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      A white flash of light exploded across Seb’s vision. The Mandulu hit him so hard it felt like the entire planet shifted beneath his feet. With the copper taste of his own blood in his mouth, Seb shook his head and blinked several times before he could focus on the large creature. At a good couple of feet taller than Seb, the average Mandulu towered over him. As wide as they were tall, they had arms and legs like tree trunks and skin like leather. The one in front of Seb—pumped up and breathing heavily—had a larger frame than average for his species. Broken off stumps that used to be horns protruded from his bottom jaw up over his top lip, and scars criss-crossed all over his face; he looked like he’d been in a fight with a glass factory.

      With his hand against his cheek like it could offer some comfort, Seb opened and closed his throbbing jaw. “What was that for?”

      The big dumb creature rolled his shoulders as he rocked from side to side. When he spoke, his voice came out like thunder and vibrated through Seb’s chest. “They say you’re tough, human.” To watch the creature’s lips move completely out of sync with the sounds that Seb heard always threw him off. Seb dropped his attention to the floor and listened to how the language chip—a standard that every being that travelled had implanted beneath its skin—manipulated the creature’s voice so it came to Seb in words he understood.

      A quick glance around the dirty and dark bar, and Seb saw the collection of faces that stared back at him. He was at a spaceport, so he saw many species he didn’t recognise, but from the way they looked back, it seemed that most of them recognised him. A notorious reputation for having such a short fuse would do that. He shrugged, his voice loud in what had become the near silence of the bar. “They?”

      The Mandulu didn’t respond. Instead, he deepened his frown and grunted.

      “Come on, Seb,” Mia Lagos said as she pulled on his arm.

      Seb looked at her. The last time he’d seen Mia they were fifteen and at school together. In the near decade since that time, the girl had transformed into a swan, and she smelled better than anything Seb had encountered in a long time. No way could he let the dumb creature disrupt the chance encounter with this floral-scented beauty. A sharp nod and he turned his back on the Mandulu. “You’re right; this piece of crap doesn’t need my attention.” After he’d lifted his glass from the brushed metal bar, he nodded at the pretty girl. “To high school reunions.”

      Just as Seb went to take a sip of his drink, the Mandulu pulled on his left shoulder and spun him around. The metal tankard flew from Seb’s hand and landed in the sawdust on the floor. The beast stared at Seb, huffing and puffing in his fury and waiting for Seb to accept the fight with raised fists. Instead, Seb yawned and looked around him. Although this place was the best bar in the spaceport, it remained a bar in the spaceport nonetheless. No matter where you went, the mixture of alcohol and many different species had to end in violence. Bala, the bar owner, had constructed the entire place from metal and had bolted every piece of furniture to the floor. Although the only things able to get damaged in a bar brawl were the bodies of the ones brawling, Bala still hated the violence; he cited it as bad for business. Not that you could go anywhere in any spaceport without aggro.

      Instead of looking at the Mandulu, who clearly wanted nothing more than to be noticed by him, Seb watched his drink soak into the sawdust floor and shook his head. “Look, pal, just buy me a new drink and move on, yeah?”

      The Mandulu’s chest rattled with his respiration as if he had a loose flap in his large lungs. He fixed on Seb with his red eyes, his shoulders lifting and falling with each inhale and exhale.

      Mia pulled on Seb’s arm again, but he didn’t look at her this time. “Come on,” she said, “let’s move away.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Seb said, more to the Mandulu than Mia. “The punch I can forgive; Mandulus are stupid and act without thought. But my drink …”

      The Mandulu’s red eyes shifted from Seb to Mia and back to Seb again. “Maybe you should listen to the little tart and move on. A pretty thing like that gives you a good reason to walk away. Who wouldn’t go with her rather than have a fight?” He focused on Mia for a second. “I’ll tell you what, sweetheart, if you want to wait until this is all wrapped up, I’ll go with you.”

      “Look, Seb,” Mia said, blushing and with a warble in her voice, “this piece of garbage really doesn’t matter. Walk away.”

      The girl made sense, but at nearly twenty-five, Seb had never backed down from a fight … ever. Nevertheless, he thought maybe he should; he gained nothing from fighting other than more grief.

      “Your reputation spans the galaxy,” the Mandulu said. “The toughest warrior there is. It’s the sole reason I came here.” Contempt hung from the monster’s features as he looked Seb up and down. “I shouldn’t listen to rumour, should I? You’re clearly a good storyteller, but nothing more.”

      The temperature of Seb’s body rose by a few degrees and his heart rate increased. A glance around the bar and he now saw faces he recognised. Each one of them looked back at him with the same resigned expression. They’d seen it all before. He’d have to teach the Mandulu piece of crap a lesson before he got the message. When Seb looked at Mia, she wore the same imploring expression. Seb hooked a thumb toward the Mandulu. “But look at this thing. He seems like he needs his sense of self-importance beaten out of him. Although from the look of his tusks⁠—”

      “Horns,” the Mandulu interrupted.

      “When you look at his tusks,” Seb said, “you can see he’s already had the snot beaten out of him several times at least.” A pause as he drank in the silence around him and Seb snorted a laugh. “Although, I’d say a lot more. Did you know these brutes see it as a sign of strength to have their little tusks broken? I’d be more fearful of the ones with their tusks still intact. Surely that means they don’t get hit as much. A pretty fighter is much deadlier than an ugly one.” When Seb looked at his reflection in the shined piece of metal behind the bar, half of his face already swollen from the whack he’d received, he brushed his hair over to one side and cocked an eyebrow.

      “Walk away,” Mia said again.

      Seb only knew of the Mandulu’s next punch when it rocked his world again. The bar tilted to one side and his legs weakened. Maintaining a reputation shouldn’t matter, but the thing had hit him twice now. He couldn’t let him get away with it.

      The Mandulu lifted his large arms above his head and spun on the spot. “The great Seb Zodo. Feared throughout the galaxy, and when I come to fight him, the truth of it is revealed. He’s nothing but a pathetic little human. A mama’s boy.”

