.

“Huh. I fought you was.”

The boy went back to his breakfast. I tried to shake off the urge to smile as I filched a piece of bacon and quickly snarfed it down.

“Buster, she is most certainly not a princess,” said Berrett. He grinned over his shoulder at me. I tried to squelch the sensation of butterflies taking flight in my stomach.

“Maybe, maybe she’s a dwagon hunter!” said Buster.

He took his fork and made it fly around and growl.

“Yeah, that’s what I am,” I said. I took the plate that Mama B. handed me and sat across from Berrett. “Tabitha Dixon, Dragon Slayer.”

“Isn’t that a bit cannibalistic?” asked Berrett.

I glared at him and threw a piece of toast at his chest.

“Children,” said Mama B. “Behave.”

“Yes, Mama,” said Berrett. He kicked my shin lightly under the table. I cried out in disgust.

Mama B. folded her arms and unleashed a look only a mother could give. “Jordan, let the girl eat.”

Berrett frowned and turned his attention to his remaining breakfast.

I smirked, and then started counting tiny monster heads. One, two, three .. “Thought you said there were four.”

“There are,” said Caleb’s wife. She put down her spatula and shook my hand. “I’m Gwen. Sorry we didn’t really meet yesterday. My oldest is on her way to school.”

I bit down on my lower lip. “I’m very sorry to have put your family in so much danger. I’d hate to think what would happen if—”

“Nonsense. You’re safe for now, as long as we keep you under wraps. The people around here are not exactly friendly toward the SUN. You could have marched in our doors in broad daylight and no one in this neighborhood would have said a word.”

“So why’d they come here?” I asked.

“The network,” said Mama B. “The SUN has access to everyone you know, and everyone they know. It’s quite easy for them to use that information to track down anyone connected to a crime, and then threaten to harm those loved ones if the criminal doesn’t emerge.”

My eyes widened. “Did they threaten you?”

“Don’t worry about it, Tabitha,” replied Gwen. “It’s nothing we can’t handle.”

I stared at Berrett. “What can I do? I can’t just stay here and endanger you like this.”

“Help me fold laundry,” said Mama B. “It’ll give us a good chance to get to know each other.”
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After breakfast, Gwen had a long list of chores that needed doing. While she cleaned the kitchen, Berrett attacked the bathrooms and Mama B. and I sat down to fold huge piles of laundry.

Mama B. laughed as she folded the small homemade shirts and trousers. “It never ceases to amaze me that someone so tiny could create such a giant trail of destruction.”

“Yeah,” I replied. The guilt woke up inside me and stretched its legs, tickling my insides with the memory of my own trail of terror.

“So, your family. Tell me about them,” said Mama B.

I focused hard on folding the clothes in front of me.

“I assume Berrett told you why we are here?”

She nodded. “Just me, though. The others know you are in trouble with the SUN, but they don’t know why. They don’t particularly care, and your secret is safe with me.” She pointed to the chain around my neck and winked.

“Look ... this is hard for me. I’ve spent my whole life trying to disguise who I am and protect what I have, and in the past forty-eight hours countless people have discovered the truth about me and the vial.”

“I know, honey, and I wouldn’t ask except it’s important for me to hear it from you. And to tell you the truth, it’s good for you to talk about something you’ve been locking up inside you for so long.”

I sighed. “You sound like Miriam.”

“Who’s that?”

“Every cargo ship in the system has to have a medic or a healer on board at all times. Miriam is a healer, and instead of just coming along for the ride, she actually takes her job seriously.”

“Isn’t that a good thing?”

“Not when she goes poking around in my head trying to figure me out. I don’t even have me figured out.”

Mama B. smiled. “You don’t have to have you figured out to talk about things that matter to you, though. Sometimes it’s when you’re talkin’ that you find out what it is you really feel.”

I scrunched my lips to the side and sighed. “I’m a terrible, terrible person.”

Mama B. laughed out loud. “Really?”

She saw my face fall and the tears threatening to spill from my eyes, and she put a hand on mine. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. You go ahead.”

I hung my head and a tear landed on the small shirt I was folding. “My parents and my brother are dead because of me.”

“Oh, honey. I’m sure that’s not true, but go ahead and talk to me about why you think that.”

“The SUN suspected that my parents had the vial. My family was murdered in a cruiser crash based on that suspicion. They had no idea it was in our house. I had it. My Aunt Tabitha ....”

My mind drifted back to the gallows on Mars. The image of the swinging noose filled the space behind my eyes.

I shook my head. “My Aunt Tabitha gave it to me, told me to give it to my father. I was twelve. I didn’t think it was that important. It was just a wooden box with a glass vial inside.”

“You know there’s no way you could have prevented that,” said Mama B. “If your parents had the vial, the SUN would have taken it back and you’d be long gone.”

I looked down as I reached for another tiny shirt. I had done this chore with my mother before she died. We had some of the best talks over folding linen. I felt an overwhelming desire to pretend that Mama B. was my mom, that I was a part of a family again.

“Sometimes I wish I was. Sometimes I wish I had died with the rest of my family. Then, at least ... at least I wouldn’t be alone.”

Mama B. put down her laundry and wrapped her arms around me. “Honey, it’s alright. Some of us live, some of us die. It’s the order of things. You may not see it yet, but I promise one day you’ll see good reasons for being alive. I do understand, though. I lost all fear of death the night I lost Frederick.”

I nodded. “I’m sorry about that. Berrett told me.”

She pulled back, but kept one arm around my shoulders. “You learn how to carry it. In the end, I feel much easier going through this life knowing someone is waiting for me on the other side.”

“You believe in heaven?” I asked.

“I never did until Frederick died. You know what I think?”

“What?”

“I think you have a brave heart. You were willing to risk your life to try to give your crew a chance to escape.”

“But I was just being selfish. I was trying to protect the Eternigen too.”

“I think that’s a necessary consideration in the interest of what that drug is capable of, don’t you?”

“I guess so.”
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Once darkness fell, Mama B. and Berrett and I retreated to the cellar until Caleb came home. All the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end when I heard a door open and shut, but a few moments later Buster poked his head into the doorway and said, “You can come out now, pwincess!”

I followed Berrett and Mama B. up the ladder and into the kitchen.

“Dix, this is Master Caleb,” said Berrett.

Caleb eyed me warily over a dinner plate. “Nice to meet you, I think.” He turned to Berrett. “Wish it was under better circumstances.”

“Agreed,” I said.

Berrett spoke up. “Listen, about the Aventine—”

“You need to do some work on her outside the ‘sphere?”

Berrett nodded, and he and Caleb turned out of the kitchen and into the family room, leaving me standing with my arms folded in disgust.

Mama B. caught my expression. “Go after them!”

I went flying into the other room and ran smack into Caleb.

He whirled around. “Do you have a problem, girl?”

“Yeah. I’m a pilot first, girl second, and I’d like for you to stop treating me like it’s the other way around.”

“Really? Because around here pilots are mocked fairly relentlessly. Especially ones that blow up their own ships,” said Caleb. A hint of a smile skittered across his face.

I rolled my eyes. “Just fill me in, alright?”

Caleb and Berrett sat down on a sagging couch, and I sat across from them on a comfy old chair.

“So, you were saying?” asked Caleb.

“Yeah, I think I’m going to need to take Ave to a ... uh ... specialist. Do you mind?”

“Of course not. Here, Miss Pilot, sit between us on the couch and I’ll show you around the hangar.”

Caleb shot a wink at me. I glared at him, but I sat on the couch anyway as he flicked on his Cuff and showed me surveillance videos of the hangar, which was filled with massive engines, turbines, and parts I had only seen in textbooks.

“You guys are still using infrared imaging? I thought GSP phased those parts out years ago,” I said.

“It gets the job done. These are our cargo backups. Reliable, unmanned. I’m surprised a girl like you even recognized the parts,” said Caleb.

Berrett coughed into his sleeve. “Wrongthingtosay.”

“Why? Because girls only think about fashion?” I snorted. “Seriously, Berrett, what century is this flar—”

“Don’t! Just shut up, it’s not worth it,” said Berrett. “You’re totally missing his sense of humor.”

“If that was an attempt at humor, I don’t think I want to see his attempts at ship-building,” I said.

Caleb whisked his wrist away from me.

“Things are a little less formal on the colonies, I gather,” said Caleb. “You insult me all you want, but you insult one of my babies, and I swear on my mother’s grave I will eat your first-born child for breakfast, and I will like it.”

Berrett’s eyes went wide.

I laughed. “I felt that way about a ship.”

“A ship. And you wonder why I have no respect for pilots? Every ship deserves that kind of love,” said Caleb. “Take the Aventine, here.”

He opened another video on his Cuff and my jaw went slack.

There was the most gorgeous ship I had ever seen. She made the Misfit look like a pimply, teenaged basement-dweller.

“Your friend Jordan has been building Ave with me since he was old enough to be an apprentice,” said Caleb.

“You built that thing?” I asked.

“I had a little help,” said Berrett.

The curvature of her design alone was enough to make grown men cry. Her bow jutted out, like a woman sticking out her jaw. Her silhouette curved around and rolled into a high arch over the cargo hold, then rushed back down and pulled tight to the inside. Her underbelly looked like a wolf’s, tight at the stomach and rounder where the ribs would be. She was gorgeous, and I couldn’t take my eyes off her.

“Alright, stop drooling and focus, pilot. We have items to discuss if you’re taking her off-world,” said Caleb. “There are a few things you should know, and then you should probably get back in the cellar just to be on the safe side. Every day, we come to the hangar at six. Sometimes I’m late and Jordan opens up alone. He knows the code to get in. Right?”

Berrett nodded.

“Right,” said Caleb. “There is a half-hour window between when he unlocks the doors at six and when the rest of the workers arrive at six-thirty,” said Caleb. “In that time, three things need to happen. We need to hook her up to the trailer and drive her out to the launch pad. Then we need to open the launch pad doors. I cannot emphasize this enough. If you blow through my doors, I’ll kill you both myself. When the doors are open, disengage the parking break, hit the thrusters, and off we go. Just make sure to send the code back to seal the launch doors behind you. It’ll make it easier for the team coming in if they don’t have to pick up after your launch. Make sure you get the new tags on. They’re in the cockpit.”

“Thank you,” said Berrett. “You got all that, Dix?”

“Yeah, but why—”

“I think we’re done here, Master Caleb.”

“But wait, I—”

Berrett grabbed my arm and pulled me off the couch. “We’ll head down to the cellar now. Thanks again for everything.”

“You got it, my young apprentice. Hey, Jordan,” called Caleb.

“Yes sir?”

“Be—”

Before Caleb could finish, the little boy came trotting in again and tugged on Caleb’s shirt. “Daddy, I fink she’s a pwincess.”

“A princess, huh?” asked Caleb.

“Yesh.”

“Well, kiddo, let’s hope she can live up to the title.”

I held my breath as Berrett nodded and pulled me down to the cellar door. Mama B. was already down there, resting in her room on an air mattress and scanning the SUN reports on her Cuff.

“We need your help getting some things ready, Mama,” Berrett said. “We’re stealing the Aventine.”
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NO LIGHT SHONE THROUGH THE CRACKS IN THE BEDROOM door. I rolled over and looked at my Cuff. It wasn’t even 5:30 a.m. A few minutes later, my bedroom door creaked open and Berrett’s face peered in.

“What are you doing in here, you creeper? Hoping to watch me sleep?” I whispered.

“Are you always like this first thing in the morning?”

I threw a pillow at him.

“I thought we didn’t have to be at the shipyard until six.”

“True, but I wasn’t sure how long you needed to get ready.”

I rolled out of bed and pointed out the fact that I had slept in my clothes. I grabbed the toothbrush he had brought for me and stuffed it in my mouth as I waltzed past him into the bathroom.

“You’re not normal, are you?” he asked.

“You wouldn’t like me as much if I were.”

Berrett laughed quietly. “Right. I got a cabby hat for you. It’s hanging on your door handle. I’m gonna go steal Caleb’s Cuff and shut down the cameras.”

I grinned back at my own reflection as Berrett shut the door on his way out.

It was going to be a good day. I was done hiding. It was time to make a move, time to step out of the shadows and into the light. Time to save my friends and, with any luck, find my future.

Right after I fix this raging case of morning breath. Ew.
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We arrived at the shipyard at exactly 6:00 a.m. The harbor seemed small to me, a little cove nestled into the side of the yard.

“Home sweet home,” said Berrett. “Once upon a time, Baltimore was a place where water ships would sail in and distribute cargo. When that became outmoded, the city made the harbor into a hangout. After the Third War, the city was totally trashed, and it wasn’t until the harbor was basically leveled and turned into a giant SUN shipyard that life was breathed into her again.”

I walked in step with Berrett along the waterway, past vendors and small shops and the remnants of the hangout he had mentioned. A very old water ship bobbed gently up and down in the water as we passed. We turned away from the harbor and walked down toward the looming metal hangars that housed the ships he worked on. Since Berrett had already shut down the cameras, we jogged through the yard without fear of detection. He stopped in front of a large metal door and punched a code into the hangar keypad. The door popped open with a loud buzz, and Berrett and I rushed inside.

“Alright, I should be okay hooking up the trailer, but run ahead of me and make sure I’ve got a clear path to the launch pad,” said Berrett.

“You got it,” I replied. I sped ahead of him, letting my legs stretch out to their full length as I ran past the Aventine toward the launch pad. After being curled up in the cellar, it felt good to run. Caleb must have taken special care to clear a path for us, because there was nothing standing between the Aventine and the launch pad.

“All clear!” I yelled.

“Get in the cockpit!” Berrett yelled back.

I nodded to him as I jogged back to The Aventine. The narrow metal ladder steps welded to the side of the ship led up to a small hatch in her side. I opened the hatch and climbed through to the cockpit. I strapped myself in and tried to quickly familiarize myself with her set up.

She was as lovely on the inside as she was out. Even the chairs were pretty. Compared to the cockpit of the Misfit, the Aventine was palatial—not to mention clean. I swiveled in my seat as I looked for all the necessarily dials and then stood and pressed the touchscreen spaceshield to check out basic functions. Everything looked good.

As I looked out through the shield, I watched Berrett park the trailer, turn, and run full speed toward the ship.

“Someone’s here!” he hissed as he fell into the cockpit. “Start the ship!”

“Did they see you?” I asked.

“I don’t think so, but I saw them.”

I switched off all avionics to avoid overloading the system and threw the master switch.

Silence.

“Dix ....”

“I got this,” I said. I pulled out the primer plunger and shoved it back and forth, atomizing the fuel tanks and praying that the engine would start making noise. The silence was unnerving.

“Dix.”

“I know, I know, I’m working on it!”

Berrett pointed to the hangar below.

“Skud,” I said.

Standing on the launch pad, waving his arms like an idiot, was one of the hangar employees.

I put my hand on top of Berrett’s head and shoved him to the floor.

“What the—”

“I don’t want that yahoo to be able to identify you, so stay low and shut up,” I said. I locked the primer plunger and flipped the master switch again.

Silence.

I flipped the master switch back and forth over and over again. “Flarking piece of ever-loving skud!” I screamed.

Berrett sat up. “Don’t yell at her!”

“Shut up!” I yelled back.

I glanced back down at the idiot employee and wondered to myself what he could possibly be thinking.

Who gets to work early?

“Aw, skud, Berrett, he’s going for his Cuff. What do I do?”

Berrett cocked his head at me.

“You’re the captain, Captain.”

I glared at him.

“A lot of help you are.” I moved for the hatch, threw it open, and flung myself onto the ladder, but before I made it down one rung the employee fell to the ground in a crumpled heap. Standing behind him was Master Caleb, sporting a look of complete annoyance and holding a crowbar in his hands.

“Caleb!” I cried.

The crowbar-wielding shipmaster shot me a knowing look. “Dix?”

“Yeah?”

“Disengage the parking brake.”

I blinked.

I had forgotten about that.

I gave Caleb a nod and scampered back into the cockpit.

“What happened out there?” asked Berrett.

“Caleb solved the problem of the over-achieving employee. Now shut up and hold on.”

I threw the brake switch, started the engine, and blasted us out the doors and into the air.

Berrett sat back in his chair and strapped himself in. “Well, we’re airborne, you can relax now.”

I laughed. “Sure. No problem. You know how many laws we’ve broken aside from stealing? Not doing a pre-flight inspection, not registering a flight plan. Someone is gonna notice. Flying casual only gets you so far in air space. I have about two more minutes before I can engage the atmospheric thrusters. If no one’s on our tail and our trajectory is lined up with the jump gate, then I will relax.”

Berrett kept his eyes on the shield. “Hope Caleb can talk his way out of this. His prints are going to be on that crowbar.”

“I’m sure he’ll wipe the crowbar, Caleb is not stupid.”

Berrett nodded, but his brow stayed furrowed.

I concentrated on flying the ship. The Aventine was a smooth ride, and despite my concerns, we made it to the mark without a problem. I engaged the thrusters and we shot out of the atmosphere.

Berrett looked at his Cuff. “Not bad. 6:26 a.m., and we’re smooth—”

Before Berrett could finish his sentence, the Aventine shivered and a loud impact reverberated through her walls.

“What was that?” he asked.

“Dunno. Hold her for me,” I said.

“What? I’m not a pilot!”

“You are now.”

I flipped on the monitors and played back the last five minutes of footage.

“There,” I said. We watched as a piece of space junk rammed into the side of the ship.

Berrett winced.

“Well, it looks like most of the damage is superficial, but I’d have to get CiCi to ....”

I scrunched my lips together and sighed.

I had no CiCi.

“You know, you do have the ship’s builder on board,” said Berrett.

“Apprentice to the ship builder, and yes, I’ll try to remember that.”

“Look out!” cried Berrett.

I grabbed the yoke and hit the thruster as another piece of junk came hurtling toward the shield. We swerved out of the way and barely managed to avoid knocking a satellite out of the sky in the process.

“You were going to say ‘smooth sailing’, weren’t you?”

Berrett winced again. “Yeah, not so much, huh?”

I nodded. “Never take space flight for granted.”
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The Aventine was still relatively unfamiliar territory, so I decided to invest a little time getting to know her. I walked through the sliding doors and into the sprawling hallways. My first quest was to search out the galley. It had been three hours since I had eaten and I was starting to feel it. I walked through the vast cargo hold and down a set of winding stairs. The galley was enormous compared to the one on the Misfit. A table was screwed to the floor. On the walls surrounding the table were several built-in storage cabinets. I rummaged around the cabinets, hoping that perchance Master Caleb had snuck in some staples. One unit yielded dishes, utensils, and cookware. I opened another and six folding chairs came tumbling out.

“You okay?” asked Berrett over the intercom.

“Fine!” I yelled.

I was a little concerned as I went to open the last unit, but I shouldn’t have been. It was teeming with foodstuffs. I breathed a sigh of relief, grabbed a handful of jerky, and made my way back out into the maze of hallways.

Thank you, sweet, sweet Master Caleb.

I wandered the halls, pulling open every door to see what was stowed inside. After prying open a particularly stubborn storage locker, I was nearly tackled by a stash of sailboards that had shifted during our departure. Like everything else on the ship, they were a ridiculously expensive model. Someone with very deep pockets was going to be very angry with me.

Aces.

Eventually, I found the crew quarters. When I poked my head in, I was amazed at the care that had gone into every detail of the Aventine. Each room was pretty much the same, sporting a cot, a few cabinets for storage, and an oval mirror hanging on the wall above the cabinets. Paintings in ornate frames were screwed to the walls in Plexiglas cases. The covers on the cots matched the color of the wall panels, and the crown molding was incredibly detailed. Unlike Williamson’s Dive, there wasn’t the slightest hint that the molding was metal instead of wood.

The only difference in the captain’s quarters was an adjoining bathroom. The rest of the crew would have to share.

I left the quarters and made my way down a set of stairs and into the shuttle bay. Three shiny new shuttles docked there. They were small, not much larger than your average cruiser, but like the rest of the Aventine, they were designed to be as beautiful as they were efficient. The cockpit slanted up at an angle, and the guts and engine of the ship sloped down the back half of the shuttle. It looked like a sleek, black wedge that had been sanded off and smoothed until there were no sharp edges anywhere on the craft.

“Bet those’ll come in handy,” I said. “Cramped, but handy.” I made my way back up the stairs and through the crew quarters and the cargo hold. Another set of stairs at the far end of the hold led me down into the engine room.

“Generator, check. Back up nuclear power supply? Oooh, check. Nice job, Berr-Berr.”

I heard an intercom crackle over my head. “I can hear you, you know,” said Berrett.

I cringed. “Yeah, well, good.”

“Get up here, weirdo, I’m getting nervous. I’m not trained to do this.”

I jogged back up to the cockpit and waved what was left of the jerky in front of Berrett. “Here.”

He shook his head. “Not hungry.”

“What? How are you not hungry? We haven’t eaten in hours!” I cried.

Berrett played with the curls sticking out from under his cabby hat.

“I should have heard from Caleb by now.”

I shrugged. “It would be smarter to wait to hear from us first. He’d be taking a huge risk contacting us, and I think ...,” I trailed off. The communication monitor started flickering.

“Berrett, don’t, they could be tracking—”

Before I could stop him, Berrett hit the accept button. “Caleb?”

“Hello, Jordan?”

The woman’s voice was smooth as silk, and it had the same effect on me as nails being dragged across a chalkboard.

I stepped in front of the monitor, and there was Eira Ninge, in all her psychopathic glory. “Identify yourself and whatever the flark you’re after.”

The woman rolled her bright blue eyes. “Forget me already, Tabitha?”

“Sorry. I only answer to Dix.”

“Well then, Dix, would you care to move out of the way? I’d like to speak to your new crew mate.”

“Why would I want to do that? He seems to be having a perfectly good day. Wouldn’t want to ruin it.”

She laughed. “Oh, Dix. You could make it so easy. All you would have to do to stop me from slowly ripping your heart into teeny little shreds is to hop in one of those shiny shuttles and fly yourself over to my—”

“Right,” I interrupted. “I hate to stop your monologuing, here, but you blew up my ship.”

She smiled.

I hated that smile.

I reached to turn off the monitor.

“As fun as this friendly banter is, Tabitha, I called to talk to Jordan.”

Berrett stopped my hand from hitting the button.

“Why do you want to talk to me?” he asked.

“Are you insane?” I whispered. “She’s probably tracking our coordinates, hang up! Hang up!”

“Do you have any idea what that liquid around her neck does, Jordan?” asked Eira. “It doesn’t just allow you to cross the border and fly into deep space. If you take a little every day, it alters the chemistry in your body and stops the aging process indefinitely. Such a pity,” she sighed.

“What is?” he asked.

“That it won’t help him now. His poor family, they’ll be so devastated. You know, Jordan, Dix really is trouble. You shouldn’t be protecting her. She’s t..... expensive, shall we say? Cute, but expensive, and I’m guessing the return on investment so far hasn’t been anything to write home about.”

I lunged for the comm monitor, but Berrett held me back, an unreadable expression on his face. “I’m going to ask you again, Ms. Ninge, why do you want to talk to me?”

“The bodies, it seems, are starting to pile up,” said Eira. “I don’t know about you or your little friend there, but I certainly wouldn’t want that riding on my conscience.”

My stomach tightened as I realized what she was getting at, why Berrett hadn’t wanted to hang up. I was afraid to ask, afraid of what Berrett and I would see—but I asked anyway. I had to.

“What bodies, Eira?”

“See for yourself. This is what happens when you break the rules, Tabitha.”

The image of Eira faded away. In her place appeared the pale, dead face of Master Caleb. The camera pulled back to reveal his body hanging from the mast of the old sailing ship floating in the harbor. Behind him, the entire shipyard was ablaze. There were more bodies than I could count among the rubble.

I slammed down the End Transmission button.

“Go change the codes, Berrett. Now. She can’t have known about the Aventine. She must have scanned ship codes and cold-called to find us. I’ll get us out of here, but she won’t be far behind.”

“What?”

“She was keeping us talking so she could get a lock on our location. I tried to tell you. Go!”

As Berrett stumbled out the cockpit door, I grabbed the yoke and threw the switch for the C-thrusters, the ones that would launch us as far as we could go. The communications monitor lit up over and over again, but I ignored it and focused all my efforts on getting us turned in another direction. As I predicted, Eira’s ship came up on our stern. I turned us toward Mars and took off as fast as the Aventine would let me, but Eira was hard on our tail right up to the enormous arch of the Martian jump gate. We sailed through, the usual nausea of being dragged through time and space exacerbated by what I had just witnessed.

We fell out of the jump gate and I held my breath, waiting to see if Eira had guessed where we were headed. Just before entering Martian orbit, I banked hard to port and pointed us toward the asteroid belt. I jerked the yoke toward me and dragged the Aventine up to avoid hitting one rock, only to nick the side of her on another.

An invisible wave shook the entire ship. Eira was trailing close behind, shooting asteroids out of her way. Bits of them shattered against the side of the Aventine.

“Dix!” roared Berrett over the intercom.

“I know! How’s that code coming?” As soon as the words left my lips, the lights on the comm monitor stopped blinking. “Thank you, Berrett!”

Now Eira was almost blind. If we could get out of her physical sight, Eira couldn’t track us with any kind of instrument I knew of. We just had to find a good place to tuck the Aventine into.

No problem.

I turned the ship on her side and slid between two more rocks, then shot a third I couldn’t avoid into smithereens. Berrett skittered back into the cockpit. “You’re welcome. Are you sure that pilot’s license wasn’t forged?”

I raised one eyebrow at Berrett, and then stared out the shield. I had more important things to do at the moment than argue. I had to find a place to hide. The Aventine rattled again as Eira shot out another asteroid.

I slowed the Aventine down, pulled up her nose, and then jerked her up as hard as she would go.

“What are you doing?” yelled Berrett.

“Trying to save us! Hang on!”

My gut churned as we flew upside down over Eira’s ship. I shot out any and all sensors I could see on her ship as we slid sideways toward a nearby asteroid.

I saw the perfect spot. I leaned to port, headed for an asteroid, and slid into a cove just barely big enough for our ship. “Nobody aside from you and Caleb know the specs on the Aventine, and with any luck she’ll think you’ve figured out warp speed or something tricky like that. She’ll think she’s lost us—especially now that her codes aren’t working,” I said.

“You can’t count on luck,” said Berrett.

“You can if you make your own,” I replied. “Go to the armory and grab two suits and some air. We’re powering her down completely.”

“You’re insane. We’ll never find her again.”

“Yes we will. Go on.”

Berrett lingered in the doorway. “You think that video was a ... I mean, she could have faked it, right?”

