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  Content Warning 


This book contains discussions about slavery, prostitution, drug abuse, and other heinous crimes. 
There is also a scene involving threats and knife violence. 
If you are uncomfortable reading about such things, I suggest you stop here. If you are willing to brave these atrocities to find the light at the end of the tunnel, keep reading with the knowledge that a bright ending is just around the corner for our heroes. 
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Chapter 1 

Zaynt


“How do you feel about helping me take down the biggest slavers in the universe?” My voice sounds a bit happier than it should, but something about finding your purpose in life, having a target to focus on, it just makes me giddy. Ninjas shouldn’t get giddy, but what the hell. Happiness feels good, and for once I’m going to embrace it. 
There’s a pause as Kij considers my words, and I hear a pen tapping in the background. “It would be a pleasure to work with you on such a task, but I have to ask, what’s your plan?” 
Now it’s my turn to pause, my feet halting as I reach for the doorknob, key in hand. “I don’t have a plan yet, that’s why I’m calling. Before I try to set anything into motion, I need to know who has my back, who’s helping me, who I can put into play with me on this. There’s no way in hell I can take them down on my own, even if it kills my pride to admit it. I need your help on this.” 
Sighing as I let that confession fall, I push the door open and head inside, immediately heading down to my cave. I don’t bother even searching for my parents or anyone else. This house is practically mine, although I only use the basement and my room for the most part. I don’t know where my parents have disappeared to this time. For all I know, they have another house elsewhere and they stay there to avoid me. They never wanted me in the first place, so to keep me out of their hair, they just make sure I have a padded bank account and my own space. Once I was old enough to take care of myself, I was no longer their problem. Thanks for nothing. 
“Why don't I talk to my team first, see what they think, and I suggest you do the same. I for one know that your friends would back you if this is something you really want to achieve. Let’s get everyone on board, then we’ll discuss a plan.” Kij’s voice is level, smooth, as he tries to put a pause button on my goals without hurting my feelings. 
“That’s a good idea. We seem to come up with our best strategies for things when we’re together anyway. I’ll reach out to the others and hit you up soon.” 
“Sounds good to me.” 
“Oh, and Kij?” There’s a pause as he ‘hmm’s in response. “Thank you. I know I’ve been a pain in your ass lately, but I appreciate your help and support.” 
My cheeks heat as I admit this to him. I have been a royal jerk to him, no doubt. I’ve yelled at him, called him stupid or crazy for nearly getting us caught while searching for Maya, but he’s never once lashed out at me in return. He simply takes it and moves on, helping me see that things are, in fact, okay and on track. He’s been more of a mentor than anything, and I should give him the respect he deserves, even if I hate feeling like number 2 in comparison to him. 
“Zaynt, you had every right to be angry at the time, and you’ve been helpful and apologetic since. Let’s bury that old flame of jealousy and rage and move forward as a team. Because that’s what we are now, right?” 
I let out a small chuckle and nod my head. “Right. You’re always right.” 
He laughs, and I can’t help but grin. “I’m not always right, just most of the time. We’ll talk soon, little ninja.” 
I close the comm and drop it onto my desk as I slip into my chair, sighing in relief that things may very well be under way. There’s a hope bubbling in my chest, making it feel lighter than ever before. Hope is not something I often let myself have since everyone in my life, aside from Laya and our new friends, have let me down. 
I boot up my computer and spin my chair side to side as I send out a quick message to our group chat, asking the gang the same thing I asked Kij. Dropping the comm back down, I lean back and watch the computer come to life, illuminating the room in a soft glow. 
Charlie and Ethan work so hard, fight every day to keep things running, to keep saving these kids and make sure they have a stable home, food, and other necessities. On top of that, they’re running a business, inventing, selling, and interacting with their clients. They’re on the go constantly. How they have any downtime is beyond me, and they cannot keep this up for long. 
It’s taken me longer than it should have to realize that this is my purpose. I suppose it always seemed impossible before finding Maya. When Kij was able to find The Reapers and attempt to hack their systems, things began to focus for me. We found them, now we just have to get to them, and I know we can with the right plan. 
Whatever plan we come up with will have to be carefully thought out, every contingency prepared for. Most likely, someone will have to go undercover to get inside because the security measures, even on their software, are too good for us to simply hack into. Each time we try, we risk getting caught or them building up more walls. Going in means the added risk of getting caught, killed, or worse. This mission may be suicide for one or more of us. 
