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Sail: Book One

Chapter One
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When Earth still existed, iron gates often surrounded cemeteries to keep the ghosts contained. Some people nailed iron horseshoes to their front doors to repel evil spirits. Me? I consumed iron like candy. Its tangy, sweet flavor, the safety it promised—it hooked me. Doctors called it pica; I called it living without fear.

But iron couldn't protect me on the day I became a fugitive.

A soft shudder rolled under my feet, a welcome sensation even though it chased tingles up and down my legs. Bright lights tracked across the floor-to-ceiling windows, shimmering through the snowflakes that clung to the glass. Deep blue ink had poured over the sky hours before, a reminder that I’d been sitting here all day. I stretched my legs out in front of the red circular benches that dotted the Waiting Room as feeling pricked its way back into my limbs.

“Now docking the Nebulous passenger cruiser and the...” a soothing robotic voice said over the loudspeaker, but a nearby wailing child drowned her out.

The Sky Dock, nicknamed the Waiting Room by me for obvious reasons, was the tallest building in the city and shaped like one of those ancient staples on elongated legs. Passing ships that were on the smaller side could dock under our feet for a short length of time to trade passengers or drop off and pick up cargo.

Excited chatter erupted, which thankfully smothered the Christmas carols I’d heard on repeat for the last however long I’d been here. People stood and gathered their belongings. I had only me. I craned my neck over the crowd of travelers, but the icy blonde guard at the other end of the long room hadn’t made a move to open the doors. But once she did, I’d see Pop and my sister, Ellison, again after ninety-three days.

Much as I wanted to stand and position myself to throw my arms around them, I couldn’t. The baby sitting on her mom’s lap next to me had her chubby fingers wound around the chains twisted through my long hair. She blinked up at me with a pair of dazzling blue eyes while she stuck a fistful of iron into her mouth with a big grin. I smiled at both our similar tastes and the thought of seeing my family again.

Her mom, who’d been distracted by a whiny toddler, started to rise, and when she noticed who her baby was attached to, she jerked back. Her gaze snagged on every piece of metal I wore: the long, delicate chains spun through my hair that hung past my ass, the tight leather corset with metal spikes running down the sides (not to mention the ladies spilling out the top), the belt with six inch thorns, my iron-toed boots. Yes, I wore pants, but they didn’t count because they were one of the few things I owned not made of iron. I didn’t mean for my clothes to growl ‘I will eat your children,’ but judging from the look on the woman’s face, I might as well have gnawed off an ear already.

“Excuse me,” she muttered and forced her baby’s hand free. The little girl reached over her mom’s shoulder with her face screwed up in a wail while her mom ran people over in her haste to get away.

My chains stuck to my arm with a trail of baby saliva. I shook them into place again, and every looped strand clinked together in a metallic whisper. This kind of garb wasn’t exactly atypical on the planet Mayvel, but to the locals who preferred to blend in with their embroidered earth-colored tunics and sensible shoes, it screamed outcast, and I definitely was one.

I stood and made my way toward the double doors that still hadn’t opened, and to Pop and Ellison who would soon walk through them. It’d been too long. I’d gone to Smixton College, or Smarty Pants University as Pop called it, to soak knowledge into my fingertips and blot out as many unnecessary distractions as I could. But I missed how Ellison used to coax the snarls from my hair—chains and all—with a gentle touch, while Pop used to make me laugh until my body turned to rubber. 

My throat pulled tight at the memories. I was technically an adult, a full-grown woman in her second year at college, and I was getting all emotional because I missed daddy and sissy. But rusted balls, yes I did.

I snatched a small piece from my pocket that I’d melted down from the legs of an old wrought iron bench, popped it into my mouth, and swallowed. The sharp iron zest traced calm over my taste buds and down to my toes.

It didn’t usually take this long to dock or get here in the first place, for that matter. The Nebulous’s passenger cruiser was supposed to be here yesterday, but no one bothered to explain the reason for the delay. The blonde female guard, who I swore was paid to glare at people, stood inside the Waiting Room doors, just as she did now, and ordered us all home yesterday with fists posted on her hips. 

“The cruiser will be here tomorrow,” was all she’d barked. Now, she tilted her head to the side, probably listening to her Mind-I, the computer implanted in her head, while sweeping her cold blue gaze over the room as if she expected a riot.

Excitement faded to frustrated grumbling. Some people sank back onto the large red benches. What was taking so long? 

Time to move and see what I could find out. I made my way to the nearest wall of windows that bordered the room and glided along their length, stepping over the plush, white carpet and people’s stray children. Many of them had their noses pressed against the glass to watch the falling snow with dreamy smiles. If only we could all be so worry-free.

Stares and biting whispers lanced my back. I should’ve been used to curious glances, but stares always made me feel like a microscopic paradancyl in biology class—all shine and no substance. I’d rather they didn’t look at me at all, but if my metal armor meant a little ogling, I could handle it. It was light years better than the alternative.

The doors behind the guard hissed then finally opened. Two men stood inside arguing. No one was coming down the floor-lit path behind them, and the guard would stop us if we even thought about stepping through the door without her receiving the go-ahead. So I stared at the ass of the man who had his back to me because someone had to. Might as well be me. 

His jeans perked up every curve and squeezed it, almost like I was cupping his cheeks myself. Damn. If only I could, though that was likely frowned upon just as much as my armor. Still, the idea tempted me and my horny fingers, so I fisted my hands behind my back and willed myself to focus on something less stimulating. Like the immaculately clean carpet. And then back to that beautiful butt.

A dark brown coat skimmed his waistband and bulked up his wide shoulders. The ends of sandy blond hair played across his collar as he shook his head vehemently at the other man, who stalked away from him and into the Waiting Room. 

The man, the cute one, looked after him, the set of his stubbled jaw like steel. “Fuck,” he mouthed, then marched back down the corridor, I guessed to his waiting ship. Good thing, too, because any more memorization of his backside, and my ovaries would’ve surely exploded.

From where he’d disappeared, a string of haggard-looking men and women rushed through and searched the crowd. I stood on tiptoe to see any sign of Pop while people jumped to their feet again. Turning from the window, I jostled myself into the mass barring the doors. 

Between a small break in the throng, I thought I saw the brown stocking cap Pop always wore to hide his bald spot, but I couldn’t be sure. 

