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      For the first time in months, Sparks inhabited a space with no digital interference. No low-level background hum. No sharp intrusion demanding her attention. Not even from her mini computer, which she’d left in the Arrowhead at the bottom of the hill. The wind played with her loose strands of hair, and the fire warmed her front. The flames turned into an orange blur from where she let her eyes slip out of focus. The heat massaged her exhausted body, and she swayed before the bonfire. No, not a bonfire. A pyre. Corpse or not, they were here to say goodbye to Greeta. She grabbed Faz Went’s hand.

      At her contact, the tall being’s shoulders snapped to his neck, and he loosed his rattlesnake hiss. He lowered his head and nodded several times before letting the tension slip from his wiry frame. The pyre’s glare highlighted the damp tracks of his tears on his porcelain cheeks. “She did nothing wrong.” He inhaled again, hissing with the release, his voice wavering. “This is all my fault. I shouldn’t have involved her in this.”

      “Neither of us should.” Sparks squeezed his hand. “If anyone’s to blame, it’s me. She died because of my stupid fucking mission.”

      “I just wish I’d never asked for her help.”

      “But she was a friend, right? That’s what friends do. And I bet she gave it freely?”

      “As always.”

      “She would have volunteered had you not asked her.”

      While nodding, Faz Went turned his back on the pyre and approached Reyes.

      She stood to the side, cuddling Hat, the wind tousling his fur. “So what’s next? Back to Flanterian? Take back the palace. Undo some of our mess.”

      Sparks swiped her hair from her face. “What if we intervene again and cause even more problems? What if we hand it over to the wrong beings?”

      “The gloyners are indigenous to Flanterian, right?”

      Faz Went wiped his nose with the back of his sleeve and nodded.

      “So we do what we can to get it back in their control.”

      “What if there are multiple factions and one has more right to the place than the others? How do we know? What if all the gloyners are dead?”

      “Are you changing your mind, Sparks?”

      “No. Of course not. But we need to think about these things before we leave. What’s the radius of that missile we stole from the Platinum Streak?”

      His head bowed, his frame stooped, Faz Went swayed as if locked into the flames’ rhythm. He sniffed. “Twenty miles.”

      Sparks pushed her glasses back up her nose. “It could be a very real possibility there aren’t any of them left. Then what?”

      Reyes shrugged, squeezing Hat like a set of bagpipes, forcing out a grunt. “Then we hand it over to the authorities.”

      “What authorities?”

      “I don’t fucking know, Sparks. But we’ve done a bad thing. We could ask a lot of what-ifs, but that won’t change the fact. We have to fix what we’ve done. Faz Went”—she touched his forearm—“we understand if you don’t want to come with us. You’ve already lost too much.”

      He cried a fresh wave of tears, but for the first time since they’d lit the fire, Faz Went stood straight and raised his chin. At over six and a half feet tall, he cut an imposing figure. The back of Sparks’ neck ached to look up at him. “I want to come. The Ringdell Group is the reason Greeta’s dead, and even if that weren’t the case, I’m going wherever you’re going.” He stooped again and cast a glance at Reyes from beneath his weathered cap’s peak. “If you’ll have me?”

      “Of course!”

      “And if I won’t be a hindrance.”

      “You undervalue yourself.”

      He sighed again. “I hope so.” He stared out over Glootah’s grassy plains. A verdant and hilly landscape, the meadows’ long grass swayed in the strong winds. “But if we’re going to Flanterian, we need weapons. A fuckload of weapons. And there’s something else I’ve not mentioned.”

      Already on the edge with grief and exhaustion, Sparks’ stomach plummeted, but she held her tongue.

      “Piltred.”

      “Bless you.”

      “You’ve not heard of Piltred?”

      Sparks shrugged, and when Reyes didn’t respond, she shook her head for the pair of them. “No. But I’m sure there’s a cream you can get for it.”

      “He.”

      “Huh?”

