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Chapter One
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Titanium bit into my back, shivering cold through my clothes until my muscles ached. The ship must’ve inhaled deep space’s frigid temperature for an eternity. That, or the room I currently lay sprawled in held too many frightening memories for it to ever be warm again.

Not just my memories, but those that resided inside the minds of the hundreds of dead aliens who lurked inside me. Pushing against my skin. Waiting for me to let them out.

If only I knew how. 

I stared up at the walls and ceiling of the Vicious room on the Vicious spaceship, both of which had earned their name a hundred times over. My clasped hands rested on my stomach, still flat, but from the old medical texts in the infirmary, that would change in about a month or so. The life growing inside me while cocooned in so much ghostly death weighed heavily on my mind. I prayed to Feozva that the spirits inside me wouldn’t hurt her—I’d already decided my baby was a girl—whether intentionally or accidentally. They might do to her what they were doing to me—changing me trait by trait, scale by scale, into one of them. Not a ghost. But not quite human either.

“Absidy,” a low voice said from the doorway.

I dragged my gaze away from the walls and ceiling since that was where every answer I sought to find was written. Well, almost every answer. But no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t read more than just a few flashes of letters. When I stared at the Saelis writing straight on, it looked like claw marks scratching the passage of time in long, neat rows. It was more than that though. I just didn’t know what.

Pop stood in the doorway, his hand on the metal frame, his hesitation eating up the space between us. He was making himself look at me, what was left of his younger daughter, and I knew it hurt him to see me like this. But as hard as he tried not to let that show, acting as if my changed appearance didn’t matter, the truth was etched as deep as the lines on his face.

“Poh has found something she thinks you’ll want to see,” he said.

I hauled myself up into a sitting position, then propped my arm on the floor to push myself the rest of the way up. My long, yellowed claws scraped the titanium, the horrible screech dragging a shiver down my back. They needed another trim.

Pop stepped into the room and offered me a hand. “Any dizzy spells?”

Once I was on my feet, I shook my head. Since my sister, Ellison, had disappeared from our lives again, he’d taken on the role of Dr. Jones in an unofficial, fatherly sort of way. His was much less annoying, and despite the circumstances, more than a little thrilled about my pregnancy.

“How’s the morning sickness?” he asked.

I squeezed his hand, careful of my claws. “Geyser-filled.”

“Your mom had terrible morning sickness with you,” he said, leading me out of the Vicious room. “Even sounds set her off, especially the sound of my voice, she’d say. I’m about 66 percent sure she was joking.”

I chuckled, though I’d heard this story a hundred times before. Pop’s idea of doctoring me was to assure me I was normal when we both knew I was anything but. Still, it got him to talk about Mom, a topic he’d skated wide circles around since she’d died in a fire on the planet Wix. My memories of her were spotty but warm, and I always wondered what she’d be like if she were alive. What she might think of me now.

Inside the dining room, faint traces of grilled hapnea breasts still lingered from lunch, but the hard expression on Poh’s albino face rolled my stomach in a different direction than the smell. Something was wrong.

Twenty thousand things were wrong, and one of them compelled me to turn right, away from Poh. I wanted to tap an imperfection on the wall with my index finger, then one of Esmerelda the Space Vixen’s nipples on the torn poster, the crack between the double doors that led to the kitchen, the telecom. Tap, tap, tap, tap. Just like Doctor Daryl had before I summoned his ghost inside of me. But I willed the compulsion away.

If I ever laughed again, I was sure I would let out a nasally squeal like Nesbit, the ship’s old engineer, whose spirit was also inside me. I was hardly me anymore—a ghost magnet, fugitive, suspected murderer, and bioterrorist—both inside and out.

“What’s wrong?” I demanded, and it sounded like a mix of me and a Saelis hiss.

Crispin, a pilot we’d kidnapped and now didn’t know what to do with since he knew too much, winced from his spot at the table/gurney. He’d trimmed his scraggly beard and today wore his long, dark hair in a ponytail to better reveal the fading drug-filled haze from his brown eyes, which were almost always aimed at Poh.