      Every muscle in Seb’s body tensed, and he balled his hands into fists. With the sound of his own pulse as a wet throb in his ears, he drew heavy breaths through his nose. After he’d stared at the ugly Mandulu for a few more seconds, he glanced over at Bala, just about able to focus through his rage.

      The bar’s owner had his hand over a blaster on the bar as he stared back at Seb. He then nodded in the direction of the door and growled, “Take it outside.”

      After a long exhale, which did little to prevent the shake that ran through him, Seb pointed at the bar’s exit. “Nobody talks about my mum. You want this? We go outside.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The large open space in front of the bar had seen so many fights—a lot of them involving Seb—that the dark rock surface bore the signs of repeated bloodstains.

      When Bala turned the floodlights on, they lit up the ring of smugglers, cargo workers, and pilots that had formed around Seb and the Mandulu. Seb recognised many of the faces as bar regulars and saw several beings flitting in and out of the crowd, taking bets. The touts would give him a percentage of their earnings when he won. He always won.

      As he ground his swollen jaw, Seb watched the Mandulu. The large creature swayed from side to side and lowered its brow in Seb’s direction. It might have been powerful and have skin like armour, but it didn’t have Seb’s talent.

      “I only came out for a drink tonight,” Seb said with a raised voice.

      The Mandulu continued to stare and didn’t reply.

      Now he had the crowd’s attention, Seb milked it. “Why can’t I enjoy my leisure time without some alpha male trying to challenge me because of rumours they’ve heard?” When Seb looked to the side and saw a group of Mandulus handing large bags of coins over to one of the touts, he smiled. He’d earn well tonight.

      The atmosphere thickened with anticipation, and the Mandulu opposite Seb visibly grew more agitated. The dumb creature bounced on its toes and swayed like a tree in a hurricane, its heavy fists and thick arms swinging down in front of it.

      After another glance at the crowd, Seb saw the touts had stopped taking bets. When he looked back at the Mandulu, he drew a deep breath and nodded. Everything around him disappeared. At that moment, nothing else existed other than him and the Mandulu. Seb widened his stance, bent his knees, and beckoned the large creature toward him.

      The second the creature moved, Seb’s world flipped into slow motion. The Mandulu’s heavy steps shook the ground Seb stood on as if a deep bass note ran through it, and the creature’s roar resonated as a long drawn-out wall of noise.

      As Seb stared into the dark pit of the creature’s mouth, its two stumpy horns like jagged rocks wedged in its gums, he caught a whiff of the creature’s breath. The rich tang of rotting food smothered him and tied his guts in knots.

      Just before the Mandulu reached him, Seb’s focus went to its chin. Everything remained in slow motion, so when the beast took a step closer, Seb stepped to the side and drove his fist across the monster’s jaw.

      The second he made contact with the Mandulu’s leathery skin, the crack of his punch coincided with his world speeding up again. The roar of the crowd damn near deafened Seb as he returned to everyone else’s pace and watched the Mandulu take three wobbly steps before it hit the ground chin first, its arms limp by its sides.

      With his guard still raised, adrenaline surged through Seb and he panted as he watched the unconscious monster lie on the floor. After a couple of seconds, he looked at the crowd, especially the Mandulus who’d bet against him, and raised his arms with a roar. The crowd erupted.
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        * * *

      

      When everything settled down, Seb drew a breath as he stepped out in front of the crowd. He opened his mouth, but before he got a single word out, what felt like a million volts surged through his slim form from a point in his lower back. Several violent snaps threw his arms out in front of him in aggressive spasms. A second later, Seb fell flat on his face.

      Once on the ground, he rolled over and looked up at the policeman. Tense aggression twisted through the officer’s face as he stood over Seb with a taser in his hand. Seb groaned. A second later, the officer dragged Seb to his feet. “Come on,” Seb protested, “look at the thing, it’s twice my size.”

      The officer looked at the unconscious Mandulu and then back to Seb. “You’re kidding me, right?”

      Seb shrugged. “It had to be worth a try.”

      The officer wrapped cuffs so tightly around Seb’s wrists they bit into his skin. “You’re coming with me. I’ve had enough of your crap.”
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      The car might have hovered a few inches above the ground, but the cushion of air between vehicle and road did little to make the journey comfortable. With the amount of potholes and craters along the dusty track, even the most modern of vehicles had a bumpy journey. The police force didn’t use the most modern of vehicles—cheap bastards; all of their cars smelled of sweet snacks and stale sweat.

      Drained at the prospect of what he had to face, Seb sat in the passenger seat and bounced around as he looked out the window at the dark and dusty plains of Danu.

      “When are you going to stop fighting, boy?”

      Only a handful of people could get away with calling Seb ‘boy’. Officer Logan—a Frant from a planet Seb could never pronounce—resided in that handful. An older police officer, he’d served on the force with Seb’s dad. Unlike the jumped-up prick that arrested him, Logan wanted to do right by people rather than add another notch to his baton.

      After a few moments of silence, Seb finally looked across and replied, “I dunno.”

      “You sound like a moody teenager. How old are you now?”

      For a second, Seb stared at the side of the officer’s face and clenched his fists. He soon released them, dropped his head, and spoke to his lap. “Twenty-four.”

      When Seb felt a large hand on his shoulder, he looked up again. In a car that had been designed for the average human, Logan sat folded up in it like a pipe cleaner wedged into a matchbox. The average Frant stood at around seven feet tall. Logan stood even taller than that. Long-limbed, the Frants had slightly pinker skin than humans and breathed through gills in their necks. Soft eyes stared at Seb. “I’m asking these questions because I care.”

      The tension of moments before melted away in the face of this Frant’s kindness. If only his dad had the compassion of Logan. Seb sighed. “I know you do.”
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        * * *

      

      When they stopped outside Seb’s dad’s house, Seb looked across at Logan. Although he lived here, it had always been—and would continue to be—his dad’s house.