I turned to Berrett with no words of comfort. The color drained from his cheek and his jaw tightened, but he said nothing. The second the cockpit door shut, I turned on the communications monitor screen and played back the conversation with Eira. I played the clip again and again. Each time I played it, the shock and despair plunged into me like a dagger. I couldn’t stop watching, couldn’t stop hearing Eira’s voice, couldn’t stop hoping the end of the transmission would change into something I could stand. It was no one’s fault but mine that Berrett’s shipmaster was snatched away as cruelly as his father had been. No one’s fault but mine that Mama B. was probably dead already, or if she wasn’t, she would be. It was only a matter of time.

Just like in my nightmares, every life I touched, every soul I loved, was snuffed out. My whole body trembled as I fought to hold down my emotion. The agony I felt was worsened by the fact that I knew my reverse Midas touch, my curse, had affected Berrett. He was in it up to his gorgeous brown eyeballs, and it was all on me. All he had ever done was try to help, and I had been nothing but trouble.

Eira was right.

And now, here I was, causing him more pain than he ever deserved to feel. The guilt blossomed inside me, and with it, a desire to evaporate.

To simply disappear.

I could do it.

Open a hatch and slip away into the lifeless dark of space.

It would be so easy ....
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“DIX? WAS THAT REAL? TELL ME THAT WASN’T REAL.”

I didn’t answer. I dragged my arm across my forehead and took a deep breath. I was not about to turn around and show my pain to the boy I had surely broken.

And he was broken. His eyes were red, his lips trembling, his hands wrapped tight around the handle of the door. I saw how much I had damaged him, he who had done nothing to deserve it except save my life.

“Well, Jordan Berrett, this is what happens when you try to stop fate. I was meant to die, and you’ve fiddled with the plans of the universe. Maybe I should just save you any more trouble and—”

And suddenly his strong arms wrapped around me, his tears running from his face down to mine as he held me close. We sank to our knees as our last remnants of strength failed us.

“I’m so sorry, I’m sorry!” I blurted out.

Berrett didn’t respond. He just shook and cried and held me. I stayed in his arms, long after I felt comfortable there.

Afraid to let him go, afraid to stay.

Drop after drop of his tears rained down on me, his ragged breaths and shallow sobs tearing my heart into a million pieces.

“Tell me it was fake,” he pleaded.

His request amplified my guilt until it screamed into the hollows in my heart. My silence seemed to span the whole of space. There was no way to answer his question in a way that would not bring him more pain.

And I could not give him any more pain.

There was only one thing left to do with so much feeling—turn off the flow. Slowly, I began to twist the valves shut.

Only cold and frozen could I begin to answer Berrett’s question.

“It wasn’t fake,” I mumbled. “I am so incredibly sorry.”

His chest rose and fell in a long sigh. Tears still streamed from his eyes as he spoke. “You didn’t kill him, she did. This isn’t your fault. I shouldn’t have talked Caleb into it. I shouldn’t have let him get involved.”

“You can’t say that,” I cried. “It is one hundred percent my fault! You’re probably next! It’s this horrible, flarking vial. It’s cursed! I’m cursed—Eira’s right. I’ll just put you in a shuttle and launch you somewhere they won’t find you, turn myself in, and then maybe you’ll have a chance. Maybe. Unless someone decides that killing you off would be a good means of torture for me and—”

“Shhh,” he whispered. Berrett stroked my hair softly. “It’s not your fault.”

I sat back, pushing off Berrett’s chest with both hands. “Of course it’s my fault! And how can you be so nice to me? I’m the one who—”

The look in Berrett’s eyes stopped me mid-sentence. I had been searching his face for an answer, but I didn’t find what I expected.

I stared at the floor.

“I’m so sorry, Berrett. I never wanted any of this to happen.”

He couldn’t speak anymore. He nodded as the tears returned, put his arms out, and pulled me close. I curled up into his shoulder, wanting to feel his forgiveness, wanting to feel the closeness of just one other person in the universe who understood.

And, you know, didn’t want me dead.

“I don’t know what to do next,” I whispered. “Between Eira and the SUN, there’s nowhere safe for us to go. Not even the Underground can protect us now. Anyone that we know is in danger of sharing Caleb’s fate.”

Berrett was quiet for a minute. “There’s only one way forward. Get your crew, get Hobs, and get more Eternigen. Build your safe world somewhere outside the System.”

“What are you saying?”

“I’m saying that I promised to get the formula back to the Underground. There is nothing about that promise that excludes me from helping you get to deep space.”

I let myself snuggle into him, insanely relieved that instead of launching me into space, Berrett was going to stay. A sudden thought hit me and I sat bolt upright.

“Venus! Berrett, we have to go now. If one of my crew dies because of—”

“Hey, easy. We just ... we just have to calm down and think.”

I stood up and pulled him with me, wiping his tears away with my sleeve. I wanted so badly to be someone he could count on to give him joy, but I knew I would never be that girl. Still, at that moment, I could at least give him comfort.

“Right. Well, we can’t take the Aventine to the Académie,” I said. “The news about her will be all over the System by now, and she’s too pretty, too easy to identify.”

Berrett sniffed and wiped his hand across his eyes. “She does have a couple of very nice shuttles hiding in her bay.”

“So we take one, fly to Venus, and pick up Hobson and CiCi. We can pick up some parts on Mars, and CiCi can fix up the Aventine like she did the Misfit. The ship will be safe as long as no one else decides to go sneaking around Dead Man’s Field.”

“The asteroid belt? You’re nuts.”

“It’s the only way.”

His gaze drifted out past the shield and into the stars, and it seemed for a moment that I had lost him. After a minute or two, he looked up at the communications monitor. “You sure it was real?”

I nodded.

Berrett pulled me once more into a shaky embrace.

“Let’s stay here overnight, try to get some rest, and then set out after them first thing in the morning, alright?”

I nodded. “Where’s your cabin?” I asked.

“Haven’t thought about it yet.”

I swallowed hard as I realized I did not want to spend the night in my cabin alone. “Can I ask an awkward question?”

“Sure.”

“Stay with me?”

He cocked his head to the side.

“Not like that. I mean, I don’t kn..... I don’t want to be alone, do you?”

He shook his head. “I’ll grab a cot from another room. Meet you in the Captain’s quarters.”

I nodded and took off down the hallway. I couldn’t believe that I was still alive, that the universe hadn’t cracked and come to a screeching halt.

Something about the attack and how quick Eira was to point to the SUN didn’t click. A flicker of fear raced up my spine as I realized Eira and the SUN might be working together to try to reclaim the Eternigen.

I pulled off my jacket, vest, and weapons with trembling fingers. The curse was closing in around me. I curled up on my cot, wanting everything and nothing and wishing the world would just go away. Before my fears could completely get the better of me, Berrett came in, dragging a cot along with him.

“So, here’s a question for you,” I said.

“What?”

“Who were you and Caleb building the Aventine for, anyway?”

Berrett smiled darkly before he headed into the bathroom. “President Forsythe ordered it as a surprise gift for his granddaughter, Eira Ninge.”

My jaw dropped. “Shut. Up.”

“You are a mass of contradiction, you know that?”

“You know what I mean.” I stood up and started pacing the captain’s quarters, taking in the gorgeous details with new disgust.

After a few minutes Berrett reemerged from the bathroom and flopped onto his cot.

“Dix?”

“Yeah?”

“I need you to tell me something.”

“What’s that?”

“Tell me that in the end all of this will be worth it.”

I wanted to. I wanted to tell him everything would be okay, but I didn’t believe it. I had absolutely no proof, no reason to believe that anything would work out the way it was supposed to.

I forced myself to lie. “I know it will be worth it.”

“Night, Dix.”

“Night.”

I pulled the covers over myself and listened to Berrett’s breaths grow deeper and farther apart as he drifted to sleep.

Lucky.

My brain wouldn’t shut off, wouldn’t stop flashing images I wanted to forget, wouldn’t let me go numb. All I wanted was to burn like the Misfit, explode in a fiery burst of guilt and be done with everything. No more lies, no more trail of destruction, no more curse. I wondered who would watch over Gwen and her four children now. I wondered if they were even alive. Of course, there were punishments worse than death, but I couldn’t bear the thought. The fog rolled in again, and I curled into a ball, feeling vacant and hollow inside.
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I STARED AT THE EDGE OF MY OLD SECONDARY SCHOOL grounds from the safety of the closest alley. Memories rained into me, soaking me with sights and smells from the four years I spent living and studying at the Académie.

The headmaster, like most of the Venus residents, had a slight French accent.

So refined.

So impressive.

So very different from the poor farmers on Titan who could barely pay their hefty taxes to the SUN each season.

“You are privileged above the rest of the young people in your generation to come here and be educated by the most brilliant minds in the system. With that privilege comes a great deal of responsibility. It is our hope that by the end of your time here, you will learn to be mindful of your responsibility.”

I remember how I stared at that marble hall we sat in during that speech, how hard Mrs. Ford had worked to convince me that this was what my parents would have wanted for me. I had felt small and alone. Who knew that just a few years later I would feel so comfortable running through all that grandeur like it belonged to me?

What a lie that was.

The rattling engines of a public cruiser hovering past snapped me back to the present.

I cleared my throat. “See those hedges?”

Berrett nodded.

“There’s a fence behind them, so if we can squeeze ourselves between the hedges and the fence, we can follow the hedges to the other side of the campus where the science building is.”

“And you know about this hedge how, exactly?” asked Berrett.

I scowled at him and pushed away my memories. “Just pay attention and follow my lead.” I dashed across the street and dove into the space between the fence and the hedge. I moved sideways in the small space, hearing Berrett’s light footfalls behind me. It was late in the day, but the sun hadn’t set yet and I wanted to wait for the cover of darkness.

I stopped at a broken set of branches in the hedge and pulled them aside, creating a spot big enough for two. I pulled Berrett to the earth next to me. “We’ll wait here ‘till the sun goes down,” I whispered.

He nodded and turned to stare out at the grounds. “Did you play?” he asked, watching the soccer game playing out on the East Lawn.

I hoped somewhat desperately that if I was blushing, the color would fade from my face before Berrett noticed. “No, but some of my friends did.”

That was a lie. Only one very particular friend—who was a boy—played.

No need for Berrett to know all my secrets.

“You know, I used to dream about coming to Venus, wandering around Avalon, studying at the Académie, being a captain like you,” said Berrett. He picked up a small stick and twirled it around in his hands. “Never thought when I was a kid that I’d wind up here as a fugitive instead of a student.”

I fidgeted with a strand of my hair. “You would have been good. You’ve been a big help, actually.”

His lips pursed together and turned up slightly at one corner as he leaned back against the fence with his hands behind his head.

“What’s it like in there?” he asked.

I closed my eyes and let myself fall back in time.

There were huge windows at the top of the sprawling hallways. When it was sunny, thick rays of light fell in and pooled on the beautiful polished tiles.

Each student’s shiny new Cuff was freshly loaded with all the things they would need to study for the year.

Mine was red.

We were told to take good care of it, to make it last. Some of the Settlement kids didn’t really take that to heart. Their parents could always get them another one. It made my blood boil. I felt guilty enough being there when some of my friends on Titan would never make it past primary school, too busy trying to survive to worry about things like Plato or quantum physics. I resolved my first day that I would never use another Cuff if I could possibly help it.

After our orientation, they had divided us into groups according to which dorm we were staying in. My roommate was a surly Parisian fashionista named Elizabeth Bell. I smiled to myself as I thought about how much I had hated her those first few months. It was so funny now, looking back. I couldn’t have dreamed up a better first mate.

I would give anything now to hear her prattle on about boys, clothes, and the after-effects of an electromagnetic pulse.

And then I remembered Berrett.

I opened my eyes and coughed.

“It was stupid,” I said. “Boring. Crazy competitive, stressful, everyone is rich and snooty. You’d hate it.”

He raised an eyebrow. “You’re a lousy liar, Dix.”

“Am not!” I yelled.

Suddenly, Berrett rolled to his knees and slammed a hand over my mouth. “Shh!” he hissed. A stray ball from the soccer scrimmage came careening toward the hedge, and one of the Académie cadets scurried after it.

We froze.

I recognized the boy. He had been two years behind me. I held my breath as he looked right at the spot where we hid. He squinted, cocked his head to one side, and took a step closer to us. My heart raced. I wondered if I could use my powers of persuasion to keep the boy quiet if he discovered us. Fortunately for me, I didn’t have to find out. One of his teammates called his name, and he scooped up the ball and scampered back to the field.

I exhaled and felt the tension go out of Berrett’s body as well, but his arm stayed locked around me, one hand resting over my mouth. I blinked up at him, wordlessly demanding my release.

As I stared into his face, my glare evaporated and I was overcome with curiosity. I looked into his soft brown eyes and wanted to know what on earth the expression on his face meant, why he was staring at me.

Then a rush of emotion spread over me, and I wanted to pull his hand away and press my lips to his. I wanted him close to me, to hold on to him, to feel him holding on to me. The draw to him was palpable, a magnetism that I could almost touch. I had never felt anything like it, never wanted so badly to cross a line I knew I never could—and it scared me.

I shook my head. He let me go. I turned to watch the soccer team run for the dormitory as the last rays of light left the sky.

“Hey, Dix.”

“Yeah?”

“Think anyone will notice the shuttle?”

I grinned.

I am, occasionally, a flarking genius.

We had parked the shuttle in a little open space in the middle of a sculpture garden. The garden was filled with pieces that made absolutely no sense to me. I had wandered past it as a student and never could figure out what enormous pieces of twisted metal had to do with anything. The garden was tended by the groundskeepers maybe once a month. It perpetually appeared to be on the brink of becoming overgrown. Such a forgotten little corner of Avalon was ideal for tucking away a tiny shuttle.

“Not a chance. No one even comes here, and besides, the shuttle blends in with the rest of that junk. Let’s go,” I whispered. A shiver skipped down my spine as I crept deeper into the hedge.

We found an opening in the hedge not too far from our hiding spot. “That’s the Einstein building across the field,” I said. “There’s a set of cellar doors that are probably the best point of access to Hobs’s lab.” I pointed straight ahead to a daunting gothic structure with ornate statues and hideous gargoyles leering from the rooftops. I had always hated those stupid statues, but that night they appeared particularly evil in the growing twilight. Berrett and I and squeezed through the opening in the hedge and ran across the field. All the adrenaline in my body surged up through my limbs and into my gut. Perhaps it was the threat of being caught, or the excitement of finding Hobson and CiCi, or that weirdness with Berrett back in the hedge. Whatever it was, something made me power across the field, wishing I could fly, all the while knowing I was far more likely to pee my pants.

We ducked into the bushes that surrounded the sides of the Einstein cellar doors. I reached out to open them and noticed a chain had been wrapped around the handles and secured with an old-fashioned padlock.

“Are you flarking kidding me?” I hissed.

“I got this,” said Berrett. He pulled something shiny out of his pocket and fiddled with the lock. It opened with a pop.

“Hidden talents?”

Berrett held out his hands, showing me a narrow silver dagger with a beautifully carved handle.

“It was my dad’s. I’ve never had to use it for anything other than the occasional break-in.”

I laughed. “You little felon!”

He pulled the chains away, I threw the doors open, and we crept inside. Berrett shut the cellar doors silently behind us, and we descended the cellar stairs without a sound. It was dark save for a small streak of light that shot across the last step.

I took a breath to speak, but Berrett put a hand on my shoulder and shook his head. I put my hands up to wordlessly object. He moved past me on the stairs, quiet as a ghost.

As Berrett approached the base of the stairs, I noticed that his dagger was still drawn. He peered into the light and then nodded up to me.

“Hobson?” I whispered.

I heard a loud clink, followed by footsteps.

“Who’s there? I’m warning you, I am armed and very dangerous!” cried Hobs. He leapt into the small band of light at the base of the stairs with a large flashlight in one hand and a beaker raised in the other.

“Hobs!” I cried. I ran down the rest of the stairs and threw myself into his arms. The beaker crashed to the ground and shattered around us as he squeezed me hard.

“Dix? You nutjob, you made me drop a beaker!”

I kissed his cheek and nuzzled for a second into his shoulder before pulling away. I held his hands and hopped up and down.

“Hobs! Hobs! Hobs! You’re alive! Are you okay? Are you hurt?” I looked him over, evaluating him for any sign of injury or torture. I poked and prodded and hugged him again. I didn’t want to let him out of my sight, afraid he would disappear on me or turn out to be some kind of mirage.

“Whoa, you—wait, why would I be hurt? What is going—hey! Dix! Stop poking me. That tickles!”

I had never been so glad to see that wild mop of blond curls with blue eyes peering out at me from underneath. I could have eaten him up.

“Who’s your new friend?” asked Hobs.

In my glee at seeing Hobson again, I had forgotten Berrett existed.

Whoops.

“Uh, Hobs, Jordan Berrett. Berrett, Hobs.”

Berrett stepped down into the cellar. He extended a hand to Hobs.

“Nice to meet you, Jordan,” said Hobson.

Berrett nodded. “Likewise.”

“Where are you from?” asked Hobs.

“I picked him up on Earth. He’s from Baltimore,” I said. I poked Berrett’s nose, but oddly he seemed unamused.

“You picked me up? Funny, that isn’t how I remember it,” said Berrett.

I cleared my throat. “Right then, down to business, boys. Hobs, talk to me. Have you heard from any of the others? How’s the formula going?”

“I haven’t heard a thing. I told CiCi to keep her Cuff turned off until you came. We knew you’d come as soon as you could.” Hobson pushed his copper-rimmed glasses up the arch of his nose, put one arm around my waist, and led me to his makeshift lab in the corner of the cellar.

“Now, as to your other query, please follow me into the secret lab and I’ll show you what we’ve been up to.”

“You seriously have a secret lab?” asked Berrett. “I thought Dix was just—”

“Just what?” I demanded.

Berrett pursed his lips together. “Never mind. I stand corrected. To the secret lab.”

“I wouldn’t have been able to hide out here if it wasn’t secret. CiCi has been sneaking out to get us food and supplies at night. Before we left the Misfit, I grabbed everything I could carry from my lab and stuffed it in the escape pod. It’s been aces, except that we couldn’t use our Cuffs.”

Hobs’s faith in me warmed the cold places in my heart and made me glad I had taken some risks to get back to him. I hugged him tight as we walked over to his lab.

“However,” he continued, “I wasn’t expecting the goonies that came down here and almost found us.”

“What?” I cried.

Hobs nodded. “Bunch of ‘em. Scary guys, looked like SUN agents, if I can hazard a guess based solely on footwear. Get it? Sole-ly? Ah, I crack myself up!”

I whacked the back of Hobs’s head. “I don’t know how you can joke at a time like this.”

He shrugged. “As you have taught me, it’s joke or go crazy.”

A table was set up amid yellowing storage boxes and cobwebby crates, with beakers and bottles and glass vials strewn about everywhere. Something was creating a steady stream of steam in the corner, and the closer we got, the stronger I felt the need to plug my nose.

“Ugh, Hobs, what is that smell?”

“Sorry—still ruling out various chemical combinations. The sulfur was a rather disastrous mess but this ....” Hobs held up a small glass vial and waved it under my nose.

“This is not a disaster at all. Pretty, huh?” he asked.

I watched the grayish liquid swirling in the small vial. It was different than mine—less shiny somehow.

“Sure, but is it right?”

“No, but it’s stopped blowing up the test subjects!”

Berrett coughed. “I’m sorry, did you say blowing up?”

At that moment, we heard a door creak open and slam shut.

“Skud!” I hissed.

“Ah, the swearing. I forgot how much I miss that,” muttered Hobs.

“This is no time for a lesson in morality. Tell me you have a way to hide all this!” I whispered.

“Of course!” said Hobs. With a sweeping motion Hobs disconnected the steam-producing concoction and pulled a large canvas tarp over the table. “Get underneath!”

Berrett and I scrambled under the table along with Hobs. We curled up as tightly as we could, hardly daring to breath as a small circle of light fluttered around the floor, weaving in and out of the boxes.

“Drat! Where’d you go, Hobs? Are you hiding under the table again?”

I exhaled and started to laugh. Berrett jabbed me in the ribs with his elbows. “What is wrong with you?” he hissed. “You’re gonna get us caught!”

“Yep, I am.” I crawled out from under the tarp and waved to our visitor. “Hey, CiCi.”

“Cap! You’re alive!” cried CiCi. She threw her arms around me and squeezed so tightly I could hardly breathe.

“Hi, Ceese!” I said.

She let go and lifted up the canvas tarp. “Who’s the new guy?”

“Jordan Berrett, Baltimore, Maryland,” said Berrett. He glared at me.

“What?” I asked.

“Oh, nothing,” he replied. He crawled out from under the table and dusted himself off, and then turned around and offered Hobs a hand.

“Hello, new guy. I assume we’re calling him Berrett?” asked CiCi.

I nodded.

CiCi waved. “Hi, Berrett.”

“Hi.” Berrett smiled at CiCi and shook her hand.

“Hey, Ceese, you get the stuff?” asked Hobs.

“Yup. Biology will never miss it.” She held up a small burlap sack.

“Oh, I think they might, but hopefully it will take them a while to notice that it’s gone,” said Hobs.

“You’ve got CiCi stealing ingredients for you?” I cried in mock disdain. “So amoral, Hobs.”

“Yeah, well, I learned from the best.” He gave me a grin and patted my back. “This particular ingredient is something I couldn’t get anywhere else. It’s imported from the Amazon. So what’s the plan, Captain?”

“Yeah, where’s the Misfit?” asked CiCi.

I had been dreading this moment, but the time had come to rip off the Band-Aid. “The Misfit’s gone, CiCi. The ship that attacked us just kept coming. I had no choice but to destroy her and abandon ship.”

CiCi’s jaw dropped. “You abandoned the Misfit?” she screamed. “That’s it! Hand over your license, you horrible piece of—”

“CiCi!” cried Hobson. “Shhhh!” He threw his hands over her mouth, but that didn’t stop her from squealing out indistinguishable threats. Hobs didn’t take his hands away until the squealing stopped.

“I would have gone down with her,” growled CiCi as soon as she wasn’t being muffled any more.

“Yes, and a lot of good that would have done you and us, huh?” said Hobson. CiCi slumped down onto a crate and glowered at me, a hint of a tear glistening in her right eye. Perhaps I would have reacted differently in another life, responded with more compassion, but the guilt, the ever-present sense of loss that lingered in my gut, had become as familiar as a barnacle on a boat.

I eyed CiCi. I needed her help, and after the blow I just delivered I wasn’t sure I would get it. I only had one last ace up my sleeve. The Aventine was a 26041 model carrier, and CiCi had always wanted to fly one. If I could get her to come with us to Mars for some wrecked parts, she could dress up our new ride so no one would recognize us.

“CiCi?”

She crossed her arms and legs and shifted away from me on her crate. “I’m not talking to you. Abandoner. Ship-wrecker!”

“I know, I’m sorry. I feel awful about her too, but you have to understand there really wasn’t any other way.”

“Hmph.”

“Hey, Ceese, she was my inheritance. You think I would just give that up if I didn’t have to?” I got on my knees in front of her crate and looked up into her face. “Berrett has a ship. That’s how we got here, but we can’t fly it around because it’s too pretty.”

CiCi raised her eyes. “Too pretty?”

I grinned.

She was all mine.

“Yeah. I know no ship will ever compare to the Misfit, but Berrett’s ship is a 26041—”

“Model carrier?” CiCi’s voice rose with every syllable. “With quadro-thrusters and daylight simula—”

“Shh!” hissed Hobson as he slapped his hand over her mouth again.

“Yes, and, if you’ll please shut up, you can play with her all you want, but we have to hide who she is,” I said.

CiCi’s brow creased for about two seconds before she pushed Hobs away and leapt out of her chair.

“When do we leave?”

I laughed. “Whenever you’re rea—wait. I just realized something.” I turned to Berrett and grabbed his arms with both hands. “Eira’s records. They’re here. We could look her up if we can just get into the records office. Maybe there are some clues as to why she’s ... um ....”

“Such an evil loon?” finished Hobs. “I believe I can help with that. Especially if you’re sure we’ll be leaving the planet as soon as we’re done. No more need to hide now that you’re here.”

I raised one eyebrow. “Oh, really? And how do you propose to help us break into the records room?”

Hobs grinned. “Alice Johnson.”
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I shook my head as I listened to Hobs from inside a hall closet.

“I just can’t believe you’re back, Isaac! Is Trudy here too? Or have you finally gotten over that?”

“Over what? What’s that supposed to mean?” I hissed. Berrett and CiCi both slapped their hands over my mouth.

“No, I’m here alone on leave. I was wondering if you’d like a cup of coffee?”

“Oh, I’d love one, Isaac, I really would, but I have a meeting I have to get to in five minutes and I have to run to the copy room first to get some things printed out.”

“Ah. Well, I just happened to have a thermos here with me. Maybe I could go with you and we can catch up for a couple minutes before your meeting?”

“I’d like that.”

It took all my willpower not to groan in disgust.

Alice Johnson. Please. What a brown-nosing little gremlin. Hobs is really taking one for the team this time. I owe him big.

We waited until the click-click-click of Alice Johnson’s high heels faded away as she and Hobs headed toward the copy room. I poked my head out of the closet first.

“Okay, we’re clear. Let’s go!”

We ran into the records office and I sat down at Alice’s desk. The screen saver hadn’t kicked in yet, so I had full access to the records.

Aces.

“Okay, here we go. E-I-R-A N—”

“There she is!” cried CiCi.

Sure enough, there was Eira’s file. I clicked on it and pulled it up. Registration. Marks. Medical. Psych.

Psych?

I exchanged a glance with Berrett and opened the psych file.

“According to this, Eira’s parents split when she was fourteen. Looks like she had anger issues all through her first year at the Académie. There are reports of fights, extreme bullying, and violence,” I said.

“Dix, look at this,” said Berrett, pointing to the screen. “‘Displays beginning signs of sociopathic behavior.’”

“Ya think?” I asked.

Still, a small part of me felt sorry for Eira. Especially when I got to the last line in her psych file. “Due to severe essential tremor, Eira will no longer be able to pursue a career in medicine. Outbursts have increased dramatically, and she has withdrawn even from her trusted friends and counselors. Monitor closely.”

I closed Eira’s file, but before I got out of the program completely, I thought I would see what my records looked like. Without thinking, I started typing in T-A-B—

“Hey, Cap, you’re typing the wrong name,” said CiCi.

“Oh! Uh, I’ll explain later, Ceese. I just wanna see something.”

I looked back at the monitor and saw my name, but the date on the file was wrong. Suddenly, I realized that Aunt Tabitha had graduated from the Académie at the same time as Eira Ninge.

I opened her psych file.

Brutal teasing from another student continues to erode Tabitha’s confidence. Contacted both sets of parents after E. Ninge broke Tabitha’s nose.

“Flarking piece of skud,” I whispered.

Just then, we heard the click-click-click of approaching heels. I closed the program and dove into the coat closet.

