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      “Whoa!” Sparks jolted back in her seat as they emerged from hyperdrive. The Sunny Horizon filled the windscreen from one side to the other. She leaned forwards and blinked as she scanned from left to right, taking in more of the vast dark ship. Shaped like an obelisk on its side, the jet-black vessel stretched at least three miles long, a mile wide, and a mile tall. A giant four-sided toppled plinth that ended in a point on Sparks’ far right. Ugly. Functional. And so dark against the background of space, the light from the closest star caught just its edges, painting little more than the windowless vessel’s outline.

      “Looks inviting.”

      Still taking it in, Sparks closed her mouth. “It looks like a floating nightmare. Sunny horizon, my arse.”

      Greeta put her feet up on the dashboard. Her dirty boots left grit on the gunmetal grey steel, but Shalk could clean it up. It’d be the least he could do after they’d rescued him. She crossed them over and folded her thick and hairy arms. “I can’t say I’m looking forward to this.”

      “No, me either. When you looked at the data we took from Stargart …”

      “Go on?”

      “Don’t suppose it gave you his current location, did it?”

      “Nope.”

      “Damn!”

      “There’s still time to change your mind.”

      “No, there’s not.”

      “I’m just saying. And technically, there is.”

      “That would make me as bad as him.” Sparks pulled back and rubbed her stinging eyes. “I promised I’d return him to Flanterian, so that’s what I’ll do. Even if I kick him to within an inch of his life when we get there. I suppose the only plus about a ship this size is we should be able to attach to it unnoticed.”

      “Like a tick to a snoothlebrot.”

      “If you say so.” Sparks altered their angle so they flew alongside the ship. Miles of jet-black steel streaked away beneath them as she gradually brought them closer. “Don’t ticks die when attached to snoothlebrots?”

      “If they overstay their welcome.”

      Sparks decelerated so they matched the Sunny Horizon’s pace. She edged closer and activated the ship’s magnetic docking function. They gently came together.

      Thunk!

      “Very graceful.”

      “I try.”

      Greeta twisted from her seat and slipped into the back. Sparks followed and paused mid-step. Her heart kicked. She gripped her seat for support and laid her palm against her chest. Squiltantor had cleaned Hat and helped steady his breathing. The febrile furball lay still, as if sleeping. “Is he going to be okay?”

      “Yeah.” Squiltantor smiled, and his eyes widened. “I’m sure of it. He’s making great progress. You just focus on you. There’s nothing to worry about here.”

      “That’s one thing at least.”

      “Catch!”

      Sparks turned towards Greeta and got smothered by a white space suit. Wrestling it clear, she threw it on the floor and scowled at her stocky friend.

      “I said catch.”

      “You could have just passed it to me.”

      “Figured it would do you good.” Greeta shadow-boxed, shifting from side to side. “Sharpen you up for what’s coming.”

      “I’ll go on my own if you’re frightened.”

      “You’re not?”

      Sparks shrugged, undid her space suit, and stepped in through the legs. She pulled the waist up her to chest and let it go. It fell to her knees, and the fabric bunched up around her ankles. “This is the only size they have?”

      Greeta, whose suit fitted like it had been made for her, winced as she zipped up the front.

      Squiltantor helped Sparks gather up her suit’s legs, bunching the loose fabric and pegging it in place. “I’ve had to do this a lot. They don’t make many clothes for beings like us, eh?” Half a foot taller than her, he dragged the sleeves up so her fingers slid into the gloves. He fastened them in place, tying a strip of white fabric around her biceps like a tourniquet.

      Wriggling her fingers, Sparks nodded, but couldn’t quite drag a thank you from her tight throat. She leaned over a trembling Hat on the bench and kissed him. Whatever Squiltantor had used to treat him carried a floral, oily scent. Like the sap from a mawdingter tree. It had left him soft and clean. She pulled on a helmet, which fitted better than the suit, and took her mini computer.

      “You want me to carry that?”

      “I’m short, Greeta.” Sparks’ voice came at her from everywhere. From her own mouth. Amplified through the helmet. And from the speakers all around her head.

      “I know.”

      “That doesn’t mean I’m incompetent.”

      “What do you blame it on, then?”

      Sparks flicked Greeta the bird, pulled her mini computer close, and nodded to Squiltantor again. “Look after Hat.”

      “Of course. And see you soon, right?”