      The older officer shook his head as he looked out at the small building in the middle of the plain. Night had settled in, making the already isolated house appear even more lonesome. “How do you live this far away from the city? Don’t you get cabin fever out here on your own?”

      As they sat stationary, the wind rocked the car from side to side. Other than the house, there was nothing for miles around to block the elements. Some days the wind would blow so strong it would knock Seb to the ground. Every few hours they would have to close the shutters on the windows against an oncoming sandstorm—if they had even bothered to open them at all that day. Most of the time they kept them closed to save the hassle. It shut out both the storms and the daylight.

      “Dunno,” Seb finally said. “I wouldn’t choose it, but I don’t have the money to make choices at the moment. I suppose you learn to enjoy the solitude and get used to grit in your eyes.”

      Logan’s eyebrows rose and pinched in the middle. The old Frant might never have said anything, but Seb could tell that he knew how he’d suffered since his mum had died. There were very few people in this life that Seb’s dad let into his inner circle—hell, Seb existed outside of it most of the time—but Officer Logan had a free pass whenever he wanted it. Because of their time together on the force, Logan and Seb’s dad were tight, so tight that Logan probably knew more about Seb’s family than Seb did.

      When Logan popped the car’s door open with a click, the wind rushed in and swirled through the small space. It tousled Seb’s hair and threw grit in his eyes. Trained in avoiding the blinding that happened outside on the plains of Danu, Seb squinted, which kept out the worst of it. Before he opened his door, he pulled his goggles from his pocket and put them on.

      It would have been easier to walk in the front door, go to his room, and forget about another miserable night where he’d gotten arrested, but Logan insisted on knocking.

      As they stood on the porch, grit sprayed the reinforced glass windows on the house, and Seb heard his dad’s heavy footsteps walk up the hallway to the door. Seb’s shoulders lifted to his neck and a rock clamped in his stomach in anticipation of what would come. Despite being twenty-four, his dad reduced him to a teenager every time he voiced his displeasure at him.

      The door yanked open in front of them, revealing the usual frown of disappointment that Seb associated with his dad. After he held Seb’s stare for a few more seconds, he turned to Logan and spoke with a sigh. “Hi, Logan, how are you?”

      Logan and Seb’s dad shook hands. The Frant’s larger palm enveloped even Seb’s father’s big grip. “I’m sorry to do this, Joe.”

      As he shot a scowl at Seb, his dad shook his head. “Not as sorry as I am. It seems like my boy’s a drain on the station’s resources.”

      “My main concern,” Logan said, “is that I won’t be able to keep bailing him out. McGovern wanted to hang him out to dry for this one, but I called in a favour. I don’t have many left.”

      It started with the slight widening and then relaxing of his jaw as Seb’s dad tensed up. Within a few seconds, he moved his mouth as if he chewed something other than the bitter taste of disappointment. The man always did it when he got angry. It usually stopped him from shouting in front of people, but he looked at Seb like he wanted to kill him. After a lingering glare, he turned back to Logan, and his features softened slightly. “I don’t want you to call in any more favours for him. You’ve given him a chance, and he has to learn his lesson. I’m guessing he was fighting again?”

      Instead of a reply, Logan dipped his head and looked down at the ground.

      Seb’s dad sighed again. “The boy needs to learn. If that means prison …”

      “I am here, you know,” Seb said as he stepped forward.

      Both Seb’s dad and Logan looked at him, and then his dad spoke. “We can see that, Seb. That doesn’t mean we won’t talk about you. You’re nearly twenty-five and you still behave like a child. You’ve caused me enough headaches in your life, and I can’t keep on taking responsibility for you. I don’t need it any more. Especially not now.”

      “Why’s now any different?”

      Silence hung between the three men, and Seb’s dad looked out into the darkness of the plains. A glisten of tears coated his dark eyes and he drew another deep breath. A man of few words, he had enough sighs in him to out-puff the winds of Danu.

      “Look, Seb,” Logan said, “we know you collect a purse for every fight. We know the bookies throw a percentage your way. Everyone knows that. If you get nicked again, the police will use that against you. I shouldn’t tell you this, but they have the evidence now. If you get tried for illegal gambling, you won’t see the light of day for a long time.”

      At first, Seb wanted to deny the money, but when he looked at his two elders, he saw the futility in it. “Sure,” he finally said, “I’m broke and the money helps, but I didn’t fight him for the money.”

      “They won’t believe that,” Logan said.

      When he looked back at his father’s disappointed face, Seb forced his words past the lump in his throat. “The guy mentioned Mum.”

      A shake of his head and Seb’s dad looked even more disappointed. Another one of his signature sighs and he stared at the ground. When he looked back up, his eyes were bloodshot, almost as if he’d been crying—not that his dad ever cried. Even when Seb’s mum had died, he just went quiet … permanently. “You can’t flip out every time someone mentions Mum. She’s dead, Seb; deal with it like we’ve all had to.”

      The words stung and Seb didn’t reply.

      “Besides,” his dad said, “how do you think it would make Mum feel to know you’re fighting because some idiot mentioned her to you in a pub? You can’t hide behind that excuse anymore. You fight because you can’t manage your ego. You want to prove to the world that you’re a big man. If you learned to walk away, you wouldn’t get into any of this trouble and people would respect you more. You’re a damn clown, Seb, and despite what you think you look like, a clown is all the world sees of you.”

      It didn’t matter how many times he tried to reason with his dad, the man wouldn’t listen. He had an opinion on everything and nothing could change it. Instead, Seb turned sideways and moved past his dad to get into the house. His feet echoed against the wooden floor in the hallway as he walked up it.

      “Aren’t you going to apologise to Logan?” Seb’s dad said.

      “Why? He’s brought me here. To you! I’d get a warmer welcome in police custody. All I get here are looks of disappointment and reminders that my mum is gone. Here, I have to face the bitter reality that the wrong parent got taken from me far too soon.”

      Guilt dragged on Seb’s frame because of the last comment, but he continued to walk away. Life would have been better if his dad had died instead of his mum.