“You know, I think I left my bag next to your desk. If you want, I can lock the door on my way out,” said Hobs.

“Would you be a love? And please, stop by soon, Isaac. It was so good to see you.”

Alice Johnson’s voice dripped like honey. I gagged and rolled my eyes. Hobs walked into the office and picked up his bag. “Alright, guys, you can come out.”

I fell out of the closet. Berrett crawled out from under the desk and CiCi materialized seemingly out of nowhere.

Hobs shook his head. “What would you have done if I hadn’t sent her away?”

“Knocked her out with her own computer,” I growled.

“Heh. You’re jealous of Alice Johnson,” said Hobs.

“Right. My life’s ambition is to be a secretary at the Académie, just so I can have dirt on all the students.”

“Hey, it comes in handy.”

“So do you. Thanks, Hobs. You’re the best.” I kissed his cheek and pulled him out of the office and through side door. “Come on, guys!”

The four of us scampered across the fields and into the hedge. “So, what’d you find?” asked Hobs.

“I’ll tell you on the way to Mars.”

“What did you fly in on, a wing and prayer?”

“Kind of. A shuttle we hid in the sculpture garden. Come on!”

We scampered through the alleys and back streets of Avalon until we rounded the last corner before the garden. The four of us came to an abrupt halt, almost falling out of the alley.

“You have got to be flarking kidding me,” I whispered.
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BERRETT LAUGHED OUT LOUD.

I glared at him.

“Sorry, it is kind of hilarious.”

Through the wrought iron gates of the garden, I could see half a dozen SUN officials standing around the shuttle.

Berrett turned to Hobs. “No one ever comes here, she said. Blends right in with the rest of the junk.”

The two of them started laughing until they caught sight of my death stare. Hobs cleared his throat. “Sorry, Dix. It’s really not ... not funny ... at ... heehee ... at all!”

They burst out laughing once more. I rolled my eyes and turned to CiCi. “You’re adorable. Go find out what they think is going on.”

She nodded and ran into the garden.

“So, Berrett, have you been to Venus before?” asked Hobs.

“Nope. This is my first time.”

“What a shame! Avalon is a beautiful city. Wish we could show him around, Captain.”

“I’ll show you both around if you don’t quit goofing off.”

“Ooh, touchy. Aye, Cap,” said Hobs. “Anyway, it’s really quite charming. Venus was the first world to be terraformed that didn’t royally backfire like Mars. They went a little nuts making it as much of an idealistic city as possible. Some of the most amazing art in the System is here.”

“Maybe someday we’ll come back when the universe doesn’t want us dead,” I griped.

“Guess you’ll have to wait until you can haunt Venus, then,” said Berrett.

I stuck my tongue out at him. Mercifully, CiCi came trotting back into our alleyway. “Someone proposed, saw your ship, and called the officials.”

“Proposed?”

“Yeah, Dix, it’s that thing two people do when they love each other and want to spend the rest of their lives together,” Berrett said.

“I know what it is, Berrett, and aside from it making little to no sense in the world we live in, who proposes in an abandoned flarking sculpture garden?”

“Actually, it’s kind of romantic,” said Hobs. I shot him the death glare again and he pressed his lips shut. “Or not.”

“Alright, alright, this is fine,” I said, pushing my hand through my hair. “We just need a diversion.”

“I got you covered,” said Hobs. “CiCi and I were saving this in case we needed a diversion of our own.” He pulled a small plastic ball out of his pack.

“What is that?” asked Berrett.

“Fake Fire is what I call it. I lob this onto the roof of a neighboring building and smoke begins to pour off the roof. Those goons will be out of that sculpture garden in a heartbeat.”

Hobs chucked the ball onto the nearest roof. “Wait for it ...”

Smoke began to curl around the edge of the roof and wrap around the gutter pipes.

With a wicked grin, Hobs screamed, “Fire!”

Sure enough, all the officials except one ran out of the garden.

“Well, that almost worked,” I said.

“One SUN official? I can handle that,” said Berrett. “You guys go in the front gates and I’ll sneak around from behind. Keep him talking.”

I lingered behind Hobson and CiCi, pulling down the cabby hat as far as possible. The guard stopped CiCi as she walked up to the front gate.

“Sorry, Ma’am, no civilians allowed here tonight,” said the guard.

“Look, I’m really sorry, but my friend here thinks he left his Cuff inside the garden. Are you sure we can’t have a look around?”

“Orders are orders, kid. Nothing I can do about it.”

“Maybe you could look for me?” CiCi did her best to be charming, but the guard remained unaffected.

“Nope. I’m sorry. Try coming back first thing to—”

The guard fell mid-sentence into an unconscious heap, Berrett standing behind him with a rock in his hand.

“You’re amazing with those rocks,” I said as we stuffed ourselves into the shuttle.

“It’s a gift.”
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“I CAN’T MAKE HER UGLY WITHOUT MORE PARTS,” SAID CICI as she twirled a wrench in her hands. A streak of grease ran along her chin. She leaned against the doorway of the galley. The rest of us were seated around the table, gnawing on dried fruit from the food cabinet.

“Where are we going to get parts from? We’re on an asteroid,” said Hobs.

“Best junkyard in the system is back on Mars,” I said flatly.

It hadn’t even been a week since my aunt was executed. I was hardly in the mood to hang out on Mars, but CiCi needed ship parts, the Aventine needed a new set of tags, and Mars was the place to get it all. With a seemingly fluid relationship between the SUN and Eira, I had no doubt that our current tags would be useless. Still, my nightmares had a new addition, and there was no desire in my heart to return to the place where I had watched my Aunt Tabitha hang.

“We could fly a shuttle back to Mars,” said Berrett. “Every shuttle has its own set of ID tags.”

I sighed.

I just want a break.

“Sure. Let’s go to Mars. Hobs, you comin’?”

He swallowed hard, turned a bit green, and then bolted out of the galley.

I looked at Berrett. “Guess that’s a no.”

I poked my head into Hobs’s cabin before we left. “You gonna be okay?”

He was curled up on his cot, his blond curls sticking to his forehead. “Probably just spacesick.”

“It’ll wear off. It’s better to have you here guarding the ship, anyway. And this will give you some time to work on the Eternigen without any distractions.”

He nodded. “Dix?”

“Yeah?”

“You be careful.”

I walked into his cabin and sat down next to him on his bed. “You know I will be.” I pushed his curls away from his face and kissed the tip of his nose. “You be better when I get back.”

He smiled weakly. “You got it, Captain.”

[image: image]

The dirt of the desert clung to the treads in my boots as Berrett and I hiked along the valley floor. When Mars was terraformed, the results were pretty ... kind of. The desert isn’t for everyone, and Mars is mostly desert. Still, the patterns of rock and sediment wove across the hills and mountains in broad, wobbly strokes. If you could turn a sunrise into something you could touch, that’s what the mountains of Mars looked like to me.

You had to look for what was beautiful about Mars. It wasn’t obvious and showy, like Venus with its incredible architecture or Neptune’s mind-blowing landscapes. I forced my mind to focus on the subtle intrigues of the desert.

The alternative was to start screaming and throwing skud.

The strange emotional surges and sloughs had dragged my heart all over since I saw Eira’s message two days ago. It was like permanent PMS. Each time I breathed in, I would focus on a cactus, a splash of pink streaking through the rocks, a sagebrush rolling along beside me in the tepid breeze. Slowly, I would exhale, and then start the whole process over again.

In and out.

In and out.

It was the only way I knew of to keep myself from losing it.

CiCi had gone off to the junkyard in search of parts. Berrett and I, loosely disguised by our cabby hats and a shabby change of clothes, decided to head to Williamson’s Dive to see if we could ferret out any more information and another set of ID tags for the ship.

As we turned down the main street, I saw the gallows towering over the square. The rope swung in the lazy breeze. For a moment, my mind went blank. I couldn’t tell if I was walking or even breathing. Before I could stop it, another image flashed into my mind—the image of Caleb’s dead body dangling from the mast of the old water ship. I reeled internally and reached instinctively for Berrett’s hand. To my surprise, he had reached for mine as well.

Great minds think alike, apparently.

We held on to each other and walked over to the tavern. I let go of Berrett’s hand and squared my shoulders as I pushed open the doors, which someone had managed to fix in the time we had been gone, and crossed the dusty floor.

I slammed my palm down on the bar.

“Two—”

“Root beers,” finished Berrett.

I glared at him. “You don’t even know what I was going to order!”

“Whatever it was, you shouldn’t have it,” he said.

“Ginger ale?” I hissed. “Are you seriously going to sit me down and lecture me on the evils of ginger ale? What the flark is wrong with you? I can make my own decisions.”

“Easy, I was just trying to make you laugh.”

Oops.

I leaned against the bar and sulkily scoped out the room. Any of the usual clients here would know who to talk to about forging new tags. I looked around the room for the most friendly and approachable of the thugs. As I took a sip of my root beer, I noticed a well-dressed fellow staring at me from underneath his fedora.

“Berrett. Back corner.”

Sharp dressers didn’t hang out at Williamson’s Dive, but the guy checking us out was dressed to the nines. A formal cloak draped around his shoulders and the fedora cast a shadow over his nose and goatee. Two narrow scars ran the length of his left jaw and disappeared into his stubble. His black shoes practically sparkled despite the dust that seemed to cover everything. He shined the way an oil slick does.

Running cargo had taught me which slicks to avoid. I had heard about this one. He was first on my list of Sketchy People to Studiously Dodge.

“I see him,” said Berrett.

“Know who he is?”

“Nope. I’ve never seen him before.”

“Why did I bring you along again, Berrett?”

“Because you love me, remember? Or do you love Hobson?”

I laughed into my root beer.

“Hobs? He’s my best friend, of course I love him. But not like love, love. You know.”

Berrett’s expression was awash with confusion. “Like love, love? Is that even a sentence?”

I rolled my eyes. “Never mind. Fedora Guy is more commonly known as Maxwell Jones, but I seriously doubt that’s his real name. He’s the mother of all merchants.” I turned around to pay the barkeep.

“He’s a guy, though. Wouldn’t that make him the father of all merchants?”

“Semantics.”

“Uh-huh.”

“I’ve run cargo for him a couple of times, and I can tell you two things about him. One, he’s loaded, and two, he’s sneaky. If anyone can get us fake tags, it’s him, but I don’t know if it’s worth the risk.”

“Think he’d turn you in?” asked Berrett.

“Depends. If it’s worth his while, he might. Or he might turn me into shoes.”

Berrett shot me a skeptical look over his glass of root beer.

“I’m serious,” I said. “I don’t scare easy, but he sets off my creep-dar every time.”

Suddenly, Max was standing behind us, a hand on each of our shoulders.

“My ears were burning, so I came right over. Hello, Tabitha. No, no, don’t turn around, either of you. Not a single word. Go calmly to the back doors—they lead down a hall. Room number sixteen, here’s the key. You have five minutes, assuming you don’t want me to alert everyone in this room as to who you are. Oh, and in case you have doubts, that extremely large, scary-looking fellow at the end of the bar has been tracking Tabitha Dixon and her new partner, Jordan Berrett. He’s President Forsythe’s very own bounty hunter, and he’s anxiously anticipating collecting the hefty reward he’ll get by bringing you two in. Good thing I found you first. I think he’s had a few too many to pay close attention at the moment.”

I swallowed hard. Right then, it hit me—I was so done. I was so, so done with all of this cloak-and-dagger chase me across the solar system skud. I wanted so badly to whirl around and yell, “Hey, scary bounty hunter guy! Lemme save you the trouble! I’m Tabitha Dixon! Come ‘ere and put me outta my misery! Take the dratted vial and just shoot me already!”

Berrett seemed to sense that I was on shaky ground. He grabbed my hand and hauled me to the door at the back of the bar. I let him, following him as blindly as I had done the night he saved my life.

Berrett opened the door and pulled me inside the hallway.

“Hang in there, Dix, the room’s right here.”

I nodded. I watched Berrett turn the key and open the door to Room #16. I felt him pull me inside and put his hands on my shoulders. The room, not too different from the one my crew and I had been sleeping in not even a week before, reminded me of all the things I wanted to forget. A heavy mist descended on my mind, and for a moment it was like I was somewhere else. Somewhere far away.

“Dix? Dix. Look at me. Tabitha, are you okay?”

I had no reply. I felt the world spin around me, the laughter and booze and the smell of dust tangled around my legs and pulled me to the floor. I couldn’t speak. My feelings burst out of the blocks of ice I had frozen them into, curled around my words and sentences, and strangled them. I could hardly breathe.

Berrett pulled me to my feet and grabbed me by my shoulders.

“You are strong enough for this. You jumped out of a ship, for crying out loud. You can do this. We aren’t dead yet, which means there are still options open to us.”

“But Max knows who I am and—”

“And doesn’t seem to want us immediately dead. Let’s just wait and see what he has to say, alright?”

I nodded. I stuffed all my loosed emotions into my stomach and locked it down as best I could, but I still felt shaky. About two seconds later, our captor walked in. His eyes narrowed as he examined Berrett and me.

“I’m Maxwell Jones, but everyone calls me Max,” he said. He walked over and shook Berrett’s hand. “She already knows me.”

He strolled across the room and opened a suitcase. “So, here’s the deal. You’re going to take a message to the Governor of Mars at a ball being held at the capital tonight.”

“What? You might as well hand us over to the SUN!” cried Berrett.

“Oh, don’t worry, I’ll have you two so disguised your own mothers wouldn’t recognize you.”

“And why, exactly, would we be willing to do this for you?” I asked.

“One, because you want to live. Two, because I can get you IDs and papers for that stolen ship of yours, enabling you to resume your little mission of freedom.”

Max grabbed the silver chain around my neck and waved it in front of my face.

“Third, I think I could profit more if you’re the one holding the Eternigen in the end instead of her.”

It was my turn for the wide-eyed stare. “You know about Eira?”

Max laughed. “Tabitha, I know about everyone. That’s how a guy like me stays in business without getting caught. Also, there’s been a development I’m pretty sure you aren’t aware of yet.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

He showed me his Cuff and hit play on a news report video. The newscaster’s voice was nasal, confident, obnoxious.

“In other news, there are reports of a brutal murder on Mars. Though murder is not an unusual crime on a planet where the dregs of society go to hide, the method of this particular murder is very disturbing. We go now to our Mars correspondent, Stephen Glen, for details.”

“Thanks, Ashley. Hank Jackson was a carpenter here on Mars, an honest man in a sea of crooks and thieves. He did work for the—”

“Hank?” I cried. “Hank was the first guy to give me work! He can’t be dead! How did that happen?”

Max hit pause on the video. “How do you think? Your customer list is a matter of public record. You know she isn’t going to stop with just one murder.”

“Flarking skud,” I whispered. I sat on the edge of the bed. “How’d she do it?”

“Trust me, you do not want to know. They won’t even show pictures, it’s that bad. All you need to know is that Eira will keep killing until she gets what she wants, or until someone stops her. You need my help, Dix, and for the moment, I need yours. Do we have a deal?”

He extended his hand.

“You’re kidding. You’re just going to shake on this?” I asked.

“Yes, and so are you. Ponder on that before you shake,” said Max.

I put my face right up next to his. “If you do anything to jeopardize my ship or my crew, I will—”

“Spare me the melodrama, Tabitha. I don’t want to jeopardize you. I just want to own a piece of you so I can call in a favor later if I need to. The falsified documents will be waiting for you on your ship after the ball. Just get this message to the governor and you’re free to go.”

I shook his hand. It was the only thing I could do.

“Right then. Disguises for you both. Tabitha, I don’t know what your natural hair color is, but you’re going with black. I’m assuming those purple lenses match your latest alias, so I won’t fiddle with those. They look good. As for you, Berrett, take that filthy cabby hat off and let me see what I have to work with here.”

Berrett pulled off his cap and shook out his chocolate colored curls.

“Interesting. Let’s see what we can do. Tabitha, to the shower with you. Get that mop clean.”

I cocked my head to the right and stared. “Um ... how do you know about—”

“Fashion? Look, just because I’m a devious, self-absorbed, money-grubbing merchant doesn’t mean I can’t appreciate style. Once you get to know me a little better, Dix, you’ll realize I always come prepared.”

“I don’t want to get to know you better.”

“Hmm, well, that’s your loss, isn’t it? To the shower with you! Move!”

I wobbled my way to the bathroom and locked the door behind me. The bathroom was dingy, small, and covered in a hybrid of neon yellow and green tile. It did not help my sense of vertigo in the slightest. I turned the shower handles and peeled off my clothes. I hadn’t managed to find a complete change of clothes yet, so I threw my underthings into the sink to soak. I stepped into the shower and let the water run hot on my tight shoulder muscles, sweeping the stress away with the dust and dirt. The soap ran along my skin and magically changed my coloring from dusty tan to pale pink.

I guess I was a little overdue for a shower.

I dried off, wrapped the thin and faded towel around myself, and yelled for Max.

“I’m decent!”

“That’s a lie, but I’m coming in anyway,” said Max. He opened the door and threw a stool in front of the sink. “Sit.”

I sat.

Three hours later, I was showering the extra black dye out of my hair. Max added extensions and styled my hair.

Eyebrows were plucked.

Makeup, which was altogether unfamiliar, was applied.

Jewelry was hung from my ears, neck, and wrist.

I stared at myself in the mirror.

I looked aces.

I still didn’t feel real great, but I was distracted from the fact by the appearance of the woman in the mirror across from me. I had no idea where she had been hanging out, but certainly that woman couldn’t be me. I was a scrawny seventeen-year-old kid. What Max had done might have been considered ordinary by some, but to me he was a magical wizard or fairy godfather. I had never been able to achieve results like this.

Granted I had never cared enough to try.

“Should I leave you two alone for a minute?” asked Max.

“Shut up,” I said. “How do you know how to do all this?”

“You told me to shut up, I can’t answer.”

I groaned.

“I have to get something for you anyway, be right back,” said Max.

I wrung out my underthings and toweled them off as best I could, then shimmied back into them and rewrapped the towel around myself. It seemed strange to me at the time, but there was something about Max ... something weirdly familiar, easy to trust. I searched my internal creep-dar, but the beeping had stopped.

Maybe he’s using some kind of hypnotic mind trick. Bet that’s how he sells things.

I didn’t think a complete stranger could powder my nose, do my hair, and suddenly make me trust them. Apparently, I was shallower than I realized.

A few moments later I heard a knock.

“It’s safe.”

“Oh, good,” said Max. His arms were full of iridescent purple fabric, and a pair of amazing purple heels dangled from his right hand. “This will look fabulous on you, bring the purple in your eyes right out. I’m assuming you can figure out how to get into this stuff, but if you have any questions, at least get it halfway on before you yell for me.”

As soon as the door was shut, my towel dropped to the floor and I stuffed myself into the yards of shimmering cloth. I zipped up the back and spun around in front of the mirror. The dark hair tumbling down my bare shoulders made my pale skin shine, and the purple in my eyes was drawn out by my dress. I looked ... beautiful. I wasn’t at all comfortable with my discovery, but I couldn’t keep something so bizarre to myself.

I stuffed my feet into the satin shoes, tied the ribbons up my ankles, and flung open the bathroom door.
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MY JAW DROPPED.

The boys had been busy.

Max had kept the faded yellow curtains drawn, but Martian sunlight forced its way inside and spilled over Berrett’s tawny form. He was stretched out in a beat-up chair, wearing what appeared to be tuxedo pants with a satin stripe down the leg. He was shirtless. His dark curls lay in little heaps around the chair he sat in. Max stood behind him, snipping away at the finishing touches.

“What do you think, Tabitha?” asked Berrett. Max spun Berrett around in the chair to face me.

There are no words for moments like these—you have to feel them for yourself. The closest thing I could compare it to was seeing the sun come out after a long storm. His beauty was blinding, and it warmed me to the core. He literally looked like a young Greek god, and I was utterly captivated.

Max broke the silence. “What do you think of his hair, Tabitha?”

“Oh! I, uh ... I like it. It’s nice.”

“And what do you think of your date to the ball, Jordan?” asked Max. “Gorgeous, no? Ah, I always did love bringing the pretty out in people.”

Berrett’s eyes looked me up and down, his mouth hanging slightly open. I waved my hand in front of his face.

“Hello? What do you think?” I asked. I spun around, the floor-length gown swirling after me.

He stood up and walked to me, taking my hands in his. “You look incredible.”

I smiled and felt the color rising in my cheeks.

“Aw, precious,” said Max. “Alright, enough ogling. Berrett, dust yourself off and get a shirt on.” He tossed a white tuxedo shirt onto Berrett’s head.

After Berrett finished dressing, Max handed us long black cloaks. “Tabitha, these are for you.” He gave me a pair of long white gloves, and then handed Berrett the letter we were supposed to deliver.

“What, you don’t trust me?” I asked.

“No, I trust you, but the last time I checked, pockets were not sewn into the sides of ball gowns.”

“Hmph. They should be.”

Max laughed as he shuffled us into the hall and out the back door. An elegant, black, horse-drawn cruiser was waiting for us.

After we were inside and settled, Max leaned in through the window of the cruiser.

“The papers and licenses are on their way to your shuttle. You can hang on to your outfits. You never know when you’ll need a good formal. I kept my half of the deal, Tabitha. Now it’s your turn. What name are you going by these days?”

I rolled my eyes. “Morgan Fey.”

Max chuckled. “Nice. Be good, little witch. Oh, and you’ll need one more piece of information. The Governor has a very unique tattoo on his left wrist.”

Max whipped out his Cuff and showed us a picture of a man’s wrist with a strange symbol tattooed on it. As he zoomed in on the picture, a tiny crowned lion and a unicorn appeared holding up two sides of a shield. “Make sure to check that the tattoo is there before you go spilling secrets to someone who isn’t actually the Governor. I’ll be in touch.”

“I hate you.”

“I’m sure you do, kiddo, but you’ll get over it.” Max pinched my cheek as our cruiser pulled away into the growing night.

I sank back into the seat of the cruiser and pouted as I stared out the side window.

“I still can’t believe you named me Morgan,” I muttered into my gloved fist.

Berrett grinned. “I think it fits. You look enchanting.”

“Oh, brother, what a line.”

I pursed my lips together and stared out the window.

I heard Berrett pull the letter from his pocket and fidget with it.

I turned toward him and said, “You know, it’s kind of stupid for us not to know what that letter says. It could say, ‘please execute the deliverers of this letter on site.’”

Berrett laughed. “You don’t know as much about the Underground as I do. Max might talk about looking out for number one, but he has a reputation for being friendly to the cause. So does the Governor of Mars. In fact, Mars is high on the list of planets that the Underground would like to claim. I’m willing to trust him. Besides, if we break the seal we’d be in greater danger. They’d know we knew what was inside the letter.”

“Max? The Underground? Hmph. Probably because it’s better for his bottom line somehow. Bet the letter’s coded, anyway, like your ‘mac and cheese’ thing with Mama B.”

“Probably,” said Berrett.

I felt a pang of guilt over the complete lack of communication with Mama B., but it had to be that way for her safety as well as ours. I just hoped she was still alive.

We rode along in silence until the Governor’s Mansion came into view. The Mansion was the one building on Mars that felt untarnished—and I have no clue how they kept it like that. The dusty earth was suddenly paved and clear as we approached, and sprawling green lawns with well-manicured shrubbery adorned the grounds surrounding the mansion gate. We rode through the huge wrought-iron gates and entered a fairyland. The fountains were running, sparkling in the glow of small white lights floating in the basins. Rows and rows of flowers lined the driveway as we rode to the main courtyard. A servant opened the doors and helped me from the carriage.

I felt like a fish in thick mud.

I managed to wobble up the stairs and into the foyer without face-planting, which I mainly attribute to Berrett giving me his arm. The truth was I had never worn high heels before, but there was no flarking way I was about to admit it. As we waited in the security line I fidgeted with the tulle of my skirt.

“Are you nervous?” asked Berrett.

“How can we be sure this isn’t some kind of set up? He could be lying about the IDs, so he can get the reward. What if this doesn’t work?”

Berrett put both hands on my shoulders. “Then I’ll be right here, and we’ll figure it out together. I promised you, remember?”

I remembered. Berrett put one arm around me and held my hand with the other.

“Want me to go first?” he asked.

“No, I got this,” I lied. I walked confidently up to the security desk and placed my finger on the scanner.

“Look here, please,” the security guard said. I looked into the retinal scanner and held my breath.

The guard looked at his screen, then back at me.

“Welcome, Miss Fey. Have a lovely evening.”

I entered the ballroom, latched onto Berrett’s arm for balance—at least, that’s what I told myself—and stared at the creamy white marble pillars surrounding the echoing circular hall. A spectacular buffet had been set up, each table covered with more sumptuous fare than the last. A chocolate fountain ran in the center with guests surrounding it, ramming their fruit-covered toothpicks into it at every opportunity. In the center of the ballroom couples spun in circles, the chiffon and the silk and the satin swirling like ribbons in the breeze.

I thought of the beggars in New York City and repressed a desire to gag.

Time to focus. I shifted my gaze to the handsome face of my escort. “How do we know which one’s the governor?” I whispered to Berrett.

He looked around the ballroom.

“I don’t think he’s here yet. Want to kill some time?” asked Berrett. He extended his hand to me and nodded toward the dance floor.

“Are you insane? Are you trying to get us noticed? We should just hover in the back and—”

Just then, a man holding a towering armful of paperwork and file folders bumped into me. I inhaled sharply as something sliced my upper arm.

“Oh! So sorry, miss!” He pulled out his handkerchief and pressed it to where my arm had started to bleed. I gave him my best “remove yourself, please” look, and he backed away, apologizing profusely.

“As I was saying, we should sit back and observe,” I finished. “Even that looks like it might be too hazardous, though.”

Berrett raised an eyebrow at me. “You can’t dance, can you?”

“Of course I can dance!” I hissed. I watched the man with the paperwork skitter across the room to where another man stood.

“Then why are you blushing?”

“Because ... it’s a stupid question, is all. Girls are born knowing how to dance.”

“Alright then, let’s go.”

Before I could object, Berrett drew me into the spinning circle and put his arm around my waist, my hand in his. He put his mouth next to my ear. “If you don’t want to get caught, at least try to look like you’re enjoying this,” he whispered.

I tried to respond, tried to tell him I was focusing on where the paper cut inflictor had skulked off to. Something felt off, but the heat of Berrett’s breath against my face spread through me like wildfire as we started spinning around the dance floor. The same strange sensations that I had felt when we were crouched together in the hedge threatened to return as we moved together to the pulsing rhythm of the waltz.

“So, dancing. Who taught you?” I asked.

“Didn’t you know? Guys are born knowing how to do this.”

I gave him a skeptical glare. “Right. And I’m a cream puff.”