“Pop, over here,” I called anyway.

But something was wrong. I saw it in the faces of everyone I scanned. Wild eyes. Panic.

A curly red-haired girl next to me covered her mouth. Tears stair-stepped down the cracks in her fingers. A man, maybe her dad, shook his head. “Deep space.”

“What about deep space?” I demanded, but he just looked at me like he had no idea who I was. Probably because he didn’t. Even though I’d lived on the Nebulous with these people, no one knew who I was because I’d kept to myself.

Another man took the elbows of a younger version of himself in his large hands. “The Ring Guild say she...” His voice faded as I hurried forward through the crush of bodies.

What did the Ringers have to do with anything? Who was she? The air inside the Waiting Room seemed to solidify.

I grabbed at a chunk of hair and pulled, like I used to when I was little and couldn’t catch my breath. Normally it reassured me that everything was safe. But this time it didn’t.

The brown stocking cap had disappeared. Where were Pop and Ellison?

“Absidy!” a familiar voice called.

At the sound of my name, I sighed my relief. Pop appeared at my side and hugged me to him. 

“Something happened, didn’t it?” I asked, pressing my face into his jacket and breathing in ship oil and his normal Pop smell. 

“Absidy, listen to me.” He pulled away. Red veins webbed his eyes, and his bronze skin seemed paler in the harsh light. “You can’t come back with me to the Nebulous.”

“What? Why?” The Nebulous was my home. I’d grown up on that ship. I had to come with him to see... Ellison. I looked around him, thinking maybe she hid behind his bulk. “Where’s Ellison?”

Pop grimaced at his shoes. Deep cracks had stitched through his dry lips, and he licked them nervously. “You have to stay here. At Smixton.”

My skin prickled. He never called my school by its real name. I clutched at one of the buttons on his jacket, an anchor in this swell of unease. “Tell me, Pop.”

“Your sister...” he said, his voice tight. He shook his head and his eyes fell closed. “She took a cruiser to Wix a week ago, but she swore she’d be back in time for your visit. And now she’s...gone.”

A cold chill flushed the air from my lungs, and I fought to drag in another breath. The panicked conversations around me spun the room, making me feel sick. Everyone knew Ellison and loved her almost as much as I did with her warm bedside manner and genius medical knowledge. I knew this only because I used to tuck myself away in a cabinet inside her office where no one could see me.

“We traced the cruiser to deep space and hacked into her powered-off telecom,” Pop continued.

“And?” I whispered.

“The Ring Guild thinks she was speaking in some kind of code, similar to when rebels deserted the war and floated off into space.”

“But...we’re not at war. Not anymore.”

He nodded and blinked hard, like he had trouble processing the Black War even though he hadn’t been born when it ended. “Ad astra per aspera.” To the stars through difficulties, the phrase to honor the memory of the millions of lives lost in the war whenever anyone spoke of it, tumbled from his mouth automatically.

“Pop, what did Ellison say?”

Several excruciating seconds later, he looked up, attempting to trap his bottom lip with his teeth to keep it from trembling. “Sail.”

A shiver iced up my back, constricting my insides, until I twisted my fingers around the frayed edges of his coat lapels to keep myself upright. In that moment, I hated that I could read him so well, but I knew exactly what he was thinking.

Not sail. Saelis. Had Ellison’s telecom shut off before she’d spit out the name of the aliens from deep space? No one had ever seen them and survived. They were the ones who’d caused the Black War, who’d destroyed Earth. The thought of my sister even being on the same ship with Saelis shredded my insides. Ellison excelled at sewing people up and mending broken bones, not flying out to deep space to face off with the Saelis. She didn’t stand a chance against something so vile. That truth ripped fiery pain through my heart. This couldn’t be happening. 

“Are the Ringers being intentionally ludicrous?” Hysteria pitched my voice louder and carried it across the noise in the Waiting Room. “She’s not sailing or whatever shit they want you to believe so you don’t panic. We have to do—”

“No, Abs.” His shoulders drooped with a helpless sigh. “I’m leaving here to explain to the Ring Guild that she would never willingly go to deep space, that something forced her to go. Most of the Nebulous crew has been summoned by the Guild for questioning, but the Guild is reluctant to go after her since another of their rings broke down. They don’t think she wants to be found.” He sandwiched my face between his strong hands and bent to look me in the eyes with his matching gray ones. “But I’ll reason with them. We’ll get Ellison back.”

The desperation in his voice welled tears that dashed down my cheeks in burning hot streaks. “Let me help you.”

“No.” Pop brushed my face with his rough thumbs, worn from years of hard work holding up the Nebulous in the sky. “Continue with your studies. You’ll be safe here. I couldn’t bear it if something happened—” He squeezed his eyes shut and swallowed.  “Happened to you, too.” 

I folded him into a hug and nodded into his coat. No way would I say something to upset him further, but my mind already churned. I couldn’t sit back, pretend to study, and forget the Saelis had Ellison in their grasp. How could I? 

After the war, the Saelis had vanished from the universe. They’d made their point by destroying Earth, and no one had seen or heard anything about them for close to two hundred years. If she was speaking of them into her telecom, then I had no idea what I could do to save her that wouldn’t end horribly for both of us.

As if sensing my thoughts, Pop gripped my shoulders and pushed me away to look in my eyes. “Promise me, Abs.” His voice held a threatening edge that I’d only heard once or twice before.

“I promise.” I never lied to Pop, and I hoped I never had to again. 

He rooted through a pocket, then cupped my hand in his and trickled a handful of nails into it. “I’ve been saving these up for you. I’m sorry I don’t have more.”

“It’s okay.”

“It’s not okay. I’ll send more to you when I get a chance.” He fanned his fingers through my chains with a small, sad smile. “I need to go.”

A sob welled in my throat. I opened my mouth, and a choked whisper fell out. “No.”

“I’ll get Ellison back.” A grimace crossed over his face, but he blinked it away. My chains slid across his fingers as he took a step back, and they plinked against my shoulders when he let them go. “I love you, Abs.” Then he turned and the crowd swallowed him whole.

Drooping my head to let the chains curtain around my face, I sucked in shallow breaths over the pain that kicked into my heart. This wasn’t how I imagined Christmas break. I was supposed to listen to Pop and his funny stories in the engine room, and answer Ellison’s probing questions about whether I’d been eating and had enough iron until I fell asleep in my own bed on the Nebulous. Not this. The complete opposite of this.

