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What if nobody picks me? Nothing can be worse than that.


Solara’s pulse quickened, and her palms turned cold. She hadn’t considered the possibility that no one would want her, but now, as she scanned the servants area, she noticed only two indenture candidates standing with her behind the gate—an elderly man with more hair in his ears than on his head and a teenage boy who couldn’t stop scratching himself. Of the fifty standby travelers who’d arrived that morning, the three of them were the leftovers. The last boarding call would sound in a few minutes, and if she couldn’t entice a passenger to hire her in exchange for a ticket to the outer realm, she’d have to wait sixty days for the next spaceliner.


That wasn’t an option.


Brightening her smile, she stood up straighter and tried to catch the eye of a woman with her shirttail untucked and a chunk of dried food in her hair. “Pardon, ma’am,” Solara called. “Are you traveling with young children? I can help. All I require is passage to the last stop.”


The woman paused midstride, then tipped her head in contemplation. She chanced a step toward the servants gate. “Do you have experience?”


“Yes, ma’am! I practically raised the little ones in my group home.”


“Group home?” The woman pruned her mouth and regarded Solara with new eyes, taking in the grease stains on her state-issued coveralls and the holes in the toes of her scuffed brown boots. “Show me your hands.”


Solara feigned ignorance as her stomach dropped. “What?”


“Your hands,” the woman repeated. “I want to see them.”


With a sigh, Solara removed her fingerless gloves and allowed the passenger to read the tattoos permanently inked across her knuckles. She didn’t bother trying to explain. It never made a difference anyway.


“That’s what I thought.” The woman shook her head in disdain exactly like one of the nuns at the home. Then she stalked away without another word.


The old man standing beside Solara invaded her personal space and delivered a light elbow nudge. He leaned in and whispered, “I know someone who can clear your record. He’s the best forger in Houston—even the new laserproof ink is no match for him.”


Solara rolled her eyes. She knew a dozen flesh forgers. Finding an expert wasn’t the problem. “If I had that kind of money, I wouldn’t be standing here, would I?”


He flashed both palms and backed away.


Soon a group of businessmen approached the gate in search of stewards for the five-month voyage. Solara hid both hands behind her back and offered her widest grin, but it wasn’t enough. They indentured the old man and the itchy teenager instead.


Panic crept over her as she scanned the vacant station and the thick metal doors leading to the boarding platform. There were no passengers left. At any moment, the shuttle would transport thousands of vacationers to the moon’s space station, where they’d board the SS Zenith and set off for exotic destinations.


Why hadn’t anyone chosen her?


She wouldn’t describe herself as pretty, or charming, or even entertaining, but the calluses on her palms proved she was a hard worker. She practically slept with a ratchet in one hand and a wrench in the other. Every time the diocese shuttle sputtered and coughed, it was Solara the nuns called on to fix it, even if it meant freeing her an hour early from chapel detention, where she usually knelt in penance for peeking at her data tablet during morning prayers. And when the engine purred once again, Sister Agnes would rub her arthritic fingers and remark that she’d never trained a better mechanic.


Didn’t that count more than a criminal record?


Apparently not.


The click of high heels turned Solara’s attention to the lobby, where a stunning girl of about eighteen sashayed toward the gate, wheeling a tote behind her. An animal yipped from inside the bag, a lapdog from the sound of it.


The young woman brushed a bit of lint from the lapel of her designer dress, then tossed a curtain of glossy pink hair over one shoulder and called to someone out of sight. “Hurry. If we miss the shuttle, your father will make us wait an hour before sending another one, just to prove a point.”


Sensing her last chance of escape, Solara rose onto her toes to wave at the girl. “Miss! Over here!” She achieved eye contact and smiled. “I’m an excellent maid. All I require is…”


But it was no use. The girl scowled and turned away.


A deep male voice sounded from the entrance, “I wouldn’t mind missing it. I can’t breathe in those tight spaces,” and a tall boy strode into view.


He’d slung a tuxedo jacket over one shoulder and loosened the first few buttons of his collar. Practically oozing indifference, he moved at a leisurely pace as if the Zenith would wait an eternity for him.


Because it would.


Solara had never seen him out of academy uniform, but the boy was easy to recognize. He was Doran Spaulding: heir to the galaxy’s largest fuel corporation, first-string varsity football star, and a complete pain in her ass. Freshman year, she’d won a day scholarship to the mechanical engineering program at his private academy—classes only, no room or board—and he’d done his best to punish her for it ever since. Especially after she’d beaten him for the Richard Spaulding Alumni Award. There’d been other tiffs, too, like the time she broke Doran’s quarterback arm during a bad landing in pilot’s ed class. But that had been an accident, and he’d only had to sit out for half the season. She knew the real reason for his anger had always been the humiliation of losing his father’s award to a penniless girl with no family of her own. As if she’d tarnished his precious name by association.


It was clear he recognized her, too, because the instant their eyes met, he stopped and laughed. “Rattail,” he called. “Fancy meeting you here.”


Reflexively, Solara fingered the squiggly birthmark at the base of her throat, the one Doran had once said reminded him of a rodent’s tail. That’d been four years ago, and she still hadn’t managed to shake the nickname.


“You missed graduation,” he said, though she didn’t know why he cared. “I guess all that free education didn’t mean much if you couldn’t be bothered to take your diploma.”


Solara indulged in a small grin, relieved that he hadn’t heard the news. The real reason she’d missed graduation was because the academy had dropped her like a flaming brick the instant they learned about her felony conviction. “I tested out early,” she said, which technically wasn’t a lie. “With a near-perfect score.”


