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      Sweat drops fell from her face, and she lost track of them in the shadowy room before they broke against the tiled floor. She tugged on her collar like it might thin the humidity, or at least open her airwaves to help her breathe better. The tip of her swollen tongue poked through her lips as if it no longer belonged in her mouth. It hung too heavy for her to contain. She swallowed repeatedly, the saliva lining her throat as thick as overcooked porridge.

      The floor tiles’ heat spread through her sweat-damp palms. Her fur soaked, her head spinning, she leaned over the bowl, and her weak arms shook under the strain of her body weight. She touched her tongue to the warm water. She lapped at it like a stray animal.

      She hadn’t bathed in days. Every crevice itched, and her eyes burned. Perspiration and fatigue combined, turning the room’s single weak light glaringly bright. The illuminated panel was just two metres away.

      Her throat ached, her fat, unresponsive tongue unable to perform well enough to quench her thirst. Her fingers twitched. But she’d learned that lesson. Only a fool would try to pick up the bowl again.

      Days passed like months in this place. What little moisture she drew into her body, she sweated out again almost instantly.

      The lit tile had the same dimensions as every other. Roughly thirty centimetres square and one in a line of ten running across the room from wall to wall in either direction. The room was three metres long and three metres wide. An industrial fucking oven. The ceiling mirrored the floor, but the walls were shorter. Only five tiles tall. Whenever she found the energy to stand, she had to do so with a stoop.

      A bench-cum-bed in one corner. A bucket beside it. The only features in the otherwise empty space. They’d covered it with the same tiles as every other surface, making it as hard as the floor. Hardly inviting. She’d urinated in the bucket once. When they’d first locked her in. She’d not been able to go since. And maybe that was for the best. It had stirred up the already heady stench that hung so thick it clung to her sticky skin. It snaked up her nostrils and cauterised at the top of her nose. The previous prisoners’ legacy. She’d also voided her bowels once. No one had cleared away the mess. What had happened to the previous prisoners? Had they cooked them to death? Died of thirst? Starvation?

      Despite the funk and heat knotting her stomach, and despite her tongue being as thick as a fist, she rested on the warm tiles, pressed her sweaty palms against the floor, leaned over the second dish, and ate.

      The salty meat disintegrated and fused to her tongue like morning breath. It had the consistency of wet tissue. She sucked another meaty chunk from the snotty jelly used to bind it together. Like fishing for nutrition in a blood clot.

      Two more gulps, but her throat fought her desire to swallow with both a heave and an inability to perform. She returned to the water bowl and laid her tongue in the warm liquid. She licked the bowl dry, her mouth still burning from the salt. For what good it did, she might as well have drunk her own sweat. Falling flat, she rested her cheek against a hot tile, the light a blur through her weary gaze.

      Until now, something had kept her going. A survival instinct? Foolish hope? A romanticised dream she had agency over her pitiful existence? And maybe she did. They were playing a game with her, but games could be beaten. A duel between the creator and the player. A head-to-head. Wit and outwit. Because, surely, if she had no way out, they would have already killed her.

      Standing on wobbly legs, she hunched to avoid the ceiling and rested against the wall as she worked her way around the room. Rough grout ran between the tiles. There had to be something she’d missed. A hairline crack buried in the shadows. Something she could search out with a fingernail.

      “The only way out of here is to touch that square.”

      She jumped, whacked her head on the ceiling, and clapped a hand over her crown. Her ears rang with the echo of the same hissing male voice. A similar phrase he’d uttered over and over. The same advice. The creator offering hope. A way out. Just touch the lit square. Simple.

      She scratched the grout with her fingernail. Sandpaper rough, she traced every lump and bump.

      “The only way out of here is to touch that square.” The hissing tone lifted with the next line. “This is a place where we send beings to be forgotten. You’re the only one who can get you out. Touch the square.”

      The white light tormented her. Just three steps away in the room’s centre. Within reaching distance.

      Just two steps away.

      But she pushed on past it. She must have missed something on her other searches. A fault in the tiles. A hidden exit. She scraped her nail against the grout. Sweat burned her eyes.