      Although his dad spoke again, he didn’t talk to Seb. Instead, he exchanged pleasantries with Logan that Seb couldn’t make out even if he’d wanted to.

      The front door slammed by the time Seb reached the kitchen, and he jumped clean off the ground at the loudness of it. He couldn’t see his dad from where he stood, but he heard his heavy steps come up the hallway toward him.
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      By the time his dad reached the kitchen, Seb had picked up a mowgrove fruit and taken a large bite. So ripe it nearly exploded when he sank his teeth into it, Seb let the juice run down his chin and onto the floor. His dad could deal with the mess. Besides, it would give him something to moan about, which seemed to be his favourite pastime.

      A large man with a strong jaw and a heavy frown, Seb’s dad strode up to him in the gloomy kitchen. The pair looked at one another as the wind howled against the closed shutters. The breeze, although outside, still found a way through the cracks and crevices in the wooden structure. It seemed that no matter how well his dad insulated against the elements, the wind always found a way through. Dust and sand got everywhere, and although Seb had gotten used to the feel of it against his skin, it didn’t make wearing a layer of grit a pleasant experience.

      As Seb took another bite of the mowgrove, his dad threw his arms up in the air and leaned forward, his face red. “When will you stop fighting?”

      Now Logan had gone, the true anger of the large man would be set loose. Although Seb looked at him, he didn’t reply.

      “Mum wouldn’t want this, you know?”

      “What do you know about Mum?” With his heart pounding, Seb stepped closer to his dad and stared up at him. “When Mum was alive, all you did was work. You don’t know anything about the woman.”

      “This again? Seriously?”

      “What do you expect, Dad? You throw her name around when it suits you, but you weren’t there for her. Yeah, you eased your conscience by claiming you had to spend so much time away from the house to support a family, but that wasn’t the real reason. You couldn’t cope with a family, so you hid at work.”

      When Seb’s dad lifted his large chest, he seemed to rise by a few inches. “That isn’t true.”

      “You’re emotionally devoid, Dad.” As Seb looked around their gloomy kitchen, the womp, womp, womp of their generator sounded outside. They lived so far away, they couldn’t access the grid. Seb laughed. “Look at where you’ve chosen to live! In the middle of these plains away from everything and everyone.”

      His dad’s large eyes narrowed. “Not far enough away from you, though.”

      Sure, the words stung and Seb winced from the attack, but he’d been the focus of his dad’s contempt for so long that he’d grown used to the man’s bitterness. Besides, he’d told him he should have died instead of his mum, and although it might have worked out better if Seb took it back, he couldn’t do it.

      “Anyway,” Seb said, “why should I stop fighting? I’m good at it.” Even at that moment, with his dad almost squaring up to him, Seb could feel the world around him slow down, and he saw the exact spot on his dad’s large chin that would drop him like a sack of rocks.

      “The only thing you get from it is trouble.”

      “And money, Dad. Don’t forget the money.”

      “Not enough to move out, though, is it? Or even to give me rent.”

      As much as he wanted one, Seb didn’t have a reply. Having been skint since he’d left school, the money he got from the touts after his fights kept him going until the next fight, and nothing more.

      Seb’s dad stepped back, sat down on one of the kitchen stools, and dropped his head. “I may not show it, but I do care.”

      “You’re right, Dad, you don’t show it.”

      “I worry that what happened to your brother will end up happening to you. I know you’re good at fighting, but so was your brother—and he killed a Frant in a fight.”

      A shake of his head and Seb screwed his face up when he said, “You don’t need to keep reminding me. I’m more than aware of what Davey did.”

      “Do you forget that he’s in prison for life? For life! We’ll never see him again. That doesn’t bother you?”

      “Of course it bothers me. I miss Davey something rotten, but I’m not him.” Seb took another bite of the mowgrove and ran his forearm across his chin to remove the juice that ran down it. “Davey had no control over his anger. When he lost it, nothing could stop him. I’m not like that. I know how to fight.” Seb had never told his dad about his talent, and he never would. If anyone would be likely to believe Seb about what happened when he fought, it certainly wouldn’t be his old man.

      Seb watched his dad’s hand shake as he remained perched on the stool and reached over for a glass of water on the work surface. He didn’t seem in control of his limbs. Instead of grabbing the glass, he knocked it from the side. As it fell, everything slowed down for Seb. He watched the glass spin on its downward trajectory, and he could have caught it. Instead, he let it hit the dusty wooden floor with a loud crash.

      With a frown that darkened his view, Seb looked down at the smashed glass and then back up at his dad.

      Several heavy breaths and no words as Seb’s dad looked back. The same glaze that Seb had seen at the front door ran across his dad’s eyes. A withdrawn grief, a need to cry. But his dad ignored it and said, “Why don’t you take on an honest profession? Anything.”

      Seb laughed. “Like law enforcement? Get myself a swell partner so we can both say how bloody great we are as we cruise around on our cloud of self-esteem?”

      “It doesn’t matter what it is. Get a job in cargo for all I care; just earn an honest wage.”

      When the man wobbled on his stool, Seb rushed forward to catch him. Before he could, his dad reached out and grabbed the side to steady himself. The words sat in Seb’s mouth, but he couldn’t ask ‘Are you okay?’—especially when he made eye contact with the man and received a fierce glare of hostility in return. A proud man, he wouldn’t answer truthfully even if something were wrong. Instead, Seb shrugged off his dad’s strange behaviour. “On most planets, fighting is an honest wage.”

      Clearly riled by the comment, Seb’s dad roared at him, “Then maybe you should go to one of those planets.”

      “Why don’t you get off my case? You’ve done nothing but have a go at me for years now. Since Mum died, you’ve been a complete arsehole.”

      After he’d shaken his head several times, Seb’s dad looked down again with one of his signature sighs. The man deflated with exasperation. When he finally lifted his head, tears glistened on his cheeks. “I’m dying, Seb.”

