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      “Gando?”

      Gando turned to the approaching prince. The boy closed in at a jog. His enormous feet slapped against the hallway’s hard black floor. He waved his long arms in the air as if he were trying to swat the birds overhead, despite them being several metres above him. The multicoloured creatures danced and dived, locked in their own social dynamics that had nothing to do with the palace beings below.

      From the way he approached, it was as if the kid thought Gando couldn’t see him. But he could hardly miss the galloping royal. Enlivened with the exuberance of youth, and still only fifteen years old, he already stood taller than his mum. He’d easily pass as a fully grown adult. If he didn’t know him, the pace at which he approached might have encouraged Gando to go for his weapon.

      The boy’s beaming smile split his cerise face. He fixed Gando with wide, white eyes. His personal drone flew above him, always focused on the adolescent, ready to sound every alarm in the vast palace at even the slightest hint of danger.

      Gando had left Sally’s court with not even a spark of hope in his soul. Yet, upon seeing the boy, he couldn’t help but smile. His visor hid his face, but the boy knew him well enough. Read the tells. Smiled back. “Caspint, are you okay? It’s late.”

      “I knew you were coming back and wanted to catch you.”

      “You saw what happened in the city today?”

      The boy’s smile fell. He drew air in through his clenched teeth. “Yeah.” The boy scratched his face. “It looked grim.”

      “It was. Nasty stuff. But”—Gando snapped his head to one side—“that’s not why you’re here, is it? You have something to tell me?”

      With his hands behind his back, the boy shuffled where he stood. A water fountain on their right trickled and splashed. The birds sang their harmonised chorus. “You have much more important things on your mind.”

      “What you have to say is always important to me.” He grabbed one of the boy’s large pink hands. Waited for him to lift his head. “I want to hear it.”

      One side of his mouth lifted with the twitch of a grin. “I beat Wildo today.”

      “Sword Master Wildo?”

      The boy stood a little taller. “The one and only.”

      “No one beats Wildo. Practice or not.”

      “That’s what he said.”

      “You must be developing into quite the swordsman.”

      “He said that too.”

      “High praise from him.” A pair of guards passed. Like Caspint, they didn’t need a HUD to identify Gando. To see the star on the side of his helmet that marked him as one of the Queen’s Guard. Maybe they even recognised him as the head guard. They nodded. The respect someone of his position had earned, and were he not in the prince’s company, maybe they would have saluted. Instead, they saved that mark of respect for their future leader.

      Caspint, still giddy from his latest victory, beamed at the guards and saluted back. The attention still excited him. Free of responsibility as he was. But at some future point, he’d take his mother’s place. His excitement would drain from him as it had from her. Would get crushed beneath the burden of responsibility. Had the boy not served as a permanent reminder of the woman his mother once was, Gando might have long forgotten his childhood friend. The girl with whom he held hands as they ran through the palace. His partner in crime when they played tricks on the guards. The one he stayed up late into the night with, filled with hope as they discussed their potential futures. As they made the world better in their dreams. But time as Karaquin’s ruler had made her stoic and had stolen her smile. She had one for show, but the fires of joy that had once burned in her eyes were all but extinguished. The optimism had faded. How else could the girl he’d known sanction the new oppressive regime? The job had changed her, and it would change her son when his time came. Heavy is the head …

      A separate drone to the one watching the prince passed. It projected footage of the same beings Gando had seen on his way to the prison. A reminder they’d yet to be caught. The small being with glasses. His heart beat a little faster at the human’s image. Every time one turned to crime, it further damaged his species’ already devastated reputation. Let alone one being among the most wanted beings in the galaxy. A small furball. A tall being in a cap. A short, squat, angry being with sharp teeth and tight lips. And the nightmare of a monster. He shuddered at the beast’s image. “They must have plenty of credits to offer such a large bounty.”

      “The Ringdell Group?”

      “Yeah.” Gando leaned closer to the prince. His drone lifted a little higher as if it didn’t trust his actions. “Have you heard of them before?”

      Caspint shook his head. “Never. And I’ve not heard talk of them at the various functions Mum makes me attend. But maybe they’re not wealthy.”