He didn’t seem to like that. Jutting his chin at the indenture band around her wrist, he asked, “Selling yourself for a glimpse of the Obsidian Beaches? Can’t say I blame you. It’s the only way you’ll ever see them.”


She opened her mouth to fire a witty comeback, but nothing came. Her best lines always arrived an hour too late. “Not that it’s any of your business, but I’m headed to the end of the line.”


“The outer realm?” Doran drew back. “Why would you want to go there?”


“For a job,” she told him. “The offer came last week.”


In the lawless outer realm, mechanics like Solara were hard to come by. No one would care about the tattoos across her knuckles or the grease beneath her fingernails. She’d be revered as a goddess because settlers on the fringe planets appreciated skill over beauty. That was where she belonged, far from Houston’s overcrowded high-rise slums and the sweatshops that paid a few measly credits to those with the connections to get inside. She was going west, all the way to the edge of the charted territories, to a new terraform called Vega. Her benefits package included a whole acre of land, all to herself. She couldn’t wait to work that soil between her fingers and know that she owned it. Freedom, wealth, and security were right there, waiting for her.


All she needed was a ticket.


“But you can’t afford the fare,” Doran said, mostly talking to himself. “And the next trip to the outer realm isn’t for a year.”


“Two months,” she corrected.


“No, a year.” He smoothed a perfectly manicured hand over his dark hair, then took the opportunity to study his reflection in the nearby ticketing screen. “They’re scaling back because there’s no demand to visit the fringe planets. Only criminals end up there.” Raking his gaze over her, he added, “And vagrants.”


All the blood drained from Solara’s head.


A year?


Where would she live? How would she support herself? The nuns had practically danced a jig when she’d left because it freed up a bed for one of the teens sleeping on the cafeteria floor. Each day more abandoned kids appeared at the front gate, their parents having fled the scene in the world’s saddest game of hide-and-seek. The group home couldn’t afford to keep anyone past graduation. No exceptions. Even Sister Agnes, who’d been like a mother to Solara, had pressed a handheld stunner into her palm and shoved her out the gate. The fringe is a dangerous place, Agnes had said. Keep this in your pocket. Then she’d told Solara to go in peace and serve the Lord.


It was clear she wasn’t meant to return.


Doran brought her back to present company by tapping his chin and peering at her with new interest. “My usual valet is too sick to travel,” he said. “I can see that all the proper servants are taken, but you might do.” His upper lip curled in a way that made Solara want to hide her face. “I’d have to let you in my suite, but I guess I can live with that.”


Before Solara could respond, Doran’s girlfriend made a noise of disgust and whined, “Come on, Dory. Not that one. She’s so…dirty.”


Solara’s cheeks blazed. She’d taken great care to scrub her face at the public bathhouse that morning, even paying extra to have her hair washed and plaited in the latest style. “She is standing right here. And I’m not dirty.”


Doran snapped his gaze to hers, his black brows forming a slash above blue eyes cold enough to frost the fiery moons of Volcanus. “Let’s get something straight, Rattail. If I agree to finance your passage, the only words that will leave your mouth for the next five months are Yes, Mr. Spaulding. If you disappoint me in any way—if my every wish is not brought to fruition—I’ll drop your carcass at the first outpost. Do you understand?”


Solara held her breath while a furious pulse pounded in her ears. Five months as Doran’s slave or a year on the streets. Unpleasant as it was, the decision made itself.


“Yes,” she said.


“Excuse me?”


“Yes, Mr. Spaulding.”


“That’s better. See?” he said to his girlfriend. “She can be trained.” He pointed at Solara’s wrist. “Where’s the matching band?”


“You buy it from the machine,” Solara told him, nodding at the kiosk beside her.


Once Doran transferred the credits to pay her fare, the gate opened with a beep and an M-emblazoned bracelet dropped into the collection tray. He slapped the band around his wrist, linking them as master and servant.


“Quit standing there,” he said. “You can start by taking Miss DePaul’s bag.”


But the girl—Miss DePaul, presumably—gripped the handle of her pet carrier with ten red-tipped fingers. “I don’t want her touching my things,” she declared, and clicked toward the boarding platform.


Doran shrugged and handed Solara his tuxedo jacket. When they reached the boarding entry, he shouted, “The door, Rattail. Open the door!” She scrambled ahead of him and heaved aside the metal barrier. As Doran preceded her through the gateway, he murmured, “Well, you’re off to a poor start.”


Solara clutched his jacket and resisted the urge to choke him with it. Maybe there was something worse than not being picked.
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The beeping awoke her from a dead sleep, but in her foggy state, Solara couldn’t tell where it was coming from. She scanned the darkness for the source of the awful sound until a pillow arched up from the bottom bunk and smacked her in the face.


“Turn off your band!” hissed one of her roommates.


Understanding dawned, and Solara tapped the Accept button on her bracelet. By now, she should be used to Doran’s constant requests. The sadistic jerk hadn’t allowed her a full night’s rest since they’d boarded the Zenith a month ago, so he wasn’t likely to start now.


“He’s ruining my sleep,” another roommate whispered. “Why does he keep torturing you?”


That was a good question.