      The words reached into Seb’s stomach, gripped his bowels, and tore them clean out. “You’re what?”

      “I’m dying. I don’t have long left. I didn’t want to tell you during an argument, but all we do is argue, so it’s not like I could have chosen another time.”

      Ever since Seb could remember, his dad had worn a thick necklace that looked like a snake around his neck. A gift from Seb’s grandfather to his dad before he passed. Whenever his dad felt uncomfortable, he’d absentmindedly fiddle with it. On the day of his mum’s funeral, Seb watched him hold it for the entire service. At that moment in the quiet kitchen, he gripped onto the heavy chain like his life depended on it.

      Despite the gravity of the situation, Seb didn’t see it coming, and when his dad spoke again, Seb lost the strength in his legs.

      “The doctor said I’ll be dead within a month.”

      Seb stumbled backwards. Just before he fell to the ground, he grabbed onto the side of the table for stability, pulled a stool toward him, and lowered himself onto it. With the air leaving his body in a withering sigh, Seb stared at his dad and said nothing.
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      Two Years Later …

      

      The muscles in Seb’s back burned like they would tear at any moment. Their heaviest cargo yet, Seb shoved the large box the last metre it needed to go before he stood up straight and gasped for breath. The large metal container stood nearly as tall as him. As he stared at it, the layer of sweat that coated his body turned frigid in the cold environment. Sometimes the cargo they carried presented no problems. At other times, like this, it felt like he had to move mountains.

      The Bandolin had been a freighter ship for decades and it showed. Even now, after all this time on the ship, Seb looked around the cargo hold and shook his head at the state of the place. Shabby around the edges, the freighter moved slowly and steadily through the galaxy. One of a fleet owned by wealthy transport merchants, it moved whatever needed to be transported from planet to planet. As long as they didn’t have to break the law to shift the cargo, anything went, regardless of the strain it put on the workers.

      Over a year and half into the job and Seb had hated every minute of it. Today felt no different as he stared at the large box that he hadn’t yet moved far enough. He felt ready to admit defeat. Not that they’d let him; if he couldn’t do the job, then why did he sign up?

      The stale reek of his own effort took Seb back to his first six months of working on The Bandolin. In that time, Seb had spent all of his paltry earnings on booze, which he sweated out as he worked through his daily hangovers. Having stood by his father’s side as the man died, he’d tried to drink the pain away. It only served to land him in trouble with his employers and make him more dependent on his terrible wage because he had no other finances to get him off the ship. He shouldn’t have cared about the old man; after all, he’d even told him that he’d rather he’d died than his mum. But as it turned out, he wasn’t as detached from the old bastard as he thought he was.

      As punctual as ever, his dad had died within the month he’d been given. Seb didn’t leave his house on Danu for the next sixteen weeks. Maybe he would still be there now were it not for Logan. The Frant turned up one day and told Seb he’d signed him up to work on The Bandolin. As a way to make some kind of amends with his dead father, Seb took the job.

      The silver snake that had once been his dad’s hung around Seb’s neck, and he stroked it as he rested in the cold space. A shiver snapped through him as he watched several other beings move boxes around in the red glow. As big as his old school’s sports hall, the warehouse aboard The Bandolin had racks and racks of goods. It took an army of men to run the place around the clock. Their current cargo contained the eggs from a rare creature on a now destroyed planet. Seb had peeked inside and looked at the white leathery shells that stood just a few inches shorter than the huge crates that housed them. When the things hatched, they’d bring chaos with them. The creatures had wings and breathed fire. Apparently, the babies came out all guns blazing. To prevent that from happening, the cargo hold had to be colder than usual; too warm and The Bandolin wouldn’t make it to its next destination.

      Just as Seb thought about continuing with his work, the voice of his boss called through the dark cargo hold. “Oi, you!”

      Seb didn’t need to look around to know the horrible git meant him. Ever since Seb had been employed to work on The Bandolin, his boss, Snart, had treated him like dirt.

      At over eight feet tall, the Granth, Snart, weaved through the large boxes, his breath visible as condensation even in the dark red glow of their surroundings. Although the red light made it difficult for Seb, it had been proven to be the most pleasing light for the majority of the species who worked on the ship. Obliged to offer night-vision goggles to all of their workers, Seb had been given a pair that stank of sweat. They still had the slime of their previous wearer on them, and they were so old, they didn’t work properly.

      “What are you doing?” Snart asked; his voice was so shrill, Seb flinched every time he spoke.

      “What do you mean?”

      When Snart put his four hands on his hips and stared at Seb, Seb found it hard not to laugh. Regardless of the fact that one of his large hands rested on the handle of his blaster, Seb still found the sight amusing. Little did the dumb creature know that it would only take Seb one well-timed swing and Snart would be out cold. But Seb had left that life behind. Instead, he would put up with Snart’s nonsense. With his mirth stuffed down inside of him, Seb waited for Snart to speak again.

      “What are you doing?” Snart asked. “It’s a question that doesn’t need explaining. What. Are. You. Doing?”

      Seb hooked a thumb in the direction of the large metal box he’d just moved and said, “Moving boxes.”

      “Don’t get smart with me.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “You’re not moving boxes. You might be pretending to move boxes, but it looks to me like you’re resting up while everyone else moves boxes.”

      The shrill words of his boss carried through the cavernous space, and for a moment, every pair of eyes in the room stopped and focused on Seb. “I’ve just moved a box, Snart. I wanted to take a minute to rest before I move the next one.”

      “Do you see anyone else resting?”

      A glance around the room, and if anyone had been resting before that moment, they certainly weren’t now.

      Before Seb could reply, Snart said, “You humans aren’t cut out for this work. If it were up to me, I wouldn’t employ a single one of you. You’re weak, slow, and so bloody sensitive to the changing environments. I want workers that are flexible to our needs, not the other way round.”

      Seb laughed. “All of that on the wage you pay? You don’t want much, do you?”