“You could just be one in that outfit.”

I got distracted and lost my footing, but he tightened his grip on my waist and held me up. A rush of emotion flared inside me as goose bumps erupted all over my body.

“Thanks,” I mumbled.

“You’re welcome,” he replied. His eyes looked straight into mine, as though he was trying to tell me secrets through his gaze. I looked away. He would have to keep his secrets to himself. It wasn’t safe being close to me, and I thought I had made that clear. Once we were done with our mission, once Hobs could get us across the divide, I would drop Berrett somewhere safe. He would move on, have a nice life and a couple of kids, and ....

And ..

The music seemed to fade. The sounds of swirling dresses lowered to a hush. The room was suddenly out of focus, and all I could see was Jordan Berrett. He pulled me closer and started to quarter turn in small circles in the very heart of the dance floor. I wobbled trying to follow the quarter turns, but Berrett held me steady in his arms. My face and his were nearly touching, and the breath ran out of me.

Which, of course, is when some idiot decided to cut in.

“May I?” he asked.

“Of course,” said Berrett.

His expression, however, said something entirely different.

My new partner was older, with a neatly trimmed goatee and hair the color of fallen pine needles. He was a good dancer, which is more than I could say for myself.

“May I have your name?” he asked.

“You first,” I said. “Erm, if you don’t mind.”

Flarking manners.

“You don’t know who I am?” he asked.

“Should I?”

He laughed.

“I’m the Governor. Max sent you, didn’t he?”

I stared at him.

Can we say awkward?

“Lemme see your wrist.”

Before he could stop me, I jerked the sleeve of his shirt back and got an up close and personal view of the lion and unicorn tattoo. I rubbed at it, just to make sure it was real.

Yup. Not a fake.

I gulped hard. “How did you know?”

He smiled at me. “My dear girl, you are a terrible dancer. If you’d been raised with an iota of culture, you would know these dances by heart instead of stumbling all over yourself. I thought I would put you out of your misery. Max must be a bit hard up to send someone like you. Do you have something for me?”

I frowned, and then nodded to Berrett, who was pouting near the buffet tables.

“He’s got it.”

“Ah, good. Well, let’s get you off this dance floor, then, shall we? And I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name, Miss ...?”

“Fey.”

“And is there a first name that goes with that?”

“Yes. But it’s flarking horrible, so I’m not going to tell you what it is.”

He laughed again as he escorted me off the floor. We walked arm in arm back to Berrett.

“I found the Governor,” I said.

Berrett shook his head. “I just want to apologize for anything she may have said or done in the past few—”

“Hey!” I cried. I punched him in the shoulder.

Berrett scowled at me. “You’re supposed to be acting like a lady.”

“Maybe I am. Maybe real ladies defend their own flarking honor.”

The Governor cleared his throat. “As much as I hate to break this up, I believe you have something for me.”

“Of course,” said Berrett. He pulled the note from his breast pocket and handed it over. I stood in front of them, trying to block any nosy onlookers from getting a clear view of the transaction. As I did so, I found my missing paper-cutter. The man he was talking to stepped into the light. I had to fight to hold in my gasp. It was the President’s bounty hunter. And he was scanning the bloodied handkerchief into his handheld.

Now they had my DNA.

“Thank you both,” said the Governor. He pocketed the letter and meandered over to another group of guests, natural and easy as pie.

“Berrett, we gotta get out of here,” I whispered.

“What? Everything went fine. Only you could turn that around and make it a bad thing,” said Berrett.

“No, you don’t understand, there was this guy with the papers and he—oh!”

I froze. Someone was holding a cold, round object against my back.

It felt horribly like a gun.

“Not a word, Miss Dixon. You will come quietly with me to the exit. If you obey me, I will spare your friend here.”

I looked up at Berrett, whose eyes were the size of saucers. Regrettably, my knife hadn’t matched my ensemble, but I had another trick up my sleeve. I mouthed one word to Berrett. Run.

At this point, three things happened at once.

First, Berrett bolted across the dance floor.

Second, which happened at almost the same time as the first, I ducked.

Third, as loud as I possibly could, I screamed.

“Stop touching me there!”

“What?” cried the man.

I tried not to smile as I screamed again for effect. “Have you no decency? Help! Help!”

Immediately, my would-be assailant was surrounded by five large men, giving me ample time to make a break for it. As I burst through the double doors of the ballroom, I heard him yelling.

“That’s Tabitha Dixon, you bungling idiots! I’m a SUN agent, let me go!”

I caught up with Berrett in the kitchen, dodging chefs and steaming pots.

“He’s right behind me!” I yelled.

“What?”

“Run faster!”

We zipped around pillars, in and out of small receiving rooms, and through large, ornate doors.

“How do we get out of here?” yelled Berrett.

“There! The big open window!”

A shot rang out and a glass sculpture shattered on a side table to my right. Just then, I stumbled over the stupid heels.

“Flarking skud!”

I ripped off the shoes, hitched my skirt up to my knees, and grabbed for the holster strapped around my thigh.

“What are you doing?” cried Berrett.

“It’s a gun, genius.”

“Are you kidding me? How long has that been there?”

A pane in an upper window ahead of us exploded.

“Never mind,” said Berrett. “You do what you gotta do.”

I stopped and took cover behind a large porcelain vase. “Call CiCi on your Cuff and get her over here, now. I’ll cover you!”

I turned around and aimed at the chain holding up a crystal chandelier. My hand was steady as I fired, but the bullet only broke one link, missed the cords, and ricocheted around the room, landing in the plush cushions of a red velvet couch. I could see my attacker racing for the double doors.

“Skud!”

I aimed carefully once more, took a deep breath, and fired again.

The chandelier came crashing down on my assailant. Outside the open window, I could hear the whirring of the shuttle’s engine. I could also hear other guests heading my direction.

I climbed out the window and ran for the shuttle.

“CiCi wants to know if she should land!” yelled Berrett.

“Go! Go-go-go! I’ll jump!” I cried.

CiCi started pulling the shuttle away. I ran full speed for the open hatch. Berrett held out his hand.

“Faster, Dix, they’re coming!”

A bullet kicked up dust beside me and another whizzed past my ear. I was pretty sure one even shot through the flowing fabric of my dress. Adrenaline pulsed through my veins as I ran faster than I ever had in my entire life. I spun back to shoot at my attackers, only to hear the empty click of the hammer. “You’ve gotta be kidding me!”

I whipped back around and reached for Berrett’s hand. He pulled me in, slamming the door shut as a round of bullets peppered the space where I had been a moment before.

“No more bullets?” he asked.

I glowered, and he grinned.

“You have a serious problem, Dix.”

“Shut up.” I stuffed myself into the cockpit, yards of tulle and fabric sticking out everywhere and getting in my way. CiCi sat in the co-pilot’s chair and tried to avoid getting buried alive.

“Thanks, Ceese.”

“No prob, Cap. What the ... what happened to you? Are your ey..... purple?”

I smiled. “I can take the wheel if you want.”

“Sure, sure. Should I go take a look at the damage?”

“No time. We gotta get out of here.”



IN WHICH THINGS ARE AWKWARD 17

“SHE’S DONE!”

“You take care of installing the EMP system, Ceese?” I asked.

She nodded. “Just like you wanted, Cap. All I have to do is hit this shiny red button, and blam! Goodbye electrical systems, hello frozen bad guys.”

“Aces.”

“I still don’t like it, though,” said CiCi. “I mean, it’s nifty, of course, but if you hit that thing we’re all jailbirds.”

“Like we aren’t anyway?” muttered Hobs.

I stuck my tongue out at him. “I promise, CiCi, we won’t hit it unless it’s absolutely necessary.”

“Promise?”

“I just said I did! You get Max’s tags attached too?”

“Aye, Cap. Now can I please—”

“Don’t even say it.”

Four days had passed, and CiCi had spent her time wisely. The Aventine wasn’t even remotely recognizable. The “battle damage” CiCi had inflicted sounded truly awful going on, but the end result was incredible. She had turned a sleek and coveted ship into what appeared to be nothing more than a junky cargo carrier. However, she had also become obsessed about the bullet wounds in the side of the shuttle. She kept asking me over and over to take a look at and repair the damage to make sure everything was normal.

“Ceese. Let it go,” I had told her. “Focus on the ship right now. We can worry about shining up a shuttle later.”

“But I—”

“That’s an order, CiCi.”

Still, my orders didn’t seem to stop her from asking.

Hobson had also been hard at work on the Eternigen formula, each day drawing one step nearer to unlocking the door to freedom. We could usually smell how close he was getting on any given day. Fortunately, the Aventine had an excellent air circulation unit, or we would have died before we ever left the asteroid.

Berrett and I were on the verge of a nervous breakdown. I had packed and unpacked all the supplies on board so many times it would make a healer squirm. Berrett had labeled and alphabetized everything.

Twice.

We were both extremely relieved to hear CiCi’s announcement.

“All she needs is a name, and we can go get Bell and Rivera and Miriam!” she cried.

“I think we should ditch Miriam,” I said.

“You’re evil,” said Hobson. “You just don’t like her fiddling with your psyche. And that’s illegal, anyway. We have to fly with a healer. We can’t afford to do anything that might raise a red flag during an inspection.”

“Yeah, well, you’re secretly a mad scientist, which means you find my evilness insanely attractive,” I quipped.

Hobson gave me one of his coy little half-smiles. “Yeah, that’s it.”

I patted him on the back. “What are we going to call her?”

“I think we should call her Mián Qiú” said CiCi.

“What does that mean?” asked Berrett.

“Lint ball.”

Berrett raised his eyebrows at me. I just shrugged.

“Maybe we should think of something a little more ... intimidating, Ceese,” I said.

“How about ... the Cyclotron!” cried Hobson.

“The what now?” I asked.

Hobson sighed. “Atom smasher? You can’t get more intimidating than that!”

“Um ... nope,” I replied. “Maybe intimidating was the wrong word.”

“Aw, come on! Explain to me how an atom smasher is anything but intimidating.”

“Liberty,” said Berrett. “You should name her The Liberty. You’re always chasing her, so you might as well name your ship after her.”

Nobody could argue with that. We donned our space suits and took a walk on the floating side.
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Walking in space was one of the best perks of being a pilot. Everything about me felt lighter, and the immediacy of normal steps forward was swept away by the total lack of gravity. It seemed to me that was nature’s way of trying to get me to slow down and take in the System. Even though we were nestled into an asteroid, we could still see the stars and the immensity of space around us. That view was one of the few things that consistently blew my brain. The beauty and enormity of space was spiritual and electrifying all at the same time.

Trying to get paint on the side of a ship in zero gravity? Not so much.

Fortunately, CiCi had the foresight to pick up compressed oil paint sticks on Mars. We each took a couple of letters and started to go to work. I had T, I, and R. Slowly and painstakingly, I crafted my T, making sure that everything was even and straight. By the time I got ready to do the I, we noticed a problem. We each had done totally different letter styles.

“Aw, you guys, this looks terrible!” I cried.

“Isn’t that kind of the point?” asked Berrett.

“I like it,” said Hobs. “Gives her character.”

I frowned. I supposed they were both right, but I liked Hobson’s point better. I went back to painting the I.

We were out there for a good six hours. The letters were large, and everything moves slower in zero gravity. By the end, we were tired and hungry, anxiously waiting on CiCi to finish a very swirly letter Y

“A..... done!” cried CiCi. “Captain?”

I examined our handiwork and shook my head.

Aces.

CiCi handed me a juice box.

“..... thanks?”

“You’re supposed to slam it into the side.”

Hobson laughed. “Ceese, that only works if you are using a glass bottle and working with gravity, not without it.”

CiCi frowned. I put a hand on her shoulder and then threw the juice box as hard as I could toward the hull.
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I was the last one back inside after our christening ceremony. I unzipped my space suit and shimmied out of it. As I was pulling my boots on, I overheard Berrett and Hobson talking in the chamber next door.

“No, she’s always been like that. Well, almost always. She was pretty quiet our freshman year,” said Hobson.

“I have a really hard time imagining Dix being quiet,” replied Berrett.

I felt my temperature rise, but I held my tongue. Interrupting would stop their conversation, and I was dying to hear what else they had to say.

“Heh, yeah. Well, she’s been through a lot. I mean, on top of the stuff with her family. There was this one guy at the Académie, a soccer player a year older than us who really broke her heart halfway through our freshman year. Kid named Riley.”

My breath caught when I heard that name. I didn’t want to waste a single second thinking about Riley, but I wanted to hear what Hobs had to say about him, so I kept listening anyway.

“I couldn’t understand why she liked him so much, but she’s smart,” Hobs continued. “He was a total jerk, and she figured it out in the end. Still, it was kinda the straw that broke her back, you know. One more loss she couldn’t handle. After that, she wasn’t quiet. Very much the tough, brash Dix you know.”

“How’d you guys meet?”

Hobson laughed. “The first time I saw Dix was in our Intro to System History class. She always sat with one leg curled up under her and she always knew the answers to every question. She was kind of annoying, actually.”

Berrett laughed. “Why does that not surprise me?”

I bit down on my lip to repress a response.

Hobson continued. “Dix and Liz Bell, the first mate, were roommates. They hated each other at first, but eventually they became really good friends. I think reconciliation arrived after a fight involving who got top marks on our first semester exams. If I remember right, the brawl ended with large quantities of flour being hurled about.”

“Seriously?”

“Oh yeah. Covered the girls’ dorms with it. It took them a week to clean it up.”

“Girls are weird.”

“Especially those two. Intense little maniacs. I think the reason they didn’t get along at first is because they’re so much alike. Anyway, I knew Bell from primary school, so eventually she introduced us. During the Riley fiasco, I was the one she confided in, and I’ve been her go-to guy ever since. She’s everything to me,” said Hobson.

I smiled. I won the lottery with Hobson, I thought. Not many have such a great best friend.

“She’s lucky to have someone like you in her life,” said Berrett. “She was really worried about you guys when she got shot down. Almost went crazy over it.”

“Yeah, well, we were worried about her too. We knew we had to wait for her to contact us. It was too risky to try to get a hold of her with the monitored communication. It was hard to wait, not knowing whether or not ... you know ... whether or not we’d see her again.”

Berrett must have nodded, because I didn’t hear a response before Hobs started talking again.

“We’re good for each other. A lot of things have just always made sense for me, but girls? Not so much. Dix could tell you horror stories, in fact.”

“I dunno, Hobs, you were pretty smooth with Alice Johnson.”

Hobs laughed. “Yeah, the one girl at the Académie who found me attractive, and I just never felt the same. No zing. And there has to be zing.”

“Agreed.”

“Anyway, I’m sure there’s a very legitimate scientific reason why girls are so confusing, but I could never figure it—or them—out. ‘Cept my Dix. She’s amazing. Totally overclocks my processor.”

“What?” asked Berrett.

“What?” I cried. I slapped my hand over my mouth, but it was too late.

“What?” cried Berrett and Hobson.

I swore under my breath and marched into the other room.

“You guys have something you wanna share?” I asked.

The pair of them shook their heads at me, their eyes as wide as saucers.

“Right.”

Wait—my Dix?

My head tried to wrap around the meaning of that statement. He probably meant that in a Hobsy sort of way. I was his the way sisters belong to their brothers and ... suddenly I was feeling awfully uncomfortable.

“Well, uh, fasten your seatbelts, boys. Takeoff’s in five minutes.”

I walked—okay, fine, I ran—out of the room, and then ducked just outside the doorway and put my ear against the wall.

“That was close,” said Berrett.

I heard the smack of a fist on fabric.

“Ow! What was that for?” asked Berrett.

“You seriously think she’s not outside the door listening?”

My face flushed as I turned and ran as silently and quickly as I could down the corridors.
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Later that night, after the four of us had something to eat, I walked the crew quarters and checked in to make sure everyone was happily settled. CiCi was already fantasizing about how she was going to upgrade the guts of the Liberty. Pictures of her plans were strewn about her quarters. Hobs was doing whatever it was Hobs did in his lab, and Berrett was asleep by the time I made it to his room.

He hadn’t even managed to change. He had fallen asleep on his back, his cabby hat covering his face, his arms folded across his chest and the tiniest of snores accompanying his slow and steady breathing. I couldn’t help the smile that came out of nowhere and spread itself across my face. I snuck in, took his hat off, and turned his light out.

“Night, Jordan,” I whispered.
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“PAPERS?” ASKED THE SUN AGENT.

We held our collective breath as CiCi hit send.

“Headed your way,” said CiCi. She looked up and smiled sweetly at the communications monitor. Hobs, Berrett, and I huddled on the floor of the cockpit, every muscle in our bodies tensed and poised, waiting for any intimation of trouble. Hobs tipped his Cuff up to catch the view on the comm monitor. Berrett and I strained to see the reflection. The jump gate hovered in front of the space shield, a giant, curving metal archway. I ached down to my bones to bolt through it, but there wasn’t a flarking thing I could do until the SUN agent stationed at the gate gave us clearance.

The seconds crawled as we waited to know whether or not Max’s papers were legit. We had a backup plan in case they weren’t, but none of us were thrilled at the prospect of ditching Liberty and tearing back to Williamson’s Dive in one of the shuttles.

I crossed my fingers, my toes, my legs, and my eyes.

“What are you doing?” hissed Berrett.

“Shh!” whispered Hobs.

CiCi kicked at us from the captain’s chair.

“Okay, you’re clear,” said the agent. “You can now use all the jump gates, and I went ahead and got you permission to land at Giverny airstrip on Earth.”

“Thank you!” said CiCi.

“My pleasure. Congrats on the purchase of your new cargo vessel!”

She reached up and switched off the communications monitor. “You guys need to seriously work on your stealth skills. You are so loud!”

I rolled my eyes. “Sorry, Ceese. We’ll try to behave better next time.”

“Hmph. I don’t like lying to people in order to explain away random whispery noises coming from underneath my chair.”

Berrett snickered.

“What?” cried CiCi.

Berrett instantly pulled himself together. “Nothing.”

CiCi narrowed her eyes. “I’m gonna go play with Liberty,” she said.

“Okay, Ceese, have fun!” yelled Hobs.

“Who’s running this ship, anyway?” I muttered.

“Good question,” replied Berrett.

I glared at him. “You know what? I have a job for you. Why don’t you and Hobs go to the galley and get some lunch for everyone?”

Berrett shot me an irritated look, but he and Hobson trotted off to the galley, whispering back and forth.

A sudden thought occurred to me.

“Don’t be spitting in or doing anything else weird to the food, either!” I cried.

“Okay!” yelled Hobs. He and Berrett started laughing out loud.

Dangerous combination, those two.

I took my seat and flew Liberty through the jump gate. I shook off the sensation of my stomach dropping as we were launched through the portal, across the solar system and into the atmosphere of Earth. The rest of the flight down to earth was, mercifully, far more uneventful than my last. Nevertheless, every second of the flight, the nerves in my stomach wound tighter and tighter until I thought there was a reasonably good chance that my guts had tied themselves into a giant knot. Before we started the landing process, I ran back to the galley to try to eat something. However, as I rifled through the storage units, everything we had sounded awful. Instead of foraging for food, I spent the last few minutes before landing raiding the cabinets for some medicine to quell my stomach.

Fortunately for everyone involved, I found some, popped it into my mouth, and ran back to the cockpit. I was a nervous mess until we landed in Giverny, a small village about fifty miles outside of Paris. Once upon a time, the town of Giverny had probably been quite beautiful. Hints of that beauty peered through the dark, steam-rolled landing block nestled into the right bank of the Seine. At the edge of the block were the ruins of a very old church covered in moss and ivy. Red poppies poked up through a couple of cracks in the asphalt. A large landing tower had been erected, but the ivy was starting to claim it as well. Giverny seemed to refuse on a fundamental level to give in to the SUN’s visions of standardization.

Suddenly, I understood why Bell loved France. Dread wrapped a cold hand around my heart as I considered what her fate might be. I focused my gaze out the shield and tried not to think about it. Bell was tough. She wouldn’t go down without a fight.

The sun was just starting to rise over the Seine as Liberty touched down. Few things made me happy anymore, but the tenacious beauty of the French countryside, illuminated by the rising sun, countered my budding terror with the tiniest sliver of hope.

As soon as we landed, I turned to my crew. “Berrett and I will take a shuttle into Paris. We’ll dock at one of the landing blocks and use sailboards to get to Bell’s house.”

“Where’d you steal those from?” asked CiCi.

“We didn’t steal them!” Berrett yelped in disgust. “The Aventine was designed with a locker full of them.”

CiCi narrowed her eyes in suspicion. “Are you sure you didn’t steal them?”

Berrett shot me a disapproving look. “This is what they expect of you?”

“Don’t get all self-righteous. We do what we have to do sometimes. Look, CiCi, if anything happens, you get out and get back to Mars. We’ll be harder to catch if we’re separated.”

“Aye, Cap.”

“Berrett, are the sailboards in the shuttle?” I asked.

“Loaded and ready to go.”

“Good. Hobs?”

He raised his eyebrows and smiled, ready for any request I would issue.

I hesitated. I didn’t want to give voice to the fear that had spread from my heart to the blood in my veins. I looked down, noticed my hands were shaking, and realized I didn’t have to say a word. He knew. He always knew.

“Make my day and get that shiny skud in the vial replicated.”

He threw his arms around me.

“She’s okay, Dix. Trust her.”

I pulled away and gave him a nod. Berrett followed me into the shuttle. We stuffed our limbs into the cramped cockpit and Berrett hit the button to lock the doors.

“I do not miss this.”

“You helped design it, didn’t you?” I asked.

“Well, yes, but I never thought I’d be spending so much time in it.”

I laughed at him as I brought the shuttle to life and we sped through the countryside, wending our way toward Paris.

We flew down the old Normandie highway, past other shuttles and cruisers making their way in and out of the last great city of pleasure. Paris was the getaway for almost every System of United Nations bigwig. Most of them had chateaux here. Bell’s family had worked in the government for years, though Bell had often told me that these days their loyalty to the SUN was out of necessity, not the pure feelings of their hearts. The Bell family residence was a Parisian institution, and both the SUN and the Bell family had their reasons for keeping it that way.

We flew past the bright green trees and lush farmland that edged up against the highway. Neither Berrett nor I said a word to each other, the pair of us utterly engrossed in our own thoughts.

Halfway there, Berrett broke the silence.

“You ever been to Paris?”

“Nope.”

“Me either.”

An awkward heaviness that I didn’t know how to erase lingered in the air between us. I thought of questions I could ask him, but they all seemed so stupid. Finally, I settled on a comment that seemed relatively safe.

“So, you and Hobs and Ceese all seem to be getting along well.”

“Oh, yeah. They’re great. CiCi’s brilliant,” said Berrett.

I nodded.

Oddly, the heaviness did not evaporate.

I cleared my throat.

“So, I should just warn you that when we get to Paris, the house may be guarded by agents or on lock down. She might not be there at all, but it’s the only place I know to start looking. I know Bell—even if she isn’t there, she’ll have left us something to point us in the right direction.”

“Sounds like a smart girl,” said Berrett.

“Smart, beautiful, and a stubborn, snarky wench. Still, she is one of my best friends and I’d trust her with my life. I only beat her by one percentage point in our final exams. She’s the best pilot I know. Besides myself, of course.”

I grinned. Berrett rolled his eyes. “I’m not going to justify that remark with a response.”

“Yes, well, I just wanted to warn you to be ready for anything,” I said.

“Are you?” asked Berrett.

“Ready for anything? Of course.”

I looked straight ahead, knowing full well that if anything had happened to Bell, I would never be able to forgive myself.

Slowly, the City of Lights grew larger in my field of vision. Bell had talked about returning to her family’s home since the day I met her. It drove me nuts at the time, but as we drew nearer, I could see why. Paris had hardly been touched after the System unification—a few modifications for shuttle bays and other things, but unlike Giverny, it was basically the same as it had been for centuries. What I could see of it bespoke a human sensitivity to beauty and light that I had never seen before in my entire life.

“Hmph. Wouldn’t it be nice if the government took as much care with the rest of the System as it does with its playground?” asked Berrett.

I nodded. “It would be nice if a lot of things were different. There,” I said. I pointed to a small shuttle bay near the water. “Across the Seine from that hospital. We’ll dock there. Bell’s house isn’t far. It’s at the corner of a huge park, the Jardin du Luxembourg, in the Latin Quarter.” I pulled the map up on my Cuff and showed Berrett where we would be heading. “See? We can sailboard to it from here in pretty short order.”

He nodded and headed toward the back of the shuttle as I brought her down.

Berrett had dragged the sailboards into the open air lock by the time I had finished landing the shuttle. He handed me one and opened the external door. I threw down the sailboard, propped up the handle bar, snapped in my boots, and kicked the engine into gear with my left heel. I kicked a secondary switch with my right heel and began hovering above the ground. I nodded to Berrett, who was levitating beside me, and grabbed the accelerator with my right hand. The two of us flew out into the bright Parisian morning. Berrett used his Cuff to close and lock down the shuttle from his sailboard. I nodded my approval. “You are pretty handy.”

He smiled at me. “I do what I can.”

I hung on to the handlebar that spanned across the sail and rode the air currents, adjusting my weight to change directions. My dad had told me once about skateboards, something kids used to ride over a hundred years ago. It seemed like such a quaint way to move around, not to mention slow, but I imagined the guiding principles were similar. I leaned backward until I was dangling upside down over the Seine. I reached my hand out and let the water lick my fingertips for a moment before spinning back up again. Fears of what I would find when we got to Bell’s chateau rolled through me, but I couldn’t let them overtake me. I had to be tough. I distracted myself by kicking my thruster pedal and shooting forward ahead of Berrett, spraying him with mist as I blew past. I laughed, right up until he pulled up beside me and dipped the side of his board into the water, spraying me head to toe with his wake.

“Berrett!” I screamed.

“Hey, you mess with the bull, you get the horns.”

“Ugh!”

We weaved through a massive hospital complex and past the cathedral of Notre Dame, then crossed another arm of the Seine and headed into the heart of Paris. We wound through the city streets, past cruisers, tourists, and strangely dressed locals. I couldn’t get over the gaudy, ridiculous fashions of the package-laden shoppers and carefree pleasure seekers. Their hair came in every possible shade, often done so ornately that it didn’t look real. High heels and corsets, brocade dusters and short-shorts, top hats and spiked collars—I saw it all as we sailed toward the Luxembourg. The pressure of the wind against my face and the distractions of the city around me eased my growing anxiety, but not even sailboarding through Paris could quell it completely.

We rounded a corner and sailed through the park. Birds were singing away the morning as the sunlight filtered through the trees.

“Her house should be coming up on that far corner. It’s an enormous chateau, twelve bedrooms and a courtyard. I’ve seen pictures. It’s been in her family for generations. It’s just on the other side of tha—”

My voice caught in my throat.