      “He. Not it. He’s a monstrosity of a being. He’s like a failed genetic experiment. He stands over ten feet tall and nearly as wide. He wears power armour. As intimidating as the steel monstrosity is, they say what’s beneath his suit is much worse. That an exposed Piltred is maddening to behold.”

      “If we ever meet him, remind me to thank him for his courtesy.” Sparks rolled her eyes. “Does he close his mouth while he’s eating too?”

      Reyes tutted at Sparks. “You’re telling us about Piltred for a reason, right?”

      “He’s guarding the palace. One of the Ringdell Groups’ captains, he’s about as fierce as they come. If we’re set on going to Flanterian⁠—”

      “We are,” Reyes said.

      “Then we’ll have to face him at some point.”

      Sparks shot air from her nose. “I’m sure we’ve faced worse.”

      “I’m not.”

      “We’ve met the Crimson Countess, right, Reyes?”

      Reyes’ eyes glazed. Her brow furrowed.

      Rattling again, Faz Went shook his head. “I’ve heard of the Countess. She has nothing on Piltred. For one, she had a reason for being evil. As clichéd as it was.” He counted out the list with his fingers. “Power. Influence. Wealth.”

      Placing Hat on the floor beside her, Reyes rubbed what must have been sweating palms against her trousers and then turned them towards the blue sky. “What motivates Piltred?”

      “To use the word motivate is to suggest he has desires and dreams. That he wants to improve his lot, or at least get even with someone.” Faz Went’s entire frame shuddered with his next rattlesnake hiss. “Piltred doesn’t work like that. From what I understand, he has but one motivation⁠—”

      “To sit around playing video games and getting high?” Sparks smiled. The others didn’t.

      Faz Went lowered his voice. “Chaos.”

      Reyes’ frown deepened, like she might change her mind. But could they really walk away from this after how they’d left the palace?

      “A manifestation of hate, rage, and unfocused fury. He wants to watch the galaxy burn.”

      Sparks stepped closer to the flames to draw a bit more of their heat. “Okay, we definitely need weapons.”

      “And lots of them,” Reyes said.

      “Faz?”

      He flicked his head up at Sparks.

      “You know where we can get some, right?”

      “We have a few options.”

      “Go on.”

      “We could go and see Blark Venn-Quarter’s arms dealer. They live on a nearby planet. I reckon we can get there fairly easily from Acoolter.”

      “And Blark Venn-Quarter will be happy with that?”

      “Not at all, no.”

      “But the dealer will happily sell us weapons?”

      “They might not take kindly to our unsolicited approach.”

      Reyes stepped closer. “But announcing ourselves will alert Blark Venn-Quarter?”

      “Right. And we have a human with us, which rarely receives the warmest of welcomes.” Faz Went held up an apologetic hand.

      “None taken.”

      Sparks smirked. “Do we have any other options?”

      “We could return to Acoolter, scour the bars and see who’s selling? We might find a crew willing to shave a few weapons from the top of their supplies for some credits. And we might even be able to hitch a ride with them out of there.”

      “It seems more under the radar.” Sparks raised her eyebrows at Reyes.

      Reyes scratched her face, the light from the fire highlighting her angular cheekbones.

      “Why don’t I like that look?”

      “It’s just a suggestion.”

      “Just say it, Reyes.”

      “We could try to contact Moses?”

      “What? No fucking chance. I want nothing to do with that fucker. And if I ever see him again, it will be to drive a knife into his heart.” Sparks clenched her jaw to give extra force to her mimed stab. “I’ll hold his glare while I’m doing it to be sure he sees every moment of my enjoyment as his light fades.”

      The fire hissed and popped. Faz Went looked from Sparks to Reyes. “So, which one?”

      Sparks scoffed. “I’m not sure there’s a choice. And if we’re going to go through with thi⁠—”

      “If?” Reyes said. “We’re not past that?”

      “We have enough credits to make choices now. As new information comes to us, we need to consider it. The thought of facing Pitcher doesn’t fill me with glee.”

      “Piltred,” Faz Went said.

      “Rectum.”

      “What? It sounds nothing like rectum.”