      She reached the tile beside the lit square. Just one step to the right and she’d be out of there. But she moved on, tracing the grout.
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        * * *

      

      Halfway around the room, she fell against the wall and slid to her bench. The stinking bucket of excrement and frothy piss nearby. She gulped, her dry throat thorny. During her time here, she’d searched every centimetre of the wall, floor, and ceiling. Tracked every line of grout, desperate to slot a fingernail into an invisible crack.

      “The only way out of here is to touch that square.”

      “I know!” Her arid throat stole her voice’s power. She dropped her head, her sweat falling like tears. “I know.”

      “The only way out of here is to touch that square.”

      “I fucking know!”

      “The only way out of here is to touch that square.”

      The steel water bowl, now several tiles away, hissed, burning off what little moisture remained. The room grew hotter. Her fur hung heavy with sweat. Added grams to her burdened frame.

      “The only way out of here is to touch that square.” The water bowl glowed red with the tile’s heat. “Fail to act, and we’ll cook you to a crisp.”

      Her body heaved with empty sobs, her sweat having stolen her tears. She was either losing her vision, or a heat haze rose from the baked tiles. Pushing off against the bench, she stood on trembling legs.

      She crossed the room with heavy steps. Breathing through her open mouth, she huffed in the hot air and stumbled towards the lit panel.

      Four tiles from the light.

      Three.

      Slow and steady, like she could catch it by surprise.

      One foot in front of the other. Step after step.

      Two tiles.

      She jumped at the light and landed on the dull tile with the slap of both feet touching down. A millimetre before she’d made contact, the light shifted to a wall panel on the other side of the room.

      Her shoulders shook with her dry tears. Her head spun. Her legs failed her, and she crashed down to her knees against the hot floor before falling on her side, her vision slipping out of focus.

      The hissing, rasping, monotonous tormentor repeated the phrase she’d heard more times than she could count. The last phrase she’d probably ever hear. “The only way out of here is to touch that square.”
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      “You’re not getting out of here, you know?”

      Sparks tutted and shoved the bound pilot with her foot so he rolled over onto his back. “Not exactly in a position to be telling me what I am and aren’t doing, are you?”

      “You need my permission, you little snot troll.”

      “Snot troll? Permission?”

      Shalk spat in her direction, the small globule landing between them. “Compliance. You need my compliance at the very least. Without it, you’re going nowhere.”

      “Neither are you.”

      “I’m okay with that.”

      They might have reached Stargart, but they were yet to exit his ship. Her ship now. Sparks wound her leg back. Could she kick him compliant? She pointed at the ship’s door. “You know what happens when I open that?”

      “It gets warm.”

      “More than warm. We’re in Stargart’s death zone. It’s like a fucking furnace. Almost unbearable heat and low oxygen. I give you a few minutes at best.”

      “So you’ll leave me to die?”

      “If I have to.” A ceiling spotlight reflected off Sparks’ mini computer screen. She tilted it to get a better read of the countdown. “We’ve made good time in getting here. We have thirty-one minutes before they hang Greeta. I won’t waste that arguing with you.” And she needed to get back to Reyes and Faz Went. Who knew what trouble they were in on Flanterian.

      “Don’t, then.”

      “You’re happy to die?”

      “Who’s happy to die? Apart from you.”

      “I’m not happy to die.”

      “Have you looked in the mirror lately? You should be. You’ve got a face that’d curdle chudder milk.”

      “Oh, shut up. My point is, I won’t let you delay me. Whether you come or not is your choice. But staying means death. You accept that?”

      “I’ve endured worse.”

      “You really are an obstinate prick, aren’t you?” But could she blame him? the Ringdell Group’s occupation had traumatised every being on his planet. Displaced his people. And she’d helped them get exactly what they wanted. She’d hate her too.

      Hat licked the pilot’s face.

      Shalk wound back his leg.

      Over him in a flash, Sparks pressed her blaster’s barrel into his cheek, forcing an eye closed. “Don’t you fucking dare! I don’t care what you say and try to do to me, but he’s done nothing.”

      “Keep the mutt away from me, then.”