She clenched her fangs together, the twin gray-scaled streaks cutting down the center of her white face wrinkling between her eyebrows. “I need to show you a video.” She pointed her Mind-I, a small black plastic device usually implanted inside people’s heads and caused more trouble than they were worth, at the wall behind her. 

Oh good. More videos. I’d starred in two of them myself that had gone viral just a month ago, one spun with lies and the other about my very real nightmare on this ship. The lies and the nightmares were far from over.

“This one doesn’t have you in it,” Pop said as if reading my mind. He guided me into a chair across from Crispin and sat next to me.

“This was taken at a hospital on Wix.” Poh shifted closer to the screen, her chunky ass-kicker boots squeaking on the titanium floor.

An overhead shot of a long hallway appeared on the wall behind her. People bustled about, some dressed in white doctor smocks like Ellison’s. Poh sped up the video until a large, dark frame blotted out half of the hospital shot. It lumbered up the hallway, and Poh paused the video and zoomed in.

“Who does that look like to you?” she asked, her yellow eyes sharp.

I squinted at the screen. The zooming feature had blurred the picture, but the movements had seemed familiar. The shot had paused when the person had glanced left, and most of the profile was visible. A stocking cap like Pop’s, black sunglasses, dark, puffy coat... I stood, blinking at the shape of the nose, the curve of the mouth and jaw.

“Captain Glenn,” I breathed.

Crispin glanced over at me. “Taken two days ago. See the time stamp in the corner?”

“Two...?” I asked, and my voice faded into Saelis gibberish I couldn’t understand. 

I blinked at Captain Glenn in the video. But he’d been missing for a month. Taken right off this ship, along with Ellison and Mase, my love, the father of my unborn daughter. Just...gone. Ellison’s boyfriend, Josh, had whisked everybody away during my and Poh’s kidnapping adventures on Ring Guild Station 144, and we’d had no idea where they’d gone when we came back to the ship. We’d guessed Josh had taken everyone back to the Black, the rogue planet hovering near Earth’s remains. Yet Captain Glenn wasn’t on the Black. According to the video, he was at a hospital on the planet Wix, which was less than a day from us.

I zipped my gaze to Poh. “Is”—I concentrated hard to get the words out—“anyone else with him? Ellison? Mase?”

She shook her head, her high, white-blonde ponytail snaking behind her. “Not them, no.”

I sank back into my seat. “Th-that’s where the captain’s family is. A hospital on Wix. We have to go there. We have to go find him and ask him what...what happened.”

Pop grasped my hand on the gurneytop. “Keep watching, Absidy.”

I briefly searched his face for a sign of what was to come and then, coming up short, trained my gaze on the screen again. Poh zoomed back out and resumed the video. Captain Glenn paused outside of a hospital room door and then pushed it open. Several moments later, another figure came out. Stocky, a trench coat swaying around heavy boots, a bald, alabaster head. He locked eyes with the camera, blue and cracked like starbursts, and smiled. 

Parker Donatrough, the drug baron who’d decided he loved Mase almost to death.

“If you ask me,” Poh said, “that’s a strange combination of characters in one hospital room.”

“No.” I stared down Parker on the screen and tried to explain why, but only nonsense words fell out. Squeezing my eyes shut briefly, I tried again. “The...baron offered to pay the captain’s family’s medical bills if he turned over Mase to him.” 

Right before all of them had vanished off this ship.

“The captain would do that?” Poh asked. 

It sure looked that way, but if I’d learned anything about videos lately, it was that they only told surface-level truth. There had to be more to this, although honestly, I wasn’t sure if I could blame Captain Glenn for putting his own family first. He lived and breathed only for them, but at the same time, he’d made Mase his daughter’s godfather. Mase was family to him, too. But if the captain had given up Mase to the baron, then Mase was in even more trouble. Parker was the source of Mase’s drug addiction, as in Parker was the drug himself. He produced She and He, electrical energies that when combined underneath the skin, produced an extreme high. 

And he was in love with Mase. I was a lot of things, but a man-sharer wasn’t one of them. Especially since Mase didn’t even know he was about to be a dad.

I turned to Crispin across the gurney. “Get— Get us in the air. We’re going to Wix.”