That thought has me sighing in defeat. I wouldn’t be surprised if one or more of them said no to joining me. I’m asking them to literally risk everything to help me take down criminals, when that’s not at all in our job descriptions. 
Wait a second. Sitting up, I grab a notebook and a pen, quickly writing down a question to myself. Galactic law enforcement? Contact? Is there such a thing? If so, should I contact them and hand over any information I gather? If I do so, would that make me a criminal as well for obtaining the documentation illegally, or will I be granted a reprieve since I was doing it for a good cause and their sentence will outweigh mine by a ridiculous amount? 
This gets me on a roll of several other questions we should all go over together. Should we go in? Who will do it? What’s our cover story? How do we infiltrate their servers for the files we need? There’s so much to go over, and I may not have enough paper. 
Logging in, I fire up my search engine and begin looking into law enforcement and any laws or rules I can find on turning in criminals and obtaining evidence. Hopefully I hear back from my friends soon because this anticipation is killing me! 
It doesn’t take me long to find the Universal Law Enforcement Agency, or ULaw for short, as they call themselves. I find an online number for reporting crimes and jot it down in my notebook before searching their site for information on evidence gathering by citizens. Ethan has explained some human laws to me while we were catching up on new episodes of some cop drama that his mom likes to watch with him. There’s a chain of evidence that must be upheld or the courts will throw it out, so if that applies here, I need to make sure that I’m very careful. I don’t want them getting away with anything they’ve done. 
My comm pings several times, vibrating crazily across the desk until I pick it up to see responses from each of my friends, all of them saying they’re in and headed my way to discuss this together. I take that as a great sign! If they’re willing to talk it through, they’re not likely to say no, right? I finish up what I can before I hear the door open, the sound quickly followed by feet stomping down the stairs.  
Closing my browser and notebook, I turn just in time to greet my friends as they enter the cave. “Hey, guys.” Charlie high fives me and Ethan throws me a fist bump before Layanna squeezes me in a hug, Arey offering a small wave as she clings to Charlie’s side. 
“So you want to take down The Reapers. You do know that’s suicidal, right?” Charlie gets right to the point, and I have to appreciate that. He’s not wasting any time. Straightening my spine, I give him a curt nod. 
“Look, I know it’s crazy, dangerous, and yes, most likely suicidal, but I’ve thought about it a lot lately. You and Ethan cannot keep up this pace of running a business, taking care of kids, and running the railroad. You’re going nonstop all the time. It’s going to kill you well before you reach your old years. I’d like for you to live at least as long as me, so the only way to fix this is to eliminate the cause of all this: The Reapers.” 
Footsteps pound down the stairs, one set barreling down while the other set slowly descends. Shannon swings around the corner and into the room, panting slightly as her wide eyes take us all in, Maya slowly peeking around behind her. “What’d we miss? Sorry, we got here as fast as we could.” 
Ethan chuckles and throws an arm over Laya’s shoulders while punching Shannon’s left arm. “Oh, nothing much, just Zaynt wanting to go on a suicide mission to take down The Reapers.” The cocksure grin on his face irritates me as much as his insinuation that I would do this alone. He’s trying to rile Shannon up, and it works as she screeches at me. 
“What!? You can’t do that!” 
Holding up my hands to placate her, she settles and lets me speak. “Look, this is not a solo mission, I’m asking all of you to help me. However possible. I’ve already talked to Kij as well, he’s in, but he recommended we each talk to our teams, see who is willing to help us through this, and we’ll sort it all out together. It’s only suicide if you don’t help. If you do, it’s a homicidal mission, right?” 
“Not funny, Zayny Plane.” Shannon glares at me, using her newfound nickname on me, and I grin. Of all of my friends, she and I are growing the closest since we work together every day. She’s become to me what Laya was before Ethan came along. My sister in arms, basically. 
“Come on, it was a little funny.” I grin, and she crosses her arms, shaking her head ever so slightly. Snorting, I look around at the rest of them. “So, will you guys help me so I can help you? Please? This feels like my mission, like I’m meant to do this. Please.” 
Charlie and Ethan glance at each other before they each look around the room at the others. Shannon’s eyes never leave mine as she nods, her stance widening as determination sets in her gaze. “I’ll help you however I can.” 