      “Right.” Sparks whacked the exit button, the door opening with a whoosh! A transparent membrane kept the small ship pressurised. It wobbled, distorting their view of the Sunny Horizon’s dark hull. Clinging to her computer with one hand, she rested her finger on the switch for her suit’s magnetic boots. She jumped out and flicked it on. The magnetism pulled her towards the Sunny Horizon’s hull.

      Thunk!

      Her own heavy breaths came back at her from inside her helmet. Sparks raised her eyebrows at Greeta when she attached to the ship beside her. The vast vessel stretched away from them like a planet. Featureless save for the satellite dishes and maintenance exits, one of which sat about twenty metres away. They say you enter this world alone and you die alone. They say you feel it most when you’re on your deathbed. The void of space had to be a close second. Would Reyes and Faz Went die alone on Flanterian? And now she’d left Hat in a critical state with a stranger; would he die alone while she rescued a cretin who clearly didn’t deserve it? But she’d made a promise.

      Mini computer in hand, Sparks set off with magnetised steps. Thunk! Thunk! Thunk!

      The lack of windows not only deprived the prisoners of a view, but they also concealed the Sunny Horizon’s secrets. What if the entire vessel was filled with something like they’d found inside the Grandest? A pulsing, fleshy monstrosity. The real reason for this ship’s existence, the constant stream of prisoners supplied to it as fuel, the games a distraction from what really went on. What if they’d already used Shalk up and spat him out again? She shook her head, and Greeta glanced across at her. She raised her hand. Nothing to worry about, although her increasing heart rate hadn’t yet got the message.

      A streak of white snaked through Sparks’ peripheral vision. The tourniquet from her right arm slithered away like a languid eel through the thick seas on Grovtinal. Her sleeve bunched up around her wrist. Her glove loosened. The fingers turned baggy, deadening her grip on her mini computer. It slipped from her grasp. She snatched at it with her left hand and missed. Her right glove followed her mini computer, floating away from her. “Damn!”

      She’d abandoned Reyes and Faz Went. Hat. She couldn’t let go of Amelia too. Sparks fumbled with the tourniquet on her left arm. Pinching through her baggy sleeve was like trying to work with a mitten. She pulled it loose. The small strip of fabric slithered away like the other. She threw her unravelling left arm in Greeta’s direction. She deactivated her magnetic boots. “Grab it!” She jumped after the computer.

      Greeta reached out for Sparks’ sleeve, but only caught air. Sparks had already floated too far away. “I’m sorry. Activate your boots.”

      Sparks reached for her boots’ button.

      “What are you waiting for?”

      Her mini computer spun away from her like space junk.

      “Sparks! Activate your boots!”

      Her hands only reached as far as her sleeve’s elbows. She did a flapping breaststroke in pursuit of her spinning computer.

      Tracking her from the ship, Greeta made slow and clunking progress.

      Sparks spun like her mini computer. She pinched through her baggy left sleeve, dragged back the loose fabric on her right arm, and slipped her fingers into the glove. She grabbed for her mini computer on her next spin and missed. With every turn, Greeta got farther away.

      On her next spin, Sparks caught her computer. She pulled it to her chest and punched the air. She reactivated her magnetic boots and stamped towards the prison ship. She continued spinning away. “Greeta! Help!”

      “Why did you go after it?”

      “Now’s not the time to have a go. Help me, Greeta.” The radio crackled like it might disconnect. Sparks spun again, every rotation taking her farther away.

      “Damn!” Greeta grabbed a small satellite dish with both hands. Were the roles reversed, Sparks wouldn’t have stood a chance, but Greeta had biceps like boulders. She yanked it left and right, wrestling with it until she tore it free. She held onto the cable connecting the dish to the ship and launched it in Sparks’ direction.

      On her next turn, Sparks aimed her feet at the dish. It swung close to her, but she turned away and lost sight of it. “Greet⁠—”

      Thunk!

      The small dish stuck to the soles of her boots. Greeta dragged the cable, drawing in the slack.

      Sparks winced as it pulled taut. But the grip held. Greeta reeled her in.

      Thunk!

      Sparks threw her arms around her friend and clung on like she didn’t trust her boots. “Thank you.”

      “That was stupid.”

      “We need the computer to get in.”

      “I could have carried it.”

      Sparks lost the strength in her words and kept her computer to her chest. “I couldn’t let it go. On either occasion.”

      Wrapping an arm around her, Greeta pulled her close.