Solara pulled on a pair of pants and thought about it. The obvious answer was his white-knuckled hold on a grudge from freshman year, the urge to put her back in “her place” after she’d won his father’s award. But aside from that, sometimes she wondered if Doran craved attention. He reminded her of a boy in the group home who used to pull her hair. When she’d complained to the nuns, they had brushed off her concerns, claiming that the boy liked her. But she didn’t enjoy having her hair pulled, so she’d put a stop to it by sinking her fist into the boy’s stomach.


Maybe that was what Doran needed.


After wrapping a blanket around her shoulders, she slipped quietly into the hallway and waited for the motion-sensor night-lights to activate. Soon a thin strip glowed in the middle of the floor. She knew from experience it would take 872 steps to reach Doran’s first-class suite from her position in the steerage class level, so she didn’t waste another moment getting there. The last time she’d waited too long to respond, he’d fallen asleep, only to summon her an hour later to pull a clean shirt from his walk-in closet. He hadn’t been kidding when he’d said he hated small spaces. It made her want to lock him inside a luggage trunk.


She knocked softly on his door. Most valets had key fob access programmed into their indenture bands, but of course Doran didn’t trust her enough for that.


Once the door slid into the wall, she stepped inside his suite and immediately stopped short to survey the damage. He’d hosted another party. The empty bottles littering the carpet made that clear. Someone had overturned the sofa and rearranged the furniture in what appeared to be a tic-tac-toe grid, and naturally she would have to clean it up. But that couldn’t be why he’d called her in the middle of the night.


Or could it?


She slid a glare toward his bedroom but refused to go in there. If the lingering scent of Miss DePaul’s perfume was any indication, he wasn’t alone.


“Did you need something?” Solara shouted.


Doran’s voice was sleep-roughened when he demanded, “Excuse me?”


She closed her eyes and drew a slow breath. “How may I assist you, Mr. Spaulding?”


“I’ve got insomnia,” he said. “So I might as well make use of it and get some work done for my internship. Come in here and take notes for me.”


Solara didn’t move.


It was one thing to fetch a T-shirt from his closet, but spending time with Doran inside his bedroom—in the middle of the night? Not for all the fuel in all the ore refineries in all four quadrants of the galaxy.


A rustling of blankets sounded from the other room, followed by a heavy sigh. “Stay there,” he grumbled. “I’ll get dressed and come to you. But for future reference, anyone who stinks like a toolshed is safe from my advances.”


Frowning, Solara lifted a lock of hair to her nose. She’d spent an hour touring the auxiliary engine room yesterday, but she didn’t smell like grease. At least, she didn’t think so.


He padded into the living room wearing a dark bathrobe that concealed everything but his bare feet. “Feel safer now?”


She answered, “Yes, Mr. Spaulding,” and meant it for once.


Doran turned an armchair upright and plopped into it, not bothering to create a seat for her. He flicked a wrist toward the opposite wall. “You’ll find a tablet on the desk. I assume you know how to transcribe, considering all the years the headmaster let you spend at my school.”


Jaw clenched, she nodded.


“I’ll dictate from my…” He trailed off as a trio of lines wrinkled his forehead. “Damn it. Where’s my data file?” Without giving her a chance to guess, he made a shooing motion with one hand. “I’ll have to find it. Wait in the hall. I don’t want you to see where I keep my valuables.”


Solara suppressed an eye roll. The only thing she wanted to do with his data file was soak it in hot sauce and shove it up his nose, but she obediently waited outside until he reopened the door. Then she powered on the tablet and opened a new document.


“I’m ready,” she said.


But Doran had fallen silent. She glanced down and caught him staring at the felony tattoos on her knuckles, his face leaking color by the second. The whites of his eyes kept growing until he looked like he’d seen a demon, and Solara half expected him to retreat to his bedroom and pull the covers over his head. She cursed herself for leaving her room with naked hands. She should have remembered to put on her gloves.


“You didn’t have those when you were at my academy,” he said, tugging absently at his earlobe. “I would have noticed.”


“No.” Her first instinct was to look at her knuckles, but she fought it. She didn’t want to see them. “They’re fresh. Only a few months old.”


Doran swallowed hard, his gaze never leaving her hands. She found it odd that he hadn’t laughed at her yet, not that she was complaining. “That’s why you didn’t graduate. You were expelled.”


“I still graduated,” she said. “Just not from the academy.”


“What did you do?”


The question made her shoulders go tense. It always did. She knew she could give him the easy answer—she’d been caught stealing. But that wasn’t the half of it. As the nuns always said, the devil was in the details. It was the details that shamed her beyond any punishment a judge could hand down. The details hurt like a slash to the heart, and she would die a thousand deaths before sharing them with Doran.


“I don’t remember,” she told him.


“You’re a liar.”


“Yes, Mr. Spaulding.”


“You have to tell me,” he insisted. “It’s my right as your employer.”


No, it wasn’t. She knew the law. “I made a mistake and I learned from it. I didn’t hurt anyone. That’s what matters.”


“How do I know you’re telling the truth?” he asked, and swallowed hard enough to shift his Adam’s apple. He almost seemed afraid of her, which couldn’t be right. Nothing scared the Great Doran Spaulding, except closets and possibly the absence of mirrors. “We’ve already established that you’re a liar.”


Solara didn’t want to play this game anymore. She would clean Doran’s suite and fetch his slippers, but she wouldn’t give him a piece of her soul. “If you trust me enough to let me in here, you must know I’m not a threat to you.”


“You’re not going to tell me?”


“I don’t like talking about it.”


“Fine, then.” He thrust a finger toward the door and ordered, “Get out.”