      “Then how do they find the credits for such a large bounty?”

      “Maybe the crimes of those five are so heinous they’re prepared to go bankrupt to bring them to justice. Maybe they have the backing of all the people that little group of misfits have wronged.”

      “I wonder what they’ve done.”

      Caspint folded his arms. He waited for Gando to look at him. “What’s up?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Come on, Gando. I know you well enough by now. You have something on your mind. What is it?”

      “I’m sorry. I do care about you beating Sword Master Wildo.”

      “And I appreciate it. I know you care; that’s never in doubt. But that’s not what I asked. What’s going on with you? There’s something you’re not telling me.”

      And what could he say to that? He was worried his mother was about to commit to a future that could destroy everything? That could see him becoming a leader to citizens who wanted his head on a spike? The boy didn’t need that weight of worry on his shoulders. Besides, to question the queen was treason. The woman on Karaquin’s throne wasn’t the girl he’d grown up with, regardless of their shared memories.

      Caspint leaned down to force eye contact. “I can’t imagine it was easy to witness what happened earlier.”

      A pause. A microsecond. Enough to consider bullshitting the prince. But the boy was smart. “I’ve always been honest with you.”

      “I believe it.”

      “The massacre was grim, but it’s a part of my duty. And I’ve grown used to such atrocities over the years. It’s an isolated event. We’ve dealt with it.”

      “That doesn’t make it any less traumatic.”

      “No.”

      “So what are you withholding? And don’t lie to me.”

      Tread carefully, Gando. “Let’s say you were asked to do something that you didn’t agree with and most certainly didn’t want to do. But you were duty bound to do it anyway.”

      The prince laughed.

      “That’s funny?”

      “I wish it were. You just described every day of my life.”

      Gando rolled his eyes. Not that the prince saw the gesture behind his visor. “Of course.”

      Caspint used his long fingers to list his duties. “Ceremonies, dinners, services. I even have to go to funerals for beings I’ve never met, and have to pretend to be upset.” He turned his long palms towards the high ceiling. “What’s all that about?”

      “That does sound awkward. How do you deal with it?”

      “I understand my role as the prince of Karaquin and suck it up.”

      “What if you thought you were being asked to do something that might cause harm?”

      “What’s Mum asked of you?”

      He’d said too much. Forgotten whom he was talking to. His stomach tightened with a shot of adrenaline. “You know what?” Gando gripped the prince’s arm. His personal drone darted closer. It hovered just a metre above them. Fixed them with its cold, glassy eye. It recorded everything. Just in case Gando needed reminding of the treasonous path along which he trod. “It doesn’t matter. Not really.”

      “It sounds like it does, but I understand. If it helps, Mum tells me sometimes that it’s not for us to question our duty. Sometimes, even when I can’t see the reason, given enough time I will. Sometimes it takes years for everything to play out. We just need to remember our loyalties.”

      And maybe the boy had a point. Like Smiss didn’t understand what it meant for the citizens to revolt, Gando had never seen a stricter approach to policing. What if it worked? What if it made Karaquin a safer place for everyone? What if it reduced crime? And the order had come from his queen. Unlike many leaders, she’d respected him enough to let him have an opinion. And she’d listened. What more could he ask? What more could he do? As head guard, his queen’s word was final.

      “And when all else failed, when I was younger and I’d kick off about whatever thing I had to do that day, whatever dignitary I had to entertain for dinner, she’d remind me of what we have.” Although Gando wore his helmet, the prince looked him straight in the eyes. “She’d show me our life of privilege. We could be starving on Karaquin’s streets. We could have loved ones who are poorly with no way of getting the medical care they so desperately require. And I know what Bree does with helping the citizens, but, as wonderful as she is⁠—”

      “And she is wonderful,” Gando said. He loved her with all his being, and he got to go back to her every night. The weight of his burden eased a little.

      “She can only see a finite number of beings. Our privilege means we’ll never have to play the lottery to see if we get medical attention. We have everything we could ever want. And we have the best head guard a city could hope for.” He cleared his throat and shuffled his massive feet. “And if you don’t mind me saying, the best dad a boy could want.”