      At the maintenance exit, Sparks handed over the mini computer. Greeta took it with both hands. Gave it the respect it deserved. She hacked the lock and opened the door. A pink membrane maintained the ship’s pressure and cast the inside in a rosy hue. Probably the only rosy thing in this floating nightmare. She climbed into the Sunny Horizon, and Sparks followed.
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        * * *

      

      After discarding her baggy outfit, Sparks took her computer back. “Thanks again.”

      Greeta offered her a tight-lipped smile.

      The Sunny Horizon’s interior looked much like its exterior. The featureless hallway stretched away for what seemed like miles. The poor lighting cast deep shadows, but revealed enough to show them the hallway was as empty as the ship’s outside. “Nothing like the void of space for reminding one of their own mortality.”

      Greeta’s head turned to one side. “Huh?”

      “It’s quiet.” Even her digital intuition had nothing on which to grasp.

      “Too quiet.”

      “Did you have to say that?”

      “You kind of set me up.”

      Sparks shook her head and blew out, her cheeks puffing with her exhale. “Although, with the number of times we’ve walked into a full-blown war with the Shadow Order, I’ll take too quiet every day. At least there’s a chance this won’t turn into a massacre. It gets weary killing those who won’t get out of your way.”

      Now they’d removed their boots, they made quicker and quieter progress. Greeta’s whisper called ahead of them. “There has to be a middle ground, though, right? I mean, it’d be nice if this ship didn’t feel like a graveyard.” She turned a full three hundred and sixty degrees while she walked, her mouth open as she took in their bland surroundings. “Like a ghost ship.”

      Sparks shuddered and drew her blaster. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “Are you saying it doesn’t? What’s the betting we come across a canteen laid out with hundreds of hot plates of food, like the crew have simply vanished?”

      “Let’s just focus on finding Shalk so we can get off this hellish vessel and get back to⁠—”

      “Hell on Flanterian?”

      Sparks sighed. “I’m glad you’re here.”

      “Just saying it how it is.”

      “You’re not. You don’t know how it is. Neither of us do. We’re not that smart. You simply value your opinion too highly. Or you’re saying the first things that come into your head. Neither are a virtue.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Sparks grabbed Greeta’s hand and pulled her against the wall. Cold. Steel. Black. Like every other wall in this maddening maze of a ship. Right-angled turns off featureless hallways that stretched into oblivion. She guided them beneath another hidden camera. Her finger to her lips, she pointed up as they passed beneath the inquisitive lens, sticking to its blind spot.

      About ten metres down the hallway, Sparks took the next left. Her heart settled, and the skin on the back of her neck relaxed. “We’ve avoided all the cameras so far.”

      “You think?”

      “I know, but I’m more concerned about how we find Shalk. And is there anyone even on this ship?”

      “It feels like we’ve arrived a little late to the party.”

      “I can’t get it out of my head, you know?”

      The cock of Greeta’s eyebrow suggested she didn’t.

      “The Grandest. The thing inside it.” A slow shudder rolled through Sparks. “I’m half expecting the walls to drop and reveal the same in here.”

      Greeta stood at ease most of the time, but the mention of the fleshy monstrosity made her shift her weight from one foot to the other. She gulped.

      “But I still don’t get what the point of it is. I mean, were they serving it or cultivating it?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Does it matter right now?”

      “Probably not, but these monotonous surroundings give you little else on which to focus. But it’d be nice to understand its purpose. The Ringdell Group seemed pretty set on feeding it.”

      “Maybe it’s a mutually beneficial relationship. An organisation like the Ringdell Group has to get rid of bodies. Maybe it fulfils that need. Maybe that’s all there is to it.”

      “Maybe. But what happens when you feed a being that’s never sated?”

      “We don’t know that. Maybe it’s not insatiable. Maybe it’s as large as it is because the Ringdell Group has fed it so much? Its size might reflect their bloodlust. Either way, I’m just glad to be away from it.” Greeta turned, but halted. She raised her hand at Sparks and lifted her right ear higher. “Hear that?”

      Tick-tick-tick-tick-tick …

      “Spider drones?”

      Greeta shook her head. “It sounds more organic. Like⁠—”

      “Snapping twigs?” Sparks held her breath as the sound drew nearer.

      On tiptoes, Greeta ran to the edge of their short corridor and peered around the bend. She pulled back a second later, her dark brown eyes wide. She hissed through her sharp little teeth. “Guards.”