      “He’s not a dog.”

      “I don’t care, you stupid testicle goblin.”

      “Testicle goblin?”

      “Just keep it away.” He kicked out at Sparks, and she jumped back.

      She kept her gun trained on him. “I’ll let that slide once. But you do⁠—”

      He kicked out at her again. Were he not bound and lying on his side, she might have found the eight-foot-tall gloyner imposing. Were he able to physically manifest his intentions, she’d already be dead.

      Sparks hunched close, but out of reach. She slid her glasses back up her nose and gesticulated with her blaster. “How about we start again?”

      “I tie you up and fly back to Flanterian? Take you to receive the punishment you deserve for siding with the Ringdell Group? Or how about we go back even farther than that? To a time when I don’t even know who you are? When the royal palace belonged to its rightful owners and I was only a citizen of a prosperous and compassionate nation? You know what that is, do you? Compassion?”

      The retort died on her tongue, and she dropped her head. “I honestly didn’t know what we were doing.”

      “Storming a palace and lowering its defences? Seems pretty fucking clear to me.”

      “We thought the palace had already fallen into the wrong hands. We saw the devastation⁠—”

      “Created by your owners?”

      “The Ringdell Group don’t own us.”

      “No?”

      Sparks swelled with her inhale. “We thought we were doing the right thing.”

      “Like now? Stealing my ship … Tying me up …”

      “And what were you going to do to me and Hat?”

      “Hat?”

      She pointed her gun across the ship. “Him!”

      “Only what you deserve.”

      “Fucking hell.” Sparks stood up and paced around in the small fighter again. “We’re getting nowhere.”

      “And you won’t. Not without my compliance.”

      Sparks’ gun shook as an extension of her pointing arm. “I don’t need you for what I’ve come here to achieve. But I don’t want you to die.”

      “I wish I could say the feeling’s mutual.”

      “So you’d rather die here?”

      “There’s an alternative?”

      “Why aren’t you listening to me?”

      Shalk’s marine blue eyes turned even more watery. “Because you don’t deserve to be heard. Not with what you’ve done to my people and my planet. Their blood is on your hands. You might have only turned up to lower the shield for the Ringdell Group, but as far as I’m concerned, you murdered all those gloyners and hadounds.”

      Imagine if he found out she’d played a part in giving the Ringdell Group the missile that had obliterated everything. “I’m sorry.”

      He snorted and spat in her direction again. “Like that makes a fucking difference. Like that brings back …” His words died in his throat.

      Brings back what? What had he lost? What had so many like him lost? What would she lose if she didn’t get back to Reyes? “We’re wasting time here.”

      “You’re wasting time by trying to change my mind.”

      “I don’t care if you hate me.”

      “Oh, it’s more than hate. I want to latch a tow cable around your ankle, throw you from the back of this ship, and break the speed of light while dragging you along the ground. I want to remove every digit, tak⁠—”

      “All right, I get it. Still, I don’t want to kill you. I’m here to help Greeta.” As quickly as possible so she could get back to Reyes. She tilted her mini computer. “I have twenty-nine minutes to make that happen. I want to take you with me. I want to get you back to Flanterian alive.”

      “Oh, aren’t I one of the lucky few? I feel so privileged you’ve taken a shine to me. Fucking hell, love, god complex much?”

      “I’ve not got time for this bullshit.”

      “At least you’ve got time. There are too many gloyners and hadounds who don’t.”

      “Let me spell it out for you.”

      “You don’t need to. I get it.”

      “I’m not sure you do.” Sparks rolled her eyes. “First, I need to get to Greeta before they hang her. Then we’ll get back to this ship⁠—”

      “We?”

      “And I’ll get you back to Flanterian. I’ll leave you with your ship⁠—”

      “How fucking gracious of you!”

      “And then I’ll go with the others and help get the Ringdell Group out of the palace so you can have it back.”

      “Quite the philanthropist, eh? Get into a position of power at our expense, and then throw down crumbs from your mountain of influence and expect us to thank you. While you’re at it, will you reincarnate all those who have died?”

      “You think it didn’t upset me seeing what they’ve done to your planet?”

