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      “Rikkard, you need to wake the hell up right now!” Selene knelt on the bed, her heart pounding in her ears as she shook Rikkard’s shoulders.

      Rikkard shot up, his hair sticking in every direction possible, and looked around wildly. He yanked out a laser pistol from under his pillow; one she hadn’t known had been beneath her head half the night.

      “What’s going on?” he asked, his voice feverish as he inspected the metal room for intruders. When he realized there were none, he slowly lowered his pistol. His scared expression quickly turned livid.

      She winced. She hadn’t realized how scary he was in the morning.

      “Come on, I’ve got to show you something.” Selene slid off the bed, dancing from foot to foot when Rikkard didn’t immediately jump up.

      Rikkard glanced between her worried expression and her bare legs and boots. She wore one of his looser shirts, which fell to her mid-thighs. Selene flushed. When she’d gotten up in the middle of the night for a walk, hoping to calm her restless mind, she hadn’t expected to find anyone, let alone discover the planet was in danger.

      “What’s going on?” he repeated. Rikkard slung his legs over the side of the bed, quickly yanking on his boots before grabbing his holsters.

      “It’s a lot to explain,” Selene said. She glanced between him and the door, chewing on her lip. Her mind raced with her heart as he pulled his belt back through the loops of his pants, and attached the holsters before putting his laser pistol away.

      She wiped her clammy hands on her shirt. She couldn’t believe how long he was taking. “Just… come with me,” she said. She turned to the door, and Rikkard caught her wrist.

      He pulled her back, forcing her to face him. Their eyes met and his eyebrows furrowed with worry.

      Selene sighed. “You’re not going to believe me unless you see it for yourself.”

      His eyebrows rose. That got his attention.

      “Come on.” Selene grabbed his hand and led the way from their quarters back into the metal hall of the pirate ship. They weaved through corridors, a small maze of their own, until they reached the cargo bay.

      Rem’s white hair bobbed up, his eyes still wide with fear. “Finally!” He waved them over, and scooted aside to let Rikkard sit.

      Rikkard looked between them before taking a seat in front of the holoscreen. His fingers hovered over the holokeys glowing on the long metal table Rem had claimed as his own. It was just like him to find a workspace even on a pirate ship.

      As Rikkard scanned the same document Selene and Rem must have read a dozen times, his eyebrows rose high on his forehead, nearly disappearing in his dishevelled black hair.

      Selene’s lips pressed into a firm line as she watched Rikkard read. His eyes roamed left and right down the page with excruciating slowness. She knew exactly what he’d be thinking. The same emotions had rolled through her not long ago.

      Not only had the Aldar Dominion lied about everything they were, but they’d actually sold Earth to an alien race called the Darri. The Darri had commissioned a new planet, one suitable to their species. The Aldar had quite literally caused the apocalypse, destroying the planet with solar storms, and allowing humans to go to war over all of their remaining resources. They’d ruined the human race—all for money.

      Selene’s fists tightened. She still couldn’t believe it. This planet was her home, and the Aldar sold it. What right did they have to Earth?

      “What the fuck?” Rikkard murmured.

      Selene squeezed his shoulder. It was a lot to take in. She’d read the page again and again for almost an hour before she knew they had to tell the others. It might be the middle of the night, but information like this was too important not to share immediately.

      “It’s crazy!” Rem squeaked, motioning at the screen. His eyes were still wide, dark circles beneath them, and sweat beading on his forehead.

      Even before they’d found out about the Darri, Rem had been going through a lot. Her heart clenched at the memory of Lanny’s screams reverberating through her comset. This was all too much to put on Rem’s head, especially when he hadn’t forgiven himself.

      “Crazy is one word for it.” Selene shook her head. “Utter lunacy is another.”

      Rem nodded in agreement. “How can they do this? How did they do this?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “They can’t just take our planet and sell it to some third party corporate species! We’ve lived here for thousands of years!” Rem threw his hands in the air, his exasperation mirroring her own.