She drew her eyebrows together. Was he serious or just jerking her around? Sometimes it was hard to tell. “But what about the—”


“I don’t want your help,” he said. “Be at Miss DePaul’s suite before breakfast to tend to that thing she calls a dog. Aside from that, I don’t care what you do.”


Then he stood from his chair and turned off the light in a clear dismissal.


Solara blinked a few times before setting down the tablet and backing out of the room. She returned to her bunk expecting another summons, but she slept undisturbed until the morning alarm rang.
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The next day, she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong, a sort of prickly sensation in her stomach that lingered throughout her morning routine. There was no logical reason for it. The ship traveled smooth and steady, only two hours from the next refueling post. Her roommates smiled and gossiped about their onboard crushes while braiding one another’s hair. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary.


It wasn’t until she reached Miss DePaul’s suite that Solara realized the cause for her unease. Her wristband had remained silent for too long. Doran hadn’t demanded predawn breakfast in bed. He hadn’t ordered her to warm his bath towels or set the telescreen to his favorite news program. He hadn’t even asked her to pull an outfit from his closet.


That definitely wasn’t normal.


She knocked on Miss DePaul’s door and tried to ignore the worries nibbling at the edge of her mind. The girl answered wearing nothing but Doran’s T-shirt—Solara had laundered it enough times to know. After tucking a gleaming pink lock behind one ear, Miss DePaul hitched a thumb over her shoulder.


“Baby had an accident on the carpet last night. Take care of it before you walk her.” She sniffed a laugh and added, “You can’t miss it. Look for a reeking pile the exact shade of your hair. I’ll be in the shower, so lock the door when you leave.”


In that moment, Solara decided to “forget” locking, or even closing, the door. She cleaned up after the dog, then tucked it gently beneath one arm and carried it to the mezzanine, where passengers brought their animals to exercise. By the time she finished six laps around the artificial park and returned the dog to Miss DePaul, the Zenith had stopped to refuel and Doran finally sent instructions to meet him outside the auxiliary engine room.


An odd request, but Solara knew better than to question it.


When she slid open the door to the utility hallway, a chill of foreboding prickled her skin into goose bumps. The passage was empty and cool, illuminated by flickering overhead lights that cast menacing shadows on the floor. All engines had shut down, and without the rhythmic hum, an eerie silence hung in the air. She heard only the creak of her new boots as she strode toward the stairwell to Doran’s meeting place. She saw him in the distance, but he kept his back to her while she climbed the steely stairs. Even when she joined him on the upper platform, he didn’t turn to face her.


Instinct told her to retreat—something wasn’t right—but she crossed both arms over her chest and asked in her sweetest voice, “How can I assist you, Mr. Spaulding?”


He turned and favored her with a glance as cold and empty as their surroundings. Wordlessly, he swept a hand toward the service door at the hull of the ship.


At first Solara didn’t understand. She gazed through the porthole at the outpost station to watch attendants pump fuel into the ship’s massive holding tanks. But then her gaze drifted downward, and she spotted her trunk on the floor. There was no mistaking the government-standard stenciling on the lid: BROOKS, SOLARA. CHARITABLE INSTITUTE #22573.


She was still staring at her luggage when she asked, “What’s this?”


“This,” he told her, “is where you get off.”


She whipped her gaze to his. “You can’t be serious.”


“Have you ever known me to enjoy a joke?”


“But this is an outpost. There’s nothing here. That’s why everyone’s staying on board.”


His casual shrug said that wasn’t his problem. “There are other ships. If you’re lucky, maybe someone less discriminating than me will hire you.”


Solara’s mouth went dry. Would he really leave her stranded at an outpost without a single credit to her name? Surely he knew what awaited her out there. She had never traveled beyond Earth before, but she’d heard stories of what girls like her had to do in these situations. She would be at the mercy of every lonely ship hand and oily smuggler who passed through this hub.


Maybe Doran was only trying to scare her.


“This isn’t funny,” she said in a small voice.


“Who’s laughing?” he asked. “By the way, you can keep the boots and clothes I bought for you. They’re of no use to me.”


She searched his face for a glimpse of kindness, the barest spark of compassion, finding none. As awful as Doran’s constant insults were, she’d never believed him capable of this kind of cruelty. She still didn’t want to believe it. “You’re really going to do this?” she asked. “Leave me here with nowhere to go?”


By way of answer, he brushed past her toward the stairs.


“Damn it, Doran!” she yelled, enjoying a morsel of satisfaction when the echo made him flinch. “We have a contract!”


He spun on her from his place at the top step. “And I warned you what would happen if you disappointed me.”


Disappointed him?


The accusation was so ridiculous that it stole Solara’s voice. She’d done everything he had asked of her, completed each demeaning task without once complaining. How dare he accuse her of failing to honor her side of the bargain?


Her vision tunneled, and she thrust a finger at him. “I came to your suite in the middle of the night to bring you a glass of water when you were too lazy to walk to the bathroom. I cleaned your girlfriend’s vomit off the sofa cushions.” Solara’s voice raised a pitch. “For God’s sake, I even fetched her panties when you two left them in the elevator! I wanted to amputate my own hand after that!”


Doran’s cheeks flushed bright pink, but he kept his tone cool. “I don’t tolerate liars.”


“Liars,” she repeated, finally understanding the real issue. She’d refused to share the details of her conviction with him. Well, that wasn’t going to change. She ripped off one glove and held her knuckles in his face. “So this is what it’s about? You want to know what I did to earn my ink?”