“Ellison.” The word pricked tears from my eyes, but I squeezed them shut so more couldn’t escape. My chest tightened with each quick breath I took. I raised my head so I could breathe easier, but it didn’t help. People crushed up against me. Their panicked buzz had settled to a somber stillness, but their shock hung heavy until it sucked the air from the room. If any of them had ever been sick, they had to know Ellison. She always wore a smile, always greeted patients by name. I had to get out of here.

I stumbled through the crowd in my haste to the elevator. The doors were about to close, but I slid through at the last second. The few people inside seemed too stunned to bother to jerk their gazes somewhere else like they usually did. 

As soon as the elevator doors sighed open, I marched out into the Smixton marketplace. A sharp wind needled snow against my already damp face and bare arms. It hadn’t been snowing this morning when I’d gone to the Waiting Room, so I hadn’t brought a coat. Maybe the freezing cold would help clear my head.

Ozone laced through the smell of fried meats and rich cakes of nearby street vendors. Handmade quilts stretched like wings overhead and snapped with each gust of air. Large video screens attached to low buildings flashed the same commercial in soft, soothing tones, mismatching the bustle of activity on the streets below.

Ellison loved the marketplace. She’d run her fingers through all the silk fabrics, pick through the jewelry until she found a piece that made her gray eyes light up, or stop and visit with the vendors about whatever. She seemed at peace in the extreme sensory overload. I always thought it was the ninth circle of Feozva’s hell and avoided it whenever possible, but because Ellison loved it so much, I pretended to enjoy the shouting and the flying elbows so she could get her fill.

She should be here with me now. What could the Saelis want with her? What was she doing in deep space in the first place?

I sagged against a glowing white display of wrist cuffs while sobs shook through me. Images of what she might be doing, what the Saelis could be doing to her flashed behind my eyes. What if Pop and the Ringers couldn’t get her back?

No. I shook my head so hard my chains whipped my face. No more thinking in maybes and what ifs. I would drive myself crazy if I went on like that. Right now, the only thing I could control was me and what I could do to get her back. I swiped at my tears and stood up straight. Two wobbly steps forward built enough momentum to keep going. I could do this. I could think clearly. I...

A small plastic box of iron washers balanced on the edge of a vendor’s table. I only had six pieces left from that bench I’d melted down on top of my dresser in my dorm room, not enough to last me through the weekend, especially since it seemed I was going through them like candy lately. Pop’s handful of nails might push me through Sunday night, but I doubted it. 

If I was going to help find Ellison, I needed these. They would get rid of unnecessary distractions so I could focus, and if I was going to find her, I didn’t have time to melt iron scraps down into bite-sized pieces in the chemistry lab like I usually did. I snatched the box up before anyone else could and dug in my pants pocket for my currency card. Which was on top of my dresser, too, resting against my framed periodic table so I would remember to take it with me. Rusted balls. 

I glanced at the price tag, and the box grew slippery in my sweaty hands. Two hundred ninety-nine credits for a box of iron washers. Since the Ringers used the precious metal to power their space-bending rings that bordered this galaxy, iron was rare. Really rare. And pricey.

But I had to have these washers, currency card or no. Ellison needed me, and I was wasting time when I should be trying to figure out how to get her back.

The vendor faced away while arguing with a guy in a neighboring booth. He gestured wildly at a rack of shirts whose long sleeves billowed out in the wind and brushed items from the box of washers’ table to the ground. The other guy held a hand in front of the vendor’s face and rolled his eyes skyward. A flush burned red across the back of the vendor’s neck.

I palmed the box against my hip, my heart racing. The vendor might not even notice it was gone. I inched the box up my leg to my pants pocket, my gaze never straying from the two vendors. Smixton had a zero tolerance policy for crime. If caught, I’d be kicked out and possibly sent to the prison planet to do time. 

My skin heated with shame, as it always did every time I broke the law. Which was often since I needed iron. It wasn’t so much the precious metal that I’d become dependent on, but the safety and protection it offered. It chased away all my deep-rooted fears, and in the most literal way, I couldn’t live without it. Which is why I never went anywhere without a piece tucked away in my mouth and a stash in my pockets.  

Still, I shouldn’t have to do this. Normal people didn’t steal washers just to survive. No one else had to run from their problems by hiding behind a metal wall. Yet despite the risk, I couldn’t stop stealing. The safety iron provided me was too great.

A cold sweat leaked down my sides, making me shiver in the biting wind. Up until now, Smixton College and my scholarship had provided nearly everything Pop and Ellison couldn’t. I had to do this. As soon as I unclenched my fingers to let the box fall into my pocket, a nearby baby gave a delighted babble. 

I froze. The box landed in my pocket, but I barely registered its welcome weight. It was the same baby with the bright blue eyes I’d seen at the Waiting Room, now reaching for me with chubby fingers but locked in a man’s arms. The baby’s mom stood next to him carrying the toddler. She stared at the pocket the box of iron had just slipped into while falling snow stuck to her lashes.

The woman flicked her gaze up to meet mine, her mouth twisted in a sneer, and lifted her arm to point. “Thief!”

The vendor whirled around. His eyes widened, then he fixed me with an accusing glare. “What is this? A thief?”

My mouth popped open, not to argue but to come clean. He was talking about me. That word had never been spoken to my face, and it hurt. 

“Please...” I started, but whatever I was going to say didn’t matter because the box rested in my pocket. I was a thief. 

“I don’t tolerate theft,” he roared and bounded around the table to grab me by the elbow. His fingers dug into my arm, and he gave me a rough, bone-jarring shake. “Empty your pockets, girl.”

Curious onlookers stopped to stare. I swallowed hard and ticked my gaze between the woman who now wore a satisfied grin and her wailing baby. Inside the pocket with the washers, Pop’s nails stabbed into my fist.

The guy in the neighboring booth nudged the shirt rack a little further into the vendor’s territory with his foot and a smug smile. The long sleeves waved over the table, knocking a small clock over and rolling a little bottle filled with amber liquid to the edge. It rocked back and forth, testing gravity and fate.

I would never survive a planet full of criminals, let alone the wicked spirits that likely haunted such a place. Especially without iron. And especially because I knew my sister hadn’t sailed. 