      “I know. We’ll figure something out,” she said, not sure she believed her own words. She had to cling to hope that they would—that they’d find a way out of this mess. If the document was right, they had about two hundred years left of the Aldar Dominion’s ‘preparation phase’. Once that was over, the Darri would move in, and do Aldar only knew what to them.

      A shiver descended her spine at the thought.

      “This is turning into a bad sci-fi movie,” Rem groaned.

      Selene smiled ruefully. “I know the feeling.”

      “So the Darri are planning to what... enslave us?” Rikkard asked as he again scanned the document.

      Selene’s smile dropped, and she exchanged a look with Rem. The document wasn’t specific about what the Darri planned to do with them, just that the Aldar would enslave them for the Darri Commission. Whether they’d be enslaved, or all killed in the end, remained to be seen. At least the commissioned Icarus would be all right, not that she had the luck to be one anymore.

      “It doesn’t say,” she said. “Just that the Dominion plans on enslaving us for them.”

      “But we can only assume the worst,” Rem said. He placed his hands on his hips. “Enslaved or dead. They’re not great options.”

      Selene agreed. “We have to tell people. There’s still time to stop this.”

      Rikkard’s eyebrows furrowed. He sat back in his seat, running a hand through his tangled hair before wincing, caught on a knot. He shook his head. “Telling people will only cause more trouble. A civil war.”

      “But if we don’t tell people, how are we going to stop it?” Selene’s heart pounded hard. She took a deep breath, trying to stay calm. She had to remind herself that this was still far away. There was still time.

      “I don’t know if we can,” Rikkard said. His eyes darkened.

      “What?” Selene and Rem said in unison.

      Rikkard looked up. “We’ve done some pretty crazy missions in the past, but we didn’t sign up for this. This isn’t our job.”

      Selene stepped back, shocked. “We can’t just let them do this!”

      He sighed. “That’s not what I’m saying.”

      “Then what are you saying?”

      “This is a warning. It gives us plenty of time to prepare. Plenty of time to get out.” He met her gaze.

      Selene’s eyes widened. “You want to just leave?”

      “Millions of people might die,” Rem whispered.

      “Billions have already.” Rikkard’s jaw hardened. “If this is true, then we need to go—before the Darri arrive, and before the Dominion enact their plan to enslave us all.”

      Selene shook her head.

      Before she could respond, Rem beat her to it. “Guys, we’re getting ahead of ourselves here.” He leaned away from the holoscreen. “The three of us can’t do anything ourselves. We need to tell the others.”

      Rikkard opened his mouth to argue. Selene narrowed her eyes, and he shut his mouth. “Great idea, Rem,” she said.

      Rikkard met her gaze for a long, tension filled minute before looking away. “Fine.”

      “Rem, get the rest of the crew,” Selene said. “Let’s meet in the captain’s office. I’ll get Erock.”

      Rikkard cut her a look, but she ignored him. She didn’t have time for his jealousy, especially if he was hell bent on leaving Earth and letting the Darri have it. Selene wasn’t about to go down without a fight, no matter what he wanted.

      Rem nodded and took off into the ship.

      “You should go with him,” Selene said.

      Rikkard narrowed his eyes.

      “I’m serious.” She followed Rem back into the ship, her fists clenched and her heart racing. She couldn’t believe Rikkard just wanted to run away. Leaving their old cargo ship behind was one thing, but leaving behind their planet was another.

      “Selene,” Rikkard said. His footsteps followed. Selene rolled her eyes and lengthened her stride. “Selene.” His fingers closed around her wrist.

      She yanked her hand away. “Not now.”

      Hurt flashed through his eyes, and she quickly spun to get away from it. Her heart squeezed. She could deal with Rikkard later, but for now they had to gather the team and come up with a plan.

      A plan that didn’t involve leaving the human race to die.
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        * * *

      

      Selene knocked on a metal door sometime later. It had taken her longer than she expected to find Captain Erock’s room since there was no flashing ‘the Pirate Captain lives here’ sign.