His blue eyes narrowed. “I can’t promise I’ll reconsider my decision.”


“That’s okay. I want you to know.” She gripped the stair rails and leaned down until she was close enough to smell his musky cologne. “I killed my last boss—buried a wrench in his brain when he tried to fire me.”


Doran took one step backward down the stairs, then another.


“But the judge had mercy,” she said, holding his gaze as she followed him down the steps. “Because my boss was just like you…a total waste of flesh.”


“I don’t believe you.” But Doran’s trembling voice contradicted his words.


“That I killed someone?” she asked. “Or that you’re a waste of flesh? Because one of those statements is true.”


He glared at her. “While you’re hustling a ride to the outer realm, I’ll be sipping champagne in bed with my girlfriend. Who’s the real failure here?”


“You are,” Solara said. “No doubt about it.” An odd sense of calm settled over her, steadying her pulse and slowing her breath. It felt good to speak her mind, even if each word was a nail in her coffin. “I might have dirt under my fingernails and tattoos across my knuckles,” she told him, “but I can fix that with a hot bath and a visit to the flesh forger. You’re dirty in a place that can’t be washed. You’ll never change, and you’ll never make a difference. When you die, no one will miss you, because your life won’t matter.” She followed him down the stairs until they stood nose-to-nose at the base. “You don’t matter.”


If she didn’t know better, she’d think her words had stung him. “Don’t pretend you’re better than me,” he whispered. “By the time you afford your first bolt bucket, I’ll control all the fuel in the galaxy. The Solar League would collapse without Spaulding, and they know it. If you hadn’t been expelled, you would’ve seen the League president at graduation—to congratulate me.”


She shook her head. “You still don’t get it.”


“You’re the one who’s deluded.”


“You know what? I’m glad you dropped me here.” She jabbed a finger toward his forehead to punctuate her final words. “You’re not worth my time.”


Lurching back to avoid her touch, Doran pointed at the top of the stairs. “Don’t let me stop you. Your passage here is unpaid. I’d hate to see you arrested as a stowaway.”


But despite her bold words, Solara didn’t budge.


Couldn’t budge.


Beads of sweat formed along her upper lip, because once she left the safety of this transport, there was no turning back. She would never survive out there. And if she stayed on board the Zenith and the crew caught her, they would show no leniency. Not with her conviction so fresh. They’d send her to one of the prison colonies, where she would spend the rest of her life mining the fuel ore that made Doran so rich.


No.


She couldn’t lose her freedom over him. There had to be another way.


“Better hurry,” he said with a smug smile. “I’ve traveled on plenty of vessels like this, and they don’t take all day to refuel.”


While he gloated, Solara scanned the engine room for anything she could smuggle out and barter for passage on another ship. She spotted an upgraded gravity drive, but without the tools to remove it, the device was useless to her.


Think harder, she told herself. There’s always unexpected currency to find.


Then her gaze landed on Doran’s indenture band, the one that joined them as master and servant, and the solution hit like a lightning bolt to the head. That bracelet was the most valuable hunk of metal on board, because he’d linked it to his credit account. And Doran’s credit was limitless. Just last week, he’d gambled away a lifetime’s fortune in the casino as if it were spare tokens he’d found in a jar. If she overpowered him and took his bracelet, she could use his money to hire a private ship.


Solara chewed the inside of her cheek and sized him up—six feet, two inches of lean, sculpted muscle. His bulk came from a gym, not a worksite, but that wouldn’t make him any less strong. Overpowering him was out of the question.


“What’s the matter?” he taunted, leaning against the stair rail with one booted foot crossed over the other. “Afraid you’ll miss me?”


She sneered at him. “The only thing I’ll miss is the chance to flush you out the waste port.”


He laughed. “You’re not very nice for a girl raised by nuns.”


Solara was about to retort, Maybe they weren’t nice nuns, when she remembered Sister Agnes’s parting gift—the tiny weapon tucked inside her pocket.


She drew a hopeful breath.


The stunner dispensed a fast-absorbing liquid drug with enough neuro-inhibitors to drop a mule. One touch to Doran’s skin and he’d be out cold in seconds. Better yet, when he came to, he’d have a nasty hangover and wouldn’t remember his own name. That meant he couldn’t tell anyone she’d stolen his band, at least not for a day or two, which was more than enough time to put a few solar systems between them.


Solara reached into her pocket and closed her fingers around the stunner while trying to ignore the sudden guilt tugging at her stomach. This didn’t make her a bad person. Doran had left her with no other options—it was life or death. Besides, the toxins wouldn’t hurt him.


At least not permanently.


She reminded herself of that as she positioned the button inside her palm and flicked the tiny activation switch. “I’d better go,” she said.


Doran nodded. “And soon.”


“Thank you for taking me this far. And for the new clothes.”


“Don’t forget the boots.”


“And the boots,” she agreed while extending her hand to him. “No hard feelings?”


The peace offering must have surprised him, because his eyebrows twitched. But even after he recovered, he made no move to touch her. He only stood there and tugged at his earlobe while refusing to look her in the eyes. It seemed the Great Doran Spaulding was too good to shake hands with her.


Solara solved that problem by grabbing his wrist.


There was just enough time for confusion to register on his face before his body collapsed to the floor, landing with a clang. Solara dropped to her knees and immediately started working the bracelet over his hand. As soon as she slipped it free, she shoved the band around her wrist and made for the stairs. She was halfway to the exit before she realized a snag in her plan.