      Sparks batted away the comment with a wave of her hand. “My point is, we could just fuck off and live a peaceful life somewhere. As long as we have these credits, that’s an option.” Reyes’ frown was as deep as before. “We could have that peaceful existence we craved.”

      “When did you crave a peaceful existence? Don’t pretend you’ve enjoyed sitting on your hands on Acoolter for the past year.”

      “Okay, it’s driven me mad. But with the credits we have, we can at least choose our next job.”

      “Something I can manage, you mean?”

      “Something we can both manage.”

      “I’m ready, Sparks.”

      “I know you are.”

      “I don’t think you do. But I want you to stop trying to give me an out.”

      “I’m not try⁠—”

      Reyes showed Sparks her palm. “Stop! Why do we get to pick after what we’ve done to the gloyners? What was it, Faz? A twenty-mile radius?”

      “Twenty miles.”

      “Even if I weren’t up to the mission.”

      “I never said that!”

      “Even if I weren’t, this isn’t a choice.”

      Sparks held up her hands like Reyes’ words were a gun pointed at her face. “It was just a suggestion. And if I might make another one?”

      “If it’s anything like the last, don’t bother.”

      The wind filled the silence, stoking the pyre and throwing smoke their way.

      “Okay, fine. It’s good to be back together, Reyes.” Sparks winked before she turned on her heel, passed the bonfire, and walked down the hill towards the Arrowhead. “Come on then. Let’s go to Acoolter.”
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      A drone shot overhead every few seconds, each one sending a twinge through Sparks’ back. Machines worked on the docked ships. They were single-minded in their purpose, but their combined intention melded in her mind as a maddening buzz. Automated doors and windows opened and closed, reacting to the proximity of the beings they served. A vast freighter turned the port dark as it came in to land by the lake.

      Twisting between two hulking beasts striding down the port, Sparks tapped her left breast pocket, her mini computer back with her, and smiled. “You know, I never thought I’d say this, but Acoolter⁠—”

      “Kind of feels like home?” Faz Went navigated the busy spaceport like Sparks, but his size and form gave him an aquatic grace. A balletic poise. His movements long and flowing, he twisted and turned, ducked and dived.

      Reyes still wore her scowl from Glootah, so Sparks held her tongue. Ask her what’s up in this frame of mind and she’d tear her fucking head off. She clung to Hat. Much tighter and she’d wring the life from the poor thing.

      “Uh …”

      “What?”

      Hat would let her know if it got too much. “Nothing.” Sparks followed Faz Went and avoided Reyes’ glare.

      The bar sat in a premium location, and like all the other businesses on the front, they had no room to build higher. The squat building stood about three metres tall and ran thin and long like a tunnel. A corridor of intoxication and hostility. Although it had its doorstep on the spaceport’s main strip, it stretched back into the cheaper land towards the red- and purple-light districts and the residential tower blocks.

      Sparks rested a hand on Reyes’ shoulder. “Do you want to wait out here?”

      “What? Why?”

      “You look stressed.”

      “When did you become my fucking carer?”

      Sparks lowered her head.

      “Look, I didn’t get out in the spaceport much when we lived here. I’m just adjusting to the surroundings. And of course I’d rather come in with you than wait out here. I want to help. And it’s not about me needing you close by.”

      “Huh? Where did that come from?”

      “Come on, Sparks, I know what this is about.” Reyes rolled her eyes at Faz Went. “She thinks I can’t let her out of my sight because everyone I love who goes away from me dies.”

      “You what?” Faz Went looked between Reyes and Sparks.

      Sparks placated him with a hand on his arm. “She doesn’t mean that.”

      Reyes snorted a mirthless laugh. “I kind of do. Anyway, I know it wasn’t the going-away part that got them killed. Life’s just shitty sometimes.” She pointed at the bar. “I want to come with you. So, are we going in?”

      The door opened for Faz Went, and Sparks’ right eye twitched. She followed him in, Reyes and Hat behind her.