      “I’m sorry, are you asking for sympathy now?”

      “Oh, fuck off. We’re getting nowhere.”

      “Fast.”

      Sparks whacked the button beside the ship’s door. It slid aside with a whoosh. Stargart’s fierce heat flooded in like she’d just opened an oven. She’d hooked up the lock on the guards’ bonds to her computer. She pressed the button to free them and jumped out into the baked desert. Stargart’s protective mirrored force-field dome was just ten metres away. Families of stall rats reflected on its surface. A hand-soap taste flooded her mouth, but no amount of swallowing could banish the memory.

      A loud crunch in the sky above. The splash of a high-speed collision. The groan of twisting steel. An explosion of sparks from where two ships brushed past one another. The one leaving wobbled, and a large steel panel flew away from its body like a playing card in the wind. But it stayed in the air, turned around, and flew back in. Either seeking retribution or repair.

      Hotter than hell in the death zone, especially wrapped in a hessian robe, Sparks closed in on her reflection and pulled up her hood. Too fucking hot for this place, but with the price Blark Venn-Quarter had put on her head, she had to keep her identity hidden.

      She pressed her lips tight, and sweat stood out on her brow. She raised the ship’s starter button aloft, waving it at Shalk. He had a choice; he either remained in the ship and suffocated, or he followed her into Stargart. And then who knew what? She’d have to have eyes in the back of her head, but as much as it would be easier to end him now, he didn’t deserve to die. Not by her hand. Not after what she’d already done.

      Sparks passed through Stargart’s dome and gasped on the hot but breathable air. She held up her hands to shield her eyes, but quickly dropped them. Impossible to protect herself from this place’s glare.

      Hat crashed into her ankles. She spun around and got dazzled for a second time, the lights coming back at her from the dome’s inner reflective surface. She lifted the furball and slipped him inside her robe. He had a bounty on his head, too.

      They stood in one of Stargart’s many alleys leading out to oblivion in the death zone. Deadbeats and dropouts sat in doorways. Thousand-yard stares buried deep in sallow eye sockets. They were just a few metres from what seemed like their only choice. The long walk. And maybe find Shalk’s dead body on his ship on their way.

      Several spaced-out insomniacs snapped from their daze with a yell as Shalk’s imposing eight-foot frame broke through the dome. The tall biped scowled at them before he fixed on Sparks. “Don’t think I’m coming because I’ve changed my mind about you, you shitty little critter. I need to get back to Flanterian. And despite having no reason to give you my trust, I have no choice. But know, the second this is over, I will cut your throat and stick your head on a spike outside the palace where it belongs.”

      Sparks turned her back on the angry pilot and led him towards the chaos of Stargart’s main strip. She couldn’t help smiling. She’d called his bluff and exposed his bravado for what it was. Hopefully, his threats to kill her were as shallow. And hopefully he’d keep up. She didn’t know where they were holding Greeta, but if she didn’t find her in the next twenty-eight minutes, the next time she saw her, she’d be hanging by a noose.
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      Sparks dropped from the ship, naked and with a noose around her neck. Gravity ate up the rope’s slack as she hurtled towards the ground. Lacerations covered her body, blood streaking her pale skin. The whites of her eyes stood out from a mile away, and even with the rope across her throat, her screams went off like an alarm. “Reyes! Reyes! Reyes!”

      Something gripped her right arm. Faz Went leaned close, pulling her back into the moment. “Reyes!”

      She shook her head and blinked. His phlegmy rattle cut through the chaos. Called her to attention. Forced her into the present moment. A loose flap in his throat, spluttering and stuttering like a blowing exhaust. The heavy steps. Her itching mind. The horror he thrust upon her. She grabbed her plasma rifle with both hands as his shadow stretched across the end of the alley just a metre away.

      Faz Went pointed in the other direction. They should get out there.

      Piltred’s steps shook the ground. He drew close like a solar eclipse, shutting out light and hope. His massive helmeted head came into view first. Crimson tears ran down the outside of his scratched steel mask. He stared out at the world through bloodshot eyes buried in scar-tissue sockets. A face in which nothing should live, yet his rage burned brighter than Flanterian’s single sun. A genetic abomination. His roar filled the alley, threw Reyes to her knees, and once again hijacked her mind.