      “Just a minute,” a husky voice growled inside.

      She placed her hands on her hips, tapping her foot as she waited.

      Rikkard leaned against the wall a few feet away, his eyes dark and his arms crossed. He was not happy.

      Selene looked back at the door as it whooshed open.

      Captain Erock stood in the doorway, shirtless with a pair of low-hanging sweatpants barely covering the lower half of him. His brows rose in surprise and his amber eyes looked her up and down, his gaze pausing on her bare legs.

      “So you’ve finally come to me.” He grinned, flashing perfect white teeth. He stepped back, holding his arm out to welcome her inside. “Please, come in.”

      Selene narrowed her eyes. “Seriously? I’m not here for that.”

      Erock’s face fell, and he sighed, letting his arm fall. “How disappointing.” He leaned against the doorframe. “What can I do for you, pretty?”

      “There’s something important you need to see. Meet us in your office,” she said.

      Erock leaned out of the doorway to look down the hall. He spied Rikkard, whose cold eyes had gone murderous. “In my office?” he questioned, looking back at Selene.

      “Trust me, you’ll want to hear this.”

      The captain sighed. “All right.” He waved her off. “I’ll be there shortly.”

      Selene nodded, and stepped away from the door. It slid back into the wall, the captain disappearing back inside. Selene turned back the way she’d come, ignoring Rikkard’s icy gaze as she made her way to the captain’s office.
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        * * *

      

      Half an hour later, the entire team was gathered—not looking too pleased at having been woken up in the middle of the night.

      Darius sat in a chair at the conference table, sleeping sitting up with his face leveraged on his hand. Eria sat two seats down, yawning as she tamed her curly hair. Selene quirked an eyebrow. When she told Rem to assemble the crew, she hadn’t meant for him to include the former captain of the Smugglers Legion. Eria wasn’t exactly part of the team.

      Flik and Sav spoke in hushed tones on the other side of the table. They both had dark rings under their eyes, and Sav looked utterly defeated. Just like Rem, he was still blaming Lanny’s death on himself.

      Selene sighed and shook her head. She leaned back against Erock’s desk, watching the room as they waited for the captain.

      Rem scurried from one end of the room to the other, bringing up a three-dimensional projection from a small silver square at the center of the main table. He didn’t flip to the page right away, but with a glance and a nod at Selene, she knew he was ready.

      “All right, what have you woken me up for in the middle of the night?” Captain Erock asked as he trudged inside, only half dressed. He walked across the room to the conference table, taking a seat at the head. His bright gaze flashed between her, and the featureless screen. “Well?”

      Selene looked at Rem and nodded. Rem turned to the screen and hit a button on a small silver controller he held. The blank image shifted to the document she’d read countless times, the title large and bold at the top: Code name: The Icarus Project.

      “Read carefully,” Selene said. She stepped away from Erock’s desk, and joined the others at the conference table, though her skin buzzed with nerves. She didn’t bother sitting. “It’s all true from what we can tell.”

      She gave the others several long minutes to read and re-read the document. When the room sat in complete and utter silence for almost ten minutes, Selene inspected the faces of her friends. They all had the same wide-eyed, disbelieving look.

      “Where did you come by this information?” Erock growled. His fists shook on the tabletop.

      Selene looked at Rem—her co-conspirator in finding this information—and back at Erock. “From the data hives in the Dominion facility we rescued Hallie from.”

      Erock smashed his fist against the table, and they all started. Rikkard’s hand flew to the pistol at his hip, and Selene quickly splayed her hands, motioning for him to calm down.

      Andreas and Erock’s other lieutenant stepped away from the back wall, their eyes wide, and their hands at the guns on their waist. The two had slipped in behind their captain, and stood at the back of the room until now.

      “What the hell are we supposed to do with this?” Erock asked, motioning at the screen. His amber eyes swirled with fear. “Are you sure it’s real?” He cast a desperate look at Selene.