      Many of the buildings facing out onto Acoolter’s spaceport had a similar layout. Thin, long, and dimly lit, they stretched away into a shadowy distance. Like in Mac’s place, the bar ran the length of the room down the left-hand side. Tables and chairs catered to collusions of beings. Some drank. Some smoked. Some played games, many of which she’d never seen before. The punters cast glances at one another.

      Naturally, the bar’s collective attention followed the tall Faz Went, half his face hidden in the shadow cast by his cap’s peak. It accentuated the stark white of his porcelain chin and neck. He took a seat at the bar, Sparks scaling the stool next to him, Reyes sitting down with Hat.

      The bartender wore a filthy apron, which he used to clean a glass. A squat and powerful frame, he stood about four feet tall, his side of the bar elevated to make him look taller. He had thick and hairy forearms, and his skin was covered in a waxy secretion, which left every glass he handled cloudy no matter how hard he polished. Two nostrils dominated his round head, and he had a tiny mouth, which birthed a bovine tongue so thick it tested his lips’ elasticity. He licked his entire face, taking extra probing care on his cloudy eyes. The accompanying squelch turned Sparks’ stomach.

      He pointed at Hat, his voice so deep, Sparks rested a hand against her sternum to counter the vibration. “No pets.”

      Reyes pointed at Sparks. “She’s not my pet.”

      “No comedians either.”

      Reyes winked at Sparks. “Sounds like a fun place.”

      “What do you want?”

      Sparks took over. “We’re hoping for some information.”

      He whacked the bar so hard, several glasses jumped. Three fell onto their sides and leaked their garish fluids, smoke rising into the air when they met on the bar’s wooden top. He leaned over Sparks. “You think I’m a snitch?”

      Faz Went’s rattle demanded the bartender’s attention. “What my friend means is we’re hoping that someone with your kind of connections might introduce us to some beings to help facilitate a mutually beneficial trade? Of which I’m sure you’ll receive a commission.”

      Still resting on his fists, snorting slightly with his heavy respiration, the bartender scanned the room, many eyes on them. He spoke for his punters more than in response to Faz Went. “I ain’t telling you nothing I wouldn’t tell any other being in this place. You know what happens to snitches around here?”

      Bile rose in the back of Sparks’ throat. Fuck Mac. “They get their lights shut off. And they should be grateful that’s all that happened to them.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      The bartender frowned at Faz Went, who shook his head. “It’s a long story. Look, we have credits.”

      “I should fucking think so. Nothing worth getting in this life is free.”

      “Except the love of a good woman.” Reyes winked at the bartender.

      He snorted. “I’m not so desperate I’d go with a human.”

      “None taken.”

      “Huh?”

      “I’m taken.” She threw her arm around Sparks. “Just speaking from experience. It might help.”

      “I don’t need help.”

      Sparks raised her eyebrows, pursed her lips so she held onto her reply, and slid her glasses back up her nose.

      Faz Went rattled again. “How about we tell you what we’re looking for, and you tell us if you can help?”

      The bartender snorted again.

      “We need weapons.”

      His cheek bulged from the press of his thick tongue. He scanned the room. Many of the beings had lost interest in their conversation. “You trying to set me up? Blark Venn-Quarter wouldn’t be happy with me revealing that kind of information.”

      “He wouldn’t be happy with me asking.”

      He held out his hand, his wide palm covered in scars and glistening with the same secretion that coated the rest of his body. “Five hundred credits.”

      “What?” Sparks leaned towards him, but pulled back when he licked out his other nostril, curling his tongue to act like a straw. “They say never get high on your own supply, you know?”

      He slurped what sounded like a pint of snot. “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m asking what you’ve been drinking? Five hundred credits?”

      “Fine. Four.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Sparks!” Faz Went spoke from the side of his mouth. “A little more diplomacy, yeah?”

      “This ain’t foreplay; he’s trying to fuck us, Faz.” She pointed at the bartender. “I won’t let him get away with it.”

      “Fine.” The bartender held up his thick hands. “One hundred. You can’t blame me for trying.”

      “I fucking can. And next time I will.” Sparks handed over their credit card, which the bartender swiped and passed back.

