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      The Dark Star Prince stole me away... and now we're both in danger

      

      Five alien princes took five Earth girls from a space cruise ship. I'm one of them. And what happened next blew my mind.

      Prince Themis is stern, fierce, and super demanding. I don't know where he's taking me. But I do know one thing. I won't come quietly.

      I've never been the kind of girl who lets a guy tell her what to do. Even if he does have the face of a movie star and the body of a Greek god.

      But before I can fight back, trouble hits Prince Themis's ship like a meteor. Even Dark Star royalty didn't see that coming.

      Will I ever get home to Earth?
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      This pleasure cruise into space might have been a lot more fun if I wasn’t there just to keep some rich girl company.

      Professor Carter’s daughter is nice and all. Only I barely know her. And having to stick like glue to her side means I don’t have time to explore the ship for myself.

      But what could I do? I wouldn’t be here otherwise. The Professor made me a good offer, you know? I had to accompany his darling Bria into space, in return for a free ticket. Apparently she didn’t want to travel alone, and none of her friends could make it.

      So I took the Professor’s offer. Of course I did. In my position, who wouldn’t? It’s not like I’d get to see the stars any other way. I sure as hell can’t afford to travel on my own dime.

      And yeah, I think Bria’s nice. I mean, sure, she’s kind of wacky. Loves to talk about astrology and healing crystals and stuff. Little bit anxious and controlling too. She means well. She’s just nervy. But if you’re okay with super wealthy woo fans in tie-dye hemp, she’s pretty good to chat to. And I’m happy to hang out with anyone who’s a good person.

      Maybe after I graduate, I’ll be able to buy my own space flight tickets. Maybe when I finish school and become a qualified lawyer, with a fancy office and plenty of dough, I’ll even be able to charter my own little ship.

      I could bring my foster parents up here, as a thank-you gift for saving my ass back in the day. That’d be sweet. Something to work toward, that’s for sure.

      So here I am, thousands of feet above the earth, determined to make the most of the trip.

      Bria goes to buy souvenir crap in the gift store, and of course I can’t. Instead, I take the fleeting opportunity to stroll around the ship alone, taking in the sights.

      Everybody else on board has plenty of money too. I see it in their quality clothes and their healthy, well-nourished, relaxed smiles. I’ve got my game face on, but I know deep down I don’t belong here. I don’t really belong anywhere. That’s just something I’ve gotten used to.

      A waiter sidles up to me with a tray full of glasses. The contents are a lurid pink. “Jivvian fruit punch, ma’am?”

      “Uh…” I hesitate, trying to think of a good excuse to swerve it. The Professor’s offer obviously didn’t extend to pocket money, and I don’t have anything to spare.

      The water leans toward me, speaking in a low voice. He’s guessed my predicament. “They’re complimentary, ma’am. It’s an all-inclusive flight.”

      I take one. “Okay, sure. Why not?”

      Bria chooses that moment to reappear, clutching a big bag of souvenirs. Her eyes widen when she looks at my drink, like I’m holding a glass of radioactive waste.

      “Hey, Bria,” I say, holding it up. “Want one of these? They’re complimentary.” I take a sip.

      “Coralie! You can’t drink alcohol in space!”

      I still have a mouthful of pink liquid, so I swallow it before replying. Wow, it tastes great! “No? Why not? I’m over twenty-one.”

      “It’s not good for you. Your body processes alcohol differently in artificial gravity conditions.” Bria sweeps a curtain of perfect glossy dark hair off her face. “You’re going to feel awful in a few hours. My mother warned me about the negative effects of drinking anything harder than fruit juice up here.”

      I suppress the urge to roll my eyes. “I’m sure it’ll be fine, Bria. Look, lots of other people are drinking these too.” It’s true. Plenty of other passengers around us have a glass of this pink stuff in their hands. The others have what looks like champagne. So it’s booze either way, from where I’m standing. I guess a bunch of them must be drinking soft drinks instead, but I don’t spot anyone nearby.

      Bria takes the glass out of my hand. “I couldn’t forgive myself if you got a migraine from this.” She sniffs it dubiously. “What is it anyway?”

      “Alien fruit punch. I don’t remember which planet it’s from. I’m bad with names. Try it.”

      Bria looks at me, then sniffs it again. I can tell she’s tempted.

      I smile. “Go ahead. Live a little.”

      A waiter passes us and Bria slips my almost-full glass onto his tray, without tasting it. “Could we get a couple of glasses of sparkling water instead please?”

      The waiter nods and whirls away. So much for my fruit punch. Bria’s micromanaged it right out of my hand.