      Gando gasped.

      “I mean it. You’re more of a father than my real dad’s ever been. Maybe he left because he couldn’t handle the responsibilities of palace life. Maybe his shoulders weren’t broad enough and his heart too small. But he left. You’ve always been here whenever I’ve needed you. You’ve borne the burden of head guard, and you’ve been a father to a lost boy⁠—”

      “Being a father figure is no burden. I love you like you’re my own.”

      The boy paused. “Being this close to the queen is a hard life to live. Sometimes you have to make choices for many beings that they wouldn’t make themselves because you see the bigger picture. You make decisions based on what’s in Karaquin’s best interest. Those decisions will always have winners and losers.” Caspint pressed his palm against Gando’s chest. “You have a big heart. I hope you find peace with whatever it is that bothers you. But, for what it’s worth, I understand the burden of duty. I know it weighs heavy. In my humble opinion, there’s no one better equipped to keep order on this planet than you.”

      “Thank you.” Gando pulled the boy close for a hug while the drone twitched above him. While the birds soared and dived. “Now go to bed, it’s getting late, and I’m sure you have duties tomorrow.”

      The boy rolled his eyes and laughed. “Breakfast with some prince I’ve never heard of from some planet I can’t even pronounce. I’ll just keep my mouth shut and eat my bodyweight in plunitoes.” He slapped the top of Gando’s arm, knocking him off balance. “See ya, Gando.”

      As the boy walked off, a wave of heat raced through the palace from where someone had opened an external door. Gando swallowed back the lump in his throat. It throttled his reply. Made it too quiet for the boy to hear. “See you, Caspint.”
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      Had someone told her the second she’d boarded the Xenuit that she’d get used to the smell, Sparks would have told them they were mad. But her olfactory sense became accustomed to the aromatic assault much more readily than her auditory sense adjusted to the wild clattering chaos assaulting her from all sides. As her experience of the ripe excremental stench paled, every crash, bang, and whinny wound her a little tighter. Every sharp clatter of steel drove needles into her ears. Pulled her shoulders up to her neck. Apparently, the opal bulls and fewe toils hated being in the stinking hangar more than Sparks, their distress in equal parts jarring, dysregulating, and heartbreaking.

      As isolated events, she could easily tolerate each distressed kick, wild whinny, or tortured bray. Their power to strip Sparks back to her very last nerve came partly from their frequency, but mostly from their utter unpredictability. They sabotaged her nervous system and built to a crescendo that shredded her being, left her trembling, and sent her pulse racing.

      The Xenuit’s engines quietened, and Sparks leaned against the cold steel wall beside the cargo hold’s small window. Zurus stretched away from them in a mess of lights. A packed city that bled neon like it had had its throat slit. The kind of place that when you visited, you never left. White spotlights shone into the sky as if searching for escapees. For the first time on their journey, the livestock grew stiller. They sensed the end of their ordeal. But not an end they’d have chosen. Sparks let some of her tension out with a hard sigh. She blinked to ease her stinging eyes from beholding the garish mess below. “Do you think it’s true?”

      Bags hung beneath Reyes’ bloodshot eyes. Tears she’d not cried and the bucketfuls she had. “Huh?” Hat, who’d remained in her backpack the entire time, looked over her shoulder.

      “Life expectancy. That it’s just seventeen minutes for tourists?”

      Reyes leaned against the wall on the other side of the window. Withdrawn as she’d been, she looked out as if she’d only just realised they were coming in to land. But what could Sparks do for her? Nothing would bring the girls back.

      As they got lower, the sprawling, colourful mess gained definition. Bars, clubs, and massive warehouses. Streets packed with darting drones and stumbling pedestrians. Reyes squinted. Scanned the streets below. “Party cities are always dangerous. Beings get sensitive when they get too intoxicated. And by the looks of it, this place certainly has an active night life.”