      She nodded grimly. “We’re sure.”

      “Then, we’re all fucked.” Darius leaned back hard on his chair, making the legs scrape across the floor.

      Selene couldn’t disagree.

      “Shit,” Flik said. His large alien eyes had gone buggy.

      Her heart leapt as she realized Flik might know more about this Darri species. “Flik, what can you tell us about them?”

      Flik met her gaze, terror stealing his typical smug attitude. Her heart sank. “They’re one of the most hostile, violent species in the Milky Way.”

      Her heartbeat thundered as she clasped the edge of the conference table for support. Fuck. That is not what she wanted to hear.

      “I can’t believe I didn’t see it sooner,” Flik said. “The way they overheated the planet, diminished the oceans, the radiation…” He shook his head. “It’s the perfect climate for the Darri.”

      Selene wiped her clammy hands on her shirt. “What can we do to stop them?”

      Flik blanched. “Nothing ourselves.”

      Selene sat down hard on the nearest chair, her breath rushing from her lungs, the wind snatched from her sails. “Damn.”

      They all sat in silence for several long minutes.

      “Nothing… ourselves?” Eria repeated slowly.

      Selene looked up to meet the woman’s gaze.

      “Nothing ourselves, but what if we had help?” she continued.

      Flik’s terrified gaze lessened to curiosity, then lit with wonder as he realized something Selene had yet to catch on to. “We’d need help. Big help.”

      “That’s all well and good,” Erock snapped. “But we have two hundred years to figure this out, if what this document says is true.” He motioned at the screen. “That’s two hundred years to raise an army to protect Earth.”

      Selene nodded. “If we tell the public, they’ll rally to protect the planet.”

      Erock shook his head. “That’ll only cause trouble.”

      “There’d be civil war,” Sav agreed. “No one is ready to face a fight like this, especially knowing that the Aldar are behind it.”

      “Their military is too large,” Flik agreed. “They’d squash humans.”

      Flames of anger licked her chest. “But this affects more than just humans,” Selene argued. “Sure, the Aldar have a big military, but civilians still outnumber them. We aren’t just humans. We have the Zahkx too.” She looked at Flik for confirmation, and he shrugged.

      “Sure, the Zahkx civilians.” He emphasized the word.

      “Given a couple hundred years, I’m sure we could get them battle ready,” Selene said.

      “It’s too risky,” Rikkard snapped. He stepped away from the wall he’d been leaning against to join the conversation. “It’d be the Alliance rebellion all over again.”

      Selene’s chest tightened. “Only there’d be no corrupt Director this time.”

      Rikkard cut her a look. “That doesn’t mean information wouldn’t get out, or we wouldn’t wind up compromised. Running an operation like that would take too much manpower.”

      Selene growled, her fists clenching. She hated how quickly they were all dismissing the idea that humans and the Zahkx could, and would fight back given the chance.

      “Guys,” Flik said. He stood, holding his hands out, trying to diffuse the situation. “I have an idea.”

      Selene took a breath to calm herself. “What is it?”

      “Remember what the Zahkx originally came here for.” He flashed a smile. “The Zahkx—not the Aldar—came here to watch and observe. We came here with a beacon to relay the information we found back to planet Aldar. The beacon is already built… well, most of it at least. We just need to complete it.”

      Selene raised her eyebrows. Hope stirred in her chest. “We could get the Zahkx to help us?”

      Flik nodded. “All we have to do is finish the beacon and we’ll have backup. A lot of backup.”

      Erock growled. “That’s all we need, more aliens.”

      Selene shot him a look. “If they can save our asses, why not?”

      The captain shrugged. “The Dominion came here with nefarious purposes in mind once, who’s to say they won’t do it again?”

      Flik’s face flashed red. “The Dominion has been out of contact with their own corporation for as long as the rest of us. They wouldn’t be able to gear up in time to launch a new plan.”

      “Says you,” Erock said. His eyes darkened with suspicion.