      I take a deep breath and silently count to ten. “So what did you buy at the gift shop?” I say, making my voice sound bright and perky to cover my irritation. I don’t want to make her feel bad. It’s not Bria’s fault she’s so squeaky-clean and wholesome. Her loving family raised her that way.

      “Well, I bought Dad a gorgeous model of the Dark Star, to say thank you for our space ride. It glows blue when you push a button. Look!” She grapples with a big dark orb, which lights up obediently when she finds the button. “And I got Mom a… Wait, where is it?” She digs through the bag, then looks up in horror. “Oh no. I think I left it on the counter. It’s jewelry. The assistant must have missed it when she packed my things.”

      “Damn! Better go back and look for it, huh? They’re probably looking for you in there.” I pat her shoulder and nudge her back toward the direction of the store.

      Bria scoots off, and I grab a replacement glass of pink migraine juice from a circulating waitress. I stroll through the crowd with it, hoping Bria takes a little while to find her Mom’s present so I can have a couple more sips than last time.

      All these rich people in one place. It blows my mind. Back in the old days, I used to take from people like this just to live.

      An involuntary shudder racks through me. I hate to remember the dark days before the authorities put me in my foster home. Stealing was a way of life. It was all I’d ever known. All I’d ever been taught.

      I’ve tried to forget those days, but I’ll never really be free of the guilt. Never.

      An anxious-looking blonde passenger tries to squeeze past me, but she bumps into me accidentally. Her purse is gaping wide open and her wallet is right there on top. Totally visible. Pale blue leather with silver edging. Bad idea. Zip it up, girl. There are bad people everywhere who will want to take advantage of your trusting nature.

      But you can’t say things like that to strangers. I know. I’ve tried in the past. They just think I’m some kind of con artist, trying an elaborate double bluff to con them out of something or other.

      You have to let people make their own mistakes, Coralie—as my old high school teacher used to say.

      So I just raise my glass to the clumsy blonde girl and say “Great trip!”

      She smiles meekly back at me. A mousy-haired guy in a waiter’s uniform walks briskly toward us, and brushes past us both at once.

      I’m the only one who sees his hand slides toward her wallet.

      What the fuck?

      It all happens so fast, I barely have time to blink. His hand dips in to grab her wallet, and then he slides the stolen goods up his sleeve. It’s almost instant. His arm’s as fast as a lizard’s tongue, flicking in and out of her purse at super speed.

      The victim doesn’t notice a thing. That dude is a pro.

      My heart’s hammering like a road drill. I feel sick. Painful memories swirl around in my mind. It wasn’t me this time, but I still feel the stab of shame.

      What do I do?

      I could yell and draw attention to the robbery. I could tell the girl what he did. Most people would do that instinctively.

      But this guy knows what he’s doing. That technique was slick. He’ll have a plausibly deniable excuse going on.

      I have to think this through for a second. How would I have wriggled out of a public accusation, back when I was a thieving lowlife like him?

      If he’s caught, he’ll find a way to drop the wallet before anyone noticed. Even worse, he might plant it on me. I was trained to do exactly that by my handler in the gang, if I ever got caught and reported to cops by a well-meaning observer. Blame the person who pointed the finger at you. Takes the heat off you and causes some useful confusion at the scene.

      And what then? Well, if he pulls that stunt on me, he’ll be in luck. He looks like a respectable service worker, and I have a juvenile record as long as the Mississippi. Who’s going to believe my word against his?

      I’m going to have to handle this some other way. Some sneakier way.

      I pretend I didn’t notice the theft, but I begin to tail the guy through the room. As we walk the floor, he glances around the passengers, checking out everyone who comes toward us. Just a regular waiter, checking to make sure all the guests are happy. Right?

      Wrong. He’s working out who to do over next. I know the signs. His eyes dart to purses and pockets, not empty glasses.

      Maybe it really does take a thief to catch a thief. Just because I’m a reformed character doesn’t mean I had my skill-set wiped. I know exactly how this shit works.

      I finish the pink punch, for courage. After I set my empty glass down on a table, I pull put my own wallet so it’s sticking out of my rear pants pocket just a little. Like a clueless rich girl might.

      I’m bait.

      The waiter guy gets to the edge of the room and I grab his arm before he can make it through the door.

      “Oh, excuse me?” I say, making my voice as well-bred as I can manage.

      He turns, looking pissed off behind the fake smile. “Yeah?”

      I guess right then that he’s not a real waiter. His reaction shows he has no customer service instincts at all. He wouldn’t have passed the interview for a prestigious cruise job like this one. Maybe he just lifted a waiter’s outfit from somewhere. Interesting.