      “It’s always night on Zurus.” Sparks jumped as an opal bull kicked their pen’s wall. The crash rattled through her. She held up her mini computer with trembling hands. “I couldn’t find much out about the place, but Huilt⁠—”

      “The neighbouring planet?”

      “Right. Huilt lies directly in the path between Zurus and their system’s sun. It means they only get one week of daylight per year.”

      “How do they not freeze to death?”

      “Huilt absorbs the sun’s heat and radiates it, which makes Zurus habitable.”

      “And how long is a year on Zurus?”

      “Seven hundred and ninety-two days.”

      Sparks knew Reyes well enough to see the question both form and dissipate before it passed her lips. They’d be lucky to survive eighteen minutes. There’s no chance they’d see the next week of sunlight. Especially since it wasn’t coming for another five hundred and eight days.

      The Xenuit lowered towards Zurus’ landing strip. The buildings had first gained definition, and now the beings on the streets became clearer. A wild mess of species. From tall to small. Bulky to slender. Bipedal, quadrupedal, octopedal. Hairy, bald, scaly. One glowed with bioluminescence and moved through the crowd like a spectre. Yet despite their differences, a hard frown united them all. As if Zurus’ negativity had poisoned them. It had seeped into their souls and taken root. Had ground them down. Had removed their hope. Her heart fluttered to look upon Reyes, her stare glazed as she stared out the window. Had they made the correct choice to come here? Greeta needed them, but she needed Reyes much more.

      Some of Zurus’ citizens pointed at the gigantic ship. Maybe they were waiting for their next delivery of fresh meat. Maybe they hoped, along with the livestock for their dinner plate, they’d be able to boost their wealth with stolen credits from the latest beings stupid enough to visit the rogue planet. Reyes frowned as they drew closer to the garish city. Its brilliant glare lit up the Xenuit’s hangar. “We can do better than seventeen minutes.”

      Steel crunched against concrete as the Xenuit touched down. The animals grew agitated with the landing. Several opal bulls kicked against their steel pens. The fewe toils whinnied.

      The cargo hold door released with a clack! Slowly opened with a low, rumbling whir that shook the steel floor and rattled every bone in Sparks’ body. The new sound challenged anything the livestock had managed until that point. A cool and fresh breeze swept through the stagnant space. It agitated the stench. Ripened the funk. Sparks drew in another deep breath. She blew out hard. They’d been existing on the shitty air for hours.

      After zipping up her backpack to keep Hat contained, Reyes followed Sparks to the opening. She copied her in dragging down her breather mask for anonymity, and drawing her weapon for protection.

      But instead of a welcoming party of rogues and cutthroats out to make a quick credit, the door opened onto an empty landing strip. A wide stretch of abandoned concrete. “Seventeen minutes.” Sparks showed Reyes her blaster as if to encourage her to keep her own raised. “Forget that and we’re dead.”

      Sparks aimed one way and the other, the opening door revealing more of Zurus’ spaceport. If it could even be called that.

      “Were you worried Costor had sold us out?”

      She gestured at Reyes’ blaster. “Were you?”

      “Of course. Dad always said expect the worst⁠—”

      “Hope for the best.”

      “Right.”

      Despite the urge to lower her weapon, Sparks kept it raised. “I was worried. But I would have been surprised if anyone was waiting. I trusted Costor.”

      “Of course you did. He was your number one fan.”

      “It wasn’t just about ego.”

      Reyes pinched a few centimetres of air. “But maybe a little?”

      “He seemed to have a good heart.”

      The back hatch crunched against the spaceport’s concrete. Sparks jumped and landed on the hard asphalt with a jolt. She jumped at Reyes’ hand on her back.

      “How are you doing?”

      “With my intuition?”

      “Yeah.”

      Sparks rubbed her brow. “The intrusions in a place like this are like having a buzzing hive inside my skull, but at least it’s playing a familiar tune. And at least we’re out of that damn hangar.”

      The question had sat on the tip of Sparks’ tongue since they’d left Sotov. But she couldn’t get it past her lips. What if coming to Zurus proved to be one trauma too many for Reyes? What if they not only went back to how things were on Acoolter, but if it got worse? Could they survive that again? But what would ignoring it do? She winced as she said it. “And you? How are you?”