He flicked his gaze to Poh by the wall. “Okay, but then what? Waltz into the hospital and wait? We don’t even know when your captain will be there again.”

“Get us up,” I snapped.

“And just wait for him to show up? We’ve been waiting.” Crispin threw his hands in the air and sat back in his chair, his brown eyes ticking between Poh and me. “Meanwhile Saelises are out there somewhere counting down the seconds before they finish us off. It’s maddening, all this waiting.”

Poh sent him a death glare down her scaly nose. “Are you done freaking out, Crispy?”

“No.” He shook his head at the gurney. “Not even close.”

The room fell quiet, all of us probably thinking the same thing. Where were the Saelises? They’d beaten us to Ring Guild Station 144 to force their way through the rings to end the Black War—and end humans—once and for all. That had been a month ago, and then...nothing. We’d had our eyes and ears on high alert since we’d hunkered down on the edge of a forest on Mayvel, searching for our lost crew and any sign of the Saelises. The aliens had waited two hundred years after blowing up Earth; they could likely wait a little more, which trickled unease, thick as blood, down my back. The Saelises were cold, calculating, and ruthless as anything I’d ever seen. 

We were so screwed.

Pop put his hand on my back. “Are you sure about this? You want to go to the hospital?”

“Before you answer that, just know that this is most likely a trap.” Poh blanked the Mind-I screen and pocketed the small device. “It’s to lure you out and silence everything you know about the Saelises and the Black War.”

I shook my head with a frown. “What I know...isn’t going to matter when the Saelises get here.”

“Maybe not,” Poh said, “but if enough people start to believe you and mobilize off of Mayvel and Wix before the Saelises come... Well, there goes the Saelises’ plan to wipe out your entire species.”

“Boo-fucking-hoo for them,” Crispin muttered.

I leaned back, attempting to drill into Poh’s head with the force of my stare. “Parker and Captain Glenn at the hospital...was a Saelis idea? That’s what you’re saying?”

She shrugged, pulling one of her guns strapped to her waist free and checking to see it was still loaded. “Or someone controlled by the Saelises through a Mind-I. Someone had to know we’d be searching for the captain, and drawing you into a trap is exactly what I would do if I wanted to take you out.”

Spoken like an assassin once hired to kill me. Which she was, hired by the Saelises themselves. She didn’t, in case that wasn’t obvious. I’d like to think it was because of my winning personality, but it was more likely because I was pregnant. Hurting babies crossed the line with Poh, since the Ring Guild had murdered her young son and her husband. It might also have had something to do with her religious belief that I was...other. Based on my ghost magnet past, I was inclined to agree with her.

“S-step one of walking into a trap is knowing it’s a trap. Right?” I slapped my hand on the gurney with finality. “Let’s go.”

“Or...” Pop squeezed my hand, his gray eyes, so much like how mine used to be, searching my face.  “Just Poh could go. Let me be the voice of reason for a second, Abs, even though I can already see you’ve stopped listening to me. While I want to find the captain in the hope that he’ll lead us to your sister and the man who got you pregnant as much as anybody, you need to stop and think. You’re pregnant and you’re wanted by the police.”

“And the Ring Guild want you dead as well. You might even have another doppelganger the Saelises hired who wants to kill you too, so...” Poh snapped the magazine on her gun closed. “There’s that.”

Well, damn it, they both had points. “Yes. Okay. Everyone wants me dead. Everyone else thinks I’m a dangerous psychopath.”

Pop huffed an exasperated laugh and shook his head. “You’re not a psychopath.”

A stab of guilt hit me in the heart, sharp and painful. I was the reason Pop was here now instead of working as the engineer on the Nebulous, our old home and the passenger cruiser ship that circled Mayvel. When his bosses had found out everything I was accused of, they’d practically tripped over themselves in their hurry to find a reason to fire Pop. I didn’t know exactly what I could’ve done differently, but if it meant saving Pop’s job, the livelihood that had spoken to him since before I was alive, I would’ve done it. I would’ve done anything for him, just like I would Ellison and Mase. Even Captain Glenn. We’d been through too much together.