      From a professional point of view, I can almost admire his technique.

      From a moral point of view, I need to bring this asshole down.

      “Could you tell me what time the ship will be heading back to Earth?” I put my hand on my hip and stick it out. That handily pushes my shirt back, so he can see my tempting wallet sticking out of my butt pocket.

      His eyes dart down for just a fraction of a second. He sees it. His face melts into an expression of kind concern. “I’m not sure, ma’am. Let me go ask my colleague.”

      Colleague. Yeah, right. I put my hand on his arm, like I’m touched by his helpfulness. “Oh, that’s so kind, thank you!”

      “It’s no problem,” he says, with a warm smile. He looks just behind me and raises his eyebrows, like he’s noticed something surprising. “Oh my goodness.”

      I know he’s expecting me to turn and check out this new and intriguing event, so he can grab my wallet while I’m distracted. I pretend to go along with it, and turn.

      The moment his hand touches my wallet, I reach behind me and grab his thieving hand.

      I turn back to stare right in his eyes, digging my nails hard into the back of his wrist.

      He doesn’t make a sound. He just glares at me. If looks could kill, I’d be in a heap on the floor.

      “Nice try, motherfucker,” I say softly in my own voice. “But you’re not getting this one.” He tries to wrench his hand back, but I dig in harder with my nails. “And give me the blue wallet you just lifted too.”

      “What blue wallet?”

      “Don’t waste my time. Just hand it over, or I’ll call the space police and have them meet us at the airport.”

      “Yeah? Go for it, you little punk. Call them.” He stares me down, trying to make me blink first. His attitude would alarm most women. It’s clear he’d be willing to do whatever was necessary to save his own skin.

      Unfortunately for him, I’ve had a lot of practice dealing with aggressive pricks.

      “I’ll be happy to do that,” I say, taking out my phone. I snap a photo of him before he can stop me, then tap my phone screen three times. “I’ve just sent that image to the space patrol emergency hotline. Their facial recognition software blows my mind. You’ll see it when they haul you in. Do you have a lawyer already, or will you need to hire one from scratch?”

      It works. I call his bluff.

      “Jeez, take the damn thing,” he says, reaching one hand up his other sleeve. He pulls the blue wallet out and throws it at me. Then he storms through the door, muttering “Fucking bitch” under his breath.

      Whatever. I’ve heard worse.

      I let him get away, because I can’t really call the space cops on anyone. My testimony would mean virtually nothing to a judge, what with my history. At least until I’ve earned my law qualifications and a little adult respectability.

      But I do have the wallet back. And I’m going to find the owner, and give it back to her. Yeah, I’m basically frickin’ Batman right now.

      A strange sense of satisfaction settles over me, from doing the right thing. This feeling might be addictive.

      When I’m a lawyer, I’m going to do even more to help people. I’ll—

      Before I can finish the thought, the ship jerks violently. A bunch of people fall over. I only just keep my balance by hanging onto a seat that’s bolted to the floor. It’s like the ship crashed into something.

      Did we hit another ship? How?

      Space is big and black and mostly empty. Surely the flight navigator would be able to see another vessel coming, and from miles away too?

      Is a collision in space even possible?

      If I hadn’t already drunk all the pink punch, I would’ve been wearing it. With shaking hands, I tuck the rescued wallet in my inside jacket pocket.

      There isn’t much time to reflect on what just happened. After a few moments, the tour guide scuttles out and stands in front of us all. His face is furrowed with alarm.

      Way to reassure your passengers, man.

      “Ladies and gentlemen. Please remain calm. The pilot has informed me that all guests must return to their launch seats…” he splutters.

      He gives us some lame story about asteroid turbulence. Is that even a thing? My imagination starts racing.

      Something weird’s happening here.

      Annoyingly, the blonde with the stolen wallet and her friend have now disappeared from view. Damn. I’ll have to catch her when we land back on Earth, so I can return the wallet to her.

      That’s okay. That’ll work. Bria told me this morning that the lines at galactic border control are always long. So yeah, I should be able to find the blonde there before she goes home.

      I realise I’ve been away from Bria for a while. Shoot, I’d better get back to her. Professor Carter will flip out if he finds out his daughter was freaked out by the turbulence, and freeloading companion Coralie wasn’t there to help.

      Sighing inwardly, I head back toward the gift store.

      I take about three steps before someone jumps in front of me and grabs me by the arms. She’s an athletic girl around my age, with almost-white bobbed hair and eyes as dark as space itself. “Are you crazy? He said take a seat.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Damn, she’s strong. She actually physically turns me around and starts pushing me forward. “Launch seats are this way. Don’t be a jerk.”