      Reyes’ eyes glazed again. She blew out hard, which steamed up her breather mask. Her voice broke. “I miss them.” The cracks in the dam. At some point it would burst.

      Sparks took Reyes’ hands in hers. She leaned closer, and they touched foreheads. “Come on.” She dragged her away from the Xenuit. “We have to keep moving.” If only they could leave their trauma behind like they left the stinking ship. Were they doing the right thing in coming here? Greeta might need them, but what good would it do to find Greeta if in the process she lost Reyes? Again.
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      Zurus’ cold saturated Sparks’ very being. It lowered her body temperature by several degrees and gripped her heart in an icy fist. But the darkness also gave them shadows in which they could hide. And with a bounty like theirs, they could do with all the help they could get. Breather masks were a start. Deep shadows added another layer of protection.

      Sparks led the way from the landing strip, Reyes a step behind. They had just one destination … straight into the heart of Zurus’ busy nightlife. Get in. Find Greeta. Get out. If what Costor had said was true, for many beings, just visiting this place was enough to spell their demise. But Sparks and Reyes weren’t just any beings. They’d been to hell and back, and they still stood strong. She glanced at Reyes, who viewed the new world through a hollow stare. Well, they still stood at least. What if this trip pushed her over the edge? One trauma too many?

      The bars and clubs glowed as if they didn’t need a sun. Music swelled through the city, every venue riding the same bass-line thud as if the planet had a pulse. Intoxicated beings exited bars and clubs. They stumbled, tripped, fought, and vomited. Hedonism ramped up to eleven. They partied as if it were the last days of their wretched lives. Despite there being many species, they all wore the same hard scowl. As if misery were contagious.

      With the spaceport behind them, they reached a wide road, the only thing separating them from the city. Sparks turned to Reyes. “You thi⁠—”

      They ripped Sparks off her feet on their way past. They’d tossed a lasso made from thick synthetic rope from their moving hover-van. It tightened around her like a fist. Pinned her arms to her sides, and when it snapped taut, it turned her weightless. The small van moved so fast her surroundings became a garish blur.

      A wild being with massive hairy arms leaned from the van’s open side door. Wide eyes and a hard frown—the same jagged scowl she’d seen in the citizens leaving the bars when they’d come in to land—he grabbed the rope and, hand over hand, dragged her in.

      The wind in her ears, her hair flapping in her face, but at least Sparks’ breather mask kept her glasses secure.

      Sparks’ muscly abductor reached out, grabbed a handful of the back of her shirt, and pulled her into the van. He tossed her as if she weighed nothing. She hit the van’s inside wall hard. The impact forced out an animalistic grunt. He and his three mates stood over her. The fifth member of their crew drove the van. He sat on the other side of a locked door.

      A motley crew, each a different species, but like those on the streets, they each wore the same psychotic scowl. Their facial contortions painted jagged angles. They’d lived violent lives, their souls tainted by their ill intent. The inside of the van reeked of alcohol. It made Sparks’ head spin.

      The four flick-flacked between violence and exhaustion, between rage and despair. Their frowns seemed to cause them physical pain, while their deep stares spoke of souls tripping the dark fantastic. If they’d ever known compassion or empathy, it had long since left. The quartet was out to get theirs. On Zurus, the weak were a commodity. But if they thought they’d found someone ripe for exploiting, they had another think coming. They panted in heavy gasps. Thickened the alcoholic stench. “At least this place is sanitised, eh?”

      One of the four dropped from bipedal to quadrupedal. Fell forwards and planted their two massive fists. They swung toward her and kicked her so hard she hit the van’s side wall again. Another punched her, bouncing her head off the ribbed steel floor. The other two had a go. One kicked her to the other, who winded her with a boot to the stomach.

      She fought for breath, steaming up the inside of her visor. “You’re lucky my hands are tied.”

      The one who’d dragged her in, the apparent leader of the motley crew, kicked her again.

      She barked and gasped as she chased her breath. She vomited inside her mask and winced from the viscous splashback.