Where Bell’s chateau should have been standing was a smoldering heap of ashen rubble.

“All that’s holy,” I whispered.
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“YOU DON’T KNOW ANYTHING YET,” SAD BERRETT. “DON’T jump to any conclusions until we get there.”

I nodded, but internally I unleashed a torrent of self-loathing and should-haves. I should have known that a week was far too long to give the SUN ... or was it Eira? Maybe Max had gone ballistic? I couldn’t keep track anymore of the people who wanted my vial—or who wanted me and everyone around me dead.

I shut down the sailboard and let it fall to the ground. Walking into the middle of the ashes, I picked up a cracked picture frame. I rubbed the soot away and could barely make out the childish face of my friend.

A beggar woman wandered past the rubble and I ran to her.

“Excuse me, can you tell me what happened here?” I asked.

“‘Ouse fire. Three days ago. Everyone inside died.”

She started to totter away as I staggered backward. “Who ... who was inside?” I cried after her.

“The Bell family.” She turned and extended her hand for money I didn’t have and then snorted in disdain and stalked away.

My arm flailed out, searching the air for Berrett.

“Berrett ... I can’t ... I can’t breathe ...”

He grabbed my arm and pulled me into an alleyway behind the house. I started choking then shaking uncontrollably. I was never supposed to have the vial. I was supposed to grow up happy in the light of my parent’s love. I never wanted to be a pilot, to be so fueled by selfishness and anger and hate that I would literally fly around the System just to get what I wanted. I never wanted to be the kind of person who would be responsible for the taking of innocent lives. The weight of what I had done, of the cost of freedom, pressed down on my body with a force I could hardly explain. It was a physical sensation, real in every way, a powerful anvil of anguish that threatened to break me forever.

In the end, Berrett had to cover my mouth with his hands to hold back my screams.

In my mind, I could hear the voice of Eira, reminding me that the bodies were beginning to pile up. Over and over again I asked myself if it was worth it. If all the lives of the people I loved were worth sacrificing so I could have my chance at living in a world that was free.

There was no possible way to move forward, and I certainly couldn’t go back. I had no hope left that somehow the rest of my crew would be safe.

There was only one choice left. I went for my knife, but Berrett grabbed my hands and held me tight.

“Hey! No, don’t even go there. Just breathe, Dix. Come on, breathe. Stay with me.”

“I ... I can’t ....”

Berrett grabbed my chin with his hand and pulled my gaze up to his. “Look at me, Dix. Look at my face. It’s gonna be okay.”

I shook my head.

“Yes it is. I can see it in your eyes. You’re already starting to calm down. Come on, Dix, breathe. In, out. In, out.”

My breaths came in wheezes, but they did come, to my surprise.

“That’s it, you’re doing good. Just breathe.” Berrett pulled me close and held me tight. I let myself relax in his arms, and slowly the fog rolled in and blocked the thoughts from my head.

“Vous parlez français, mon garçon?”

“Huh?” Berrett replied. I turned my head slightly to see who had asked the question. There stood another beggar, covered in filth and filling my nose with smells so flarking awful I wanted to vomit. The man personified exactly the reality of the System—the reality the SUN so desperately wanted to hide.

“Vous parlez français? No? What a shame. It is a lovely language. One day you learn,” he said. He pressed a book into Berrett’s hands. “You must remember what I say. Three, ten. Twelve, six. Eight, two.” The man tottered away and disappeared around a corner.

I pulled out of Berrett’s arms and saw the ratty cover of The Unauthorized History of the Third War. My heart skipped a beat when I saw a bright pink bookmark with cheap jewelry dangling from one end. Berrett and I flipped frantically through the pages.

Fountain.

Of.

Mars.

“Oh, great,” said Berrett. “Back to Mars we go.” He stuffed the book into his jacket pocket, grabbed my hand, and pulled me back to where Bell’s house had stood.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Bell said the Fountain of Mars, so I assume we’re going to Mars to get her.”

I sat down on the stone steps, which were all that remained of Bell’s family estate. “I don’t think that’s it. There are fountains on Mars, but they’re not special or named or anything. Mostly they’re part of the governor’s estate. It’s gotta be someplace where she’s hiding out, but I don’t even know where to begin looking. The Fountain of Mars could be a code name only certain people know about.”

“But you’re not one of those people.”

“Shut up, Berrett, you are not helping me think.”

Just then, I saw a well-dressed vacationer walk past with a bag bearing a bright red circle that seemed to ripple in the center. Emblazed across the front were the words Fontaine De Mars.

I leapt off the steps and ran toward the stranger. Berrett probably thought I had finally lost what little brain power I had left, but I didn’t care.

“Excuse me, where did you get that bag?” I asked.

The stranger looked at me as though I had just stepped out of the Amazon. “What did you say?”

I pointed. “The bag? Where did you get the bag?”

“Ah, a restaurant on the opposite side of the Seine. It is so divine, you must try it.” He eyed my clothes, which were still sort of wet, and now covered with ash and dirt. “I felt a bit like I was slumming it at first, but the food was so good it didn’t matter. And in your case, I definitely think that won’t be a problem.”

“Okay, great.” Heedless of the insult, I almost took off running, but Berrett wrapped one arm around my waist to stop me. “What’s the address of the restaurant?” he asked.

Oh, yeah. Oops.

“One rue de Charonne. Just across the river.”

We ran for our sailboards, kicked on the engines, and bolted full speed through the city and across the river. This time there was no splashing, no joking, and no enjoying of the scenery. There was only one thought in my head.

Save Bell.

In less than ten minutes, we were running down rue de Charonne. At last we came to the Fontaine de Mars. It was dingy, in a well-loved kind of way. I had no doubt that it had been quite posh before the war. A small contingent of wealthy tourists lounged at the tables outside. Berrett walked up to the host. I hung back, hoping against hope that there wasn’t some secret red button under the podium that would alert the whole world to my whereabouts.

“We’d like a table,” he said.

He took one look at us and scrunched up his nose. “I am so sorry, but the Fontaine de Mars only accepts reservations.” He pointed to the outside tables, which were all full.

“But can’t we at least take a look around? My mother proposed to my father here, and I’d like to see the booth where they sat, if I can.”

“I didn’t know your parents came to Paris,” I said.

“That’s because I never told you,” he replied, slowly stepping down hard on my toe.

“Oh. Right. True.” Both of us turned our pretty-please eyes to the host.

He frowned, and then rolled his eyes and sighed loudly. “Very well. You have five minutes.”

We brushed past him and into the restaurant. I forced myself to walk slowly as I scanned every patron in the room, looking for Bell.

“You see her?” whispered Berrett.

“Nope.” I caught the host looking at me and I stopped at a booth that was being cleaned between patrons. “Is this the one?”

“Uh, yeah, yeah it is,” said Berrett. “Look, they even carved their initials.”

There was nothing on the table but the typical scratches and dings. “Don’t get carried away, Berr-berr, you’re not that good of a liar.”

I looked back over at the host, who was busily helping another customer. “I know this has to be it, where is she?”

Suddenly, someone who was not Berrett grabbed my hand. I whirled around and saw that a figure cloaked in black had Berrett’s other hand and was proceeding to drag us into a back room.

“Do not struggle!” she hissed.

“Bell?” I whispered.

“Shut up!”

“Sorry.”

We said nothing until we had made our way to the back of the restaurant where a large brass ring lay in the middle of the floor. Bell’s face peered out from beneath the hood of her cloak as she knelt down to lift up the ring. “Inside.”

Berrett and I stumbled down a ladder into a dimly lit room. “What is this place?” he asked.

“It is a very old hiding place for people in danger,” said Bell as she pushed the hood away from her face. I was so happy to see her that I lost all self-control and wrapped her in an enormous hug. “Glad to see you too, Captain,” said Bell. “Who is the new boy?”

“Berrett. Jordan Berrett.” He extended a hand, and she shook it. “You must be Bell. Dix has told me so much about you.”

“Dix?” she asked. “Ah, your real name. You could ‘ave told me. There are many things you could ‘ave told me.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I told you as much as I could. I’ll explain more later, there’s no time now. I’m just glad you’re alive. Where’s your family?”

“They are safe—for now. What about the rest of the crew?”

“We’ve got Hobs and CiCi, but these people chasing me are willing to kill anyone I’m connected to in order to get to me. We have to get to Neptune, get Porch and Rivera, and pray that Hobs has done his job by then.”

“There is less time than you know. President Forsythe made an announcement yesterday giving Eira Ninge total access to any resources she needs to track down Tabitha Dixon. There is no limit to ‘er power now.”

Suddenly, the trap door lifted up and a stream of French I couldn’t understand came cascading down the steps.

“Flark!” said Bell. “They followed you ‘ere. Allons-y!” She threw flashlights at Berrett and I.

“What?” asked Berrett.

“It means let’s go. ‘Urry up!”

She ran to the far end of the room where a finger and retina scanner had been installed. “This should buy us a little time.”

A hidden door popped open and the three of us raced inside.

“We’ve only got two sailboards, so you’ll have to ride with Berrett.”

Her eyes lit up. “Oh, drat, that just sounds awful.”

Bell was much more in touch with her girliness, something I had no innate desire to access. Flirting was, in my case, utterly pointless anyway. Love was right out for the accursed. But who was I to deny her?

Still ... I didn’t like it.

We scampered through a series of tunnels that had to be centuries old. I shined my light onto the walls. There were layers on layers of paint, graffiti I couldn’t understand, and a strange combination of smells that I really didn’t care to identify. “What is this place?” I asked.

“They are called catacombs, but not all the tunnels were built for the dead.”

“The what?” asked Berrett. His voice cracked. I smiled in the dark.

“Are you afraid of ghosts, Berrett? These tunnels are filled with them. Ghosts of the young, the rebellious, the artists, the repressed. We ‘ave used them for centuries to escape oppression. My people seek freedom above everything else. That is why the old statue of freedom stands in New York City.”

“Liberty.”

“What?”

“It’s called the Statue of Liberty.”

“Whatever. The artist was French, that is my point. Ah! ‘Ere is our exit.”

Bell pushed a pile of rocks away from a wooden door and jerked it open. We followed her out into the blinding sun and around a corner to the place where we had left our boards.

As we were about to kick off, Bell’s Cuff started dinging.

“What’s up?” I asked.

She stared at the Cuff, and then looked up at me in shock.

“I don’t know ‘ow to say this, but ... an old friend of ours ‘as been killed.”

“Oh no,” I whispered. I grabbed Bell’s arm and stared at the screen of her Cuff.

“... another gruesome set of deaths, which are now believed to be connected to the murder on Mars due to the nature of the violence. This time the victims were two siblings, Mark and Bethany Lucas. So far, investigators haven’t been able to uncover any links between the murder victims, but—”

I shut off the video. “I can think of one.”

Berrett put his hand on my shoulder. “The faster we move, the sooner we can make this stop.”

I nodded, hopped on my sailboard, and began to head toward the shuttle. Within seconds I heard a third sailboard coming up behind us. A SUN soldier was rapidly gaining ground.

“Tabitha Dixon and Jordan Berrett, you are under arrest by order of the System of United Nations.”

“You have got to be flarking kidding me!” I yelled. “Berrett, we gotta split up. Get Bell to Liberty. I’ll head back to the shuttle and meet you there.”

I turned sharply back toward Paris and whipped past the soldier. He turned fast around a tree and followed me. I figured he would. Berrett was a secondary prize, a way of getting to me.

To the Eternigen.

I tore through the streets of Paris, narrowly avoiding capture at every turn. The soldier was hot on my tail, inches away from grabbing the collar of my shirt when I thought of a solution. I turned hard to the right and shot back to the river, leaping into it just before the soldier lunged for me.
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I HEARD A VOLLEY OF BULLETS FOLLOW ME INTO THE RIVER, BUT I swam deep into the murky water and waited until I heard nothing. After a few moments, I floated to the surface beneath the bridge and took a chance, peering carefully around a pylon. The coast appeared to be clear, so I hauled my sailboard out of the river and headed full throttle toward the shuttle. Seconds before I reached the shuttle doors, another sailboard slammed into me. I almost flew off my board, but I steadied myself just in time to get punched in the face by the beggar woman.

“Flark!” Instinct and rage took over. I lifted my board and spun it three hundred sixty degrees, slamming full-force into the back of my assailant’s knees. She buckled on her board and flew straight into a tree. I took a deep breath as I hopped to the ground, flung open the shuttle doors, and dragged the sailboard inside. I slid into the pilot’s chair, started the engine, and sped toward Liberty.

My heart sank as Liberty came into view. There were two agents circling the ship, and Bell and Berrett were nowhere to be seen.

“Ceese,” I yelled into my Cuff, “open the airlock and take off!”

CiCi’s voice came across the intercom. “No.”

“Excuse me? I said—”

“No. Not without Bell and Berrett.”

I swore under my breath and pulled the shuttle up to circle high enough above Liberty so the agents couldn’t hit the shuttle. As I looked across the sky, I could see a military cruiser headed toward us. “Ceese, you gotta take off now!”

“I am not leaving Bell!”

“Ceese, we’re all gonna die if you don’t.”

“Then we die! I’m not leaving without them.”

“Ceese, that’s an—”

“Captain?” Bell’s voice came over my Cuff.

“Where the flark are you?” I yelled.

“We’re ‘ere, but we ‘ave a problem. There are four agents behind us, and two circling the ship.”

I looked down and saw them all heading straight for us.

“Captain? What is your game plan?” asked Bell.

I winced. Game plan? I had no game plan. When was there ever a functional game plan? Sometimes, it would have been nice to let the buck stop with someone else.

“Pull up, now!” yelled Berrett. “CiCi, set a course for New York, and for the love of all that’s holy, drop the airlock door!”

“Aye, Cap.”

“What?” I bellowed.

“Sorry, Cap! Aye, Berrett!” cried CiCi.

I performed the fastest shuttle docking procedure ever and watched Berrett and Bell skid to a halt next to me. I ran out into the airlock, slammed the door shut, and raced to the cockpit.

Hobs was in the copilot seat. “You okay?” he asked.

“Where is that little worm?”

“Easy, tiger. She’s freaked out enough at the moment.”

I jerked Liberty into the air and pointed her nose up as high as I dared. I heard CiCi scream as the sound of bodies and sailboards crashing into Liberty’s hull rattled me to my bones.

“Hobs, take the wheel,” I said. I ran back to the airlock antechamber to see what had happened.

CiCi had locked her arms around Bell. “Nice to see you too, CiCi,” said Bell. “I like the new ship. Did you give ‘er a makeover?” she asked.

CiCi nodded. “Took a whole week, which is why we were late comin’ to get you. Sorry ‘bout that.”

“No worries,” said Bell. “It’s good work. Where’s ‘Obson?”

“I’m here!” he yelled. He came running up the corridor and grabbed Bell, picked her up in his arms, and spun her around. “Welcome home!”

“Yes, it’s the only ‘ome I ‘ave now.”

Hobson gasped. “Your family?”

“They’re safe. For now, anyway.”

“Uh, I hate to interrupt, Hobs, but who is flying this thing?” I asked.

Hobs chuckled. “Aw, come on, even I know how to engage the auto pilot.”

Right then, a resounding crash shook Liberty. I eyed Hobson. He shrank into his backbone with wide eyes.

“Right. Cockpit, now, all of you,” I said.

We scampered through the ship. “She’s very impressive,” said Bell. “Where’d you find ‘er?”

“Berrett,” I said over my shoulder. I flung open the cockpit door, sat down, and flicked on the hull cameras.

“Looks like a superficial ding, guys. Space skud or something. Doesn’t look like it did anything other than add to Liberty’s pretty costume.”

Bell fingered the leather copilot’s seat. “May I?” she asked.

“Be my guest, Bell. You are my first mate,” I replied.

Bell raised an eyebrow and nodded toward Berrett. “Sure he isn’t your first—”

“Okay, let’s get back into space, shall we?” I flicked on my Cuff and started searching the courses we could take, but I could feel the flush in my cheeks.

“Where to next, Captain?” asked CiCi.

“You? You should be sent immediately to the brig,” I replied.

“Aw, but Cap, I—”

“You disobeyed an order, Ceese!”

She stuck her chin out. “I’d rather go to the brig than abandon my friends.”

I rolled my eyes. “You pull a stunt like that again and you will find yourself locked up for a week. Clear?”

“Aye, Cap. Do we even have a brig?”

Berrett cleared his throat.

“Yes, Berrett?” I asked.

“..... so, our course ....”

“I heard, you want to go to New York. It’s twice as dangerous now that they know what kind of ship we’re in. They’ve seen Liberty. If we’re going to New York, we’ll have to hide her even farther outside the city than we did in Paris.”

“I know, but I was hoping I could get to McSorley’s. There’s a message I have to deliver. It’s important, Dix.”

I glared at him. “Max sneak you an extra delivery behind my back?” I asked.

He shifted uncomfortably in his shoes. “You could say that.”

Some nagging little voice in the back of my head said, It’s the least you can do.

Stupid little voice.

“Fine. New York City it is, Bell.”

“Aye, Cap. But only if you tell me about Tabitha Dixon.”

“Dix. My name is Dix. Clear?”

Everyone nodded.

I looked helplessly at Hobs. “I think it’s time,” he said.

I took a deep breath. “I’m from New Maryland on Titus. I lost my family in a cruiser accident that wasn’t actually accidental at all. Mrs. Ford is my guardian and I’ve got Hobs working on cracking the formula for Eternigen so we can fly into deep space and get away from all this skud. My real name is Tabitha, but if you ever, ever call me that, I will break every bone in your body. Slowly.”

I spent the rest of our trip to New York telling my crew the story of my past and fielding questions. They handled it surprisingly well, and I realized how lucky I was to have all of them. It hadn’t occurred to me earlier that I would need CiCi’s obnoxiously unswerving loyalty myself before the day was over.

“So, Berrett actually caught you in mid-air?”

“Yes.”

Bell smiled her most brilliant smile. “Berrett, you are quite impressive. Not many would just scoop a strange girl out of the air that way. Especially that strange girl.”

“Hey! What did I tell you at school? Strange is the new sexy.”

“Per’aps where you are from.”

I stuck my tongue out at her.

“Oh, very mature, Tru—er, Dix. This will take some getting used to,” said Bell. “I ‘ave a question, though. ‘Ow did Berrett know exactly where to find you?”

My gaze flicked to his. “Good question, Bell. There’s only one way the Underground would know exactly where to send him, and that’s if they had the tracking frequency for my Cuff.”

“Wow, how’d they wind up with that?” asked Hobs. “Only the teachers and parents are supposed to have access to student Cuff frequencies.”

Berrett pressed his lips together and inhaled through his nose. “Okay, so there’s one thing I didn’t level with you on.”

“All that’s ‘oly, Berret, what ‘ave you done?” asked Bell. “She’s going to kill you.”

“Now, Bell, let’s be fair. Depending on how this plays out he might only merit a maiming,” I said. I was trying to be calm, to downplay the freak-out party my nerves had suddenly decided to throw. “Out with it, Berrett.”

“Tess knew your Cuff frequency. She gave it to me so I could find you.”

“What?”

“I told you. You’re dead,” said Bell.

“She’s not gonna kill him,” said Hobs.

“Yeah she is! Where’s the popcorn? This oughtta be good,” said CiCi.

“Shut up, all of you!” I yelled. “How in the name of all that’s holy did Tess get my frequency?”

“I honestly don’t know,” said Berrett.

“Oh, right, and you expect me to believe that?” I shot back.

“Deep breath, Dix,” said Hobs. “I think it’s clear that you have allies in the Underground. Maybe it was someone trying to protect you. Maybe even Mrs. Ford.”

“She is a teacher, and you did say she was your guardian,” offered CiCi. “Maybe she follows you on your Cuff.”

“Yeah,” said Hobs. “She has SUN apps that others don’t, and as your guardian she’d still have legal access to your frequency from the Cuff you got at the Académie.”

“That’s ... I just can’t believe ...” I felt like gagging. I had been totally tricked by everyone I was supposed to trust.

Hobs put one arm around my shoulder. “Has it ever occurred to you that there are people in your life who love you and want to look out for you?”

“I do not need help.”

Bell laughed. “Oh, yes you do, and from multiple disciplines.”

“Shut up, Bell,” I said. “I just ... I dunno. It’s like they didn’t trust me to take care of myself.”

“Or maybe it’s like they knew you were gonna die trying to save your crew and they intervened,” said Berrett.

“I am not speaking to you. Why didn’t you tell me the truth?”

“You just said we can’t speak.”

“Just ignore what I said and tell me the truth about telling me the truth!”

Everyone stared at me.

Hobs turned to Berrett. “Maybe you should indulge her just this once.”

Berrett knelt down next to the arm of my captain’s chair. “Because, like Hobs said, there are other people in this world who love you and want to help.”

I looked right into his eyes, searching for the tell of a lie. His gaze didn’t falter, and I began to feel like perhaps it was time to not look right into his eyes. Berrett pushed off the arm of my chair and stood up. “Like Mrs. Ford, for example. I don’t know for sure if she’s the one who sent the frequency to Tess, but it makes sense.”

“Well ... whatever,” I said. “Why don’t you guys go to the galley and get some food or something? No more questions for now.”

They shuffled out one by one, leaving me to ponder on my mysterious guardian angels. I decided perhaps it was time to send a book to Mrs. Ford.
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I nestled Liberty in a forest of trees far outside New York City. I was breaking about sixteen different arboreal protection laws, but by this point I didn’t give a flark.

“So, what do I call you, again?” asked CiCi.

“Dix inside the ship, Morgan Fey anywhere else. Berrett changed my name.”

Bell giggled as she picked up a sailboard. “Morgana? Really? Oh, Berrett, you’re ‘eelarious.”

I frowned. “Yeah. Eel-arious.”

“I like Cap better. I’m gonna keep calling you that,” said CiCi.

I laughed. “Whatever flies your ship, Ceese.”

I used my Cuff to open the loading door, and the five of us flew out into the waning afternoon. The humid air hung thickly around us, making it seem as though we were flying through water. I glanced back at my crew. Hobs’s sailboard was looking a little wobbly.

“How you doin’ back there, Hobs?” I yelled.

“I’ve been better!” he yelled back. I slowed to sail beside him and laughed as his curls wrapped themselves around his face.

“You’re doing great!”

I patted him on the back and sped up again, pulling up a little so I could do a barrel roll.

“Captain,” yelled Bell. “We’ll have to split up to avoid suspicion once we reach the city.”

I nodded. “You know where you’re going?”

“Don’t I always?”

I laughed. “Right. Forgot who I was talking to for a second. Fine, you take Hobson. Berrett and I will take CiCi.”

Bell nodded and fell back to collect Hobson. As we approached the city, I leveled out and slowed to avoid attracting attention.

“Berrett, Ceese, you’re with me,” I yelled.

The city hadn’t changed, but my perspective had. New York and Paris felt like sister cities to me. Except that one sister had retained her youth and beauty due to the constant affections of the System of United Nations, and the other had aged prematurely. Still, there were advantages in flying through dingy old New York—it was easier to sneak around in the dark, foul alleys than it ever was in Paris.

We slowed down as we closed in on the familiar old brick building.

“Ugh, I did not miss that smell,” I said, kicking off my sailboard.

Berrett laughed. “I did.”

“Yes, well, you always were somewhat bizarre.”

“I’m not the one who leapt to certain death from an exploding ship.”

“You don’t have to keep bringing that up, you know.”

“Yeah! Lay off,” said CiCi.

“Thank you, Ceese. Come on,” I said. We walked into the bar, arm in arm.

There, sitting at a bar stool with her small hands wrapped around a big glass of water, was Mama B.
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I GASPED AND MOVED FOR THE BAR, BUT BERRETT SLAMMED his foot down on mine and held me back.

“Say one word and I’ll wring your annoying little neck myself,” he said.

“What?”

“Just wait. We’ll get a room and go upstairs. She’ll figure it out.”

“Cap?” asked CiCi.

“Yeah?”

“I don’t think this place is meeting the health codes.”

“Me either, Ceese. Come on.”

CiCi and I moved through the crowds and huddled in a corner while Berrett got a room. We watched the doors and windows, paranoid that someone would recognize us. After what seemed like an eternity, Berrett motioned for us to follow him through the hidden door and up the staircase. Just as we were about to move, CiCi pulled on my shirt sleeve and nodded to the door. Bell and Hobson walked in. I caught their gaze and nodded them over to the secret door. One by one, the five of us slid through the door and up the stairs.

Berrett punched in our bedroom door code and the door popped open. We piled inside, letting out a collective sigh of relief. Berrett paced, Bell and CiCi flopped onto the bed, and Hobson and I huddled in a corner by the fireplace.

“So, you said to ask you later,” said Hobs.

“What?” I asked.

“Ask you later. If you are okay.”

“Oh, right.” I had completely forgotten. Of course the answer was no. I was totally on edge, practically drunk on my own misery.

“I’m okay,” I said.

Hobson’s eyes narrowed. “Uh-huh. You just go ahead and keep all of this bottled up inside. I have some ulcer pills I can share with you.”

I laughed. “Nothing I can do, Hobs. Just gotta keep swinging.”

He nodded. “You’re doing a good job, Dix. I’m proud of you.”

His words reverberated through me, calling up a memory.
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“Look, Hirum! I got it!” I cried.

He laughed. “Not bad, T. For a girl.”

I dropped my fishing line, fish still attached, in order to punch Hirum in the shoulder.

He dodged my fist. “Smooth, Ishmael.” He reached over and grabbed my pole before it could disappear into the water.

“Huh?”

“Haven’t you read Moby Dick?” he asked.

“No, it’s not required until next term.”

“You’ll love it. Mrs. Ford is such a good teacher she could make reading tax files fun.”

I idolized Hirum. He teased me, but he really was a great big brother. I helped him reel in the fish on the line and we packed it in.

He tousled my hair. “Nice catch. I’m proud of you, T.”

Nothing warms you to the core quite as much as your hero telling you he’s proud of you.
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I took a deep breath, pushed the memory away, and smiled at Hobs. Before I could exhale, a short series of knocks on our door made me jump out of my skin. Berrett stopped pacing and smiled. It was at that particular moment that I realized it had been a while since I had seen him smile. The sight of his pure, unadulterated grin sent shivers up my spine.

Without even looking through the peephole, Berrett ran to the door and threw back the locks. He pulled Mama B. into the room, and between Berrett and me she was nearly knocked down with affection.

She wrapped her arms around us. “I’m so glad you’re safe.”

I pushed Berrett out of her arms and hugged her tighter. “I was worried you were dead.”

“You know she’s my mom, right?” asked Berrett.

“I don’t care. I’m stealing her. She’s mine now, go find your own.”

“You have my own, you weirdsmobile.”