The double doors leading to the kitchen parted a fraction, as if caught in a wintry breeze laced with the earthy scent of river beans, and then flapped closed again. That was Randolph in there, head chef of the Vicious ship, and dead. Murdered by poison in an attempt to take out the entire crew.

Crispin glanced over his shoulder, his face paling, and then scooted closer to the gurney.

“Cool your jets, Tits,” Poh said to the swinging doors. That was her nickname for Randolph, and it made my back teeth crash together. “No one’s calling Absidy a psychopath, but she knows too much, which makes her a threat.” Her yellow eyes narrowed on me. “You will be until this is done, one way or another.”

“You said yourself I was destined to be a part of this war,” I said.

“Oh, I know.” Poh patted down the length of her titanium legs and the array of knives stored there as if checking to see they were still in place. Sometimes things on this ship had a bad habit of walking off by themselves. “I don’t want to go to the hospital alone, but even if I kept my three eyes on you, I think it would be too dangerous for you.”

I quirked an eyebrow. “Three?”

Crispin lifted his hand to his mouth and shook his head down at the gurney. “You don’t want to know.”

My eyes widened at Crispin, whose cheeks flamed bright red as he tucked his chin. Apparently there was some bodily exploration happening between the two of them, whether accidental or on purpose, and for the first time in weeks, my lips twitched into a smile. I’d noticed how he’d always follow Poh’s every move, how she’d go out of her way to make fun of him, even if it meant dropping her ferocious exterior for a moment. I liked both of them. I liked both of them together even better.

Poh grinned at him, baring most of her fangs. “Move your ass, Crispy. I reckon we’ve got a hospital to get to.”

Crispin nodded and rose from the gurney.

Pop turned to me and scratched his head through his knit cap. “If I had any other skills than ship engineering”—he glanced at Poh moving toward the hallway door—“like a former assassin, I would go with her.”

I shook my head. “If you were an engineer/assassin...I-I’m afraid you wouldn’t be my dad.”

“Maybe you’re right.” He pushed to his feet and settled his hand on my shoulder. “But you’ve been fighting all your life, Abs. You need a break. It’s high time someone else was the hero, so don’t feel bad that you’re not going.”

Before I could argue that he was my hero, he moved to follow Poh into the hallway. 

“Did you take a look at the...?” The titanium walls bounced the rest of his engineer-speak right over my head as they strode into the hallway. They got along well, those two. Pop and Poh. Poh and Pop. Two engineers whose names sounded like they needed their own ship repair show. 

The double doors across from me swung open silently, revealing an empty kitchen and the eerie blue light slanting across the metal flooring from the stasis pantry.

“Saelisssss,” Randolph whispered from nowhere and everywhere. “Where...?” 

I gazed down at my hands, my arms, the part of my chest not covered by my spiked corset—all covered in gray scales. The dark hair that hung to my waist had turned Saelis white. The delicate chains weaved into my scalp had all fallen out. It was getting harder and harder to speak in a language I actually knew. And last time I’d checked, my gray eyes had morphed into a glowing green. The ghosts inside me—all of them were taking over one by one by one until I feared there would be nothing of me left.

“Right here, Randolph.” I forced a swallow, willing that particular truth not to drown me in whatever implications it could hold for me and my baby girl. “The Saelises are right here.”
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Chapter Two
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“You hearing me?” Poh asked through my earpiece.

I hissed into the mic attached to my shirt, the only affirmative sound I could get out. In addition to hearing her, I could also see the hospital on Wix from the safety of the dining room. It was the day after Poh had shown me the video of Captain Glenn, or maybe the day after that. Time passed strangely these days.

“Crispy, you good?” she asked.

“Uh...define good?” He sighed. “Yeah, I hear you.” 

Before Poh had left, she’d attached a camera and microphone to the lapel of her shirt, hidden of course, and rigged it so that I saw her progress in real time on her Mind-I screen on the dining room wall. That way if she got into any sort of trouble by walking right into a trap set for me, I could have a good old-fashioned freak-out while I stood there helpless. But also to throw gibberish at Crispin so he’d rescue her since he’d gone with her.  He had eyes and ears on her, too, from inside the small cruiser they’d...stolen? Hijacked? Some details I didn’t need to know.