The bottle of amber liquid smashed to the ground, snapping me out of my panic-fueled fog. Its fate was sealed. 

Mine wasn’t. I jerked my arm away from the vendor and ran.
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Past the edge of the marketplace, my boots crunched over snow on a wooded path that would lead me toward my dorm and safety two miles away. If I could get there, I could figure out what to do next. Whatever I decided to do, it would have to be quick since I’d left a crowd of witnesses back there. Too many eyes would see if I cut through the rest of the marketplace and took the public train to the dorm. The fewer people who saw me, the better.

The crash of adrenaline through my blood and my pounding footsteps drowned out all other sound as I sprinted through the snow. Which was why I didn’t sense someone following me.

My head wrenched backward with an ugly tearing sound, yanking me to a stop and spinning me around. Pain ripped through my scalp.

The guy in the neighboring booth, not the vendor I’d stolen from, stood behind me, holding a handful of my chains and hair he’d torn clean from my scalp. It swung with the gusting wind, and one end dripped blood in a spray of red in the snow.

Warmth slid down the side of my face and gathered in the cleft of my collar bone. Nausea kicked into my stomach at the bursts of agony all over the top of my head. He must’ve torn out at least twenty chains along with chunks of hair.

His eyes morphed from muddy brown to a vibrant green, turning me into petrified stone. A low growl rumbled. It could’ve been an approaching lightning storm. Or it could’ve come from him. 

Sticky wetness streamed down the side of my breast and into my corset. I flicked my gaze between the bleeding chains in his hand and his bright eyes, suddenly unsure if I was trapped in some kind of nightmare. 

The pain in my head and heart sharpened my senses. I needed to move. Ellison needed me. I felt those truths slither deep into my bones with every shiver that racked through my body.

“He can have his fucking washers back,” I said and threw the box at him. But the man holding my chains continued eyeing me like he wanted to devour my flesh sans napkin. The box lay at his feet surrounded by my blood.

I took a couple slow steps back, but he matched me move for move. Over his shoulder and behind the marketplace, a bolt of lightning stretched thorny fingers to the ground, eliciting a collective gasp and a scramble for cover from the people still there. Even if I shouted for help, no one would hear me above the howling wind.

The hair along my arms lifted, and I became hyper-aware that I was covered in metal during a lightning snow storm. The man blocked my way back into the marketplace, but I couldn’t stand there and bleed all over the place while waiting for him to kill me either. 

“I gave them back. What else do you want from me?” I yelled.

In another flash of light, the man’s face glowed pale. He tucked his chin into his chest so his forehead hooded his bright green gaze, and he widened his stance like he was about to charge. Thick cords of drool trailed from both sides of his mouth.

My stomach lurched. I had no idea what was wrong with this guy, but I needed to move. Now. I sprinted across the snowy path that led to the wooded area. Footsteps pounded after me. 

“They weren’t even in your vendor booth,” I screamed, but the wind and cutting snow stole my breath.

Almost to the cover of the trees. His footsteps thudded right behind me. The smell of ozone thickened, and the air sizzled with electricity between the heavy snowflakes. Something cracked loudly behind me as I lunged into the woods.

Branches tugged at my chains and arms. I tried to jump out of their way, but they leaped out of the dark and through the blanket of falling snow. One dragged across my cheek with a harsh sting, and blood trickled out over the caked mess from my ripped chains.

The man behind me snarled so loud, it quivered my insides to jelly. I pressed my fingers to the growing pain in my side and darted through the trees first to the right then cut to the left. All those hours of sitting while studying weren’t helping me now.

Rumbling clouds blocked the moon, and the only thing that lit my way was the bright white snow. It crunched under my feet, and even if I did somehow lose him, my loud, hurried footsteps would lead him back to me.

My breaths came too fast. The cold drained all my energy with every burning inhale. I had to do something. Think.

Lightning zigzagged over the tops of the trees, spotlighting a rapier fir directly in front of me with sharp, thin branches jutting from its trunk. A vague idea quickly outlined itself in my head, and I faked like I was going to run right into the tree, but at the last second, I skirted to the side. The toe of my shoe snagged on a root. I wind milled my arms to catch my balance but crashed to the ground anyway.

The little amount of air left in my lungs whooshed out. I pulled in a deep breath then struggled to my feet, but something squeezed around my ankle.

“No!” I tried to kick but my ankle twisted. Pain shot up my leg, and I cried out. Icy cold bit into my fingers as I curled them into the snow to drag myself across the ground as far as I could. But the rush of my heartbeat was the only sound. The heavy pursuit of footsteps had stopped. Swallowing hard, I dared a glance over my shoulder.

The man stood perfectly still in front of the tree, except his hands which twitched at his sides. One of the thin branches had caught him through the eye. Another pierced through his stomach and out his back. Blood gushed from his wounds, streaking his face, striping his tunic a darker brown, and over his shoes to soak puddles into the snow.

I shrank back with a gasp. The rapier fir was notorious for killing unsuspecting campers who ran into its sharply pointed branches. I’d just never seen it happen before.

His hands stilled. Was he dead? If I hadn’t lunged to the side of the tree, he’d still be chasing me, and who knew what he would’ve done if he’d caught me? I had to escape him somehow, didn’t I? Even though I knew it was true, guilt still gnawed a hole through my chest. Why had he been chasing me anyway?

I tore my gaze away from him and worked at setting myself free. My foot had lodged under a curved root, so I shifted around so my back faced the man, trying to find a good angle to pull my leg out. It wouldn’t budge. If anything, I seemed to be making it worse. Cold seeped into the butt of my pants and spread iced tendrils down to my toes. I shivered.

Something crashed behind me, and I whirled around. The man lay on his back. Long, black fog-like fingers reached out of his mouth.

I moaned. Terror burst through my body. I’d never seen it happen before. Please Feozva, I couldn’t see it happen. I yanked at my foot as hard as I could and risked another glance. 

The fingers curled over his lips and opened his mouth wider.

A scream welled in my throat. I pulled harder. Please, Feozva, please. I couldn’t. I couldn’t see it.