      “No!” Faz Went reached for Sparks but missed.

      She leaped over the bar and struck the bartender just below his right eye. She rode him as he fell to the ground, sat on top of him, and landed three more blows in quick succession. Grabbing the front of his shirt, she pressed her blaster into his face so hard it forced his already swollen right eye shut. She sprayed him with spittle. “Put those credits back, you thieving shit.” The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end, but she kept her focus on the bartender, her blaster’s barrel slipping on his greasy skin.

      Faz Went leaned over the bar and grabbed a hold of the back of Sparks’ shirt, but she clung on. The bartender wriggled and squirmed beneath her. She tracked him with her blaster’s barrel.

      “Okay, okay.” Stretched out on the sticky wooden floor, he raised his hands above his head.

      Sparks let go, and Faz Went dragged her back, dropping her on the stool she’d just vacated. “Let me handle this.”

      Chewing the inside of her mouth, Sparks gave the bartender her credit card. She checked he’d refunded the correct amount, leaned back, and folded her arms across her chest. “And I thought Mac was a fucking liability.”

      “What did you say?”

      Faz Went showed Sparks his hand and leaned closer to the bartender. “Now, that information?”

      Another tingle streaked up Sparks’ back. She shoved Faz Went from his stool just as a tiny dart shot through the space where his head had been, and smashed a bottle of red liquor on a shelf.

      Leaping over the bar again, she kicked the bartender in the face and scooped up a handful of small glasses. She loosed the first one at the closest drone dart, each one programmed to home in on a target. The glass shattered, the nearest table cowering beneath a spray of small and sharp pieces. The dart dropped with a tinkle.

      Sparks nailed the next dart to screams from those in the bar. But better she showered them with small glass shards than blaster fire.

      Reyes lined her up, collecting more glasses from the surrounding tables, many of them still full.

      Every launched glass met a dart with a shattering splish! Eight down. Ten. Fifteen. Other than an aching right arm, she had the beating of the primitive defence system.

      Splish! She dropped the final dart.

      The bartender cowered next to her, covering his head with his hands. She kicked him so hard up the arse, he shunted forwards. She threw the remaining three glasses at him, each one exploding against the back of his head. When she reached for a bottle, Faz Went grabbed her wrist.

      “Enough! You’ve made your point, Sparks. I’m sure he won’t try that again.”

      The bartender rolled over onto his back and squinted as if dazzled by her rage. “I won’t. I promise.”

      Sparks drew her blaster and took several calming breaths. “You have three seconds to tell us what we need to know.”

      “Droneball booth. They’re from a ship called the Pisstake. They told me they have some weapons for sale. You might want to try them.”

      “And you might want to learn how to do business. Now, you have some seriously pissed-off customers. If I were you, I’d make sure drinks were on the house tonight.”

      “What?”

      Sparks raised her foot over his head. “Do you want to rethink that?”

      “Fine.” He grabbed the bar and pulled himself to his feet. “One free drink for every being in here. I’m sorry for the disruption.”

      Hopping back over the bar, Sparks followed Faz Went towards the droneball booth at the back of the room, watched by every being in the place. Every being save for the ones they approached.

      Reyes leaned close to Sparks. “I’ve missed that, you know.”

      Sparks smirked. “I’ve missed it too. And he deserved it.”

      “That he did.”

      “But we don’t have to follow through with this if you don’t want to?”

      “Didn’t I just say I’ve missed it?”

      “I know. I jus⁠—”

      “Stop trying to give me an out, Sparks. It’s tedious. And you’re killing the moment.”

      “I worry about you. I want to be sure you’re ready.”

      “Your concern is condescending. We’re doing this. I’m doing this, whether you come with me or not. I can’t live the rest of my life knowing I did nothing to try to rectify our mistake on Flanterian.”

      A collection of six beings gathered around the droneball booth. They huddled together, their backs to the room. Faz Went loosed a rattlesnake hiss, and they turned as one.