I grin at her, filled with pride at her strength, before the others agree as well, even little Maya. Before I can even utter a thank you, my comm rings, and I flip it open, holding it up in front of me. Kij’s holo image appears, and my heart hammers, worried that he’ll say they’re out while simultaneously begging for him to say they’re in. 
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Chapter 2 

Tutkijaa



Slipping my comm into my pocket, I jump up and exit my cave, hollering for a meeting as I walk through the hall. Ayira jumps up and meets me as we walk to the meeting room, hitting a button inside her door as she exits to alert the others. 
“What’s going on, Tootie fruitie?” She slips her arms around my waist and walks with me, her nose rubbing against my neck. 
I chuckle at her newest nickname, thanks to Molly showing her and Aisen new Earth foods, and squeeze her close. “Zaynt has asked us to join him in a personal mission, but it’s something I felt we should all discuss before I said yay or nay.” 
She leans back, standing straight as concern tilts her brows. “Is it dangerous?” 
I shrug at her as we turn the corner and walk down the hall to the large meeting room. We enter to find Aisen coming in from the kitchen with snacks and drinks for everyone. Blob is in the corner in his usual bodyguard stance, eyes constantly watching every exit. His lips tilt up just a bit as Ayira blows him a kiss, but he doesn’t move. Rygen rushes in from the gym, his shirt sweaty and clinging to his toned chest. Tohtor is the last to arrive with his nose in his tablet, as per usual. He’s always studying something. 
Everyone sits around the table, Rygen and I bracketing Ayira while the others sit around us. All eyes turn to me, and I swallow, meeting each gaze head on. It’s an odd feeling to look at them and know that what I’m about to ask them to do may very well kill them. My family, the only loves I’ve ever known. It’s almost too painful, but Zaynt’s mission is a good one, one worth fighting in because it means helping the entire universe. 
“Zaynt called earlier and asked if we would join him on a mission, one that he personally wants to take on but cannot achieve alone.” I pause and watch as their reactions grow determined, willing to step in for our newest additions to the family. Inhaling deeply, I take a long breath before I carefully state, “He wants to take down The Reapers, for good.” 
“Nice.” Aisen leans back, a proud grin on his face. 
Ayira pales, her voice shrieking slightly as she gasps and says, “What!? You can’t be serious!” 
Rygen, Blob, and Tohtor stay silent and wait for my next words. Tohtor’s tablet lays flat on the table, the screen black as he gives me his full attention. 
“Look, I know this is dangerous, and probably stupid-” 
“You think!? You couldn’t even hack their systems, baby. How do you expect to take them down at all?” Ayira stands, her nerves on edge. Reaching up, I grab one of her bright pink hands, caressing it gently in my two left hands as I try to soothe her. Rygen reaches for her other side, reminding her that we’re all here for her. 
“Ay Ay, please calm down. We aren’t doing anything yet, this is just talk. This is something that Zaynt wants to do, and he’s asked for our help because he can admit that he can’t do it alone. We will make a plan together, every step of the way. This is simply us discussing if we even want to have a part in this.” 
She slowly sinks back into her seat, but the panic never leaves her eyes. Her fear is warranted. Everyone in the dark world of the universe knows that you don’t mess with The Reapers, not for anything. Once you’re involved, you’re either in for life or you die. There’s no in-between. Charlie and his friends are the first we’ve ever heard of getting away from them unscathed, and that’s a miracle. 
There’s silence for a long moment before Aisen sits forward, slapping his hands on the table. “I’m in.” 
“Helios.” Ayira attempts to reprimand him, but he gives her a look that rivals her own. He’s not backing down. 
“No, Mother. I know what you’re going to say, this is too dangerous, I’ll get killed, you can’t live without me. Whatever the argument, it’s not good enough. Charlie and Ethan have worked so hard for 2, almost 3, years now to rescue any and all slaves they can from these people. Molly has told me all about their work, and I’ve even helped her care for some of the kids they’ve brought back to Earth. This atrocity ends now. And let’s all be honest here, there’s nothing better than taking out the biggest baddy around, so I’m in.” He clicks his tongue and leans back in his seat, his arms crossing over his chest in a relaxed, yet challenging, pose as he dares Ayira to fight him. 
Blob chuckles at Aisen’s statement before slapping a hand to his shoulder and nodding. “I’m with the kid. If he goes, if any of you go, I go. End of story.” 
There’s a long moment of silence before Rygen turns to face Ayira. “Aisen is right, dear. I agree with him. This needs to stop. If we take them down, sure, another scumbag might turn up, but we’ll be saving so many lives. Preventing so much heartache for future families. You want that, don’t you?” 