      Selene held her hands up. “Okay, I think we all need time to cool down and digest all of this. Let’s take some time to think about it, and decide what we want to do.” She paused, glancing at each of them. “Fixing this beacon means breaking into the old Zahkx ship, right?”

      Flik nodded. “The Saegon won’t be easy to infiltrate.”

      She sighed. “Of course not, but when has anything we’ve done ever been easy?” Flik flashed a quick smile, and she returned it.

      “All right,” Erock grumbled as he stood. “Let’s reconvene in the morning.” He yawned and stretched his back.

      As the others emptied out, Selene folded her arms and watched. It hadn’t gone quite as well as she’d hoped, though she couldn’t quite imagine what else she’d been expecting. No one could have seen this coming, and they were completely unprepared.

      Eria paused at the door, looking back to inspect Captain Erock. Selene’s eyebrows rose as they quite obviously assessed each other. After a moment, Eria smiled flirtatiously and winked before stepping into the hall. Erock was quick to follow.

      Oh great. That’s exactly what we need.

      Selene rolled her eyes and stood. Though her muscles ached and her bones felt hollow, she had no time to rest yet. She met Flik’s gaze as he hesitated by the doorway. He nodded slightly. Tonight wasn’t over.

      Before she could rest, Selene had some information to extract.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      “Meeting in the cargo bay,” Selene said, making sure the smugglers, and former alliance members heard her before she left Erock’s office.

      The rest of the team was quick to follow, and soon they’d all gathered in the cargo bay, huddled around Rem’s desk. Rem went back to his holoscreen right away, his fingers flying across the holokeys as he searched the data they’d extracted from the Dominion for any information they had on the Saegon and current security protocols.

      Sav and Flik joined them last, Sav still looking exhausted and Flik wary. Selene motioned for them to have a seat, though she continued to stand, her arms crossed. Her heart raced with anticipation. She wanted to pace, but tried instead to keep her feet rooted to the floor. Looking anxious in front of the crew wasn’t going to help their unease.

      “So?” Flik raised the skin of his forehead as he sat on a large crate beside Rem’s desk. Sav joined him on the crate, while Darius sat on another beside them.

      Rikkard hovered by her shoulder, leaning back against the wall of a cruiser. His shoulders were tense—the only sign he was anything but calm and collected.

      “Flik,” Selene said. Once she’d gotten his attention, she dropped her arms to her sides. “Tell us about the Darri.”

      Flik tensed, his eyes widening slightly and his fingers curling around the edge of the crate. “What do you want to know?”

      Selene bit the inside of her cheek. What didn’t she want to know? If she was about to go to war with an alien species she knew nothing about, she wanted to know everything. “Who are they?”

      Flik sighed and shifted uncomfortably. “They’re one of the eight corporate clans, part of the Galactic Syndicate, like the Aldar Dominion.”

      Selene’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “There are eight?”

      Flik nodded.

      “Meaning there are seven new alien species we know nothing about?” Darius balked.

      “Yep.” Flik looked up as he thought. “There used to be nine, but that’s a story for another day.” His jaw hardened, and Selene filed that away as a question for later.

      “Back to the Darri,” Selene said. “Are they like the Zahkx?”

      Flik shook his head. “If you mean humanoid… then no. They’re more like a reptile-insect crossbreed.”

      Her heart hammered her ribs. “Are they as advanced as your people?”

      “Last time I checked, yeah.” Flik’s eyes darkened.

      He wasn’t telling them something. Selene exchanged a look with Rikkard. He had the same glare of suspicion she was tempted to lay on Flik.

      “So then they can be reasoned with,” Sav said.

      She couldn’t help smiling at his optimism.

      “Not quite,” Flik said.

      Cold dread pooled in the base of Selene’s stomach. “What do you mean?”

      Flik sighed. “The Darri are one of the most hostile races in the Milky Way. Even if we have two-hundred years before their arrival, it’d be a miracle if something didn’t provoke them sooner.”