Yet I couldn’t look away from the nightmare either. The fingers stretched upwards, and behind them, a human form rolled up from the man’s mouth in smoky wisps to full height, a warped replica of the man who lay dead. It pinned me under inky black eyes and the angry twist of its lips. Its dreadful, piercing scream swept goose bumps all over my body. Deep trembles shook through me so hard, I choked down the iron in my mouth.

Without it, the ghost would kill me. The iron had to stay perched on my tongue or the ghost would try to force its way inside me. Move. I scrambled for my pockets with shaking hands. Two of Pop’s nails spilled out onto the snow. I shoved both into my mouth and forced my whimpers back down my throat.

It was right behind me. I felt it in the familiar prickle of my scalp, the tingling between my shoulder blades. The man’s ghost was stuck here. Now the only way to the other side was through the nearest ghost magnet.

Me.
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Glacial air chased icicle-tipped needles over my head. I tried not to move but couldn’t help but shudder. My heart banged against my chest and into the forest floor. The nails’ metallic tang mixed with my rising panic. Why wasn’t the ghost leaving?

I screwed my eyes shut at a twig snapping next to my left arm. I’m not here. I’m not here. I’m not here. Something frigid brushed against my hand. You can’t see me. You can’t see me. You can’t see me. A low, creaking groan sounded from my right.

Cracking open an eye, I turned my head a fraction. From under the chains draped over my face, wisps of dark smoke traced a retreating path through the trees. Relief swelled air into my lungs again, and I breathed deep. A full minute passed before I gathered the nerve to roll over and yank on my foot until it finally slid out from under the root.

I stumbled to my feet and limped away from the dead man, the pain in my ankle pulling a hiss through my teeth. Blood puddled away from him and stained the crevices in the snow where I’d laid like some kind of twisted snow angel, and somehow it reminded me of the time Ellison accidentally bloodied Pop’s nose during a snowball fight when we were young. Badass that I was, I’d passed out because Pops weren’t supposed to bleed. Apparently a glowing green-eyed dead man’s blood didn’t bother me as much, but the world tilted at a strange angle anyway because he was dead. Because I’d tricked him into running into the rapier fir.

What was I supposed to do about the body? Tell someone what happened and forget the part about the thieving? Say I was sorry because I really, really was? Yes, all of that. But first, I needed to escape these woods.

I turned and froze. A man, maybe in his early thirties, stood in front of me with a large red backpack strapped to his shoulders. His mouth hung open as his gaze slid from me to the dead man lying in a pool of his own blood. He took a step back and raised a hand as if he wanted to ward me off.

“Wait...” I started. Behind the fear in his eyes lay an accusation, like I was a cold-blooded murderer. But he had it all upside down and fucked. “It’s not what it looks like.”

Snow crunched under his feet when he took a few more steps back. “Right,” he said, winking, and at the same time, something clicked like a photo had been taken. The same click a Mind-I camera embedded into some people’s brains made when they snapped pictures. Then the man turned and ran.

I blinked after him. Oh no. What did he just do? Oh no. I bit back a surge of bile, and all I could think of was Pop and Ellison. How disappointed they’d be in me for getting kicked out of school, for losing my scholarship, for going to the prison planet for the rest of my life because I’d been caught in a lie of a picture. But I would take that any day just to have my sister back safe. I had to find her.

After stealing back my chains from the dead man’s grip, I kicked snow over my warped and bloody angel, thinking it might help hide the splatters that were mine.

A mess of footprints led further into the forest; I followed the ones I thought belonged to the pseudo crime-stopper. If I could get him to delete the picture from his Mind-I somehow, no one would find out about the dead man and me until they’d heard my side of the story first. But the chances of him listening to the girl covered in metal and blood were slim to none. Murdering him was out of the question, so I’d just have to rely on my winning smile and killer social skills. I was doomed.

The going was slow since I could only hobble and had to take frequent stops to rub my sore ankle. I kept ticking my gaze around for the ghost, but didn’t see any sign of it or the Mind-I guy. He might already be at police headquarters with my picture. The thought tightened my chest, and I limped faster. If he was already there, I was wasting my time wandering around out here. I needed to patch myself up before I decided what to do next.

My saliva began to shrink the ghost repellant nails in my mouth, so while tapping my pocket to make sure I still had more, I swallowed the iron before they vanished. Yes, my saliva could melt metal. It was the weirdest thing. Ellison said all the iron was changing my chemical make-up, which was fine with me. It was better than the alternative.

By the time I staggered into Demetri Hall, the electrical snow storm had slid away to the east. My ankle throbbed, but I hardly noticed since my mind spun over my next course of action.

The bra hanging over the doorknob of my dorm room indicated that I should keep walking, but just as I always did, I swept the strap off and marched right in. I’d seen everyone’s bits and pieces, dangly or otherwise, since unbeknownst to Pop and Ellison, Demetri Hall was a nudist colony in disguise.

“The Saelis have my sister, and the police are probably on their way to question me about the dead guy in the woods, so you might want to put some pants on,” I said into the darkness.

Moon Dragon gasped, and not the sexy kind either. “Get offa me.”

Sheets rustled to the left and something banged against the wall. “Are you serious right now? Saelis?” asked a deep male voice, and I instantly recognized it as Franco’s, the tawny-skinned hottie who lived down the hall.

I grasped blindly at the handle of my only suitcase in the closet and heaved it onto my bed, still not sure what exactly I planned to do. Or where to go. Deep space? Because what would I do when I got there?

“Your sister? Are you sure?” Moon Dragon asked as she flicked on the overhead light. 

Both she and Franco froze their hasty dressing when I turned to face them. Moon’s petite frame wilted under her red silk robe as she took in my appearance, and the expression on my face must’ve answered her question because she nodded slowly, her bluntly cut black hair shining its lustrous halo in the overhead glow.

“You’re hurt,” she whispered, dark eyes wide.

Franco moved to close the door with a quiet click and finished buttoning his jeans. “There’s a dead guy in the woods? You didn’t kill him, did you?” He gulped. “Did you?”

“Of course she didn’t kill anyone.” Moon’s voice held a razor’s edge, and the solid belief in her words tightened my throat. I’d known her a year and a half, and already she was the best friend I’d never had.

I turned away and stared at my currency card leaning against the framed drawing of Feozva, goddess of the iron religion I invented when I was a kid to explain away my obsession with metal. All secrets could be hidden under the guise of faith, and so far, it had worked. Even Moon didn’t question my so-called beliefs. 