She sighs, her fingers squeezing his in a death grip. 
“I’ll be going as well. You’ll probably need medical attention at some point and who better to care for you.” Tohtor’s expression is relaxed despite the cocky statement, and I can’t help but grin at him. That’s one of my favorite qualities about him, he may brag about himself, but only when it’s true, and he doesn’t rub it in your face with smug expressions. He’s only being honest. 
Ayira turns to me, her expression pleading, but I have to hurt her. “I’m sorry, love, but I’m already in. I was when he called. There’s a way to do this, we just need to find it. Are you with us?” 
Closing her eyes, she straightens her spine and takes a deep breath before letting it out on a loud sigh, her body deflating. “If all my men are going, I’ll have to. There’s no way I’m dying alone. We die together, you understand me?” She points at each one of us, and we all laugh, agreeing to her crazy demands. 
It may sound ridiculous, but it’s her way of saying she loves us with all she is. She can’t live without us, and we don’t want to live without her. She reaches her hands out, each of us taking one before she pulls away and reaches for Aisen. He stretches his arms across the table to her and smiles sweetly. 
“You are not allowed to die, you hear me? You live. And no bringing Molly in. I’m not going to have a raging Charlie in here driving me nuts because you two went and pulled a Romeo and Juliet or some crazy shit. You stay safe.” 
“I will, Mom. Molly won’t be brought into anything unless it’s after the fact for care because we both know she’ll kill me if I don’t let her take care of her family.” He shrugs at her, raising a brow, and she nods in agreement. 
“Fine. Now that we’re all agreed, I suppose we should call the kids and set up a meeting.” She turns to me, a bit of ire in her gaze. I’m going to hear it later for getting them all into this mess, and I know it. I’ll take her reprimand because even if it sucks in the moment, the love she showers me with after is worth it. 
Picking up my comm, I dial Zaynt’s number and wait for his face to fill the screen. When it does, I speak first, needing to know if his little gang is in because if they aren’t, then why should we be? If they deem it too suicidal, then so will we. 
“Who’s in on your end?” 
“Everyone. What about you guys?” 
A sly grin splits my lips. “Everyone. Ready to board and get this crazy train started?”  
He grins right back, his eyes filled with excitement. “Let’s get rolling.” 
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Chapter 3 

Zaynt


The portal opens across the room from us, and we all file through, stepping onto The Nobodies’ ship as we’re greeted by an eager Tutkijaa. I’ve never seen a grin quite like this one on his lips, making him look half crazed as he rubs two hands together in anticipation. “What is wrong with you? Do you need a padded room?” I cock a brow at him and he chuckles. 
“Something about knowing I’m hacking into something near unhackable just… excites me. It’s a challenge, and one I’m eager to get started on at that.” He cocks his head, signaling for us to follow him through the ship. 
Trailing behind him, a hand slips around my forearm from behind, slowing my steps to match her pace. Turning, I’m near nose to nose with Shannon as her worried gaze clashes with mine. “I know this is something you feel you must do, and I’m on board to help you because you were all there for me, but I feel the need to tell you that if you get yourself hurt or killed, I will bring you back from the underworld just to kill you myself for leaving me. Do you understand me?” 
I pinch my lips together, trying not to laugh in her face. Her sentiment is sweet, she wants me to live and stay here with her for as long as possible, and I want that too, but if she kills me, I’m still gone, so it’s a silly thing to say. “I understand, and I give you permission to punish me as you see fit. But you of all people should know how much this means, to have a personal mission that feels absolutely necessary, no matter the cost.” 
Her nod and squeeze of my arm is reassuring. “I do understand, and that’s why I’m here. I don’t want to lose you or anyone else, Zaynt. I just found this family, found the happiness and life that I never thought I would have. Don’t take that away by getting killed.” Her voice is barely a whisper as her eyes fill with tears, her struggle with emotion evident in the way she swallows repeatedly around a lump I assume is forming in her throat as well. 
Without a second thought, I stop and pull her into my arms, squeezing her tight. There’s a collective gasp as our friends stop and stare with open mouths. I close my eyes and hold on until she squeezes me back, whispering an I love you into my ear. I kiss her cheek as I pull away, unable to speak around the lump in my throat to say it back. I’ve only ever been affectionate with Layanna, but she’s the only family I’ve ever had, so it’s a bit different, I suppose. Small steps. I’ll say it back one day, just not right now. 