      “Hey, you can’t push me around,” I start to say. But she is literally doing just that. Her hands are on my shoulders. She steers me like a shopping cart.

      We reach the launch lounge and she gives me one last shove. “Buckle up, Red. Before you get yourself killed.” Then she jogs up to the back tiers of seating, taking the steps two at a time.

      I’m so surprised, I can’t even think of a smart-ass reply. That’s a first for me. So I find my seat and sit down, hoping Bria arrives soon.

      If anything happens to Professor Carter’s darling daughter on my watch, I can kiss goodbye to my awesome GPA.

      A few seconds later, I silently thank the pushy girl when the ship begins to vibrate.

      The floor is actually moving. It feels like an earthquake, only we’re miles from Earth.

      Holy shit. What is happening?

      Bria hurries into her seat and I squeeze her arm gratefully. It’s such a relief to see her.

      She’s panting, like she’s been running.

      “There you are, Bria. I was worried.”

      “Oh my God, Coralie. Do you know what the—?”

      Bria doesn’t get to finish her sentence. Before she even has her safety belt on, the ship starts to really shake. I help her clip her belt fastener just in time.

      And then the ship starts to move. Oh boy, does it move. It’s like a streak of lightning. The sheer force of it throws us backward.

      I can’t turn my head, or talk. I try to reach my hand out to grab Bria’s, but I can’t make it lift off the arm rest. I can’t move anything at all, not even my eyelids.

      It’s even worse when the lights go out. Now we can’t see a damn thing either.

      Screams pierce the air, but the noise is fragmented. It sounds like the screamers’ breath keeps cutting out. What’s going on?

      We hurtle into darkest space. If this is asteroid turbulence, I’m a pineapple.

      Something really strange is going on—and nobody’s telling us what it is.

      I have a really bad feeling in the pit of my stomach. Dread, mixed with a sense of being on high alert. When you have a childhood like mine, your instincts about bad stuff are usually sound.

      The feeling tells me that what’s happening right now is going to feel like a walk in the park compared with what’s coming.
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      I can’t tell how long the ship flies forward at breakneck speed. It’s like we’re all thrown into suspended animation for a while.

      Eventually it seems to slow down. I realize I can turn my head again, because the force has become almost undetectable. Before long, I can’t even tell if we’re moving any more.

      People around us start unclipping their safety belts. Bria and I look at each other. I take a deep breath, trying to calm my galloping heartbeat.

      “Everyone’s getting up, Bria,” I murmur.

      “Shall we go too?”

      “I guess so.” I jump to my feet, on wobbly legs. “Bria… What’s your take on all this? What do you think’s going on?”

      She shrugs, her eyes wide and worried. “I have no clue. Mechanical fault?”

      “You don’t think it’s something… external?” I chew my lip. Now I’m scaring myself.

      “External? Like what?”

      “We all saw how big the Dark Star looked on the viewing screen earlier. We’re too close for comfort. Don’t you think?”

      She shakes her head. “Seriously? You think the Quolvian authorities might care about some little Earth cruise ship? Why would they?” Her face relaxes into a small smile. I’m relieved to see this really isn’t something she’s concerned about.

      I drop my voice to a whisper. “But… what if there’s someone important on this ship? What if they’re the real target?”

      “Important to the Emperor?” She screws up her face. “Did you see any A-list VIPs on this ship? Because I didn’t.”

      “Okay, not that then. Something else.”

      We look around the room for a moment in silence.

      I grab Bria’s arm. “What if they shoot down ships that get too near, just because they can?” I gasp. “What if they hunt humans for sport?” My imagination has always been pretty wild.

      Bria looks startled at first, but then she shakes her head. “I don’t buy it. Why would a major imperial power like Quolvio care about chasing a bunch of humans? What for? And if they hunted humans for fun, we’d have heard about it by now. They wouldn’t run cruises in this part of the galaxy if it wasn’t safe. It’s just not realistic, Coralie.”

      “But something is happening. Right?”

      She sighs and nods. “Okay. Sure. Something is happening. But I’m guessing it’s a technical fault.” She pats my head, which is super annoying and happens all the time because I’m short. “Stuff goes wrong with vehicles sometimes, Coralie. It’s just one of those things.”

      It’s kind of a role reversal that jumpy anxious Bria is the calm voice of reason right now, and I’m the one flinching at shadows. Weird.

      “We’re right in the Emperor’s back yard,” I say, looking all around us. “I just can’t believe something would randomly happen to a ship like this
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