      Snart stepped so close, Seb had to breathe through his mouth to stop the creature’s sweaty scent from choking him. With just inches separating them, he stared at the Granth’s waxy skin and the slimy secretion that coated it. A slow heave rolled through his stomach.

      “Look,” Seb said, holding up the palm of his right hand at Snart, “maybe humans aren’t suited for this kind of work, but you have to employ me. You know that, and I know that. You need a certain variation of species aboard your ship to get all the tax relief you can, so don’t pretend I don’t earn this company money by being here. Humans tend to get better jobs than this, so the way I see it, you need me more than I need you. It’ll take you a while to find someone like me who’s prepared to put up with your nonsense.”

      Snart’s bulbous jaw looked like a deflated football strapped to his chin. It moved up and down, but no words came out as he clearly looked for a response in his hollow mind. After a few seconds, he reached out and cuffed Seb around the back of the head.

      Snart had hands as large as dinner plates, and the heavy blow threw stars across Seb’s vision. As he shook it off, he looked at his boss and everything slipped into slow motion. The space beneath Snart’s right eye begged to be struck, and Seb balled his hands into fists as he stared at him.

      But he refrained. He’d promised his dad he would no longer be led by his ego. Snart challenged that more than anyone he’d met since making the promise, but he had to stick to his word.

      Snart cuffed Seb again before he stepped away. “Get back to work before I take disciplinary action against you.”

      As Snart walked off, Seb continued to stroke his dad’s old snake necklace. It gave him the presence of mind to hold back more than anything ever had before.

      With his jaw locked so tightly it ran streaks of pain up the side of his face, Seb drew deep breaths and stared at the broad back of his boss. Seb would be compliant … for now.
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      No matter where Seb directed his attention to on his body, it ached. Stabbing pains ripped across the back of his shoulders from shoving the large boxes. Sharp pains like broken glass sat in his knees from having to bend down and stand up again so many times. Swollen knuckles made it tricky for him to open and close his grip from where the cold of the air-conditioned cargo bay had worked into his joints.

      Seb walked into the canteen at the end of his shift with ginger steps and locked in a permanent wince. He drew shallow breaths to try to ease the nausea in his tense stomach. Another day of moving the massive metal boxes with the eggs in them would break him.

      The change from the gloomy red light of the cargo bay to the bright white strip lighting of the dining area burned Seb’s eyes, and he blinked several times to clear his blurred vision.

      Shuffling like the undead, Seb groaned internally as he made his way through the canteen. He did his best to avoid the further pain of bumping into any one of the many beings that flitted about in the busy space. The culmination of the collective sounds from all of the diners in the packed canteen rose up into the high ceiling and mixed into a disorientating white noise that stabbed at Seb’s tired brain.

      At the centre of the ship, the canteen took up more space than any sector on The Bandolin, other than the cargo bay. Everything in the space had been made from steel like most other parts of the ship. The floor, the walls, the ceiling, the benches that had been bolted into the floor—even the serving hatch the canteen workers handed the food through. In fact, it would be easier to list the things in the canteen that hadn’t been made from steel.

      Seb joined the long queue waiting for food. Although everyone on the ship shared the same queue, each sector had their own separate dining areas. Some chose to mingle, but it had to be done by mutual consent. As a result, the beings who worked in the cargo bays had to stay put in their grimy corner. The lowest of the low, they bore the label of ‘trouble’; and with so many fights and fallings-out in public spaces, who could blame the others for making that judgement of them. There had even been a petition to give the cargo workers a separate area to collect their cutlery and food from, but it had been dismissed as discriminatory.

      Although the wall on his left side had been made from cold steel, Seb still leaned against it as he waited in line. Every ten seconds or so, the long string of bodies would shift forward a step and stop again.

      So tired from his day, Seb fought against his heavy eyes as he looked at the people around him. Withdrawn into a semi-delirious state, his thoughts slowed to a near halt and not much made sense to him at that moment. He snapped from his daze when Snart and his two cronies appeared, pushed him aside, and moved in front of him in the queue.

      Snart rocked from side to side in front of Seb and stared at him with a smug grin on his wide face. The two Mandulus that he always had with him, Wenko and Zenko, were brothers. Like the brute Seb fought in the bar a few years back, the pair had the inflated sense of self that went with being a member of their warrior race. They too stared at Seb as they silently tried to provoke him.

      Although the delirium of near sleep had left Seb, he didn’t react. Instead, he continued to stare at the three of them and stroked his dad’s snake necklace. They wouldn’t drag him into a fight in such a crowded area.

      The fact that Seb didn’t respond seemed to irk Snart, who spoke in a loud voice so everyone could hear. “We’re pushing in front because we, unlike you, pull our weight in the cargo bay. You’re a lazy good-for-nothing that doesn’t deserve to eat, let alone eat before us.”

      Those in the queue around them looked at Seb. The temperature seemed to increase in the canteen, and Seb pulled on his collar to ease the itch of sweat that ran around it. Still, he did not reply.

      “I saw him picking his nose for half of his shift today,” one of the brothers said. Wenko … Zenko—Seb could never tell. And he really didn’t care to. Both of them had the broken horns that came from their bottom jaw up over their top lips. Both of them were built like large lumps of machinery; both of them would go down like a flower with a broken stem if hit in the correct place. Seb shook his head. He couldn’t think like that. No matter how much he wanted to hurt them, he’d made a promise to his dad.
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      For the entire time he’d queued, Seb tolerated the looks and wisecracks from the three creatures in front of him. Their collective weight had to be at least ten times that of Seb’s, but the more they pushed him, the more obvious their weak spots became. Both brothers had chins of glass like most of their race, and the space beneath Snart’s right eye would drop him like a puppet with its strings cut.

      After the three of them had taken their food, Seb took his. The canteen offered very little choice, so Seb never bothered to ask what he’d been served. Mostly stew full of some synthetic roots of one kind or another. Pretty bland, it tasted of salt and it always smelled like gravy, but it had been genetically modified to have the perfect balance of vitamins, minerals, and calories. Since Seb had been on the ship, he’d never been ill.