Wild chains teased the air around Feozva’s head and cascaded down her body. Last time Pop visited, he said it was the most beautiful self-portrait he’d ever seen of me.

“No, that’s Feozva, Pop,” Ellison had corrected him, and I’d felt like a fool, like I’d reverted back to childhood and announced my imaginary friend was ready to take us all doll shopping.

Feozva’s gray eyes were the same color as Ellison’s and mine. I’d heard stories that ours matched Mom’s, but every photo of her was destroyed in the house fire back on Wix after I was born. With a great shuddering breath, I steeled my spine then stuffed the card in my pocket.

“Absidy.” A warm hand touched my shoulder. “You’re bleeding.”

I shrugged it off. “It’s nothing.”

“It most definitely is something. You’re dripping all over my Presiante rugs.” Moon Dragon’s hand became an iron claw when she pushed me by the shoulder into a desk chair. She floated her fingers above my head with a grimace like she was afraid to touch it. “Your chains... What happened?”

I heaved a deep sigh and sank into the seat while Moon went to the service panel by the door and flew her fingers over the keypad. A large folded cloth and a tube of Second Skin landed in the panel’s bin with a soft tink. Blood-loss already made the room spiral, and a dripping trail would lead the police right to me. Then I wouldn’t be much good to Ellison at all. 

“The dead guy ripped some chains out of my head,” I said.

Her eyes widened. “Holy shit, that’s heavy.” She squatted in front of me with the bandages and medicine. 

Franco whistled as he stepped closer to inspect the damage. The ends of his long chestnut hair brushed against his well-formed pecs, and they tickled my nose when he leaned in. “Well, if you did kill him, it would serve him right. That’s a nasty scratch you got there.”

“Absidy could never kill anyone,” Moon said, squeezing a glob of medicine onto the cloth. “On three, okay?” She readied the cloth above my head, and we both stiffened our shoulders because we knew this would hurt. “One...” She must’ve lost count because she smashed the cloth into my head.

“You fucker,” I hissed through my teeth, but the pain wasn’t near as bad as my ripped open scalp. Tears coursed down my face anyway.

“Remind me to never bleed around you, Moon,” Franco said, and dropped a kiss on top of her head.

She quirked an eyebrow and tipped up the corner of her mouth in a smile that vanished with her next question. “Why would the Saelis take your sister?”

I sagged my shoulders with a sigh. “I don’t know. She took a cruiser to deep space and—”

“Wait. Deep space? Is your sister demented or something?” Franco asked.

I cut my gaze to him and answered with a simple, “No” that snapped his mouth shut again.

“I’m sure she had her reasons,” Moon said and pressed her lips together into a thin line while she unfolded the cloth. Blood colored most of it except a patch below her thumb. “But it’s a wasteland out there. There are ship-eating nebulas and rogue planets that zap ships out of the sky.”

“And space pirates,” Franco added. “So I’ve heard.”

“You’re not telling me anything I don’t already know,” I said and pointed at my ankle. “Can you put some Icy Skin on this?”

Moon swallowed then glanced at my suitcase on the bed. “But what are you planning to do? Go after her? Are you going to shout her name out a ship’s window until you find her?”

“Well, I can’t stay here. Besides, some guy in the woods snapped a picture of me covered in blood standing over the dead guy. I’m as doomed as one of Jezebel’s crickets.”

At the mention of her name, a long furry arm tipped with three inch blue claws reached down from her tree post attached to the ceiling, and gently curled under my chin so I’d look up at her. Her tilted head, the softness in her clear blue eyes, the feel of her fur against my skin—I couldn’t help but offer her a small smile. 

My relationship with Moon had cemented itself because of Jezebel, Moon’s pet slothcat. I’d applied to Smixton with the hope of maintaining my reclusive lifestyle, but much to my chagrin, roommates were required. But Moon and I found an instant common ground laughing at Jezebel’s crazy antics. It was impossible not to fall in love with something that insisted on sleeping nose-to-pink nose with me or that raced a victory lap around the ceiling after every successful poop. I was powerless against both the blue fur ball and Moon.

“So...” Moon strode to the control panel for the Icy Skin then dabbed some on my bruised ankle. “What were you doing in the woods?”

I winced at the pressure of her hand and what I knew I had to tell her. Could I trust her with the one piece of information that didn’t spotlight me in my finest hour? At Smixton, stealing was stealing, no matter how small the object, and though it wasn’t as serious as murder, this particular crime I’d actually committed. I rolled my lips together and glared at the crook of her elbow while she capped the tube. The bruise had already faded, and the pain had eased considerably. 

I took a breath. “I stole some iron washers.”

“That was dumb,” Moon said, and that was all she said about the whole metal thing. She never threw questions at me like every other welding jerk on the planet who thought they had a right to know why I lived my life the way I did.

“It was a moment of weakness.”

Moon nodded and shot a grin at Franco, who winked. “Believe me, I’ve had those. A lot.”

Franco’s warm cinnamon eyes lit with his smile, and the atmosphere between the two lovebirds charged a blush into my cheeks just from my proximity. I cleared my throat to remind them I still sat there.

“Right, well,” Franco said with a small chuckle. “How do you even know the Saelis took her? They aren’t known for their prolific ransom notes.”

“I don’t. Not for sure, anyway,” I said. “The Ringers think she wasn’t taken by Saelis because of the last word she uttered into her telecom, but they’re up to their general what-the-fuckery instead of pouncing on this. It’s the Saelis. I can feel it in my gut.”

“What was her last word?” Moon asked.

“Sail,” I said.

“An old rebel term?”

Franco rubbed at the solid bricks that built his stomach, a frown pulling at his eyebrows. “A term derived from the days of the Black War when soldiers broke from their duties, ended all ties with the real world, and went rogue to drift through space. Some say they did it because they turned their back on the human race to side with the Saelis. I didn’t know that was still a thing people did.”

“People might do it, but not my sister. She’s a doctor, not a soldier. She was trying to say Saelis, but must’ve got cut off.”

Moon shook her head. “But what if that wasn’t what she meant? Because homonyms, Absidy. What if she meant sale, as in S-A-L-E. Maybe she went on a shopping spree. Think about it.”