      “Guards?”

      “And they’re coming this way.”

      “Shit!” Sparks led them back the way they’d come. They turned right and right again, bringing them around on the guards. Her back to the wall, she walked with gentle steps to the end of the next short corridor. She peered around the bend and caught her gasp before it left her.

      A pair of guards about the same size as Greeta. They stood about five feet tall and had broad shoulders. Their large gloved fists hung at their sides. They wore matching dark red uniforms. They were the colour of the thing in the Grandest. Dark red like human flesh left to cure in the sun. Every movement produced a series of ticking clicks. Tens, if not hundreds of tiny snaps, as if they crushed a bed of dry twigs with each stride. Their movement stuttered with the snaps. Their progress hampered as if by a fragile exoskeleton resisting their momentum. They progressed down the hallway like they were glitching.

      “What the …?”

      Greeta shrugged. “I dunno.”

      “What do you think they look like beneath that uniform?” Sparks glanced back around the bend again as they vanished from sight. Their uniforms hid every part of their bodies. Their dark red tinted visors were closed over their faces.

      The breaking twigs faded, and Sparks rested the back of her head against the cold wall. “Well, at least we know there are beings on this ship. It was giving me the creeps.”

      “And that made you feel better?”

      Sparks shrugged and led them in the opposite direction to the guards. She kept right as they passed beneath another hidden camera and its probing inquisition.

      Around the next bend, Sparks halted again and pointed.

      Greeta stared at the wall. Plain black like the rest of their surroundings. “What?”

      Laying her palm against the cold steel, Sparks ran her hand in a small circle before the twinge struck her. She pressed the wall. A small square panel opened, revealing a red blinking light.

      She raised her mini computer, but Greeta snatched it from her. “Give that to me.”

      Sparks’ toes curled, and she balled her fists. A sharp blow to the back of Greeta’s head would slam her face into the wall and shatter her nose. Even if Greeta would kick her arse afterwards. “You need to learn some manners.”

      Greeta flicked through the data on Sparks’ mini computer screen. “There are about fifty thousand beings on board.”

      “What?” Sparks winced at the echo of her own voice. She raised an apologetic hand and whispered, “Sorry. Fifty thousand?”

      “Forty-eight thousand, three hundred and sixty-seven, to be precise. At least, that’s what the log says. And ninety-nine percent of them are prisoners.”

      “Then where are they?”

      Greeta shrugged and handed back Sparks’ mini computer. There were now two dots on the screen. A green one in the centre, and a pulsing red dot farther away.

      “No?”

      “Yep.”

      “That red dot’s Shalk?”

      “Yep.”

      “Where is he?”

      “I couldn’t get a map, but we’ll know when we’re getting closer.”

      Holding her computer away from her like a divining rod, Sparks turned one way and then the other. She stopped when the red dot pulsed a little brighter. She set off, and Greeta followed.

      They now made every turn with intention. They avoided cameras, and there were no more guards. They might not have had a map, but the pulsing dot gave enough feedback to follow. Every corridor looked like the next, but the dot kept them on track.

      “I think we should hide the bounty on us.”

      Spark led them on and remained fixed on her screen. “Huh?”

      “I think we should try to get into their computer systems.”

      “I think we should get Shalk and get the hell off this ship.”

      “But what if there are complications? If I can get into a terminal, I can disconnect the ship from the intergalactic networks and hide the bounties.”

      “But why would they be searching for bounties in a place like this? By the time a being ends up here, surely they’ve already checked and assessed them? You said it yourself. This is where they bring the bottom-feeders. The worthless souls.”

      “But what if they do check, Sparks? And they find out who we are? What then?”

      “Then we’re fucked.”

      “My point exactly. And we have a way to ensure we’re not. It won’t take me long.”

      “I’m sure it won’t.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Sparks dragged them beneath another hidden camera. They were on alternating sides of the hallway. Set up so one would catch you if the other missed. “Are you sure this isn’t just another way for you to show off?” She spread her hands out in front of her, emblazoning imaginary words across the sky. “Greeta, the best net-runner in the galaxy.”

      “If we’re caught, Sparks, I can make sure we don’t stand out.”

      “I can make sure we don’t get caught.” Sparks dragged them beneath another camera. “I won’t get caught. And if you do, I’ll just save you again.”

      “First”—Greeta showed Sparks her middle finger—“fuck you. And second, this isn’t about me and my ego, is it?”