The high glass doors of the largest hospital on Wix swished open for Poh, and she strode in. Only the slight bounce of her movements was visible because Poh blended into her surroundings like her chameleon ancestors when she wanted to. A damn handy skill. 

During the good old days when I’d just been a ghost magnet—not a wanted murderer, fugitive, and bioterrorist—I avoided going to hospitals. That was easy for the most part since Ellison was my doctor, but now, watching Poh, I remembered why I’d hated them so much. 

Ghosts swarmed the place. Some still had tubes trailing down their hospital gowns fluttering about their knees. Others were wisps of black smoke floating around a pair of midnight eyes that drilled to the back of my soul, even through the camera lens.

I reached out and touched the gurney table, a solid reminder I was here in the dining room, not there. My other hand automatically went to my pants pocket where I kept my iron cubes.

Neither the living nor the dead glanced Poh’s way once. She sidled up against the wall on her way to the room Captain Glenn and Parker had met up in, and then she slipped inside.

Two single beds crowded the small room, both occupied, with a white curtain providing privacy between them. But Captain Glenn’s wife and young daughter weren’t in either bed. I’d only ever seen them in his digital photo album he wore on his wrist, but these two people didn’t have their dark, luminous skin, neither of them were female, and neither were a small child.

“This is the right room, I’m sure of it,” she muttered. “Eleventh floor, room 1115. I checked the room number on the original video.”

“Find a patient list in a nurse’s station,” Crispin suggested in my ear. “Find out what room the captain’s wife and daughter are in. Maybe they were moved from this one to...”

“Spring a trap?” Poh asked.

I bit the inside of my cheek.

Poh turned and headed for the door.

“Wait,” Crispin said. “This could just be the captain and the baron’s meeting room. What if the captain comes back and you’re not in there to see it?”

A pause, then, “I’ll leave the camera here. Don’t let me forget it.”

“I won’t.”

She set the camera down on a dresser across from the first bed, then she faded out of the room with the sound of the door closing behind her.

“Now we wait,” Crispin said with a sigh.

To my right, the double doors to the kitchen fluttered, offering comfort that even in death, Randolph bustled about where he felt most at home. Not cooking, obviously, but existing. I wished I could invite his spirit into me, but then he’d be stuck inside since I was pretty terrible at actually passing the ghosts to the other side.

And then to my left, out in the hall, footsteps. Soft, creeping, as if whoever made them didn’t want anyone to know they were here.

My pulse spiked, making it harder to hear. I held my breath, listening hard, my gaze locked on the closed door that led out of the dining room. After close to two months on this ship, I knew every sound it was supposed to make when someone passed through it, even some sounds it wasn’t supposed to make. I had no doubts. Someone was definitely out there.

The only other person on this ship was Pop, but he was in the engine room, either the Vicious’s or Parker’s ship, neither of which were in the air. Yep, that’s right, we were still on the ground, parked on the edge of a forest and a farm whose owner Poh had bribed or threatened to put a muffle on any complaints. It wasn’t unusual to see ships parked in random places on Mayvel, but not ones that weren’t supposed to exist, like the Vicious. Its history had been erased because of its brutal past, so we’d hidden it inside Parker’s much larger ship. A ship within a ship. It had been no easy feat, so the fact that someone was skulking around the inner one was doubly concerning.

Someone should probably go check that out. Not Pop since he was too far away to come running fast enough, especially if whoever lurked out there had murder on their mind. So that left me. Feozva damn it all to hell.

I jerked the ice pick from the chain around my neck. Sweeping my gaze over the hospital room on the screen in front of me one more time, I strode around the gurney, my steps as light as I could make them. With my breaths shallowed, I pressed my ear against the door, the cold titanium instantly numbing it.

Still there. Step. Step. Moving farther down the hallway toward the light at the end.

Crispin gasped in my earpiece. “She moved.”

I stopped and turned. Everything seemed as it had been. On screen, the two people’s chests rose and fell, controlled by the tubes plugging their noses and mouths. 

“B-b-breathing,” I hissed.

“Humans don’t breathe in their legs,” he hissed back.

True story. But I had bigger issues right then than breathing legs, or the lack thereof.