      As Seb walked toward the section of the canteen where the cutlery sat, one of the brothers walked toward him, his focus on something behind Seb. Whatever he wanted, it didn’t matter, as long as he got out of Seb’s face.

      However, at the last minute, the brother’s arm shot out and he whacked the bottom of Seb’s tray. The loud crack snapped through the huge open space to be followed by a crash as the tray and Seb’s food hit the cold metal floor.

      With his usual booming voice, Snart walked over to Seb and spoke so most of the canteen could hear it. “See, this useless piece of dung can’t even carry a tray of food. Why are we still paying this fool to work in cargo?”

      For a moment, Seb remained on his feet and looked around. It seemed that most of the faces in the place had turned his way. As he drowned in the weight of their collective mirth, Seb shook. His pulse throbbed as a wet boom in his ears and he focused his attention on Snart. The space beneath his right eye, big enough for a fist, screamed to be whacked.

      Seb clenched his fists as Snart tilted his head to one side. “Go on, little man, do it.”

      However, Seb withdrew from his rage, and the prominence of Snart’s weak spot pulled away from him. With a heavy sigh that sank through his entire body, Seb hunched down and picked up his ruined lunch.

      Accompanied by the sound of what sounded like a thousand different sniggers, Seb placed his plate back on his tray and tried to pick up some of the stew, which had mostly soaked through the holes in the floor.

      Because Seb focused on the tidy-up, the first he knew of one of the brothers approaching came with excruciating pain through his left fist as the brute stamped on his hand. The heavy foot, as large as Seb’s head, slammed down so hard, something snapped, and a screaming pain instantly ran from his knuckles straight up his forearm.

      Seb resisted the urge to howl, left his tray on the ground, and jumped to his feet. He might have had a broken left hand, but as he stepped close to the brother, he balled his stronger right hand into a fist. Heat rushed through Seb’s face as he clenched his jaw and looked up at the ugly creature that stood at least two feet taller than Seb.

      With a smug and derogatory glare, the beast said, “What?” The boom of his voice hit Seb in the sternum like a hard shove, and he stumbled backwards.

      Everything slowed down for Seb, so when the brother repeated his question, it came out as a long bass roll. Overwhelmed by his booming pulse, Seb breathed in through his nose and out through his mouth. Wound as a coiled spring, every ache he’d felt when he’d entered the canteen had vanished.

      Despite his rage, Seb managed to pull himself from it, and the world around him returned to normal speed again. The spot on the Mandulu’s chin faded away, and the voice of Snart came through clearer than ever.

      “You’re a waste of space, Seb. Why don’t you do us all a favour and quit this job?” The words echoed through the vast hall as the only sound.

      Seb looked at the thousands of faces that stared at him and didn’t respond.

      “Why don’t you get dropped off at the next spaceport and earn your living sweeping floors or cleaning toadstools from toenails?”

      Some of the beings in the canteen laughed at Snart’s words, but Seb held onto his fury. He’d made a promise and he’d stick to it.

      “Why don’t you go running back home, mama’s boy?”

      Something—other than one of the bones in his hand—snapped in Seb, and everything flicked back into slow motion.
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      With the world around him at a virtual halt, Seb rushed at Snart. When he got close, he lunged at his boss, his fat and smug face still split with a leering grin. Seb let his broken left hand hang down and caught him with a jab beneath the eye with his right. Ripples ran across the fat Granth’s face from the point of impact, and before Seb had pulled his hand away, Snart’s piggy eyes had rolled back in his head and he’d started to fall.

      Shock hung limp on the faces of the two Mandulus, and before they could react, Seb had landed one punch on each of their weak chins. As their leader had done, they fell like their muscles had failed them.

      Seb withdrew from his fighting state to see all three of his antagonisers topple at the same time. Their collective collapse ran a heavy shock through the steel floor.

      Now Seb had returned to the normal pace of the canteen, the silence of the place overwhelmed him. Every face looked his way, but the mirth that had previously twisted their features was now gone. Instead, jaws hung loose, eyes spread wide, and gills flared.

      Before Seb could say a word, the thwip of a spider gun went off. A second later, the sticky net bound him in a grip that crushed the air from his body and knocked him down. With his arms clamped to his sides, Seb’s head spun as he lay on the floor, smothered by the toxic reek of the glue used on the ropes.

      As Seb lay there with his face squished into the cold metal, the vibration of the rush of heavy boots ran through the floor into his cheek. He looked up to see the ship’s security force closing in on him, their blasters raised.

      Seb opened his mouth to speak, but before he could say a word, the heavy boot of one of the guards stamped across his chin and turned his lights out.
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      The whoosh of The Bandolin’s boosters ran a shudder through the entire ship. So powerful they could have burned a hole through most planets, at present they were being used to slowly lower the massive freighter.

      As Seb stood by the ship’s exit with the captain, he looked down at the strange creature. Blue-skinned, the diminutive Barch stared back. At no more than four feet tall, it seemed odd to be subservient to the thing, but Seb had once seen a Barch fight. One of the few creatures he’d battle reluctantly, he’d seen how their wide mouths opened when they were enraged. The small orifice spread to about a foot in diameter and revealed two rows of razor-sharp teeth that could cut diamonds. Sure, Seb would beat one in a fight if he needed to—especially since they’d fixed his broken hand in The Bandolin’s medic bay—but he’d certainly exercise more caution about the fight in the first place. The ship’s captain also had a blaster that looked like it could turn a planet to dust, and he had it trained on Seb.

      After a quick glance at the weapon, Seb looked back into the captain’s yellow eyes. “Can I please stay on board for a little longer? Maybe just give me one more chance?”

      When the Barch spoke, it showed Seb its strange dialect in how its lips moved. The language chip meant Seb heard every word of it, but he couldn’t take his eyes off the unusual shapes and movements the creature pulled with its mouth. “I can’t have you on my ship,” the captain said. “You’re on the bottom rung on The Bandolin and you’re fighting with people well above your station. I know Snart’s a jackass, but one of you has to go, and he’s more important to me than you are. Besides, having a human on board rarely works out, regardless of the tax benefits. Unfortunately, I fear you will forever be reviled because of your species’ legacy. To colonise so many planets has made you plenty of enemies, whether that’s your fault personally or not.”