      “Shit,” Selene said.

      “What she said.” Darius’s eyes widened.

      “A hostile, intelligent species coming to take a planet they think is theirs… and enslave all of us.” Rikkard shook his head. “Fuck me.”

      Selene nodded grimly. It was a lot, even for them. Maybe the others were right. Maybe they shouldn’t bother warning people. If the Darri were advanced enough to wipe them out and take Earth, maybe it’d be safest to give up the planet and flee. She bit the inside of her cheek and shook her head. What the hell was she thinking? They couldn’t give up Earth just like that. They had two hundred years to figure this out.

      “We need to tell the people of Earth so they can decide what to do for themselves,” Selene said. Her fingers dug into her hips. Faintly, she heard a soft beep from the phone in her shirt pocket, but she didn’t bother checking it. This conversation was too important to neglect.

      “And if they decide to war with each other instead of come up with a plan to save us all?” Rikkard glared.

      Selene bristled. She hated when he looked at her like that, like she was a naïve child that knew nothing about the world. “If our entire planet hangs in the balance, humans and the Zahkx will rally.”

      “You don’t know that.” Rikkard’s jaw hardened.

      “I don’t, but I need to put my faith in something,” Selene countered.

      “And what if your ‘faith’ sets fire to a war that decimates the planet’s few remaining resources?” Rikkard’s voice rose as he angrily threw a hand out.

      Selene froze. “It won’t.”

      “But what if it does?”

      Selene’s fists curled. “It won’t. Not if this information is delivered in the right way. We need to expose the Dominion first, get them out of government completely, and then tell the world about the Darri. Once they learn these aliens are on their way in a couple hundred years, they’ll rally an army to fight off the Darri.”

      Rikkard scoffed. “Wishful thinking.”

      Selene gasped. “Wishful thinking?” Was he mocking her now?

      “Yes! That’s all that is.” Rikkard threw his arms out. “Remember last time humans tried to rally after the solar flares? They killed another billion people fighting over resources!”

      Heat flooded her cheeks. “That was three hundred years ago.”

      “And have humans really changed that much?”

      Selene paused. Had they? In the last few centuries they’d survived a lot, come back from a lot, but only because they had the Dominion’s help. Without the aliens, would they be lost? Would they descend into war and go back to their old ways? Selene shook her head. She hoped they wouldn’t, but she really had no way of knowing. None of them did. That’s why they had to tell everyone. They had to give them the option of redemption, even if they didn’t take it.

      Selene opened her mouth to say as much to Rikkard—to try to explain herself, and why they should give humans a chance—but instead a cough tore from her throat. She covered her mouth as pain shot through her stomach and her throat burned. Something wet hit her fingers, and she opened her eyes to find red splashed across her palm.

      She closed her hand quickly, trying to hide the blood and wipe her mouth, but as soon as she looked up at Rikkard, she knew he’d seen. His ice blue eyes widened with shock and concern. His anger and frustration melted away as he closed the few feet between them, his hands flying to her shoulders.

      “Selene, are you okay?” he asked.

      Selene nodded, even as another cough forced her to double over.

      “Shit,” Flik said. He leapt off the crate, followed closely by Sav and Darius.

      “Her clone,” Sav said.

      Her mind swam with fog as stars flickered across her vision. In all the drama of the last few hours—days?—she’d completely forgotten her clone body was decaying. She’d only had a few days when her clone had been made, and her time was well up.

      “Get that doctor up now!” Rikkard barked. Flik raced from the room almost before the order left Rikkard’s mouth. “Darius, do you know where the cloning chamber is?”

      Darius shook his head.

      “I do.” Rem leapt up, shutting his holoscreen down. “I’ll lead.”

      Rikkard nodded, and before Selene could do anything, he scooped her off the ground in one quick motion, forcing a yelp of surprise from her tightened throat.

      Rem led the way out of the cargo bay through the maze of halls back to the lab a few doors down from the doctor’s office. He flashed a hand across the panel beside the door and it disappeared into the wall.