      Sparks’ naked body hit the ground. The impact tore her lacerations open, and she split like a dropped melon.

      “Reyes!” Faz Went snapped her out of it again and dragged her with his escape. They had a plan. They needed to stick to it. Put this city behind them once and for all. Leave Piltred alone in the ruins.

      Although she ran on wobbly legs, squinting against the violent mental showreel, Reyes stayed on Faz’s tail. The alley was too narrow for the lumbering Piltred. He reached in behind her and slammed his large hand against the ground. He pulled back out and attacked the brickwork, smashing the corner off the building, widening his path. He dragged a wall down, a cloud of dust chasing them from their current alley and into the next.

      Reyes followed Faz Went in picking a path through the gloyner and hadound corpses lining the next road. The fate of any who got too close to Piltred. Hopefully those who’d taken Sparks were more merciful. Hopefully they’d keep her alive.

      Down another alley and out the other side. Faz leaped through a glassless window, and she followed, through the ruins of what had once been a ground-floor apartment. Toppled furniture. An open fridge, the inside immaculate because everything organic had been destroyed by the missile they’d supplied to the Ringdell Group. Her feet twisted and turned on the debris-strewn floor. Bricks, crockery, pans, a child’s toys … A life erased.

      They leaped out of the window on the other side and crossed yet another corpse-ridden road. The cadavers tracked their progress through bloody, eyeless sockets.

      They ducked into yet another alley. The narrow walkways provided the best defence against the unstoppable Piltred. His rattle rang out. Rumbled through the empty buildings like an idling engine. But they’d lost him for now. Faz glanced back and slowed to a walk.

      Reyes fought to catch her breath as they closed in on the edge of the ruined city. “You still think this is a good plan?”

      A respiratory ring of his own, his rattlesnake hiss, Faz Went removed his baseball cap and scratched his head before replacing it again. “It’s the only plan, right?”

      Reyes shrugged.

      “We need to get out of this city. And we need to find Sparks.” He reached the end of the alley, leaned out and peered both ways. Reyes poked her head out beside him. Another street lined with bodies. Who knew the camera’s locations? Sparks, that’s who. He broke from cover and ran with a stoop like that would somehow keep him hidden. And for some stupid reason, Reyes did the same.

      In the next alley, Reyes’ shoulders and back tightened. A Pavlovian response to crossing an open road. But the lumbering brute didn’t yell this time. Halfway down the next alley, she relaxed a little. They were close to the city’s edge and close to breaking free. They’d follow the path of the ship that had taken Sparks. “How long do you think it will take to find her?”

      “Less time than staying here and doing nothing.”

      And he had a point. Besides, what else could they do? What other options were there? “Do you think she’s okay?”

      “I wish I could answer that.” Faz Went crossed yet another street. One final alley between them and the city’s edge. He waited for Reyes to enter behind. “But what I can tell you is she’s in a better place than she would have been had Pilt⁠—”

      “I know.” The naked Sparks plummeted through her mind again. Broke apart on impact like diced meat. “I know. But what the fuck was she playing at? Running towards the palace on her own …”

      “Trying to be a hero.”

      “By acting like an idiot? She’s lucky she didn’t get us all killed.”

      “Don’t speak too soon.”

      At the end of the alley, Faz Went leaned out and pulled straight back in again. His pale skin turned paler still.

      “What’s up?”

      He shook his head.

      Reyes leaned out into the open plain’s strong winds and shivered. The miles of barren and rocky ground stood in stark contrast to the jumbled, ruined mess that had once been Flanterian’s prosperous city. It exposed the line of surveillance drones that stretched away in both directions. They faced out across the plains. She pulled back in and leaned against the wall. “Shit! There’s no avoiding them.”

      “And when Piltred comes running to their call, he’ll see us from miles away.”

      “So what do we do?”

      “I can read the lay of the land, but that’s it.”

      “And what does the lay of the land tell you?”

      “The same as it tells you.” He swayed from side to side.