      Sparks had been staring so intently at the blinking red dot it now flashed in her vision every time she looked up. It currently gave Greeta a pulsing third eye. “I just want to get Shalk and get back to Flanterian as quickly as possible. I wish I didn’t have a conscience, because I would have skipped this part of the journey, but this ship is giving me the creeps, and I want to get off it as soon as possible.”

      Greeta took her free hand. “I get it. But we have to be sensible.”

      “Okay, fine.”

      “Fine?”

      “If we find somewhere with a terminal, we’ll stop and get into their systems, okay?”

      Greeta smiled. “Okay.”

      The next twinge sent Sparks’ left arm snapping away from her body. She pulled it flat to her side before Greeta turned around. Not a camera or a hidden panel. It came from her right, the wall like all the others in this bland place. But it had secrets. A doorway. Something behind it. Maybe they should just keep going. Greeta wouldn’t notice. And what she didn’t know … But were it not for Sparks, Greeta wouldn’t have the bounty on her head in the first place. She tutted and threw a hand at the wall.

      “What?” Greeta stopped.

      “In there.”

      “The wall?”

      As she’d done with the hidden panel to find Shalk’s location, Sparks ran her hand over the wall. It buzzed like it was turning numb, and when the buzz reached a crescendo, she pressed against the steel.

      Whoosh!

      A door opened to reveal a control room.

      Greeta kissed the top of Sparks’ head, took her mini computer again, and slipped inside. “Good work, soldier.”

      A distraction they didn’t need. Hopefully Reyes was all right on Flanterian. She followed Greeta in and closed the door behind her.

      Had she been able to deny Greeta’s greatness, she would have, but when her stocky friend locked into a system, she transcended. She and the machine communed on another plane.

      Before she had time to even think about getting bored, the Greeta she knew returned to the room. She detached from the system and handed Sparks her computer, the small machine warm from trying to keep up.

      “The ship’s disconnected from the network now. They won’t receive any new transmissions. I removed us from their downloaded version of the bounty portal, and it won’t be able to update. I’ve also transferred the maps for this place onto your computer, which will hopefully help us find Shalk quicker⁠—”

      “Wel …”

      Greeta cupped her ear with her large hand. “What was that?”

      “Well done. All right?”

      “Oh, and I found out the Ringdell Group will be landing in force on Flanterian in three days.”

      “Huh? How did you find that out?”

      “It took a little time⁠—”

      “It took you minutes at the most.”

      “Good, aren’t I?”

      Sparks rolled her eyes. “The Ringdell Group?”

      “While I could see beyond this ship, I got into their systems.”

      Sparks blew out so hard her cheeks bulged. “Well, I suppose it’s better to know what our deadline is than to miss it.”

      “Oh!” Greeta raised her index finger. “One more thing.” She whacked the closest wall. A hidden door opened to reveal a small closet filled with guards’ uniforms. She handed Sparks a helmet and pulled one out for herself.

      Sparks slipped it on, and the surrounding sound changed, like she was listening to everything from underwater. It upset her balance. She ripped it off again and threw it to the floor, where it shattered into thousands of tiny pieces like a crystal vase. She opened and closed her mouth and pressed her right hand to her ear to ease the pressure. “That’s weird. What’s the point of that helmet? It’s impossible to wear and useless for protection.”

      When Greeta held up a uniform designed for someone around five feet tall, Sparks scoffed. “Nice idea, but I’m not doing that again. Uniform or not, I’m going to stand out like a sore thumb.”

      “Like a sore pinky finger?”

      “Screw you.”

      “You wish.”

      “I really don’t.” Unlike the cloaked entrance, the button to control the door stood loud and proud on the room’s inside. Sparks whacked it with her fist, but it didn’t budge. “What the …” She whacked it again.

      Whomp!

      A transparent bubble surrounded the pair. It had a red tinge, like the guards’ uniforms. “What’s this, Greeta?”

      Greeta fired at the walls, but like when they were on the top floor of the Grandest, her green blasts disintegrated against the barrier.

      The locked door opened, and six glitching guards stuttered in.

      Sparks sank with her sigh. “Damn it. Just follow my lead, yeah.”

      “Huh?”

      “Hands up!” Sparks pointed her blaster at the guards.

      The guards looked at one another and then looked back at the blaster-proof barrier between them. Even the twist of their heads jittered and snapped.