Turning to take in the looks around me, I find each of my friends with wide eyes and mouths agape. Looking the other way, I find several of The Nobodies peeking through the meeting room door with wide eyes as well, but no one says a word. Rolling my shoulders back, I take a deep breath and clear my throat. “What’s everyone staring at? We have work to do, let’s go!” I throw my arm over my head and gesture at the meeting room, Shannon laughing beside me as she turns and marches with me, parting the sea of stunned people. 
Reaching the table, I slap my notebook down beside Aisen and rest my hands on the table. He grins at me, and I nod back, waiting for everyone else to find seats as we get this meeting started. Aisen leans forward, sliding glasses of some kind of tea across to everyone and offering cookies, but everyone shakes their heads, nerves on edge as they hold the cold cups in their hands. 
Deciding I should probably address everyone first, I stand up straight. “Look, I know this is dangerous, insane, and some may say it’s not worth the risk. I’ve given this a lot of thought over the last year or so. I spent so much time beating myself up over not finding Maya for Shannon.” My gaze clashes with the girls in question, who squeeze each other's hands and give me a sympathetic look that tears my heart apart. I almost failed them completely, and it would have killed me to see Shannon so shattered. 
“When The Nobodies came into the picture and Kij actually found The Reapers and attempted to hack them, pieces began to form in my mind. If we could find them and attack them, we could take them down with the right amount of damning evidence. It took time for me to admit that I can’t do it alone, or at all, really. I need all your help to achieve this goal.” 
I pause again, looking down at the table as I figure out how to explain my feelings on this endeavor. A part of me is sure they’ve all thought of it themselves or at least understand to some extent, but I need to explain myself fully; they need to hear it. 
“The truth didn’t solidify for me until after we’d gotten Maya home safe with us. Watching all of you, each of you happy, home, and whole, it hit me. I’m not whole.” I look up and slowly meet each gaze head on, seeing the concern, pain, and understanding in each gaze. They want me to be happy too, they understand, but something tells me I need to admit this painful truth. Swallowing the lump in my throat once again and pushing past the pain in my chest, I continue. 
“You each have a mission for your life, for your future, something that you genuinely want to do or achieve, and you’ve either got it or are very close. I have yet to achieve anything worth being happy over. I want to make a difference in this world, be someone worth caring for. My family doesn’t care for me, they never wanted me to begin with, and no matter my achievements, I don’t think they’ll ever love me. I know that each of you love me with all your hearts and are proud of what I’ve done for myself, but this isn’t what I want for my life. I want more. I want to make a difference, have a love and family of my own, if that’s even possible for me. This choice to take down The Reapers may be the last one I make, but it’s a mission that I feel is meant just for me. For us. If we take them down, we save hundreds, thousands of lives from death, heartache, all of it. I can’t keep living as if they’re not out there destroying lives. I need to do something. Will you help me?” 
It may not have been the eloquent speech I thought I would give, but it was raw and honest, and I can tell in their eyes that it had an impact. What kind, I’m not entirely sure. Taking a deep breath, I watch as everyone’s heads turn, taking in each other before nodding and coming back to me. 
“So, how do we start this mission? I’m a good hacker, maybe the best, but even I couldn’t get inside. We’re going to need another way around.” Kij leans back, getting right to the point, and I exhale in relief, finally sitting down and taking a large gulp of the tea. Unsurprisingly, it’s near exactly how Charlie makes it. Molly is clearly rubbing off on Aisen. 
Speaking of, he sits forward and holds out his hands in a placating gesture. “Hear me out on this, but maybe we need to send someone inside, you know, like, undercover. What better way to get information than from the source.” 
Ayira’s gaze widens and hardens on Aisen, hating his suggestion. I don’t blame her for being upset by it, but it’s not a bad one. It’s actually quite brilliant. 
“Yeah, but who do we send? Half of us have been in there already and they’ll know who we are. It won’t work.” Charlie shakes his head, looking unsure. 
Ethan nods next to him, fully agreeing with him. “He’s right. They’ll recognize me, Shannon, and Maya as former slaves. Charlie and Zaynt came to rescue me, so I’m sure they have their images somewhere. The only people they don’t know are The Nobodies.” 
All eyes turn to the people in question, Ayira paling as Kij runs a hand down her back to soothe her. Rygen rubs his chin in
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