      The one who’d fallen onto their fists stood up again. Drew a las-blade, their weapon’s glow turning their already exaggerated glower even more jagged. “Give us everything you have, and we’ll make this painless.”

      Sparks vomited again and closed one eye from where she’d half-filled her mask. She faced the ceiling so she didn’t drown in her own sick. It ran back into her mouth as she said, “That was painless?”

      The one who’d reeled her in ripped her mask from her face. Covered himself in vomit. He yelled and threw it out of the back of the still-moving van.

      Maybe if they weren’t so drunk, they’d have recognised her. If they weren’t so intent on her destruction. So locked into their own rage. Possessed with violence. Infected with the same scowl as if they all shared the same disease. Maybe if one of them broke from the collective taint, they’d have realised the bounty on her head would make them all rich enough to get off the hellish planet. But their brows remained creased, their jaws tight. They swayed like seafarers on a tumultuous tide. Their leader undid her bonds. Tossed the ropes aside as if they’d wronged him. He slurred his words. “Now give us everything!”

      “Okay, okay.” The side door remained open, the world flashing past outside. Each garish building stabbed her with its digital fingerprint. Dazzled her like a neon camera flash. She had her mini computer in one pocket and a credit card loaded with thousands of credits in the other. She also had the flashbang. The small spherical device would light up the inside of the van like a sun.

      “Here!” She held out her mini computer.

      The one who’d dragged her in sneered. His cheeks lifted higher. Grew sharper. “What is it?”

      “A computer.”

      “You think I’m blind?”

      “I think you’re shit-faced. And if you already know what it is, then why ask?”

      “What I mean is, what makes it so valuable?”

      “If that’s what you mean, that’s what you should have asked.”

      “Remember who’s life’s in the balance here. And remember, while that might be valuable to you, we don’t give a fuck about sentiment.”

      “That surprises me. You all seem like such a compassionate bunch.”

      “Watch yourself, little one. Your behaviour suggests you think you’re in control.”

      She tutted and shoved her mini computer closer to the brute. “Here.”

      When he leaned closer, she sent an electric shock directly into his eyeballs. He screamed as they burst with two milky eruptions. Whilst wailing, he clapped his massive hands to his face. He still wore the same scowl. It fixed his features like a mask. Even when he screeched as Sparks grabbed the front of his shirt, dragged him towards the van’s open door, and shoved him out. The same frown when he hit the ground outside with the snap of bones. They moved so fast they were gone before he hit the ground for the second time.

      The abductors’ bleary eyes cleared as if their dawning recognition were as contagious as their vicious frowns. One of them, a quadrupedal reptile, muttered, “The bounty!”

      If only they’d realised it sooner. Sparks drew her blaster. Ripped off three shots. Scored three direct hits. One fell from the open door. Hit the ground like his mate. She kicked the other two, launching them out into the night. She sent the enlightened reptile out last.

      “Your boss asked what makes it so valuable?”

      The van driver squirmed in his seat. He must have realised the locked door between them wouldn’t be enough.

      Sparks plugged her computer into the port by the locking mechanism. The small red light turned green. She hit the button, and the door slid open. She shot the driver in the back of the head. Painted the cab and the inside of the windshield with their white blood. The van slowed from where their foot slid from the throttle. She dragged the small being from their seat and tossed them out with the others.
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        * * *

      

      “What the fuck, Sparks?” Reyes climbed into the cab beside her. She still wore her breather as she took in the mess. “What happened?”

      “They picked on the wrong being.”

      Reyes leaned closer to the windscreen to better see through the blood-coated glass. “We need to find somewhere we can relax.”

      “Relax might be a big ask in a place like this.”

      “Okay, well, somewhere we can hide while we formulate a plan.”

      “One of the hotels?”

      “Unless you have a better idea?”

      “No. I think you’re right. Wherever Greeta might be, we need to buy ourselves some time. And I’m guessing time is the last thing you get on Zurus’ streets.”

      Reyes leaned back in her seat and let out a hard sigh. “I just hope we find her soon. It already feels like we’ve been here too long.”
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