The bracelet couldn’t be used without identity verification, which meant she would need his handprint for the scanners at the retail center.


“Oh no,” she whispered, and whirled around to face his sprawling body. If she wanted Doran’s credits, she would have to take him with her into the outpost.


Just how was she supposed to do that?
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He awoke to searing pain.


His body throbbed in places he hadn’t known existed. Even his teeth had a vicious heartbeat. But it was his skull that screamed the loudest. It felt like someone had peeled back his scalp and coated his brain with molten ore.


What the hell had he done to himself?


He opened his eyes a crack and immediately wished he hadn’t. The light was too bright, burning a path to the center of his aching head. Moaning, he clutched his temples while rolling onto his side. A sudden image flashed in his mind of being trapped inside a closet, but when he felt the surface beneath him, it was hard and frigid—metal, not carpet. A quick peek confirmed it. He exhaled in relief. He must’ve passed out and hit his head. That would explain the unholy pulsing between his ears.


“Hey,” whispered someone close behind him. “Are you all right?”


Was he all right? What kind of asinine question was that?


“Fan-damned-tastic,” he barked, wincing at his own shouts. He lowered his voice to a whisper. “What happened to me?”


Instead of receiving an answer, he felt delicate fingers probe his scalp. “It’s a good thing your head’s so hard,” the person said, and he realized for the first time that the speaker was a young woman. “Can you sit up?”


“I don’t know.”


“Let’s try,” she said. “I’ll give you a push.”


She cupped his shoulders and guided him into a sitting position, then helped him lean back against what felt like a metal rail. His head pounded at the change in altitude, but the rest of him didn’t object.


“Better?” she asked.


“Not really. I feel like my brain’s about to explode.”


“It’s no wonder,” she chided as if he’d done something wrong. “After all the Crystalline you drank last night, your liver’s probably begging for mercy, too.”


“Crystalline?” Was he drunk? He didn’t think so, but the waves of nausea roiling inside his stomach forced him to reconsider. “What are you talking about? What happened?”


She didn’t say anything for the longest time. When she finally answered, it was with a question of her own. “What’s the last thing you remember?”


The odd response made him wonder who he was talking to.


He squinted open his eyes to look at the woman, surprised to discover she was a girl about his age. She had a heart-shaped face with full lips pulled into a frown, and a nose that turned up slightly at the tip. He couldn’t tell whether her eyes were green or brown, but they were fringed with dark lashes that matched the color of the intricate braids encircling her head. She wore black pants and a fitted gray top, simple clothes but of seemingly high quality, and peeking out from above her shirt collar was a tiny pink birthmark in the shape of an S.


He knew that birthmark.


“Did you hear me?” she asked. “What do you remember?”


He tried thinking back but couldn’t focus over the pain. “I don’t know.”


“Let’s start with something easy,” she said. “How many fingers am I holding up?”


“One.”


“What’s two plus two?”


He shot her a glare. “I’m injured, not deficient.”


“Who’s president of the Solar League?”


“Haruto Takahashi. These are ridiculous questions.”


“What’s your name?”


He opened his mouth to respond, but nothing came out.


The answer was on the tip of his tongue, suspended barely beyond his reach. It was like trying to place an old friend he hadn’t seen in a while. The realization was there, but it hadn’t fully connected. It was probably one of those situations where the answer would come to him as soon as he quit trying to force it.


“I know my name,” he insisted. “I just can’t think of it right now.”


She wrinkled her forehead and studied him. “What’s my name?”


This time he didn’t have the foggiest idea. His instincts told him they knew each other, but not very well. Otherwise her name would be on the tip of his tongue, too.


“Remind me,” he said. “How do we know each other?”


Of course she didn’t answer him. He was beginning to think she was doing that on purpose. While she crouched there in silence, he scanned her for clues.


She wore a fingerless glove on one hand and cradled the other against her chest. Something about her glove plucked at his senses, a warning of sorts, but the memory wouldn’t come. A simple bracelet encircled her wrist, thin and metallic with an M-shaped barcode etched onto the surface. He recognized it at once. The M stood for “master.” That meant she had an indentured servant. But people only wore those bands while traveling. He glanced around the room, taking in metal walls and a staircase leading to a small platform and an exterior door.


“Are we on a ship?” he asked.


The girl laughed at him. “You drank more than I thought.”


“It was your bracelet that clued me in.”


She nodded at his hand. “You have the other one.”


When he glanced down and noticed the matching S band, all the pieces clicked into place. “Do I work for you?” he asked, but the words felt wrong when he spoke them aloud. “No, that can’t be right.”


“Yes, it can,” she said. “And I have the contract to prove it.” She gave a scolding shake of her head. “You really do need to lay off the bottle before you kill your last few remaining brain cells.”


He scowled at her. “Why would I indenture myself to you?”


“For a free vacation,” she said with a shrug. “My father doesn’t like me traveling alone, so he hired you to take me to the Obsidian Beaches. You said you’ve always wanted to go but couldn’t afford the fare. It was a perfect match.” She pointed at the platform above them. “In fact, we were on our way to catch our connecting ship when you got dizzy and fell down the stairs.”


The Obsidian Beaches.


He hated to admit it, but her story sounded familiar. He recalled feeling excited to visit the beaches. Everything else was a blur, but at least his memory had begun to return. Just as he’d predicted, full realization would come as soon as he quit trying to force it. However, this didn’t mean he was anyone’s servant. He couldn’t picture himself hauling this girl’s baggage or braiding her hair. Assuming he knew how to braid hair.