“No. She would never just up and leave Pop and me and go to deep space for the hell of it. She loves us too much to do something so reckless. She must’ve had a reason to go there, and now... I have to bring her back.” I hated the desperation in my voice, the tears at the back of my throat, but I couldn’t rein my feelings in. Not when it came to Ellison.

“Well, it’s a long way there to find someone who, and please don’t hate me for saying this, may not want to be found,” Moon said. “Why else would she switch off her telecom?”

“She wouldn’t just leave.” I stood to pile random things into my suitcase, including my picture of Feozva and all the iron I had.

A holographic three-dimensional map of a cluster of solar systems burst out of Moon’s eyes, courtesy of her Mind-I, and filled the room. Mayvel, one of the smallest planets in this system, spun lazily on its axis. Rich blues and reds dusted with gold circled the center in a perfect ring. 

Wix, the next planet over which looked like a big swirl of orange and blue, was where I’d called home for the first fifteen years of my life. The next three I’d spent on the Nebulous, which orbited around Mayvel in a continuous loop for the benefit of rich sightseers whose wallets were too heavy to see space in anything but a luxurious cruise liner. I should be on that ship now, in our tiny but cozy service quarters, with Pop and Ellison within touching distance.

“Absidy?” Moon said softly. She studied me through the spinning, rotating map. Lines of Mayvel’s latitude and longitude gridded her face with squares, but the planes of her face stretched and warped them into imperfect shapes. “Are you deliberately not looking at where you’re talking about going?”

“Of course not.” I scoffed, but maybe I was. I plotted the path, trying to imagine the exact route Ellison had taken. 

On the far side of Wix, she would have travelled through the space-bending ring orbiting it to thrust her out of this solar system and into the next, then through another into what used to be Earth’s solar system faster than light. Everything in that system and beyond was considered deep space. Few dared to go there because that was Saelis territory. Besides, there was nothing to go to anyway unless you wanted to meet up with the large ice slugs on Europa. And who would?

Moon pointed at a blinking red dot with celestial coordinates typed next to it. “Either the Ringers or someone else have marked this as the spot your sister’s cruiser is. Her story is all over the Mind-I news feeds.”

I stared hard at the blinking dot, committing the coordinates to memory. It moved slowly through the layers of black dust and debris where Earth once existed. There was nothing around the dot but stars and nothing nearby but more stars. Where had she been going? More importantly, where was she now? Was she still on her ship?

Franco stepped toward the remains of Earth and traced the broken holographic fragments like he could repair it with a God-like finger. “The Saelis won the Black War when they destroyed Earth and killed millions of our ancestors two hundred years ago, and no one’s heard a peep from them since. If you’re right and the Ringers are wrong, what would the Saelis want with your sister?”  

“It would be so dangerous, Absidy,” Moon said, “and the same thing could happen to y—”

Someone knocked at the door. All of us jumped. 

“Police. Open up,” a voice boomed.

I gasped and stumbled further from the door. Moon’s fingers fanned over her chest and crept up to her throat like she might be holding back a scream. The glow from the holographics tinged Franco’s face a pale blue before he double-tapped her temple and her Mind-I snapped the map off. Both of them turned to me.

Decision time. I looked at my hands, at the dried blood wedged into the cracks in my palms, at the pricks in my fingertips from gripping Pop’s nails, and swallowed. The police thought I’d killed someone, and the fact that they were here, for me, bowed my head with a thick and heavy shame.

I could tell the police what really happened, or as much of it as they needed to know, sure, but would they believe me? Maybe, but I didn’t have time for maybes. In my gut, I knew the truth—Ellison was in trouble and she needed me. She was more important than my scholarship, my undecided major, and my future, hands down, and I knew she’d do the exact same thing for me.

Snatching my suitcase from the bed, I took a step toward the window. My choice brought shining tears to Moon’s eyes, and I wondered if she would have had the same reaction if I’d chosen differently.

Another loud knock plunged a weighted dread into my stomach. “Open this door.”

“Just a second,” Moon called in her best theater voice as she swiped at her cheeks.

Franco swept his furry parka off the back of Moon’s desk chair and held it out to me. “Take it.”

“I’ll cover for you,” Moon said in a low voice, “but you have to promise to call me so I can help you.”

I nodded and took the coat, too touched to argue with either of them while I bundled myself into the warm fabric. Inch by slow squeaking inch, I slid the window open and swung a leg over the ledge onto the fire escape.

Moon stepped toward the door, not even bothering to tighten her robe around her exposed body, her watery gaze never leaving mine.

I stared at her then up at Jezebel balled up in the corner of the carpeted tree taking up most of the ceiling. She gave me a look like Where the heck do you think you’re going? A biting ache speared through my heart. No words would come, not even a goodbye or a thank you. I was glad they wouldn’t, though, because a single syllable might be my undoing. 

As I quietly closed the window behind me, Moon’s voice drifted out to say what could very well be the last thing I’d ever hear from her in person: “I am not putting any pants on.”

I turned and ran.
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Chapter Four
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According to Moon, as of that morning the police only wanted to question me about the robbery. Maybe the guy with the red backpack who’d snapped my picture had made a detour on his way to the police station or he’d had a Mind-I malfunction. No one seemed to know about the dead man in the forest, but Moon agreed to call in an anonymous tip once I was safely off Mayvel. Whether he’d tried to kill me or not, I couldn’t leave him there to rot.

I’d slept under the professor’s desk in the chemistry lab last night, courtesy of the key I may or may not have swiped my first day at Smixton. Moon had called early and told me to meet her in the appearance modification booth at the edge of campus.

“Shove over,” Moon ordered when she arrived, knocking her hip into mine so she almost sat on my lap.

The booth barely had the capacity for one person, and my side pressed painfully into the unforgiving wall. I swiped the identification card Moon had given me and hovered a finger over the female button on the large screen in front of us, but Moon slapped my hand away.

“What are you doing?” I demanded.

“You said you needed to blend in, and as Absidy Jones, wanted thief, I’m sorry, but you just don’t,” she said. “As a boy, though, you could fool everyone.”

Wanted thief, not wanted murderer. Not yet anyway. “I’m not getting a sex change, Moon,” I said with a sigh.

“Don’t worry,” she said, chuckling. “You can still keep your girl parts. We’ll just go with a male look, that’s all. Plus, you have to be a boy to get off this planet.”