As quietly as I could, I turned the lever on the dining room door and opened it, then poked my head out into the hallway. Nothing but cold air to the left. To the right, the hanging light at the end of the hallway swung just slightly, which didn’t really mean anything on this drafty ship. There was no sign of what had made the footsteps.

A low fog curled up out of my brain, making everything hazy as though I were in a dream. My movements felt like I’d bathed in heavy sludge. I wished I knew what was happening, wished I could call out with words I could understand. I gripped my ice pick tighter.

Static buzzed in my ear, and what sounded like a question from Crispin.

There were all sorts of nooks and crannies to hide on this ship, doors that didn’t latch all the way even with Poh and Pop’s careful attention, and some air vents that still lacked their screws. 

I waited, listening, and soon my mind fog sifted away. Everything remained quiet. When nothing burst out of a hiding place, I stepped back in the dining room and shut and locked the door. I knew what I’d heard, and there was no way I would put Pop in danger if someone, or something, happened to be headed toward him.

With my hand already lifting to touch the telecom mounted next to the door, I froze as soon as my gaze flitted toward the screen. A bright light slanted into the hospital room from the corner, a light that hadn’t been there before.

“Crispin?” I tried to say, but only a few clicks fell out.

His voice moved toward my ears slowly, as if from down a long tunnel. “...you been?”

A growl that came from deep within bared my fangs. “...l-light?”

“I’ve been trying to tell you,” he said, now much too loud. “The light just flicked on, and they moved again. Where did you go just now? Why didn’t you try to say anything?”

I hit the telecom button. “G-g-g-gun.”

“Absidy, what the fuck is going on?” Crispin shouted. 

“What?” Pop’s voice came through the telecom. “I’ll be right there. Just hang on.”

But would he bring a gun, though, in case he ran into the intruder? I bit my tongue and cursed myself for my lack of speech.

“I’m doing a bioscan of the ship right now,” Crispin said. “Did you see or hear something? Because there’s no one else there with you except your dad. Two heartbeats. Two.”

Then it was a ghost I’d heard, another one, one who had no interest in the ghost magnet with no iron in her mouth to repel them. Not Randolph, since I could hear him rattling pans in the kitchen. Another one, then. I attracted the most malicious ghosts, but because I wasn’t currently being torn apart by one, why had that ghost just walked on by? Unless it somehow knew I didn’t have a vacancy. I was filled to the brim, so much so that I was slowly becoming another species.

On screen, movement flashed from one of the patients on the bed, a twitch of his leg underneath the sheet.

“Did you see that?” Crispin whispered.

Yes, I had. I stared for the longest time at the screen, completely silent except for my thundering heartbeat, and waited. Everything stood still. 

Everything except out in the ship’s hallway again. Step. Step. The same beat, the same speed, not hurried like Pop’s should be.

With my hand fluttering toward my pocket of iron cubes, I forced my head to turn like a too-tight screw to stare down the dining room door.

Step. Step.

Out of the corner of my eye, on screen, the bathroom light flicked off.

“Fuck this shit,” Crispin said in my ear. “That’s not Poh in there. She hasn’t come back yet. Is it a ghost? Is it because of you?”

Even though he couldn’t see me, I nodded, my gaze still locked on the door.

The footsteps sounded closer, almost right outside. If Pop was on his way, he’d surely meet it. Pop had never seen a ghost, but he’d witnessed me being flung through the air by one countless times. This one seemed perfectly content strolling around the second floor of the ship, but I wasn’t convinced that wouldn’t change.

Just outside the door, the footsteps stopped. 

The lever on the door began to turn.

A deep tremble shook through my frame, but I immediately scolded myself for it. Old habits died hard. I’d been conditioned to be afraid of both the known and the unknown, to cower away from it, and it had taken a long time to sail away from that kind of thinking. I still was, apparently.

I backed away from the dining room door, skirting around the gurney table, and tore my gaze away from the moving lever on the door long enough to check the hospital room on screen. Nothing had changed.

My ass hit the double doors to the kitchen, and without turning, I motioned for Randolph and pointed at the moving lever on the door opposite me.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
OK THREE

HAUNTED S'TARISH

R
LINDSEYRR S QUCKS





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