“I want to see the contract,” he told her.


“You can’t,” she said. “It’s with my luggage on the next ship. Like we should be.”


“But why did you hire me to travel with you? Why not take your friends?”


“My father thinks they’re a bad influence,” she whispered behind her hand. “He was afraid I’d have too much fun and come home with no tan lines.” She laughed without humor. “So he chose you to keep me on the straight and narrow. You’re doing an interesting job so far.”


He studied the girl and tried to pinpoint the reason for his hesitation. Everything she said made sense, and yet…


“Listen,” she told him. “I know you’re hungover, but we’re going to miss our connecting ship if we don’t hurry. This outpost is kind of scary.” She shrugged. “For you, anyway. With a pretty face like yours, the ship hands won’t look twice in my direction.”


That made him chuckle, but not for long. The added movement hurt too much.


“So are you coming?” she asked. “If not, I hope you have enough credits to cover your fare, because I only paid your way to this stop.”


Did he have enough credits to buy a ticket? He had no idea.


“They arrest stowaways,” she added with a raised brow. “Just so you know.”


He glanced at his indenture band and wondered if he was being paranoid. All the evidence confirmed what the girl had told him, and he really did want to visit the Obsidian Beaches. Looking at the girl, he figured she didn’t weigh more than a sack of potatoes. Even if she was lying, how much harm could she possibly do?


“All right,” he decided. “But I still want to see the contract.”


“You will, once we’re settled in. Can you walk?”


He moved his legs in a brief inventory. They were wobbly but usable. “I might need some help.”


She slung his arm around her neck, and together, they hauled him upright. His brain spun a rotation inside his skull. “Steady, there,” she said while leading him toward the stairs. “If you throw up on me, I’m adding another week to your service.”


“That’s a joke, right?”


“Let’s not find out.”


Once they’d made their way up the stairs, she stopped to retrieve a glove, then kicked aside a discarded luggage trunk and keyed open the exterior door. A burst of canned oxygen washed over him, followed by piercing, artificial light. Right before they stepped out of the ship, he stopped her.


“Wait,” he said. “Remind me what my name is.”


“It’s Doran,” she told him. “Doran Zenith.”


“Doran,” he repeated. Yes, that felt right. “And who are you?”


She looked up at him with a smile so wide it drew out a dimple in her left cheek. Despite the drumming in his head, he couldn’t help smiling in return. The girl wasn’t beautiful, but she had an honest face, and he finally understood why he must’ve indentured himself to her.


“I’m Lara,” she said. “But you can call me Miss Brooks.”
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As Solara guided her new servant across the outpost floor, she couldn’t decide if she was a genius or a fool. Taking Doran’s money was a no-brainer. Once she’d hired a ship and reached the outer realm, the Enforcers couldn’t touch her. Their jurisdiction didn’t extend to the fringe settlements, and as a matter of policy, the settlers didn’t extradite.


Everyone knew that.


Taking Doran along for the ride, however, wasn’t one of her better ideas. At some point, his memory would return, and she couldn’t keep stunning him forever. Her device had only one use left, two at most. Maybe she should ditch him here after she withdrew his credits. That was the smart thing to do.


“I was thinking,” she said. “Let’s see if we can get you wait-listed for a ship back to Earth. You shouldn’t continue on like this.”


“What?” His eyes went round. “No!”


“I’ll pay for your ticket.”


“You can’t leave me here!”


“Oh, come on. It’s not that dangerous.”


He cast her a skeptical glance. “What about my ‘pretty face’ drawing in all the ship hands?”


“Just strike up a conversation with them,” she said. “You’re a lot less attractive once you open your mouth.”


“Very funny.” His muscles tensed as a hulking man with a long, jagged scar where his left eye belonged passed by. “I need to get to the Obsidian Beaches,” Doran said. “There’s something important I have to do there.”


“Like what?”


“I don’t know,” he admitted. “But I remembered it’s the whole reason I came on this trip. Whatever it is, it’s urgent. You have to take me with you.”


She stalled and tried to think of an excuse to send him home.


“Let me rephrase,” he added, sharper than barbed steel. “I’m coming with you.”


“Excuse me?” Solara came to a sudden stop, forcing him to do the same. “You’ll go wherever I send you.”


“I’m not—”


“Don’t interrupt.”


He sealed his lips shut.


“Our relationship is simple,” she told him. “I say ‘Jump,’ and you say ‘Through which window, Miss Brooks?’ You don’t make demands of me. Are we clear?”


Instead of answering, he cringed and used his free hand to grip his temples. Solara decided not to press the issue, because it wasn’t any fun taking Doran down a peg when he was in so much pain. But that didn’t mean she would let him order her around. She was the master now…for as long as this farce lasted.


Once the tightness faded from Doran’s mouth, he gave a slow nod.


Solara was about to tell him not to let it happen again when he loosened his grip around her shoulder and whispered, “Please.” He swallowed hard and begged with those big blue eyes. “Please don’t leave me here.”


All the air trickled out of her lungs.


“Take me to the beaches,” he said, blinking down at her. “I won’t cause any trouble.”


How did he do that?


A minute ago she wanted to break his jaw, and now she had to fight the urge to pat him on the head and give him a cookie. That had to be some kind of superpower. She finally understood how he got everything he wanted in life.


Maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea to bring him along. The outpost wasn’t the safest place to strand someone with neuro-poisoning, and if she sent him back to the Zenith, the crew would find out what she’d done. Plus, traveling with Doran would allow her more access to his credit in case of an emergency. As an added bonus, she’d get to make him polish her boots and wash her socks—maybe wake him up in the middle of the night to fetch her a glass of water, too.


She smiled just thinking about it.


“All right,” she said, figuring she’d already dug herself a deep-enough hole, so she might as well keep on digging. What was one more felony? Doran’s memory wouldn’t return for at least another day. She could always ditch him then, or stun him again. “We’ll go together.”


“Thanks.”


“Don’t mention it. I’m sure you’ll make it up to me.” She hid a grin and paused to take in her surroundings.


Thanks to movie nights at the group home, she knew that each space station was modeled the same. Along the perimeter, narrow corridors led to the ships docked outside. If the doorway glowed green, it meant a vessel was available for hire. A glance around the hub showed only three green doors, fewer than she had hoped but better than none. The center of the outpost was a wide floor dotted with freestanding vendor booths, an open setup that made it easier for security to keep watch from their platform overhead. Only two structures in the outpost offered the concealment of four walls and a roof: the automated mall, where valuable commodities were kept, and the bordello, where she probably would’ve ended up if Doran had succeeded in abandoning her.


Solara slid a glare at him.


Suddenly she didn’t feel so guilty about spending his money. But first she had to gain entry to the automated mall. No one was allowed inside until proving they had credits to use, which she could only do by scanning Doran’s bracelet along with his handprint. After that, she’d be free to buy whatever she needed without scanning him again.


“I want you to come with me to the auto mall,” she told him. “There’s probably a med-pod in there. We’ll buy something to settle your stomach before we board the ship.”


He answered with a nod, and she tightened her hold around his waist while they crossed the floor. To avoid drawing attention, she kept her stride casual and leaned into Doran’s body as if she couldn’t get enough of him. She hoped they looked like a couple, as much as that made her want to retch.


When they reached the auto mall, she placed his palm on the security pad and scanned her bracelet, thankful he was too woozy to notice. Then the doors parted, and she led the way into the market of her dreams.


She’d never seen the inside of an auto mall—or any mall for that matter—but she imagined this was what heaven looked like. Rows of luxuries spread out before her: delicate candies, silken robes, insulated spacesuits, medicines, tools, and even Spaulding fuel chips. She’d hoped to find the chips here, because those slow-burning ore coins were the most useful currency in the galaxy. She was going to buy as many as she could carry.


After she peeled Doran off her.


She helped him to the medical pod in the far corner, a computerized chair behind a thin metal screen that offered patients the illusion of privacy. He lowered to the seat, and she strapped a belt around his chest and lap, making sure to position the buckles behind the seat, where he couldn’t reach them. If his memory returned, at least he’d be trapped here for a while. Attached to the chair was a small screen that read, TOUCH HERE TO BEGIN TREATMENT.


“Let’s see,” she said, scrolling through the medicinal offerings. “Custom-made tonics.” She tapped the corresponding button and asked Doran to describe his symptoms. As he spoke, she clicked HEADACHE, NAUSEA, and DIZZINESS.


A computerized voice droned, “Please provide one hundred credits.”


Doran looked at his wristband. “Do I have that much?”


“Probably not.” Solara lightly patted his cheek while scanning her bracelet. “But lucky for you, I take care of my employees.” When the pod dispensed a cup of clear, fizzy liquid, she chirped, “Bottoms up.”


She stepped out from behind the screen and headed straight for the fuel chips. It wouldn’t take long for Doran to finish his seltzer, and then they needed to go. Each second they spent here was a risk.


She bought the sturdiest shoulder bag she could find and told the computer to fill it with chips. As she watched the tiny coins drop into the sack, an idea came to mind. She fed the machine a leather cord and instructed it to punch a hole in a set of chips to string a necklace for her to wear. She’d seen traders do the same—it kept their currency close.


While her fuel order was being filled, she wandered the aisles and purchased a practical wardrobe and enough boots to last five years. She guessed Doran’s size and ordered a set of generic coveralls for him, the kind she’d worn at the group home. It put a bounce in her step to imagine how he’d look as a ward of the diocese.


Next she loaded up on standard medications like pain relievers and antibiotics. She’d heard those were hard to find in the outer realm. After buying a precision tool kit and a set of toiletries, she was ready to have her order boxed. But then a twinkle of light caught her eye, and she saw something that sucked the air from her chest.


It was a dress. No, not a dress—a gown fit for an empress.


Made from the most opulent fabric she’d ever seen, it hugged the mannequin’s curves to the waist and flared out to the floor, shimmering like a million dying stars. The effect was mesmerizing. She couldn’t identify the dress’s color. It was simply made of brilliance.


Solara knew she’d never wear anything so lavish. A gown like that was for people with more money than IQ points. But that didn’t stop her from drifting forward and allowing the computer to take her measurements. A moment later, the screen showed her size in stock and offered the dress for five thousand credits.


She gulped and scanned her bracelet.


TRANSACTION APPROVED.


“Thanks, Doran,” she whispered. “You shouldn’t have.”


A shaky laugh escaped her lips. She’d better wrap it up before she completely lost her mind. She returned to the med pod, where Doran pounded a fist against his chest and released a belch.


“Better?” she asked him.


When he glanced over his shoulder, she noticed a difference in him right away. His brow was smooth and his eyes were clear of pain. “Much.”
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