      “This is a non-starter … We cross the plains and we’re screwed. But if we stay in the city, eventually we’re screwed.” Reyes continued listing their problems, counting them with her fingers. “Our ship’s screwed, and if we go closer to the palace, where there are more surveillance cameras⁠—”

      “And more booby traps.”

      “We’re double screwed.”

      Faz Went shrugged.

      “But if we do nothing, we won’t find Sparks, and we’ll run out of food and water eventually, so⁠—”

      “We’re screwed.”

      “No matter which way you slice it.”

      Faz Went bounced on his toes. They’d waited there too long. A rolling stone gathered no moss. Especially in a city where no moss existed within a twenty-mile radius, thanks to the missile. He shrugged. “But there are factors outside of our control that might work in our favour.”

      “Like what?”

      He tapped his chin. “What if Sparks comes back for us?”

      “You saw her get taken away, right?”

      “She might have gotten free. She’s a slippery little shitbag.”

      Reyes smiled. “That she is!”

      “And in the meantime …” Faz stepped back down the alley, back towards the city. Back towards the streets filled with corpses, Piltred roaming them like an underworld guardian. “We need to move on.” As if to highlight his point, Piltred’s roar rang out. “We need to at least try to find another way to leave. Or find somewhere safe to hide so we can come up with a better plan.” He shrugged and sank again, rattling as if deflating. “Unless you have a better option?”

      Reyes shook her head. “We’re done for.” She smacked her temple with the heel of her palm. “Listen to me. What a pathetic fool.”

      “We’re in a tight spot.”

      “Dad used to say how useless those were who focused on the problem rather than the solution. We need to find a solution.”

      “But somewhere other than this.”

      Piltred roared again. “Yeah, somewhere other than this.”

      “Let’s go, then.”

      At the end of the alley, Faz Went leaned out and looked both ways. Piltred’s steps called through the city like a metronome. A countdown to what felt like an inevitable showdown. But they’d find a solution before that happened. She owed that to her dad’s memory.

      Reyes followed Faz back across the road, but instead of picking yet another tight alley, he jumped through the window of an old shop. If they were to come up with a new plan, they needed time, which meant they needed somewhere to hide.
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      Hidden in plain sight, Sparks marched through the crowd with her hood up, head down, and arms cradling Hat against her chest. Sweat rolled down her back in small streams and burned her tired eyes. Like every other being in the chaotic crowd, she barged her way through. She had somewhere to be. Shalk walked a step behind. Following in what little wake she made, but he mostly cut his own path. They had twenty-eight minutes to find Greeta. The footage suggested they had her somewhere on the main strip. They should have enough time. But did Reyes have enough back on Flanterian? How long could she and Faz Went avoid Piltred?

      Sparks’ rifle hung from her by its strap, and she had a blaster at her hip. No need to hide weapons in a place like this. But if you drew one, you’d best have every intention of pulling the trigger. And you’d best not miss.

      Shorter than most, Sparks tracked her progress by the towers looming over the busy road. Surveillance drones buzzed through the sky and bored into her temples. But they only invaded her intuition with their scanning curiosity. So far, nothing had piqued their interest. Ships came and went through the dome. With every exit and entrance, her mind’s eye played an explosive collision that ended with a burning husk spinning as it fell towards them.

      The ground shook. She darted right at the last moment, the frintool’s pounding steps a sufficient warning to those with a limited view. Move or get trampled. Only one winner. Shalk remained on her tail.

      The dome’s mirrored surface threw back every flashing light and every neon sign. Conflicting baselines rumbled, the dysregulating scatter of drum beats mashing in the air and quickening her already frantic pulse. Casinos called to punters. They offered riches most beings only encountered in dreams. And all the while, the dice roll of ships exiting and entering continued above. She dropped her head again, and while she sweated inside the hessian robe, at least the hood gave her blinkers. A way to turn down the chaos. If only she could do the same for her intuition.