      Sparks gasped and stepped back into Reyes. Being the focus of these beings’ attention sent a harder shudder through her than any machine ever could.
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      A half-dozen beings of all the same species, each one about five feet tall and skinny like they’d had their essence drained. They stood statue still save for the writhing mass of muscly tentacles atop their heads. They twisted and swayed, entangling like fornicating squids.

      “Fucking hell, who invited the gorgons?” Sparks took a step back at becoming the focus of their attention.

      They moved on to Reyes, Hat, and Faz Went, assessing each of them with their frost-blue glare. Holes pitted their lichen green skin. Some ran so deep they offered a view of the layers beneath. They looked like a half-dozen corpses left to rot on the ocean floor. Buried in iron boots while eels made homes of their orifices.

      Sparks pulled her neck into her shoulders like it would make her somehow less visible. Her and her fucking mouth. Why didn’t she keep it shut? But the room fell back into a low rumble of chatter, and she finally recovered the rhythm of her breath with the slight easing of the bar’s atmosphere.

      She stepped forward and halted when all six focused on her again. “Please forgive our rude interruption, and the bartender might be on a windup, but he⁠—”

      “We’re looking for weapons.” Faz Went eased Sparks back so she once more stood beside Reyes and Hat. Let him do his thing.

      “Droneball.” The creature’s voice existed somewhere between a belch and gravel sliding down a steel washboard.

      “Yes.” Faz Went nodded. “This is a droneball booth. You play?”

      “Do you play?”

      “You want us to beat you so we can then trade with you?”

      “Just play for fun.”

      Sparks spoke from the side of her mouth. “Do they know the meaning of the word?”

      Reyes shoved her.

      The being who’d spoken scratched its cheek, its finger slipping through the hole into its mouth. “We should play droneball. As an icebreaker.”

      “With ice this thick, aren’t we better off with a nuclear missile?”

      “We can hear you, you know?”

      Sparks raised an apologetic hand. “Sorry. Forgive me. I’m not very good at socialising.”

      “But you play droneball?”

      “Don’t fucking beat them,” Reyes said.

      “I’m not sure I want to be in a booth with them.”

      “We can still hear you.” The creature’s voice had dropped an octave. Thin fucking ice.

      “Just do what needs to be done to get them onside; then we can get our weapons and get the fuck out of here.”

      “Fine.” Sparks stepped forwards again. “I’ll play you.”

      “Not me.”

      The creature stood aside to reveal the tallest of them all. Only a few inches above the rest, they had a pronounced brow that cast a band of deep shadow across their eyes like a mask. The tentacles on their head stood taller and thicker than those of their compatriots’. They sneered at Sparks and turned to Reyes. “What about you? Do you play?”

      “Me?” Reyes laughed. “Oh, heavens, no. Sparks is your gal.”

      “I thought you didn’t want them beaten?”

      The creature laughed. “Are you seriously suggesting I’ll lose to you?”

      “Oh, I’m sure you won’t. I’m only being silly. Having a bit of banter, you know?”

      “I ate the last person who had banter with me.”

      Sparks gulped. “That I can believe.”

      Reyes grabbed Sparks’ shoulder and dragged her back. She whispered in her ear, “Don’t beat them.”

      “You just worry about you, yeah?”

      “You’re a fine one to talk, with all you’ve done to persuade me to stay away from Flanterian.”

      “It’s not that. I just want to explore all the options.”

      “I’m not fragile, Sparks.”

      Faz Went cleared his throat. “Is now the time, ladies?”

      “I’m just saying Sparks should treat me how she used to. Before our final mission.”

      “I am.”

      “Oh, fuck off. At least have the courage to fucking admit it.” Reyes turned her back on her and marched across the bar.

      Sparks cupped her mouth with her hands. “Where are you going?”

      “I’ll be waiting outside. Out of the way so I don’t get hurt.”

      “I never said …”

      The automatic door let in Acoolter’s morning light before closing behind Reyes and Hat as they left.

      Faz Went’s cheeks bulged with his exhale. “Can we now please focus on the droneball game?”

      “Fine.” Sparks’ courage abandoned her halfway through pointing at her opponent, but she’d committed to
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