Mama B. just laughed. She kept one arm around me and put the other around her son as she walked toward the fireplace.

“Who are your friends?” she asked.

“That’s Bell, my first mate, and Hobson, and this is Chiu Chin.”

“They all call her CiCi,” said Berrett.

She let go of us to shake everyone’s hands. “It’s so nice to meet you all.”

“Captain, listen to this,” said Bell, looking up from her Cuff. “GSP was President Forsythe’s largest campaign contributor in the last election.”

“Well, that would explain a few things,” I said.

“Like how she has unlimited access to the SUN’s resources,” said Hobs. “Makes sense to support your family, I guess, even if they are the scum of the universe.”

“Speaking of Eira,” Mama B. said as she turned to me and pulled a small piece of paper out of her back pocket. “I have a letter for you.”

My eyes widened as I took the beautiful, thick stationary from her hands. “How did she get this to you?”

“The usual channels for letters like this.”

“Merchants. Sneaky little underground postal service.” I tore open the letter.


	Tabitha,

	I know. I get it. I understand, I really do. You and I are more alike than you realize. Like you, I want to make a difference in the world. Like you, I feel that my way of doing things is the best way, the only way, in fact, to guarantee safety for our society. See? We are not so dissimilar. Now, if you would just give me the vial, I could stop hunting you and hurting your former clients. If you don’t, I promise you will beg for your own death before I am done. I will find you, and when I do, you will watch everyone you love die slowly and painfully if you don’t hand over the Eternigen.



“I’m really starting to hate this woman.”

“What’d she say?” asked Hobs.

“She says she is going to kill all of you if I don’t give her the vial.”

“What?” yelled Hobs.

“Don’t give it to her, Cap!”

“What a ‘orrible woman!”

Mama B. quieted the others down. “So, what’s your plan? I saw your sailboards. Is that your method of escape? It won’t get us off-world.”

“No, ma’am,” said Bell. “But the sailboards will get us back to our ship. She is docked outside the city.”

Mama B. nodded. “Well, it’s been a long time since I’ve been sailboarding. I used to be pretty good at it, but—”

Just then, a loud bang sounded against the door.

“System Police! Open up!”

“What?” I whispered. “How’d they find us so fast?”

“Gotta be a tracking dot,” said Hobs.

“How?”

“Now can I check the shuttle?” whined CiCi.

I grimaced. We could have been spared all of this if I had just listened to CiCi.

Flarkety-flark-flark.

“The more relevant question is how we get to the sailboards.” Hobs said. “They’re all parked outside the front door.”

There was more insistent pounding on the door.

“Open up or we will force the door down!”

Mama B. nodded to the back of the room. “This place is more maze than malt shop. Come with me.” She opened a closet door, and then kicked the back plaster walls until they crumbled.

On the other side was a narrow tunnel, moist and drippy and covered with rust and cobwebs. I climbed into the shaft after Mama B., the dampness of the air filling my lungs and the cold on my skin drawing up goose bumps.

“Where does this lead?” I whispered.

“Out the front, I think,” said Mama B. “Hopefully we’ll have time to get a head start on those sailboards of yours. Jordan, am I flying or are you?”

Even in the darkness I could hear the grin in Berrett’s voice.

“It’s all yours, Mama.”

I used my Cuff for a little illumination and pressed forward into the passage. I tried not to think about the cobwebs that danced playfully against my skin as I walked. At last we came to the end of the passage. I pushed on the door in front of me, opening it just enough to see out the crack and into the busy street. “Nothing shady,” I whispered.

“Go for it,” said Mama B.

We crept from our alternate exit and mounted the sailboards one by one. We rode as calmly and slowly as we could through the city streets. About five minutes into the ride, I felt the hairs stand up on the back of my neck. I turned around and saw another sailboard—SUN standard issue. It was tailing us, slowly gaining ground. I swore under my breath.

“We’ve got company,” I said. “Split up until we hit the outskirts of the city.”

I turned my sailboard hard to the left and bolted down an alley. I looked behind me in time to see my crew sail past as the SUN agent turned to follow close behind me. I wove in and out of the crates and piles of rubble, trying to lose the skudbucket who was still hanging on my tail. At last I reached the city limits. I saw Bell and CiCi flying between buildings to my right, and Mama B. and Berrett just ahead of them.

I couldn’t help but notice how Mama B. was flying her sailboard. It wasn’t flying so much as it was art, like she was dancing, weaving a tapestry of air that no one else could see. I was impressed, and at that particular point in my life, that was no small thing. I looked around for the last missing member of my crew.

“Where the flark is Hobson?” I muttered to myself.

I turned back and saw him wobbling away, bringing up the rear.

Along with three SUN agents.

“Hobson, hustle!” I yelled. “Everyone, pull in and speed up!”

We flocked together and sped up. I stayed back, grabbed my knife, and flung it into the gears of the lead sailboard. It went flying into the earth and threw the rider into the dust.

A sharp sting clawed up my arm and into my shoulder. I looked down to see the sleeve of my shirt staining red.

“Skud. Berrett, Bell, we’re under fire!” I looked back, and instead of seeing the two SUN sailboards I was expecting, I saw five.

“Flarking skud. Berrett, tell me you built a magic death ray into these things,” I yelled.

“No such luck!” Berrett and Mama B. pulled their sailboard hard to the right, barely dodging a bullet.

“Oh, no you did not!” I yelled. I pulled my gun from my thigh rig and fired over my shoulder.

Hobs gave me a look of alarm. “Dix, what are you—”

Before he could finish, I fell to the back of the group. Now, I’m not normally one to brag, but I have to say, what happened next was pretty flarking amazing.

I spun my sailboard around backward so that I was facing our attackers, simultaneously throwing it into reverse. I was now flying full speed in the same direction as the rest of my crew while facing the bad guys with guns. I swerved violently, trying to avoid their gunfire until just the right moment. As soon as I thought I could risk it, I pulled into a barrel roll. While I was in the barrel roll, I aimed and shot the engines out of three of the five sailboards. As I came out of the roll, I kept my gun aimed at the attackers, but in the end it wasn’t necessary. The three sailboards whose engines I had shot out crashed and collided with the other two, but not before one of the agents got off one last shot. It hit Bell’s engine and her sailboard started wobbling. I spun around and threw the sailboard out of reverse, racing past the other members of my crew to get to Bell. Seconds before she crashed, I grabbed her hand and pulled her onto my sailboard.

“That was close,” said Bell.

“You’re welcome,” I replied.

“You okay?” yelled Berrett.

“Fine!” I cried. “I think.”

I tried really hard not to think about my arm at all. At least, not until Liberty was in sight and we were safe inside her.
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Mama B. allowed me to get Liberty airborne, but as soon as we took off she dragged me over to the infirmary.

“Holy stars, Jordan, I can’t believe this is the Aventine,” said Mama B. “I mean, the interior is still gorgeous, but outside it looks so ....”

“Awful?” I suggested.

Mama B. nodded. “Awful.”

Berrett nodded. “CiCi’s a genius.”

“Awkward as anything, but a genius,” I added. “Mama B., where the fl—uh, how’d you learn to fly a sailboard like that?”

Mama B. shot me a wicked smile. “You think Jordan learned to fly from his dad? Oh no, honey, Jordan got his taste for daring from me.”

My jaw hung loose. “Really? You seem ... I mean, I ... what do you do, anyway?”

“Well, I was going to be a healer.”

I laughed in spite of the burning pain in my arm.

“It’s true!” she said with a grin. “I spent a lot of time with them while I was a kid, getting patched up from some avoidable bit of mayhem.” She winked at me.

“There. You’re lucky it was just a graze.” She finished bandaging me up and headed for the galley.

“Well, that’s some crazy skud,” I said.

Berrett smiled. “She’s something else, huh?”

I nodded. “Something else. You’re lucky to have her.”

Berrett looked inquisitively into my face. “You know, you have her now too. They might not be yours biologically, but you’ve created a family here, with your crew.”

And that’s when it hit me. The reason that I wanted my freedom wasn’t so much about not having any rules or not having to deal with the SUN. It was because without freedom, I could never be sure my little family would be safe. Curse or not, I had come to love them all.

The glib response I had planned oozed out my ears. I had absolutely nothing safe to say. Thankfully, at that moment I heard the quick clickety-clack of Bell’s favorite knee-high boots.

“Captain?”

“Yeah.”

“I think per’aps you should come see this.”

“See what?”

“Three SUN starships and Eira’s cruiser on our tail. They are coming at us from different directions.”

I slapped my palm to my forehead. “Because that is exactly what I need right now.”

We tore through the ship and into the cockpit.

“Flarking skud. Can we make it to Neptune?”

“The window for landing is closing, but if we ‘urry, we might be able to make the jump gates in time.”

“Right. Let’s do it.”

Bell and I engaged the thrusters and headed for the jump gates.

“Here’s hoping that Max’s papers are still good,” I muttered.

“Max’s papers?” asked Bell.

“I’ll catch you up on Neptune, assuming we make it there.”

“Never assume, Captain.” Bell gave me a wink.

I smiled and nodded, then turned all my focus toward getting Liberty through the jump gates before our pursuers could catch up.

The communications monitor screen lit up. “Where is your destination?”

“Neptune,” I said.

“Prepare for jump gate in five, four, three, two ....”

Just before we cleared the gate, I felt Liberty rattle beneath me. Eira had open fire.
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Once we were on the other side of the jump gate, I turned on the hull cameras to see what the damage was.

“It looks as though Liberty’s C-thruster is damaged,” observed Bell. “See the crack?”

I nodded. “You think Ceese can fix it while we’re on Neptune?”

“Sure, if she ‘as access to the right parts.”

I frowned. I wasn’t sure how stocked up on ship parts Miriam’s planet would be. Neptune was a funny place, a sanctuary planet where no one government had any sway. It was a spiritual place, a retreat, and the planet where all the healers were trained.

Oh, goodie, I thought as we prepared to land. My own personal hell.

“Uh, Dix?” Berrett’s voice crackled over the ship’s intercom. “Hobs and I have something to show you.”

“Not now, Berrett, I’m trying to figure out the best way to bring down Liber—”

“CiCi’s headed your way. You need to take a look at this.”

A second later, CiCi was in the cockpit, holding a small tracking dot in her hand.

“Flarking piece of—”

“So that is how they found us!” cried Bell. “Where was it?”

“On the shuttle, mixed in with the bullets, like I said it would be,” said CiCi.

I bit down on my lower lip. “I’ll apologize when we land, Ceese, but right now we don’t have a functioning C-thruster and the bad guys are right behind us. Aw, flark! Bell, engage the A- and B-thrusters and get us down there ASAP. I’ll be right back. CiCi, come with me.”

I ran down through the hold and into the crew quarters. “Hobs! I need you!”

“What’s the matter, Cap?” asked Hobs.

“We’re gonna have company and I don’t have a gunner. I need you two to man the station.”

Hobs nodded. “We’re on it.”

“We are?” asked CiCi.

Hobs glared at her.

“I mean, of course we are. Gunning, right away, Cap.”

We ran back to the front of the ship, but halfway there we felt her shiver beneath our feet.

“Hustle!” I yelled.

Bell had engaged the remaining thrusters, but Liberty was no match for Eira’s massive ship and the SUN starships. We set our trajectory to land on Neptune. If we could just get there in time, we could claim sanctuary. Then no one could touch us.

Not Eira. Not the SUN.

We would be safe.

Assuming we could live long enough to land. Another shot shook Liberty.

I sat down in my chair and took the yoke. “Damage report.”

“C-thrusters non-functional, hull cameras out, emergency shields at twenty-five percent,” replied Bell. “Twenty—”

Another rattling shockwave.

“Ah! Make that ten, Captain.”

“Great. Just great. Well, screw this. Hopefully we’ll end up in the right place.”

I pointed Liberty down and powered the ship toward the stormy surface of Neptune.
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“CICI, GET US OUT OF THIS!”

“I can’t do anything about the C-thruster until we’re on the ground!”

Eira and the SUN were bearing down hard on our tail.

“We may never get that far,” I muttered. “Alright, fine. Bell, you remember how we won the flight challenge at the Académie?”

Bell flashed me an evil grin. “Make the competition blind.”

I nodded. “Last year they made it a System offense. We could be imprisoned for life.”

“Aren’t we already sort of ‘eaded in that direction, Cap?”

I frowned. “I was, but I didn’t want to hurt any of you.”

Bell laughed. “We all signed up to fly with you, you know. We knew it would be a living nightmare, but it was our choice, and I don’t think that any of us regret it.”

I smiled at them in spite of myself. “Okay. CiCi?”

“Yeah?”

“Remember the EMP generator we had you install?”

“Yeah ....”

“The one I told you we’d never touch unless it was absolutely necessary?”

“Yeah ....”

“Hit the button.”

“Are you—”

“Hit it!”

Berrett, Mama B., and Hobs all crammed into the cockpit to see the results on the monitors. CiCi hit the EMP button and, one by one, the lights on the four ships fluttered and went dark. As their engines died, they slowed behind us, shrinking into barely visible specks as we entered the safety of Neptune’s orbit.

Hugs and cries of delight were exchanged all around.

“Well, kids, I think you’ve bought yourself a little time,” said Mama B. “You’ll be safe as long as you are on Neptune.”

“It is not so different from prison. A very beautiful one, per’aps, but still a prison,” said Bell. Her pretty little mouth formed a perfect Parisian pout.

Mama B. put a hand on her shoulder. “Trust me, Bell, this is nothing like the kind of prison those creatures following us would put us in.”

“I still don’t like it,” muttered Bell.

“I can appreciate the sentiment,” I said. “We need to get Miriam and Rivera, give Hobs time to get the Eternigen figured out, and then we’ll make our way to the edge of the System.”

Bell and I set Liberty down on the biggest landing dock we could find. Miriam Porch and a nearly unrecognizable Diego Rivera were waiting for us.

“How’d you know where to find us?” I asked.

“Heard you comin’ in,” said Rivera. “We were listening for you.” I eyed his sherwani and shalwar kameez ensemble, silken and covered in brocade, and shook my head.

“What’d she do to you, Rivera?” I asked.

“Nice to see you too, Captain,” said Miriam dryly.

Rivera, who had to be in some kind of drug-induced delirium, grinned. “I think I look gorgeous.”

“Oh brother,” I said. “Do you even know where your gun is?”

Rivera turned a shocked face to Miriam. “I have a gun?”

I looked Miriam straight in the eyes. “What have you done?”

“Easy, Captain. Diego is detoxing. It’s a difficult process, and we’re offsetting some of the effects with anti-anxiety meds. In another week or so he’ll be back to his old self, only better.”

Rivera, who was standing unusually close to Bell, was engrossed by one of her earrings. “It’s so ... sparkly.”

Bell leaned as far away from Rivera as she could. “Uh, Cap? A little ‘elp ‘ere?”

I rolled my eyes. “Great. Just great. Do something already, healer.”

Miriam took Rivera’s hand away from Bell’s earring. “I promise, he’ll be fine. Everyone, please board the cruiser and we’ll head back to my house. There’s food and lodging and ...,” she sniffed me, her face crinkling like a grape in the sun, “showers.”

Hobson laughed.

“What?” I cried.

He patted me on the head as we piled into the cruiser. I tried not to notice when Bell slid into the seat nearest Berrett.

The countryside we drove through was unparalleled. The hills were the brightest shade of green I had ever seen. Farmers had cut into the sides of the hills to make space for crops, and the patterns of their fields fascinated me. Herds of sheep grazed on a foothill that butted up against an impressive array of mountains. The skyscrapers of New York City look like model toys in comparison. After driving the cruiser through a lush forest, we turned onto a narrow path and pulled in through a set of large, wrought iron gates. We followed the path up into an ornately tiled cul de sac, across from which sat an incredible house that blended the Taj Mahal with Buckingham Palace. We piled out of the cruiser and walked through an archway into a sprawling courtyard with a fountain in the center.

Everything about Miriam’s house bespoke serenity, calm.

Quiet.

Too quiet.

I started to fidget with the zipper of my jacket. Calm and quiet were unusual and uncomfortable. I tried to make them go away by talking to Miriam. “So, uh ... how have things been going here? Have you heard any news about what’s been going on?”

“Oh yes, I have my ways of tracking the happenings of the rest of the System, even here,” replied Miriam. She adjusted the length of fabric hanging over her shoulder as we walked.

My jaw went slack as we waked through a set of double doors and into the cavernous hallways of her palatial home.

“Like it?” asked Miriam.

“It’s beautiful,” whispered Bell.

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” added Berrett.

Hobson sneezed loudly. “Sorry,” he said with a sniff. “Must be the Neptunian dust mites.”

I put my arm around him. “I think you’re allergic to Miriam. It’s okay, Hobs. So am I.”

At the end of the hall a group of people were waiting.

“I would like you to escort our guests to their chambers and help them with anything they might need,” said Miriam. The servants nodded, and I was led to a bath chamber with a white tub supported by a warm wooden base. Out of curiosity I scratched at the wood with my fingernails, fully expecting to find the texture of metal under paint. To my surprise, the wood was real. I ran my hands along it, trying to memorize the feel. Next to the tub was a huge window that looked out on one of Neptune’s many oceans. There was soft music playing from somewhere, and a basket of soaking salts nestled into the corner of the bath. I turned the faucet and stared out the window as the tub filled with water.

We had done it. We had reunited my crew and Mama B. was safe. Due to its status as a sanctuary planet, Neptune was a virtual no-man’s land, inaccessible to both Eira and the SUN thanks to the sanctuary laws—and a dirty secret. Neptune had its own set of very large guns to shoot at anyone who tried to violate the laws of sanctuary. As long as we stayed on Neptunian soil, Hobson could have all the time he needed to work on the Eternigen formula and the rest of us could get a little rest. For the first time in years, I felt my stomach muscles relax.

I took off my clothes and lowered myself into the tub, allowing all my angst and stress to soak away. Fuzzy images of Berrett, me, and my crew slowly filled my mind’s eye. Finding a little corner of the universe where we could be safe together, be a family, and somehow find happiness overtook my daydreams as I allowed my mind to wander.

I must have fallen asleep, because what felt like only a few seconds later, the sun was setting in my eyes. I crawled out of the tub and wrapped a thick towel around my body. Someone knocked on the door.

“Captain?” asked Bell.

“Yeah, gimme a sec,” I said. I noticed a set of underthings and a sari had been laid out for me on a small bench next to the sink. I slid into the underthings, but couldn’t quite get the hang of how to work the sari.

I decided to let Bell in. She was better at girlie things than I was.

I opened the door and there she stood, holding the extra fabric in her arms and looking utterly baffled.

“You too, eh?” I asked.

She nodded. “Let’s go get someone to help us out.”

A few laughs and one very helpful servant later, Bell and I were dressed.

“I don’t know how the women survive in these things,” said Bell.

“You get used to it,” said the healer. “It’s actually quite comfortable.”

“Sure, if you don’t have to actually, you know, do anything,” I muttered.

Another servant came into the room. “Dinner is served. I’ll show you both to the dining hall.”
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“Ah, welcome, ladies. I trust you found everything you needed?” asked Miriam.

“Yep,” I replied. “What have you all been up to?”

“Getting cleaned and settled, like you,” said Berrett. He pointed to the most delectable looking spread I had ever seen. “Hungry?”

“Yes!” I cried. I fell on my dinner like a ravenous wolf.

“So, since you’re all here and we have access to some of the best medical technology in the System, I’d like to do healing sessions with each of you. I’ll spend the rest of tonight working with the Berretts and Hobson. Tomorrow, I’ll work with CiCi, and if Bell and Captain Loveless are up for it, I’ll spend some time with them tomorrow as well. What are your thoughts?”

Everyone around the table nodded.

Everyone but me.

“Captain?” asked Miriam.

I sighed. “Look, first off, my name is Dix, okay? Just Dix.”

“Actually it’s Tabitha Dixon,” said Berrett. I kicked him under the table.

Miriam raised one eyebrow and pursed her lips. “And second?”

“Second, I don’t need a healing session. I don’t want one. I’m perfectly fine.”

Hobson chortled. I shot him my signature look of death, and he became very engrossed in devouring his entrée.

“You know, Dix, you’ve been through a lot, not only physically, but emotionally and mentally. You’ve been under a huge strain. Everyone else has admitted they can’t do it alone. I realize that’s difficult to do, but the fact is that we all need each oth—”

“Horseskud! I don’t need anyone! Just leave me the flark alone!”

I pushed my chair away from the table and stood up to leave—but not before grabbing my plate and a couple extra rolls. I was about five feet into the hall before I realized I had no idea how to get back to my room. I sheepishly turned around and faced Miriam.

“Uh ... which way to my room?” I asked.

Miriam examined her napkin. “First door on the left.”

I ran to my room and slammed the door shut. I let out a growl of unbridled frustration and tossed my food onto an end table. I paced around the room, stopping only to stare out the window. Eventually, I heard a quiet knock on my door.

“Go away, Miriam.”

“Can I talk to you about something?” Berrett asked.

Oops.

I grabbed a roll from the end table and stuffed it into my mouth.

“No.”

Berrett gently pushed the door open.

“I said go away. Drat, don’t these flarking doors have locks on them?”

“No, and you only said ‘go away’ when you thought I was Miriam. But I’m me. And you didn’t say go away, you said you didn’t want to talk.”

I crossed my arms and gulped down my roll. “Stop trying to ruin my irrationality with your stupid logic. Besides, I thought you were supposed to be mad at me and my annoying neck.”

Berrett slowly walked toward me.

“I was worried about Mama. I’m sorry about that. Dix ... we don’t have to talk.”

My heart suddenly started doing very strange and bizarre things. A cyclone of warm emotions whistled like a summer breeze up and down inside me as my eyes locked with Berrett’s.

He reached out to me and held my hand. “I just wanted to ... check in, you know? Make sure you’re okay.”

I broke away from his intense gaze and let go of his hand, moving away from him to retake my post facing the window. “Yeah, sure, I’m fine. How’s Bell? You check in on her too?” I asked.

“Dix, are you jealous?”

I spun around to face him. “What? You’re insane. What do I have to be jealous of? I don’t need anyone, anyway. Relationships are just—”

He reached for my face, caressed my cheek, and tucked a lock of hair behind my ears.

Apparently, shooting stars had been hiding in my shoes, because they fired off like rockets and roared through my body like a celestial train.

“Berrett ... I ...”

He put his finger on my lips. “Don’t.”

He leaned toward me, pulling me closer to him. I was so torn. My body and soul ached for every part of him to be tangled up in me, but my mind raged against these desires until the confusion grew too much to bear. I couldn’t give in to my feelings and still keep Berrett safe from my trail of destruction.

“I can’t. I can’t lose one more person!”

I pushed past him and ran out the door.

I ran faster and faster, the scented winds of Neptune pushing hard against me as daylight began to fade. I didn’t care.

I could outrun the wind.
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THAT NIGHT I SLEPT POORLY. I HAD SNUCK BACK INTO MY room very late and had spent what little was left of the night tossing and turning. At six in the morning I finally gave up. I decided to explore the house. Yawning corridors were covered with vibrant oil paintings. Inlaid wooden side tables and dainty glass lamps stood in the spaces between paintings. Door after door opened into rooms much like mine. One door I tried opened into a cavernous room. I shined the light from my Cuff out into the room and saw the light reflect back from the opposite wall. Curiosity got the best of me and I flicked the light on.

The room was nearly as large as the ballroom I had danced in with Berrett, and in some ways even more luxurious. Plush red couches lined the walls, and hardwood floors stretched from the doorway to the small raised platform, which I assumed was meant for an orchestra. Tapestries hung from the walls and a strange translucent fabric hung in graceful curves from the ceiling so that you couldn’t tell where the fabric ended and the ceiling began. I closed my eyes and spun in little circles, mentally returning to the night I had danced with Berrett. I could never let him know how much he meant to me, how much emotion he had kindled in my heart, how much he’d inspired me in the short time I’d known him ... how much I loved him.

Flark. I love him.

I opened my eyes and started pacing the floor. “This is bad. This is very, very bad.”

“Tabitha?” I whirled around to see Mama B. poking her head through the doorway. “What are you up to, honey?”

“Exploring,” I said.

She smiled at me. “I’m headed to breakfast, you want to come?”

“Uh, I’m not all that hungry.”

Of course, at that precise moment, my stomach let out a series of growls that gave away my lie.

“Uh-huh.” Mama B. put her arm through mine and led me out of the ballroom. “Well, walk me down to the kitchen anyway, would you?”

I nodded.

“So, you doing okay?” she asked.

“Yep.”

“Really?”

I swallowed hard, trying my best to sound rational.

“Did Berrett talk to you?”

The words tumbled out of my mouth. Rational fail. Wow.

Mama B. smiled. “Actually, no, but he wasn’t his usual cheerful self this morning.”

“Oh.”

Mama B. laughed. “Oh, honey. I do not miss being your age.”

“You don’t?”

“Nope. Only the people stuck in the past will try to tell you these are the best years of your life. If that was actually true, nobody would make it past eighteen.”

I smiled. “Refreshing to run into such an honest adult.”

She chuckled. “I don’t know what’s going on between you two, but I know Jordan. I can read that boy like a book, and he was a little grouchy last night before he left. Now, you’re a smart girl. Pair that information with the fact that despite your hunger, you don’t want to eat, and what is a mom like me going to assume?”

I chewed on my lower lip, trying hard not to curse. It took all my willpower.

“Can we talk about something else?” I asked. “Wait— where did Berrett go?”

“Miriam asked him to go into the mountains and spend the night camping up there. It’s a perfect day for it.”

“And what is he supposed to find up there, the meaning of life? How is a hike in the hills going to heal anyone? What a joke.” Instead of heading for the kitchen, Mama B. turned us out into the fresh air of the courtyard. I kicked one of the loose tiles and watched it fly into the fountain.

“Sometimes being alone in nature is good for the soul,” said Mama B. “I don’t know if you realize how much you and he have been through in the past two weeks. You really haven’t had one quiet moment to process any of it, and Jordan needs a little time to grieve.”

And the guilt monster reared its ugly and persistent head. I hung my own as we rounded the courtyard and headed back toward the house.

“That wasn’t a jab, Tabitha. There was nothing you could have done.”

“Hmph. Could have died falling from the Misfit like I was supposed to.”

“And that right there is why you need to talk to Miriam,” said Mama B. “Why are you afraid to talk to her?”

“I’m not afraid. I’d rather just talk to you.”

She laughed a full, joyful belly laugh. “I’m biased, honey. Remember, I’m Jordan’s mom.”

I shrugged. “Still rather talk to you.”

She smiled and patted my back. “Okay, honey. Talk to me about anything you want.”

“Anything?”

“Sure.”

“Okay. I hate my name.”

“What?”