      The whir of servos followed by the crack of a slamming step. A mech strode down the strip. Gold, its shiny surface glistened like the inside of the dome. It carried only the most privileged of clients. Shuttled them from one establishment to the next while protecting them from the hoi polloi. Sparks lowered her head again. If Blark Venn-Quarter’s bounty remained, she needed to keep the lowest profile. But maybe with the fall of Acoolter, he’d decided to hold on to his credits. How would a dead Sparks, Reyes, Hat, and Faz Went help him rebuild an empire?

      “What the hell is this place, you irritating stoova jockey?”

      Sparks twisted between two zoonteels. Just being caught by one of their thick and calloused knees could knock the wind from her lungs, the hood from her head, and the life from Hat’s furry and hot little body. “Stoova jockey? Because I’m small. Funny!”

      “Small. Insignificant …”

      “You think this is bad? I’ve been to much worse places.” They passed a brothel on their right; the neon sign, almost as tall as the building, read Pegging Paradise. She flinched at the mental image of a screaming mandulu at the mercy of a particularly aggressive droid. Careful what you wish for. The bar next door had an equally garish neon sign shaped like a cocktail glass and lit aquamarine. The name directly beneath it, The Bavaiian Nightmare.

      “Your point is?”

      “There’s a way to survive.” She pressed her palm against her temple like she could quieten the digital chaos. “When I visit hostile planets, I keep my head down.” Especially when she might still have a massive bounty on her head.

      “By keeping your head down, you mean taking over their entire planet with your mates?”

      “When we were in the Shadow Order⁠—”

      “The what?”

      “The greatest task force in the galaxy.”

      “I’ve never heard of them.”

      She moved left and right, slipping through a tight gap. “That’s because they didn’t want you to hear about them.”

      He tutted and followed her weaving path.

      “We went to some awful places. I remember this one time⁠—”

      “Did I ask for your life story, you silly little nowlet?”

      “My point is, the best thing you can do is blend in. You can’t change how they run these places, and it’s futile to try. But act like a tourist and you’ll make yourself a target.”

      “How am I acting like a tourist?”

      “Close your mouth. Walk like you have somewhere to be. Shut the fuck up. Shall I go on?”

      “And you just said you can’t change how places are run. You don’t think handing over the control of a planet’s resources to a powerful and malevolent group of beings with nefarious desires is changing how somewhere’s run?”

      The Grandest up on her left. Tromp Flowers close by. She dropped her head again. Kept in the shadow of her hood. Kept her face hidden. Held Hat close, the pair of them getting hotter with every passing second. An interrogation of drones shot through the sky. “My point is, this place is wild. It bleeds you dry of every credit. The bright lights prevent you sleeping, driving you mad with insomnia and leaving you with little choice but to step out into the death zone just to bring the madness to an end. For many, having their lungs burst in a desert hotter than hell is preferable to another miserable second of this existence.” She jumped aside as a pair of flying creatures smashed into one another, dragged a surveillance drone into their squabble, and came crashing to the ground before Shalk’s feet.

      Sparks stumbled from the shove in her back. She spun around and met Shalk’s accusatory finger, which ran almost as long as hers. “You can take your advice and shove it up your arse. I’m not green, you know? And I don’t need a lesson from the Ringdell Group’s sock puppet.”

      She dragged her rough hessian sleeve across her sweating brow.

      “Why are you wearing that stupid robe, anyway? Bit hot, ain’t it?” His voice grew louder, turning the heads of a pair of passing doots. “Do you think you’re some kind of mystic or something? Someone who’s come down from a mountain to mix with the riff-raff.”

      Several more beings glanced their way. While the robe hid her from cursory glances, any intense scrutiny could blow her and Hat’s cover and reveal thousands of credits to any being who dared take it. She turned her back on him and moved off. “We have twenty-six minutes to find Greeta.”

      “I mean, you’re clearly not trying to hide from anything. You stand out from a mile away dressed like that.”

      If anything, Shalk had grown louder in his accusations. What next? He’d pull her hood away? Start using her name? Should she tell him about the bounty? But what if they’d removed it? And what would he do if he found out how much he could make from her corpse? Hers and Hat’s. The furball shuffled beneath her robe.

      “So what is it, Sp⁠—”

      “Will you shut the fuck
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