I wrinkled my forehead. “No, I don’t.”

“As a chef’s apprentice son aboard a transport ship headed on a similar route as your sister, yes, you do.”

Right. How could I forget? My ticket off Mayvel was through one of Moon’s  uncles who wasn’t really an uncle and who’d just taken a chef position aboard a ship called the Vicio because the old chef up and quit. His real son, who was also a real apprentice, “decided” not to go with him. The chef must’ve been surprised to learn he had another son last night, who also happened to be his new apprentice. An apprentice who was neither a boy nor had any experience inside a kitchen. Pretty sure Moon had shelled out some major credits to get both him and his son to agree to that kind of nonsense.

“Besides, the police won’t be looking for a boy.” Moon dropped her hand from the screen to squeeze my elbow, her expression softening. “You don’t have to go, you know. We could find another way. You could just explain—”

“No.” There was no other way, and even if there was, there wasn’t enough time to find it. Not with the dead body in the forest with my leaked blood in the snow around it and the red backpack guy’s picture of me with him. And especially with Ellison and the Saelis. She might’ve already been... I cleared my throat hard enough to expel that thought for good. “You came up with a good plan, and I’ll owe you forever, but do you think it will work?”

“Of course it’ll work. You’ll have to lose the chains and the silver eye paint.” Her eyes tracked over my chest. “Put a muffle on your ladies there and voila.”

“Voila. Excellent,” I said dryly.

“The rest is called acting, Absidy. Act like a boy and people will think you are a boy. Grunt to communicate. Feed your face during meals. Think about sex all the time. It’s simple, really. They’re simple, which is why I like them so much.”

But Pop wasn’t like that at all. He spoke more eloquently than most of my professors, had impeccable manners with utensils, and... probably only thought about sex twice while conceiving Ellison and me. I grimaced. I supposed she was right, but I didn’t have any other basis for comparison.

“Okay, push the male button,” I said, because hopefully they really were simple and the trip to deep space would be a breeze.

Moon did and skipped her fingers over the hair options. “No. No. Not fire. No live snakes. Just a simple, typical boy cut...” Her finger flipped past picture after picture until the model’s head blurred across the screen. “There.” She stopped on a cropped haircut not even an inch long. “That one.”

Imagining that hair on top of my head knotted my throat. All my hair would be gone after I’d fought so hard to keep the rest of it. I’d begged Pop for chains to fill in the large gaps in my scalp so I didn’t have to cut my hair off because I’d wanted it to be like Ellison’s, flowing down to my butt in soft, dark curls. I’d never had any of it cut my entire life just for that reason. And now, cutting it all off would mean slicing free my last physical tie to Ellison. 

We even had a song about our hair we wrote when we were little, and we’d sing it every time we brushed each other’s.

Lots of locks make pretty socks, 

Wind it ‘round your toe-sies. 

Stretch it o’er your heels and pray 

You can grow some moresies.

Not exactly literary gold, but the words melted into my head under Ellison’s gentle hands. She loved my hair as much as I did, so to see chunks of it tangled on the floor the night of my fifteenth birthday must’ve hurt her as much as it did me. I saw it in her drooped shoulders and the thin press of her lips. It looked like she was choking back a scream, though I did enough screaming for both of us.

“It’s too short,” I mumbled.

Moon put a hand over my folded ones in my lap. “It’ll grow back. Or when this is all over, you can get new hair.”

It’ll grow back. That was what Pop had said too. The day after my hair had been ripped out by a particularly malevolent ghost, I sat in front of him and Ellison in the living room of our house on Wix. Ellison held a pair of scissors in one hand, and the other worried the collar of her doctor’s uniform. “I want this hair,” I’d said to them, and they’d agreed I could keep what was left and fill in the huge gaps with whatever I wanted. 

I decided on delicate iron chains soon after Ellison told me consuming iron would keep away the ghosts. Not because wearing iron did anything to protect me like consuming it did, but because I became obsessed with the metal and the safety it provided.

I fisted my hands and pulled them from under Moon’s. “Cutting my hair...getting rid of my chains... It will change who I am.”

“Only the outside.” She leaned the side of her head against the wall above the seat to look at me. The screen’s glow painted half her face in shadow, and on the other, a perfect rectangle reflected against the gleam of the black hair that fell across her cheek. “You’ll be the same eccentric I’ve known and loved for a year and a half on the inside though.”

Her soft voice threaded calm through the small booth. I closed my eyes and breathed it in, hoping to still the throbbing lump at the back of my throat. “You don’t know me.”

“I don’t know everything, true, but I know most things. I know there’s a reason behind the metal. I know you have a good soul. Jezebel confirmed it for me when she didn’t try to eat your face off the first night in the dorm. She knew right away.” 

At the mention of that furry little blue beast, I had to smile. Oh, Feozva, I would miss her and my sexcapading roommate like crazy.

“Besides, living with the Iron Maiden kind of bumps up my social status.”

I cracked open an eye. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

She tipped her head up and studied me. “Think about it, Absidy. You’re a recluse who’d rather lock herself in the chemistry lab than go to class. You have chains implanted in your scalp. You wear metal. You eat metal—”

“It’s a condition.”

She arched an eyebrow. “It’s why your voice has that sexy deep rasp to it, isn’t it? I know you don’t smoke.”

I blew out a breath, unable to find a starting point to begin explaining, and not wanting to anyway because she might not believe me. My gravelly voice was the result of damaged vocal cords caused by too much screaming when I was younger, not because I ate metal, not exactly, and not because I was sexy. Even Ellison couldn’t heal my voice.

“Mm-hm,” she said, flashing a grin. “Do you know how many guys I’ve lured to our room because I’m your roommate?”

“I’m not even going to dignify that comment with another thought,” I said with a shake of my head.

Moon looked at me for a long moment, her expression sad. “You really don’t have to do this.”

I nodded. Even though my hair held as many memories of Ellison as my mind did, I was afraid if I let it go and never found her, I would forget everything about her. The way she plucked stray eyebrows when deep in thought, how she curled her hands around a mug of hot tea with a serene smile, the way she truly listened to all of her patients, including me—all of it would vanish if I cut my hair. I knew it didn’t make any sense, but she had poured so much of herself into me and the gaps where my real hair used to be. She’d saved me, and I needed to save her right back. Who else would since the
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