“I do. I have always hated it. Seriously, who names their kid Tabitha? I really didn’t mind that I was given an alias. I didn’t much care for Trudy, and I definitely didn’t like Berrett’s solution—”

“Ha! Morgan L. Fey. That kid cracks me up.”

I cleared my throat.

Mama B. pressed her lips together, clearly trying not to smile as she turned us back toward the house. “Sorry, honey. Go ahead.”

“I didn’t like being Morgan, but I liked it better than Tabitha.”

Mama B. squinted slightly as we stepped inside the front doors. “You know, my first name is Nancy.”

I laughed. “Nancy? Are you serious? I totally had you pegged as a Julene or a Sora or something.”

“Nope. Nancy. I hated it when I was a kid. Such an old lady name.”

“What changed?”

“I grew into it.” She smiled as she pushed open the kitchen door. Miriam was sitting across from Rivera, their heads nearly touching as they whispered back and forth over scrambled eggs and toast. My stomach churned.

Disgusting.

She looked up as we walked in the room.

“Good morning, Tabitha.”

“It’s Dix.”

“Sorry, Dix. Are you ready for your session?”

I looked anxiously over at Mama B.

She nodded. “It’ll be okay, I promise. You can come talk to me about it afterwards if you want.”

I took a deep breath. “Okay, Miriam Porch. Do your worst.”

Miriam looked up at me with surprise. “Really?”

“Yes, let’s get this over with.”

She stood up, kissed Rivera on top of his head, and handed me a muffin. “Let’s start with the basics of selfpreservation.”

I rolled my eyes, but I took the muffin and followed her out the door. I was happy to have something to appease my grumbling stomach, and I devoured the entire thing before we had reached her healing room.

I’m not sure exactly what I was expecting when Miriam opened the door to her healing room, but it wasn’t what I found there. Lavender scented candles flickered around the room. A fireplace crowned with a broad mantle glowed as the bright flames flickered around a piece of cedar wood. A small kitten was curled up in the corner of a brown leather couch, and the only hint of equipment was a half door on hinges. I figured that would fold down into an exam table or something.

“So, what horrible things are you going to do to me first?” I asked.

Sure enough, Miriam pulled the half door down, but instead of an exam table, she pulled out what looked like a long metal coffin. She propped it up on thick legs that folded out from the base. “I don’t think you’ll find this too horrible, Dix. It’s a simple body scan, not invasive at all. Hop in.”

I eyed her suspiciously. “You will let me back out of there when it’s done, right?”

Miriam laughed. “I promise.”

Reluctantly, I climbed up the small stepping stool Miriam unfolded for me and lay down inside the box. I had a moment of panic as Miriam lowered the lid, but to my surprise, a wave of pleasant smells washed over me and soft music started to play. I closed my eyes and was almost asleep when Miriam opened the lid and helped me out.

“Was that the horrible experience you were looking for?” she asked.

“Surprisingly, no. Find anything interesting?” I asked.

“Aside from what’s left of that graze on your arm, you’re healthy as a horse.”

I sighed. “Good. What next? Booster shots in my—”

“Have a seat, Dix,” said Miriam. She pointed to the leather couch. I sat next to the little orange kitten. He stood up and stretched, and then padded over and curled up in my lap.

Miriam smiled as she sat down in the recliner across from me. “You know, it’s very unusual for Rochester to do that. You must be special.”

I didn’t mean to, but I smiled as I scratched behind the kitten’s ears and felt him start to purr. “He’s cute.”

“We found him wandering around the courtyard, mewing away. No family, no friends. It’s a big, scary world to be alone in.”

I glared at her. “Don’t think I don’t know what you’re doing.”

“What do you think I’m doing?”

“You’re trying to get me to feel something, to access my inner emotions, or whatever. Well, I’m not going there, so just forget about it.”

“All I said was—”

“I know what you said, and what I’m saying is you can’t make me talk to you about my past. Of course it sucks being alone, of course it feels awful to be the only one in your whole family who is still alive. What am I supposed to do about it? Nothing will change the past, so I put my head down and I suck it up and I stay tough so that nobody can hurt me.”

Miriam blinked. “Yeah, I can see the logic in that. If you don’t feel anything, you don’t get hurt.”

I nodded.

“But is it possible that there are things you’re missing out on? Some feelings are nice.”

“Doesn’t matter, they don’t last. Nothing lasts.”

“Nothing lasts, huh? Your crew seems to be pretty loyal to you. And if I had to hazard a guess, I’d say that Jordan Berrett cares a great deal for you as well. Think that’ll last?” she asked.

“Who knows? I mean, for all I know my crew could be dead tomorrow and Berrett could be hanging around just to make sure the Underground gets their share of the Eternigen if we manage to recreate it. Not that I want him hanging around. It’s far too difficult to ....”

Tighten the screws. Hold the breath. Lock it down.

“Too difficult to what?” pressed Miriam.

Maybe I had tightened the screws too much, but something seemed to splinter inside me. I felt a sudden desire to let go, to let myself buckle under the weight of my destructive life. Hope, that persistent little devil, was up to her old tricks. Hope was trying to get me to believe that there was actually something Miriam could say or do that would make me feel better. Normal was far too much to hope for, but better? Better might be worth a risk.

“Too difficult to love someone when you’re cursed.”

Miriam chuckled. “Surely you don’t believe in curses, Dix.”

“Well, not exactly, but all the evidence is there. I forgot to give the Eternigen to my dad. As a result, I lost my entire family and had to start over as someone else.”

“Trudy Loveless.”

I nodded. “And then when Berrett tried to help me, his master and the entire shipyard crew were killed, and then Hank, and Mark and Bethany... it’s my fault. All of it.”

“That’s a lot of guilt for one girl to be carrying around.”

I shrugged. “Well, I’m pretty sure I’m not supposed to be running around ecstatic over the fact that I caused the deaths of so many people.”

“Did you cause their deaths?” asked Miriam.

“I just told you I did. Weren’t you listening? If it weren’t for me, my brother and my parents would still be alive!”

“Do you really know that, Dix? Could you possibly have foreseen the results of not giving your father the box?”

“I should have. I should have.” My own voice sounded far away. I could feel myself floating away from the situation, pulling out, hiding somewhere safe deep inside myself where nobody could find me. Despite my efforts, a stray tear wandered away down my cheek. I felt like I was being pulled closer and closer to my breaking point, and I wasn’t sure I could handle it.

“Dix, can you scratch Rochester’s ears, please?”

I nodded. I started scratching behind his ears again, and he purred louder. I took a deep breath and exhaled. The furry orange kitten rolled over on his back and stretched out on my lap. I rubbed his little tummy and he curled around my hand and fell asleep.

I smiled. “He really is cute.”

Miriam nodded. “Let me just suggest a few things, and then we’ll be done for today. It seems to me that you are overestimating your own power to control the situation. How old were you when your family died?”

“Twelve. I had just turned twelve.”

“That’s pretty young, Dix. And have you ever stopped to consider that had your father been given the vial, things may have been worse? Perhaps your survival and the survival of the Eternigen is the best possible outcome.”

I watched Rochester’s tummy rise and fall as he breathed. I tried to make my own breaths keep pace with his. I became engrossed with this effort, forgetting Miriam was even there.

“Dix?”

“Huh?”

“Where are you going?”

“What?”

“When you zone out like that, where do you go?” asked Miriam.

I looked at her. “Holy skud, you got me to do it anyway!” I put Rochester gently back in the corner of the leather couch and headed for the door.

“Dix?”

“No. I’m done talking.”

“Dix. Sit down.”

I sat.

“You need more help. There are a lot of things that you feel intensely, and it’s not healthy for you to continue bottling them up. I know how much you care about Jordan. Why don’t you let that relationship grow a little, as an experiment to see what happens?”

“So I can be a train wreck when he winds up dead? No thank you. Now, if you’re done dispensing ridiculous advice, I have a ship to clean.”

“Dix, you really do need to work through this.”

“I can’t afford to.” I stood up to walk out, but Hobs was already standing in the doorway, pale as chalk.

“Overhear something shocking, Hobs?” I asked.

He didn’t say a word, just leaned towards me and hit play on his Cuff.

“In the wake of the senseless murder of a young family on Titan yesterday, investigators have issued a warrant for the arrest of Tabitha Dixon, a career criminal wanted for numerous crimes against the System. In a shocking press conference this morning, Detective Scot Gee, lead investigator in the case, issued the following statement.

“‘The victims were all clients of one Trudy Loveless, which we now know is an alias of the fugitive Tabitha Dixon. We believe that Tabitha Dixon is responsible for these horrific murders, though her motive remains unclear. We advise anyone who has worked with Tabitha Dixon or her alias Trudy Loveless to take extra precautions to ensure your safety and to notify the authorities immediately if she makes any attempt to contact you. Your lives may be in danger.’

“In a heartwarming show of concern for the colonies, President Forsythe issued his own statement, personally offering a substantial reward for any information that leads to Dixon’s arrest.”

I gave Hobson his Cuff back, my jaw slack. The little family was one of our last clients. They were darling. They didn’t deserve to be slaughtered because Eira wasn’t getting her way. Worst of all, the blame for these atrocities was being laid at my feet.

The smoldering coals of anger banked in my gut erupted into a fiery rage as I let out a scream and fell to my knees.

“Go get the crew, Hobs. This ends now.”
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MAMA B. WALKED PAST ME AS I WAS STRAIGHTENING MY quarters onboard Liberty. “Hey, Mama. Is Berrett back yet?” I asked.

“Nope,” she replied. “He should be home soon. Everyone else is in their bunks getting things ready to go, as per your request. How’d it go with Miriam?”

I shrugged. “Fine.”

Mama B. leaned in my doorway. “Hobs showed you the video, didn’t he?”

“Yeah.” I yanked the bed sheet so tight over my cot that one edge tore. I cussed under my breath. Mama B. came into the room to help me finish making the bed.

“I’m so sorry. There’s no magic solution for making troubles easier, honey. The path to healing is different for everyone, but you know, you can be proud of yourself for even trying to walk down that path in the first place.”

I sighed and sat down on my bed. Mama B. said nothing. She just sat down next to me and put her arm around me. We sat quietly for a minute until at last she broke the silence. “You know, if you were my daughter, I’d consider myself one lucky parent. You’re doing well. Just keep swinging.”

She stood up and continued on her way, but her words lingered in my mind long after she had gone.

I walked the length of Liberty, checking in on everyone as I went. I poked my head into CiCi’s room. Her bed was covered with the spare ship parts she had collected, and she was labeling and organizing each one. Hobson’s lab was nearly spotless, Bell was getting settled in her quarters, and Rivera was shining his boots. Miriam was hanging fresh curtains around her room, her scented candles slowly changing the smell of the ship from oily teenager to flower garden.

I wasn’t totally sure how I felt about that, but I didn’t suppose I had much choice in the matter. What did bring me some joy was that my family was back, and bigger than when I had started out. I sat down in my chair in the cockpit and examined the plans for getting off Neptune. With Eira and the SUN ships orbiting around us, there was only one time possible to launch and enter orbit in a place where no one was flying—tomorrow at noon. The plan was not without its risks. Even if we had clear space, we would have to engage the thrusters and fly to the jump gate immediately in order to take advantage of the head start. My plan was to draw Eira away from the SUN ships and then fly a shuttle to her ship and turn myself in.

Nothing was worth the cost of human lives. Nothing. She could have the flarking vial for all I cared, and my freedom with it. I was done with human sacrifice.

Hobson burst into the cockpit and interrupted my plotting.

“Oh captain, my captain!” he cried.

“Yo.”

Hobs picked me up out of my chair and swung me around in his skinny little arms. “I have a surprise for you! You’re going to love it!” Just as he put me down, a horrible rattling ran through Liberty.

Hobs and I exchanged looks of concern. “What was that?” I asked.

“Space dust. Lots of it.” Hobs smiled at me, then doubled over and fell to the floor as the report of a gun echoed through the corridors.

“Hobs!” I screamed.

I fell to my knees and rolled him over. A bullet had struck him in the stomach and he was bleeding profusely.

“Flarking skud, Hobs, you can’t do this to me, you can’t do this to me!”

I threw off my vest and ripped off my shirt, crumpling it into a ball and pressing it to Hobs’s middle with as much pressure as I dared, hoping to slow the bleeding. I covered Hobs with my jacket and watched the color drain from his face.

“Isaac Hobson, you stay with me. You stay with me,” I yelled.

His eyes started to glaze over. “D..... I ha..... I have a surprise,” he whispered.

I put my finger on his lips and closed his eyes with my hand. “I know, you told me. Don’t talk right now. You need to save your energy. We can get you help, Hobs, we can—”

“Captain!” screamed CiCi.

I felt the color draining from my own face as I heard more shots being fired inside Liberty.

“Flarking piece of ....” I looked down at Hobson and the words faded before I could say them. Swear words didn’t quite cover it.

“This is not how I planned the day to go,” he mumbled.

I wasn’t about to leave my best friend. I mustered all my strength, hefted him up in my arms, and tottered down to the hold. Hobson moaned with pain as I wobbled into a bulkhead and slid back to the ground. There was blood everywhere. As I stared through the doors to the hold, I saw Bell, CiCi, and Rivera hunkered down in one corner.

In the other were at least ten shooters.

“All that’s holy,” I whispered.

“Where?” asked Hobson.

“Shut up, Hobs. Rivera! Cover me!”

I lifted Hobs again and maneuvered as fast as I could for the side exit. Hobs moaned louder in my arms, the pain becoming more than he could consciously bear.

“I’ll save you, Hobson, I promise,” I said.

“Mmm, love you too ....”

“Hold your fire.”

The woman’s voice sent a chill through my body. I ignored it and kept moving for the door.

“Tabitha Dixon, if you want to live, stop right now and turn around.”

Ha! I didn’t care if I lived. I cared about getting Hobson help. I said nothing and kept heading for the door.

“You can’t save him if you’re dead.”

I turned and faced Eira Ninge.

“You have no right to attack, this is—”

“A sanctuary planet?” Eira stepped toward me, clucked her tongue against the roof of her mouth, and smiled.

I felt sick. In person, her smile was terrifying.

“You are not actually on Neptune. You are on my ship. Ergo, you have no sanctuary rights. Also, I wouldn’t go out that side door. There’s at least fifty feet between you and the ground, and every second that goes by that distance increases.”

“What?” I cried. “How did you even land?”

“Don’t be simple, Dix, it’s unbecoming. Don’t you realize by now that everyone has their price? Getting on the planet was not a problem. My ship landed on yours and lifted off. Poof! You’re not on Neptune. Isn’t that convenient?”

She continued to walk toward me. “How about a trade, Tabitha? I’ll call off my soldiers, we land the ship, you get Hobson some medical attention, possibly get dressed. It must be awkward, you know, running around in nothing but a bra.”

“That’s it? You’re just going to let me go?”

“Of course.”

As the words left her cherry red mouth, Hobson shifted in my arms, and the chain with the vial on it clinked against my chest.

Eira’s eyes widened and then narrowed. She leapt for my throat, but Rivera shot her in the shoulder before she could reach me. Eira yelped in pain as she sank to the ground in front of me.

“Run!” yelled Rivera. He slid a sailboard across the ground and into the wall just beyond the side door.

I shot Rivera a dirty look. “I’m a teenage girl, not the Hulk!” I looked down at my friend. His eyes were wide with pain as he reached for something in his pocket.

“What are you doing?”

“Put me down,” he muttered. I did as he asked. Hobs’s face scrunched up as he pulled a key from his pocket. “Rivera!” he screamed. With the last ounce of strength in his body, he threw the key to Rivera, who snatched it out of the air before hunkering back down again with his gun.

I looked at Hobs’s pale face, the beads of sweat shining on his forehead.

I had to be stronger than I was.

For Hobson.

I grabbed him under the shoulders as bullets erupted around us. He cried out in pain as I pulled him along the ground and onto the sailboard. I wrapped the foot straps around each of his arms.

“Trust me?” I asked.

He nodded.

I pushed the sailboard with Hobs on it out the side door.

I leapt out after him, grabbed the handlebar, and engaged the engine just in time to pull up and land. Hobs yelped in pain as we hit the ground. I let go of the handlebar and pulled Hobs towards the house, screaming his name and trying to keep him conscious. I had almost reached Miriam’s courtyard when Eira’s ship thrusters roared to life.

She was flying away with my ship and my crew.

“Flark!” I yelled.

“Dix ...,” whispered Hobson.

“I’m here, I’m here. The healers will be able to—”

Hobs shook his head. “I’m ... done, Dix. I’m ... going ....”

I held his hand and took a deep breath. “You are going home. With me. We’ll take you back to Venus and—”

“Yeah. Venus. My lab ...” He smiled slightly as his breathing became more erratic. His grip on my hand became painfully tight, but I didn’t care. I wasn’t about to let go.

“Yes, Hobs, your lab. You can hide there and we’ll get the crew and the ship back while you’re getting better and—”

“Tabitha, are you there?” he asked.

“Hobs, I’m right here, I’m right here,” I cried. I took his hand and pressed it to my cheek.

“Tabitha ... can I have a kiss?”

A sob broke from my chest. I leaned down and pressed my lips gently to his, my tears spilling over onto his face.

“Don’t cry ...,” said Hobs. He reached up to brush my tears away, but there were too many for him. “Your face is so pretty, even ... even when you’re sad, Tabi ... Tabitha ... I always kept my heart in a box. In a box in the floor. It’s where I’ve always ... I’ve always loved you. No one else ... just my ... my ... Dix. My ....”

His body relaxed in my arms as his spirit left his body behind.

“Hobs!” I screamed. “Isaac! Wake up! Wake up!”

I heard footsteps coming up behind me.

“Dix?” asked Berrett.

“Wake him up!” I screamed.

Berrett yelled for Miriam, not realizing that she wasn’t there.

Eventually, other healers came.

Someone pried me off Hobs, I don’t remember who.

Time stopped. Everything stopped.

Hobs was gone.

I don’t know when I realized the screams echoing in the wind were mine.
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I DON’T REMEMBER HOW I WOUND UP IN THE BATHROOM, BUT I do recall I cried so hard I gagged over the toilet. The warmth of Hobson’s last goodbye was still on my lips and his blood was on my hands. I didn’t want to wash it off, didn’t want to lose him, couldn’t bear to say goodbye. I screamed and punched at pillows and threw things that were never made to be thrown. The sound of shattering glass and porcelain only fueled me.

None of it mattered.

Nothing mattered at all.

Hobs had been in love with me, and I’d had no idea until just before the life rushed out of his eyes.

I curled up in a tiny ball on the bathroom rug, shivering and lost. I couldn’t accept it. Any minute now, I told myself, Hobs will come bounding into the room with that bouncing mass of blond curls and put his arms around me and I’ll feel okay again.

Any minute now ..

“Hobs!” I stood up, kicked the door, and screamed again.

I don’t remember anything between that scream and when one of the healers came in. Hours may have passed, or just minutes. I don’t know. By the time she arrived, my eyes were practically swollen shut, and even if they hadn’t been, I didn’t want to open them.

“Let me see your hands,” she said. I shook my head and curled around them. “Tabitha, give me your hands. We need to get you clean.”

“No!” I yelled. “You can’t take him away!”

“He’s not here, Tabitha. Hobs is home now. He’s safe, and he’s free of pain. He’ll always be with you.”

Tears rolled out of my eyes as my body flailed and shook. I don’t know how, but the healer managed to uncurl me and help me get cleaned and dressed and tucked into my bed. I cried until I fell asleep.

For the next three days I was violently ill, so they tell me. There was a healer with me round the clock to monitor me. I didn’t care. I tried to tell them it didn’t matter, but for some reason that only made them more concerned.

Go figure.

Night after night, I dreamed that I was sitting in my old bedroom, cradling the vial as waves of people came up my staircase, silently accusing me with their faces.

My family.

Caleb.

Hank, Mark, Bethany.

The little family from Titan.

Hobs.

The squealing mist came and took them all away, and in the background, I could hear Eira laughing.
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Four days after Hobson was murdered, Berrett poked his head around my door.

“Dix? Can I come in?” he asked.

I nodded. I didn’t care one way or the other.

Finally, I was numb.

Berrett sat down on the edge of the bed and leaned over, his elbows resting on his knees and his hands folded.

“I’m so sorry about Hobson. He didn’t deserve that.”

I nodded. “No one does. She murdered him, Jordan.”

“I know.” He scooted up toward the headboard so he and I were sitting next to each other, and then put his arm around me. I nestled in without thinking. He rested his head on mine and kissed my forehead.

“Dix?”

“Yeah.”

Berrett pulled out his Cuff. “Eira still has the rest of the crew. Dix ... she has my mother.”

I looked up at him, confused. “Eira still has ...”

“They couldn’t get off her ship in time, remember? She took off right after you and Hobson escaped. Eira’s got Liberty and she’s holding the crew hostage.”

Berrett gave me his Cuff.


	Tabitha,

	If you want your crew returned to you alive and whole as opposed to receiving their mutilated bodies in a box, you will meet me with the vial at the coordinates provided. You have 48 hours.



I looked at Berrett. I could see my feelings mirrored in his face, so tired, so defeated. All the fight was gone.

“What else can I do?” I asked. “If the SUN doesn’t get me, she will. I can’t beat her and the SUN, Berrett. I have to give myself up.”

Berrett stared down at his hands. “I’ll go get a shuttle ready.”
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THE HEALERS LENT BERRETT AND ME A SPECIAL SHUTTLE TO TAKE Hobson home. They put his body in the most ornate coffin I had ever seen. It was made of wood, and from the looks of it, it was hand carved. Incredible motifs ran along the sides while intricate designs graced each corner of the coffin. It was fit for a prince, a perfect final resting place for the hero who had saved my life. One of the healers approached me before we took off.

“This shuttle cloaks, Ms. Dixon. You should be able to take your friend home without fear of detection from anyone watching Neptunian space.”

“Thank you,” I replied. It was barely louder than a whisper.

I had never flown a ship that cloaked before. The healer gave Berrett and me instructions on how to make it work, and then we took off. We flew to Venus in almost complete silence. The occasional sentence necessary for flying was exchanged almost curtly. I knew what Berrett was thinking. He was thinking how the second he got his mother back he would be free of me, how stupid he was for saving my life, and how horrible I was for taking all these risks with other people’s lives, just to get what I wanted.

I really was no different from Eira.

I set my jaw and focused on flying the shuttle. The healers had already sent a message ahead to Hobson’s family, informing them that Morgan Fey, a fellow crew member, would be bringing his body home. They would be waiting for us at the landing dock just outside of Avalon. The thought of seeing Hobson’s family didn’t faze me. Nothing fazed me.

I was dead too.

Once we arrived on Avalon, Berrett and I carried Hobson’s casket out of the ship. Hobson’s mother and father walked to the casket where their dead son lay. Tears crawled down his mother’s face, and his father’s chin quivered fiercely. They were pale and drawn.

I cleared my throat. “I’m so sorry,” I said. “He meant everything to me. He was my best friend.”

“You flew with him?” asked Hobson’s father.

I nodded. There were others who had come to take the body away. I watched the casket go. I knew in my heart that my soul was curled up inside that casket with my friend. That day they would bury us both.

“Tell me what happened,” said Hobson’s mother.

“We were attacked, an unexpected firefight. The ... the shooter was aiming for me,” I said. “He was in the way.”

She nodded. “I know my son. I’m sure if he had to choose, he would have chosen this. If he’d seen it coming, he would have stepped in front of that bullet anyway.”

She smiled at me through her tears, and I realized she recognized me. I locked and screwed down the grief that threatened to overtake me.

“I know. I loved him so much,” I replied. I bit down so hard on my lower lip that I could taste blood. She patted my shoulder, then took her husband’s arm and followed her son’s casket to the carrier. I watched until they were out of sight.

I turned to Berrett. “We have to go clear out his lab. We have two hours before his funeral starts, and I need something to do to pass the time anyway. I can’t just sit here thinking about it or I’ll go crazy.”

“Lead the way,” said Berrett.
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We made a short trip to the seedy side of town to buy me a new knife. Then we snuck across the city of Avalon and darted into the Académie hedges. We huddled close, waiting for the fields to be clear enough to get to the cellar doors, but this time I felt nothing. No anxiety, no spark, nothing. Like the hedge that concealed us, I was hollowed.

We didn’t have to wait long. A bell rang out across the grounds and the students were called off the fields. We bolted for the doors and made our way down the rickety staircase. In the darkness I felt my way over to Hobs’s lamp and flicked it on.

There were all his extra supplies, just as he had left them. Berrett and I gathered them all up into a pack and started pulling his notes down from the corkboards hung on the walls.

“Dix?”

I turned toward Berrett. He had dropped some of the papers and was pointed to a loose-fitting brick in the floor.

“What?”

“It has your initials carved in it.”

I dropped to the floor and felt the engraved T.D. with my fingers.

... I always kept my heart in a box in the floor. It’s where I’ve always loved you, Tabitha. No one else ... just my Dix.

“All that’s holy,” I whispered. I whipped out my knife and dug at the brick until I could lift it up. Underneath the brick was a small hole Hobs had dug into the earth. I thrust my hands inside and pulled up a small lockbox.

“Did he give you a key?” asked Berrett.

“No, but’s pick-able.” I jimmied the lock with my knife and opened the box.

Inside I found a black velvet jewelry box and a handwritten letter sealed with wax.

Berrett leaned over my shoulder. “What’s that?”

I flipped the letter over. “Dunno, but it’s addressed to me.”

I popped open the wax seal and read.


	My Dix,

	it occurred to me, as ci-ci and i were riding that escape pod, that before this is over i might wind up dead, so i put this box together just in case. if you’re reading this, something has happened to me, and For that I’m sorry, i’m just paraNoiD enough to believe that something might go aMiss on our adventures, so You’ll Just have tO carry on by yoUrself. I am so soRry that I have to leave you. knowing me, i probably Never took the chance to tell you some importAnt things.

	first, i wish that just once i could have seen your hair in its natural state. i think you would have looked even more beautiful than you already do. i know that the alias thing always bothered you, but you should know that who you are inside never belongs to anyone else. and it is the you on the inside that i will Love forever and cherish with all my Soul.

	second, if i’m gone, then i’m sorry that i let you down. i think you know how badly i wanted to be able to give you that formula for the eternigen. but i know you. you’re a survivor, you’ll find another way. don’t ever lose hope. i love you. yours forever,

	Isaac

	p.s. i hope someday you get to stop wearing the vial around your neck. thought what’s in the velvet box might be a better option.



The final nail slammed into my heart. I couldn’t open the velvet box. I put the letter and the velvet box in my pack and closed my eyes.

“Well?” asked Berrett.

“Said he’s sorry he didn’t get the Eternigen figured out.”

“Can I see?” asked Berrett.

I pulled the letter back out of my pack and handed it to him. “Don’t laugh at the punctuation. Hobs had his priorities, and punctuation was never really one of them.”