      What an idiot Seb had been! He’d lasted so long putting up with Snart’s nonsense. If he’d held it together long enough to get to a spaceport he knew, he could have left on his own terms. His dad had been right about him being a waste of space driven by his ego. Once again, fighting had gotten him into trouble.

      Although the monitors by the door were grainy, they gave a clear picture of the spaceport below. Surrounded by water, it seemed to exist as an island in its own right. The strong sun hit the sea and created a glare on the screen. Without taking his eyes off the images, Seb said, “Well, at least tell me where we are.”

      “This is a place called Aloo.”

      “And what’s it like?”

      As an apology, the captain winced when he passed a credit card to Seb.

      A glance down and Seb read the card had three hundred credits on it. He looked back up at the ship’s captain. “What’s this?”

      “Your severance package with a month’s extra pay on top. We feel bad about leaving you here, but fighting is⁠—”

      “Bad for business. I know.”

      When the small Barch stood aside, Seb stared at the teleport hub and his throat dried. After he’d closed his mouth, he gulped. “I have to use that thing?”

      “If we land, Seb, it’ll take us twelve hours to refuel and take off again. We can’t waste that time.”

      “But forcing me to teleport?”

      “You got yourself into this situation.”

      For the briefest moment, the world around Seb slowed ever so slightly and the captain’s nose stood more prominent on his face than any other part of him. If Seb could whack the captain before he opened his mouth, he’d knock the little cretin out. Although, what then? He couldn’t fly the ship. Those aboard would overpower him and force him to teleport, and that was the best case. At least now he had a guaranteed safe landing, well, almost guaranteed. With teleporting, nothing could be guaranteed. At least he had a good chance of not dying. A fight with the captain might see Seb victorious, but it would be bound to end with his death when the rest of the ship turned on him.

      Letting out a heavy sigh, Seb stepped into the teleport hub. When the curved glass door rolled shut in front of him, it trapped him inside the booth with nothing but his rucksack and the credit card the captain had given him. He and the captain stared at one another, but Seb didn’t plead any more. The cold glare of the Barch told him not to bother.

      After a sharp salute, the captain pressed one of his long fingers on the teleport button. A millisecond later, Seb got dragged backwards by his waist, and his stomach shot into his throat. He tasted bile as his world spun out of control.
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      Seb hit the spaceport’s solid ground with such force he fell forward onto his knees. A sharp pain ran through his kneecaps and sent streaks of lightning up his thighs. With his face in his hands, he screamed so loud it tore at his throat. Not only did he have to deal with the agony of a hard landing, but he had to ride out the decompression effects of the teleportation. Tears streamed down his cheeks and his brain felt like it would leak from his nose like snot. With his teeth clenched, he rocked back and forth, oblivious to his surroundings.

      It happened slowly, far too slowly for Seb’s liking, but he pulled away from his pain, and the world around him came into focus. First, he smelled salt in the air, and the dampness of Aloo’s atmosphere wrapped around him. When he sat up, the wind tossed his hair and cut to his core. The bright sun reflected off the water that surrounded the spaceport, and Seb squinted against the glare. Ships sat in rows next to one another with very little space between them. A queue of freighters hovered in the sky as they obviously waited to dock in the busy port.

      As Seb got to his feet, a sharp pain inside his skull and a rock of nausea in his stomach, he drew what started out as a deep breath. Halfway in, he stopped and his palms turned damp with sweat. If he pulled much more air into his body, he’d vomit where he stood.

      Although busy, the spaceport seemed like a lonely place. Almost every living being around Seb walked at a fast march and stared at the ground. Not a place for socialising.

      The loud boom as The Bandolin broke the sound barrier above snapped through Seb and spiked both his splitting headache and nauseous lump in his guts. One of the biggest ships he’d ever seen, Seb watched his ride home turn into a red dot in the sky. He shook his head. “Damn it.”

      With his belongings in his bag and a paltry amount on a credit card, Seb stumbled off in search of somewhere to stay.
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      After about a ten-minute walk, Seb found a hotel. The damp wind had thrown so much salty water at him in that time that every exposed part of his flesh stung as if red raw. It felt like he’d been sprayed with broken glass. The very beginnings of sores burned at the corners of Seb’s eyes and mouth, and the stench of salt blocked his nose. But he deserved it. Of course he did. If he’d listened to his dad’s advice and walked away from the fight with Snart …

      Seb shook his head as he walked up to the front of what seemed to be a hotel. Unfamiliar with the native language of Aloo—he’d never even heard of the place until now—he looked at the large orange letters scrawled across the front of the building. Fortunately, the universal sign for hotel sat next to the words. A house with a nightcap on, it told Seb all he needed to know.

      The automatic doors closed behind Seb after he’d entered the hotel’s foyer, shutting out the deafening wind and rumble of large freighter engines. Now he stood sheltered inside, Seb shook his head like a wet dog would. It did little to remove the moisture from his hair and face, made his headache worse, and threw him off balance. As he thrust his arms out for stability, he looked up and made eye contact with the lady at the front desk.

      Who knew what species she belonged to, the woman had two heads and just one large eye on each face. She smiled two different smiles at him as he walked close. Like looking at someone with a lazy eye, Seb didn’t know which face to address, so he picked the smile he liked the most. “Um … hi. Do you have any spare rooms at the moment?”

      “We certainly do. How many nights? One? Two?” Both heads spoke, taking one word each. The change in tone threw Seb off, but they delivered their sentences seamlessly.

      “Um …” Seb looked around the well-lit foyer. The place seemed run-down, beaten by nature’s onslaught of salt and wind combined, but it seemed clean. He probably wouldn’t find anywhere better. “Indefinitely?”

      The woman smiled
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