      “I said hands up. This is our ship now.”

      “What are you doing, Sparks? The barrie⁠—”

      “There are more of us on board, and we’ve done this countless times before. The Sunny Horizon now belongs to us. You’d do well to give up now. This is the only chance we’ll give you to walk away with your lives.”

      One guard stepped forward. “You’re space pirates?”

      “And consider yourselves boarded.”

      Greeta said, “Uh …”

      Sparks spoke beneath her breath. “Better give them something to believe so they don’t do any digging into who we really are.”

      Rolling her shoulders, Greeta raised her blaster again and stood beside Sparks.

      “We’ll give you to the count of ten. One …”

      A quiet hissing filled their space. It came at them from several angles.

      Sparks’ head spun. Her vision blurred. She slurred her words. “We mean it. Give it up now or …”

      Her legs gave out.

      Her world turned dark.
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      A form shifted in the darkness. Reyes tensed and stepped forward, towards the thick steel bars keeping her contained in her cell. A hadound, the massive black quadruped wore black shorts and a shirt like it had been dressed by its master. The beast’s back was higher than Reyes stood tall. Its colossal head framed by its thick black mane, the rest of its body covered in a short velveteen layer of fur. It softened the many contours of its muscly frame. Muscles on top of muscles. Were the roles reversed, the beast would have punched their way from the cell the second they recovered. Would have ripped the thick steel bars from the rock like they were rotten twigs.

      Yet Reyes tensed and swayed. Give her half a chance and she’d defeat it. It might be bigger than her. More powerful than her. Have incisors as long as her forearm. But what did it have in its chest and skull? She could outsmart it. She had a bigger heart. And she had a greater desire. This thing stood between her and Sparks. She’d run through a herd of these stupid creatures to get to her love. “Let us out, you dumb mule.”

      The beast halted its languid stroll. Its eyes, as dark as black cherries, revealed little of its thoughts.

      “You understood that, didn’t you? But just in case you need time to process, allow me to enunciate more clearly.” She slowed her speech and raised her voice. “Let us out of here before you regret it. And if this request is miles above your pay grade, which I assume it is, then be a useful little pet and get someone with some authority.” She shooed it away. “Go and fetch your masters.”

      The hadound stood up on its strong back legs, each one as thick as Reyes’ torso. At over twelve feet tall, she stood statuesque. Not a single shred of fat. She looked like she’d been cut from marble. Even her mammary glands beneath her shirt were rock hard. Her wide thighs tested the limits of her stretched shorts, and she wore a brown leather holster. She carried a blaster on one hip and a baton as thick as Reyes’ leg on the other.

      Reyes did what anyone would have done in the same situation, she stepped back like a snivelling coward. No matter how big her heart, this thing would crush her. And even though she stepped forward again, she’d shown her hand. But scared or not, this fucker stood between her and Sparks.

      The brute’s melodic voice was at odds with her hulking frame. Calm. Soft. Caring. “Are you confused?”

      Reyes stepped closer. Close enough for the hadound to reach through and grab her around the throat should she so desire. But let her try. She’d … Well, let her try. “There’s nothing to be confused about. You have my friends here, and I’ve come to get them back.”

      “First, because I walk around on all fours, you’ve made a judgement of my intelligence.” She smiled. Her black cherry eyes didn’t. “But I suppose it makes sense. What if I am smarter, faster, and stronger than you? That rather limits your defence, doesn’t it? You may not break my bones with your malice, but you can at least have a go at my spirit. And seeing as we’re casting judgements based on first impressions, you came in here stinking and filthy. Now you’re awake, you’re showing me someone who struggles with their emotions. What does that tell me about you?”

      “That I’d crawl through shit to find Sparks and Hat.” She grabbed the cold bars between them. “That nothing will stand in my way.”

      The hadound scanned the cell’s bars and smirked. “Seems commendable. Well done.”

      “Don’t patronise me.”

      “Because you’ve been so respectful, you mean?”

      Their cells and the tunnel the hadound had walked down were all carved from Flanterian’s bedrock. It had a slightly reddish tinge, as if soaked in human blood. Lit by flickering torches wedged into holders along the wall, they tainted the air with a smoke and animated the shadows. They promised heat to those nearby. It sent another shiver through Reyes. “Look, we’ve started off on the wrong foot.”

      “Is that an apology?”

      “Will you please let us out?”

      “I still don’t hear sorry.” She stepped closer
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