“Makes sense when the fate of the world is at stake,” said Berrett. “He was a good man.”

I nodded as I shoved my emotions into the pit of my stomach. “Let’s get this cleared up before someone finds us.”
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I watched with clear eyes as Hobs’s casket was wheeled into the small chapel. The late afternoon sun was shining through the stained glass windows and casting colored shadows on the casket. I stood up tall, lips steady, shoulders back. Every ounce of my will drew my muscles up and kept me standing. My mind hazed over, and I had the foggy sense of being in a dream, in someone else’s life. I kept expecting to feel Hobs poking me in the ribs, telling me I was being too serious about all of this. I couldn’t believe I would never see his face again.

I just could not believe it.

“Ladies and gentlemen, please be seated. Thank you for being here today to honor the life of Isaac Hobson. We will begin with a prayer, after which we will hear the eulogy from his father, John Hobson, followed by a few remarks from his mother, Sara. The graveside service will follow immediately at the ....”

I started to blank out. I started thinking about the attack, how easy it must have been for Eira’s giant ship to land over ours with her loading bay doors open, lift us off the ground, and break inside. I should have done more to protect us. I should have known Eira would find a way around the sanctuary status of Neptune.

It was all my fault. My family, Caleb, Hobson, and all the others ... all of it. The guilt swelled inside me, bloating me with bitter, rancid bile. I kept my eyes open during the prayer and looked at the congregation, wondering how many of them knew that it was all my fault.

Mr. Hobson stood and started to tell stories about Hobs, how when he was a child he had loved to put mud pies in his mother’s oven to see what would happen. “Isaac was always experimenting. There was only one thing that fascinated him more than science, and that was people. After graduating with honors from the Académie, he had so many options, but he chose to take a job flying with his best friend. Perhaps Isaac’s greatest legacy was the effect he had on the crew he flew with. His heart was devoted to the people around him.”

I stared at the casket. What had that devotion cost him? His life. He loved me, and it cost him his life. And I would have to carry that knowledge for the rest of my born days.

I started to shake as I tried harder and harder to hold it all in.

“... nothing he wouldn’t have done for his friends. In the end, he gave his life to save one of them, and I know of no other person who would honor him more.” Mr. Hobson smiled down at me through his tears. I wanted to smile back, but I didn’t have any smiles left to give. My relentless shame took them all away.

The fog in my mind returned, swirling in hues of gray and mixing with the blackness of my culpability. Hobs’s mother spoke next, talked about how much she loved her sweet son, her voice rising higher and higher as she tried to control her tears enough to speak. There was music, I think, but I didn’t really listen. I was lost, floating in the haze in my head. I looked down at my hands, clasped around each other and white-knuckled.

I shouldn’t even be here, I thought. I have no right to bring these people more pain.

“If there are any present who would care to say a few words, we will leave the last twenty minutes for you.”

A woman with an insanely large hat stood up in front of me, and I used her as cover as I bolted for the door. I stumbled outside and ran, the slight chill in the air whipping tears from my eyes. I ran until the sobs choked the air from my lungs. I forced myself on until I reached an alley that was relatively concealed, and then collapsed.

“Dix!”

Berrett had followed me out. I didn’t care. Nothing mattered anymore. I had been right all along. I was cursed.

Everyone I loved, everyone I touched, died.

He shouldn’t have followed me. I’ll just kill him in the end too.

“Get away from me!” I cried. “Don’t come anywhere near me! I’m not safe!”

Berrett knelt down on the cold alley floor next to me and tried to wrap his arms around me. I fought him at first, but I was still weak. I curled up in his arms and wept.

“I never meant for him to get hurt,” I cried. “I tried so flarking hard to keep everyone safe, but it wasn’t enough and I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t do it! I tried, I did, but before I knew what was happening, he was bleeding out. I tried to save him but I couldn’t. He was my family, and he’s dead. My family is dead!”

“Shh,” Berrett whispered. He rocked back and forth as he held me through the waves of grief that shuddered through my body. “I’m right here. Nothing’s going to take me away from you, okay? I’m going to stay right here with you. Just try to breathe.”

I tried to do what he asked. I focused on my breathing and felt myself slowly relax a little bit. “Berrett?”

“Yeah?”

“Thanks.”

“Anytime, weirdo.”

I looked up at him and he smiled down at me. He wiped the tears from my face and pulled me closer.

“Just breathe.”



UNEXPECTED ALLY 27

I SAT STONE-FACED ACROSS FROM BERRETT. ONCE WE WERE sure the coast was clear, we had snuck into the seedier part of town and had nestled ourselves into the corner booth at the back of the quiet Nook Café. He spun his straw in circles in his glass of soda. Piano music played quietly above the hum of conversation. The Nook was a favorite haunt of Hobson’s, dingy and out of the way, a place he would go sometimes if he needed to get out of his basement lab. The windows were in need of cleaning, and the dishes were as well. I ignored the pastry Berrett bought me and scratched at a pale piece of hardened food that had attached itself to my butter knife.

Everything reminded me of Hobs. The smell of coffee reminded me of the smell of his jacket. The scraggly fake plants hanging from the ceiling in dusty baskets reminded me of the messy state of his hair. Even the dirt on the windows brought back to my mind the ever-present smudge on the lens of his glasses where he pushed them back up the bridge of his nose with his fingers.

I scratched at the knife until only a ring of oil remained, reflecting in the light where the dried-on food had been.

“We gotta move soon, Dix,” said Berrett. He stared out the window.

“I know.”

I started pulling myself together when I heard a chair scrap against the tiled floor.

I thought I was too tired to care whether or not I got caught anymore, but I was surprised at my own relief when I realized it was Max.

“What the flark do you want?” I asked.

“If you go to her, you think I have anything to gain?” asked Max. “I need you to finish the job, get out of the System, and start a new world, Dixon. What the flark are you doing here? Aside from letting your roots grow out.”

“Saving the people I care about, and then whatever Eira wants. I’m tired, Max.”

Berrett’s eyes widened.

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing.” He went back to drawing circles.

Max shook his head. “This is not a good plan. You have other options. I can get your crew off that ship, and you don’t have to surrender.”

“It’s not just my crew, you jackwagon. She has Liberty. She has everything,” I hissed.

“Easy,” said Max. “I am about to be the guy who hands you your life back, so you might not want to go around calling me nasty names.”

“And what’s in it for you, Max? What? You want to take over my ship once I get away from Eira? And what’s to stop the SUN from coming after me or finding another scientist to replicate the Eternigen? Have you actually thought about any of this?” I asked.

“I don’t want your ship, stupid. I want the market.”

“The what?”

“The market. I’m a merchant, Dix. Someone has to bring food to the worlds outside the System when you drag the rebels past the border. Clothes, supplies, all that jazz. I want it, and I want it before anyone else. So I need you to get people there.”

I crossed my arms and raised one eyebrow. “You have thirty seconds.”

Max grinned. “More than enough. I had a hand in building Eira’s ship. And knowing Eira, I built in a little blackmail.”

“Blackmail?” asked Berrett.

A thought occurred to me. “Wait, you built Eira’s—”

“It’s always a good idea,” Max interrupted, “when dealing with people like Eira, to have something on them. To, as I do with you, own a little piece of them. It’s how you stay in the game. On the outside of Eira’s ship is a little port, barely as big as your fingernail. I’ll get you close enough to step out onto the ship. Get to the port and insert this.”

Max handed me a little rectangular piece of plastic about a half inch wide.

I shot Max a look of doubt. “This is your blackmail?”

Max leaned toward me. “There’s a program on it. It pours knockout gas into every vent in her ship. I’ve rigged it to stay out of the brig, so you’ll still have to deal with the guards there. Nothing you can’t handle. You’ll have five minutes guaranteed inside her ship with a completely incapacitated crew. Get in, get your crew, and get out. I’ll handle the rest.” He leaned back in his chair and put his hands behind his head, a self-satisfied grin plastered on his face.

Berrett and I looked at each other. A tiny glimmer of hope was in his eyes, and I knew the sweet prospect of revenge was radiating in mine.

“Won’t she suspect you?” I asked.

“Of course she’ll suspect me. She’s a paranoid, delusional psychopath! She suspects everyone, which is why you’ll be riding with me, in my ship. The shuttle will remain here. She’ll think you’re saying your goodbyes. I’ll set up a meet with her, and you’ll sneak on board when I give you the all-clear signal.”

“Wouldn’t it be smarter to use the shuttle that can, you know, hide?”

Max grinned. “Eira’s ship is state of the art. She already knows you’re here, Dix.”

Before I could object, Max slapped a silver chain around my wrist.

“What is that?”

“A tracking bracelet. Don’t want to lose you in the shuffle if things don’t go to plan,” said Max.

I shook my head. “Whatever. Let’s just get this over with.”

We headed out of the café and followed Max to the nearest dock. As we headed down Max’s docking strip, Berrett grabbed my arm and stopped me in my tracks.

“Whatever happens, I’ll always have your back, Dix. You know that, right?”

“Yeah. I got yours too. Thanks for everything, Berrett.”

He nodded, his lips pursed tightly together as he helped me into the ship. “Dix, what’s your game plan if this works out?”

I didn’t answer. I wasn’t about to tell him that no matter how things went down, I wouldn’t be coming back to the System.
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MAX’S SLEEK, BLACK SHIP SLUNK THROUGH THE SKY LIKE A panther padding along a tree limb without a sound. The interior was minimalistic and modern, sharp angles, bold lines, and lots and lots of black. I drummed my fingernails against the arm of my leather chair.

Luxury always made me uncomfortable.

“What’d you tell her?” I asked.

“Just said I wanted to talk. Told her I had some news that she’d be interested in.”

“And you’re actually going to be inside her ship when we upload the program?” asked Berrett.

Max pulled another small piece of plastic from his pocket. “My ticket to staying awake. I stick this in my mouth and plug my nose, and all is right with my world. I’m free to execute my part of the plan and you’re free to get your ship and your crew. In order to maintain my good standing with the indomitable Ms. Ninge, I will of course be sticking around and feigning unconsciousness.”

“You are a piece of work,” said Berrett. “I’m just glad you’re on our side.”

“Don’t kid yourself, Berrett, I’m on my side. You just happen to be on my side too at the moment.” Max pointed out the shield. “There she is. You two go get suited up and wait for me to dock.”

Berrett and I headed down a corridor and into a small locker room. We pulled on space suits and grabbed our helmets.

“You ready for this?” he asked.

“Sure.”

We walked into the airlock and waited for Max to let us out. Through the shield we could see Eira’s enormous ship inching closer to ours. As we docked with her, I heard Max’s crackling voice through the speaker in my helmet.

“Remember, Dix, either way this winds up, I get out clean. Whether or not you get what you’re after is entirely up to you.”

“Right. Wouldn’t hurt you either.”

Max laughed. “I always knew you were a smart kid. Now go do your thing.”

I nodded to Berrett, and we stepped out of the airlock and onto the hull of Eira’s ship.

Max was pretty brilliant, I had to admit. He had docked in such a way that Berrett and I would be invisible to her monitors. We quickly found the port and waited for Max’s signal.

“Hey, Dix?” asked Berrett.

“Yeah?”

“You okay?”

“As okay as I’ll ever be.”

A short, high-pitched tone sounded inside my helmet. “That’s the signal,” I said.

Berrett held open the little hatch while I inserted the drive. The base of the drive lit up as the program loaded into the ship’s mainframe computer.

“Sixty seconds?” asked Berrett.

“Sixty seconds. Berrett?” I asked.

“Yeah?”

“Hold me?”

His face registered confusion and surprise, but he put his arms around me. I shivered inside my suit, not so much afraid of the danger we were facing, but more that I would never feel his arms around me again.

The timer went off and I put all my emotions away. “Okay, let’s go.”

I opened the hatch and climbed into Eira’s airlock. According to the schematics Max had provided, Eira held the prisoners in a brig on the lower level. We pulled off our helmets, engaged gravitational control, and dropped to the floor of the chamber. I shoved open the door and Berrett and I tore down the winding staircase and through the hall, leaping over unconscious guards as we went.

“Of all the skud you’ve dragged me into, this is by far the creepiest,” said Berrett.

An involuntary shiver went up my spine. “Thanks for that. Now focus. The brig’s around that corner.”

As we rounded the corner, I heard Berrett yell and felt him push me so hard I flew into the nearest wall. I yelped in pain as my shoulder made contact, but I didn’t have time to investigate the damage. Three guards were standing in front of the door to the brig, and they were firing at us.

Berrett and I hid behind two support columns as bullets flew past us and ricocheted down the hallway.

That made it kind of hard to aim.

I reached for my knife and gun, drawing both at the same time. I shot the left shoulder of one guard and flung the knife into the right thigh of another guard. Berrett flung his silver dagger into the stomach of the third guard, who doubled over and slumped to the ground. He didn’t get back up.

“Hit the guy with the knife in his leg!” I yelled.

I barreled into the remaining guard, driving my elbow into his wounded shoulder. He screamed in pain as I slammed him into the wall. Grabbing his head, I bashed it against the metal frame of the brig doors. He slumped to the floor. I whirled around to check on Berrett and was not at all pleased at what I saw.

Berrett’s punch to the guard’s eye had not done much to deter an attack. The guard had, alarmingly, pulled the knife from his leg and was slicing the air with it, trying to take Berrett out. I scrambled for my gun and shot the knife out of the guard’s hand.

“Playtime’s over, kiddo,” I said. “Next shot goes through your heart unless you kneel down, right now.”

The guard didn’t have to say a word for me to understand that death might have been his preferred option at that moment.

Not my problem.

I grabbed a handful of plastic zip ties out of my pocket.

Berrett stared at me. “What on earth are you—”

“Tying them up,” I said.

“Oh. Smart.”

“I know.”

I grabbed the keys off one of the guards. Just before I got the keys into the lock, a bullet bounced off the door in front of me.

“Flarking skud!” I yelled.

Berrett and I ducked down and stuffed ourselves into the corner. Two more guards were behind the columns with guns aimed right at us.

“What are we gonna do?” asked Berrett.

“I’m all out of options. I can’t get a good shot off with them hiding behind the columns, so the knives are useless. I think we’re trapped.”

Berrett looked into my eyes.

“I love you, you know.”

“Yeah, I know.”

Berrett reached for my hand. A bullet barely missed his arm.

We couldn’t move, and the clock was ticking. We were so close. My crew, my ship, Berrett ... all were within my reach, but I couldn’t open the flarking door.

I had nothing left. I was trapped.

Which is when the two guards’ heads were violently banged together.

“Dix, what the flark are you doing?” asked Max.

“Max!”

I leapt up and ran to him. I threw my arms around him without thinking.

“Okay, yes, hugs, now let go and get that door unlocked,” he grumbled.

I pulled away and hurried to unlock the brig.

“I send you in to do this one simple thing, and you wind up getting stuck and needing my help. Good thing I was conscious.”

“Yeah, yeah, we’re very grateful,” I said. “Now get back upstairs and go play dead.”

“Aye, Captain,” said Max. He turned and headed back down the hallway.

I opened the brig and had to hold my breath.

“Captain!” cried Bell. She was beaten and bleeding, but was by far in the best shape out of everyone. My stomach lurched at the sight and smell of their wounds. “Mama B. was right. Neptune was the better prison.”

I put a hand to her bruised cheek as Berrett picked the lock on her shackles. “Bell, once you’re loose, help Berrett free the others.”

“Aye, Cap.”

“I knew you would come for us,” whispered CiCi.

I put her right arm over my shoulders as she fell out of her chains. “Always. Now, let’s get you out of here.”

Bell was able to help Miriam, while Berrett and Rivera walked on either side of Mama B.

“I’m sorry we have to hurry, but we only have a few minutes left before the guards recover from the knock out gas,” I said. “We have to get to the loading bay. It’s up the stairs, and—”

“Dix, there’s an elevator,” said Berrett.

“Where?”

“Here, on the right side of the hall, just before the stairs. See it?”

I nodded and pulled CiCi toward it. She groaned in pain, barely maintaining consciousness.

“Hang in there, sweetie. I’ll get you back to your baby soon.”

“Okay, Cap. Did you save Hobs?”

I didn’t answer. I looked at Berrett in desperation, but he was totally focused on helping Mama B.

“Cap?” asked CiCi.

I hung my head. “I couldn’t save him, Ceese.”

Her face crumpled and she probably would have cried if she had the strength to. We rode the elevator up. It was fast, but every second that passed left me wondering just how many we had left to spend. The doors slid open, and we hurried as quickly as we could toward the loading bay. Just as we were about to head inside, I noticed a familiar set of blonde curls and cherry red lips staring up at me from the deck plating of the hallway. I could see her trying to speak, but the knock out gas made it impossible. She wasn’t fully recovered yet. Max was lying beside her, peaceful as a dead man.

My free hand went straight to my gun. I had found my chance to be rid of her.

To be free.

“Berrett!”

“What?”

“I need you to take CiCi.”

He looked at me strangely as he came over. I knew he could read my thoughts.

“You’re nothing like her.”

That’s all he said. He turned and walked CiCi into the loading bay. I could see my crew, battered and broken but together, making their way to Liberty.

I looked down at Eira, then back to our ship.

I knelt down and put my face right next to hers. “This is for Caleb and the shipmen.” I punched her and broke her nose. A part of me thrilled to the tune of her groan of agony. “This is for Hobs.” I hit her again and gave her a black eye. With her one good eye, she stared hungrily at the chain around my neck. I clicked back the hammer and aimed.

“Wait!” yelled Berrett. He raced to my side, breathless. “We need her alive.”

“What?” I screamed.

“She’s got Liberty locked down. We need her to give us the access code or we can’t get the ship out of the bay.”

“Flark.”

I knelt down next to Eira and waved the vial of Eternigen in front of her nose. “You want this? Give me the code to my ship.”

Her eyes glowed. She whispered something I couldn’t understand. I put my head down closer to her.

“Never.”

I pulled away, tugged the chain over my head, and dangled the vial over her face. “Are you sure? Never is an awfully long time.”

“All ... have to do ... is wait.”

I blanched as I realized she was right. She had us. All she had to do was lie there and, just as she had always planned, she would win.

After everything I had risked, I was about to lose anyway.

“Oh, for pity’s sake!” cried Max. He got up, walked over to one of the ship’s consoles, and started hacking into the data base.

“You!” growled Eira, the strength of her voice slowly returning.

“Save your energy for the minions who care,” said Max. “I got it! The code is—seriously, Eira? Seriously?”

“Max!” I cried. Time was running out.

“Right, right. The code is capital B-a-i-t, the number four, capital T-a-b-i-t-h-a.”

I rolled my eyes and then yelled the code out to Berrett. I heard Liberty’s engine roar to life as I knelt down next to Eira Ninge, the vial dangling from my fist.

“This is for me, you flarking slag,” I hissed.

“Dix, no!” cried Max.

With all my might, I threw the glass vial to the ground.

Eira’s face contorted and her eyes flew open wide as the tiny vial shattered. The rest of her body unable to move, she watched me smear the Eternigen into the deck plate in front of her with the toe of my boot. I picked the chain with my mother’s ring out of the shards of glass and placed it back around my neck.

Eira turned her eyes to me. They were full of hate and rage, and a gargling scream strangled in her throat.

“Well, flark,” said Max. He grabbed a fire extinguisher off the wall and sprayed it into the Eternigen and, to my endless delight, Eira’s face. He dropped his coat onto the floor, mopped up the mess, grabbed the coat and my elbow, and marched me onto the landing deck. “Let’s get out of here, you. Eira, darling, good luck trying to extract any traces of Eternigen out of that.”

It was my turn to smile.
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I SAT IN MY QUARTERS ON THE EDGE OF MY BED, HOBS’S velvet box in my hands, his last words echoing in my mind.

Oh captain, my captain! I have a surprise for you! You’re going to love it!

It’s where I’ve always loved you. No one else ... just my Dix ....

My eyes brimmed with tears as I pried open the squeaky lid. Inside was a silver locket, simple, straightforward, and shaped like a heart. I held it up and read the words Hobs had engraved on the face. Live Free Or Die.

I wiped my eyes with my sleeve as I popped open the locket. Inside were two pictures of Hobson and me. I snapped it shut, pulled my mother’s ring from my other chain, and slipped it on with the locket. I wrapped it around my neck, clasping it in the back without looking. I tucked the locket inside my shirt, felt it and the ring lie against my chest where the Eternigen had rested. My feelings overwhelmed me. My mind went blank as my emotions crashed and pulled inside of me.

It was time. Time to start thinking about the others more than myself. Time to be a better person.

Time to go home to my family ... and to Hobs.
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I sat in my Captain’s chair. Bell was beside me. Rivera, CiCi, and Mama B. were being held captive in the healing room by Miriam, who was tending to their wounds. I had lost track of Berrett.

“Captain, are you sure you want to do this?” asked Bell.

“I told you, it’s safer for everyone this way.”

“You didn’t tell Berrett, did you?”

I didn’t answer. Berrett would never let me get away with my plan, but he just didn’t understand. It was the only way to keep everyone safe.

“To say I don’t like it would be a gross understatement,” said Bell. “And ‘e will be ‘eartbroken.”

“I can’t imagine to whom you are referring, but your complaint will be duly noted in my log before I leave. Don’t worry.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“I know.”

“Captain?”

“What?”

“You are my best friend. ‘Ow can I sit by and let you do this? I would rather go with you than ‘ave you give your life for us.”

“Don’t think I’m all that excited about this either. Now quit being all ... feeling-y about this or I’ll lose my nerve. This is the right thing to do, and it’s the only way to guarantee your safety. You can’t talk me out of this, Bell.”

I wasn’t keen on the idea of drifting off into space, but Max’s tracking bracelet needed to keep flying past the edge of the System in order for my ruse to work. The minute I had destroyed the Eternigen he had tossed me onto my ship, hopped into his, and had been tailing us ever since. Once I got Max off Liberty’s trail, my crew could escape to wherever they wanted. Bell was a capable pilot and Berrett would make a great first mate.

It was the best thing to do.

However, as usual, I had grossly underestimated Berrett.

“Dix!” he cried as he threw open the cockpit doors. “Where’s Hobs’s letter?”

“Why?” I asked.

“Just where is it? I need to see it.”

I eyed him suspiciously as I pulled Hobs’s letter from inside my jacket. He snatched it out of my hands and knelt on the floor.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Look! Hobs wasn’t capitalizing things weirdly for no reason.” He pulled out another sheet of paper and wrote out all the letters Hobs had capitalized in his letter.

“F-I-N-D ... Find! Find ... my ... J-O-U-R—”

“Find my journal!” finished Bell.

I stared at Bell, then Berrett. He smiled. “Hobs wants us to finish the formula.”

“His journals are in his—oh, flark, they’re in his lab and Eira had Liberty!”

I ran full speed down the halls toward Hobs’s lab. I skidded to a stop in front of his door. It looked like someone had held a blowtorch to the lock.

“They couldn’t have gotten inside, even if they’d broken the lock,” said Rivera, sauntering casually down the hall.

I whirled around to face him. “What?” I asked. “How would you know?”

“Remember when he threw me the key?”

“Threw you the ...”

My mind faded back to Hobs’s last moments. Gunshots. A silver key flying through the air.

I stared at Rivera.

“It wasn’t your average key. He knew we’d be captured, and that they’d find that key on me. As soon as they tried to use it on the lab doors, a security program engaged and nothing short of the ship being blown to bits would open that room.”

Berrett let out a low whistle. “Wish Caleb and I had thought of something that clever. When did he install that?”

“Probably while we were on Mars,” I replied. “How are we supposed to open it now?”

Rivera smiled and looked at me. “Biometric key. Only one person can open it once it’s like this.” He pointed to a scanner to the right of the torched door.

“Me?” I asked.

“No, the Easter Bunny,” said Rivera.

I looked into the scanner. Nothing happened.

“Hmph. That should have worked,” said Rivera.

“Captain?” asked Bell.

“What?”

“Remove your contacts.”

I pursed my lips together. “Look, I don’t know if I can—”

“Yes, that is what you said about the asteroids, do you remember?”

I nodded. “Okay, gimme a sec.”

I turned away and popped my purple lenses out. I hesitated before turning around. My crew had never seen my real eyes. It felt strange, even after everything we had gone through, to be so naked, so myself with them. I took a deep breath and faced them with my own eyes.

“Wow,” said Berrett.

“What?” I cried.

“Nothing.”

“Something!”

“Y..... ha..... your eyes, they’re pretty, that’s all.”

“Really?” said Rivera. “Flirt later. Right now, scan your pretty eyes and open Hobs’s lab.”

“How did you know about this, anyway?” I asked.

“Oh, Captain. There is so much you don’t know about me.”

I tried to read him, but I couldn’t. “You made so much more sense before Neptune.”

Rivera laughed. “Trust me, this version is better. Now look in the scanner.”

The door popped open and the four of us stepped inside.

Scattered across his lab table were beakers, ingredients, random piles of junk, and one thick, leather-bound journal with papers and notes sticking out of it at odd angles.

I picked up the journal, let it fall open, and started reading.


	Spent most of the day thinking about temperature. It has to play a role ... and when I wasn’t thinking about that, I was thinking about Dix’s eyes. I saw them once when she didn’t have her contacts in. She has incredibly beautiful eyes.



I blushed.

“You okay?” asked Berrett.

I slammed the book shut. “Fine. It’s mostly just talking about experiments.”

“Come look at this,” said Berrett.

With the journal in my hands, I walked over to Berrett, who was facing a wall of shelves. On one shelf was a whole row of beakers, filled to the brim with a swirling, silver liquid.

“Oh, my... he didn’t ...” I picked up a beaker and held it in my hands. My throat tightened and the strength threatened to leave my legs. “This was his surprise,” I whispered.

Berrett took the journal from me and starting flipping through pages. “Berrett! Give it back!”

“I just want to see what it says about—”

“Give it back!”

He held it as high as he could, well beyond my reach. I jumped up anyway, determined to retrieve it.

Rivera intervened and plucked the journal out of Berrett’s hands. “You two are such infants. Look, the last ten pages is where the important skud is. The whole process, everything we need and every step we have to take ... he wrote it all here. He finished that batch maybe fifteen minutes before Eira attacked.”

The shock overwhelmed me and I stumbled to the nearest chair. I heard Rivera yell for Miriam and CiCi. The crew danced and laughed and hugged each other. I sat in my chair, stared at the silver liquid in my hands, and thought of Hobs.
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As I ran back to the cockpit, my crew on my heels, the sight of the sleek, black ship tailing us in the distance didn’t faze me one bit. Not even Max could ruin my day now.

Hobs had given me one last gift.

A chance at life.

A chance for freedom.

I swore by every star in the System I wouldn’t waste it.
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