      “Hurry now!” the doctor called from inside. His blonde hair was dishevelled and he wore sweatpants instead of slacks, but he donned a lab coat, and his fingers flew across the command module’s holokeys as if he hadn’t been pulled from his bed in the middle of the night.

      Selene’s throat squeezed and she gasped in a breath of air. Her lungs constricted and black sparks crowded her vision. Though she’d known her clone would eventually fail her, she hadn’t thought it’d be quite this fast.

      “Dammit.” Rikkard raced across the room, his face contorted with worry as he set her down by the clone pod on the left. Its lid popped up and slid open, and the black color receded to clear glass with a frosted bottom.

      “Rik,” Selene coughed, barely holding onto consciousness. Her mind swirled and her eyes watered as she placed a hand on his rough cheek.

      “Get her in the pod!” the doctor snapped.

      “You’re going to be fine,” Rikkard said, his voice higher than usual. “I’m going to undress you for the pod, okay?”

      Selene barely had time to nod before he yanked the shirt off over her head. It wasn’t how she imagined Rikkard first seeing her naked, and she briefly hoped it wouldn’t be the last time.

      Rikkard’s strong arms wrapped around her again and he slowly lowered her into the pod. She held onto his neck, her entire body growing hazy like static rain beneath her skin. Cold pressed against her back and legs, but she hardly felt it as shadows took her.
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        * * *

      

      “Selene… Selene.”

      Selene’s eyes flashed open, and she sucked in a great lungful of air. Color burst in front of her eyes, and bright light stabbed her skull. She groaned and covered her eyes, shielding herself from the sudden explosion of noise, light, and smells.

      “What the fuck?” she croaked. The pungent scent of body odor flew up her nostrils, and then the undercurrent of bleach, followed by a distant whiff of sandalwood, and vanilla. Her mind swam and dizziness nearly took her back to sleep.

      “Everyone back away please,” the doctor said with a sigh. “This can’t be your first time around a new clone.” He was scolding the crew—her crew—a bunch of smugglers and former Alliance members. She smiled, betting he talked to the pirates like that too.

      “Sorry,” Darius said.

      She heard the muffled retreat of footsteps, and most of the scents filling her head drifted away, all but the bleach.

      Selene rubbed her eyes, and tried lowering her hands again. Light burned her retinas, but it didn’t send a stab of pain through her skull that time. Slowly, she lowered her arms.

      “Welcome back,” the doctor said. He stood a few feet from the pod, his hands in the pockets of his lab coat, and a lopsided smile on his face. He reminded her strangely of a golden retriever, a dog she’d only ever seen in movies, but it fit his dorky expression perfectly.

      “Thanks.” Selene cleared her throat, her fingers hesitating on her neck as she remembered the painful coughs that had taken her into unconsciousness. She shook her head, and sat up slowly, cold licking her bare skin.

      She froze, crossing her arms to cover her chest as she remembered Rikkard ripping her clothes off in a desperate attempt to get her ready for the cloning pod. Her cheeks heated as she looked at the others.

      Thankfully the pod was still black, shielding her from the shoulders down from any prying eyes.

      “Hey guys.” A tentative smile curved her lips.

      Darius narrowed his eyes and crossed his arms angrily. “You’ve got to stop scaring the hell out of us like that!”

      “Agreed.” Sav and Flik joined Darius in their cross-armed distaste for her near-death habit. It’s not like she could help it.

      She grinned. “Sorry.”

      Rikkard crossed the room then, gathering a small folded pile of clothes for her, the same ones she’d worn before being placed in the pod. He set them on the edge of the pod, his eyes lingering on her face for a few long moments. Then he stepped away, and everyone gave her a few moments to pull herself from the pod, and throw a shirt and panties back on.

      Once she was dressed, she pulled her boots back on and gave the others the go ahead to turn around.

      “It’s not like we haven’t seen you naked already,” Darius huffed. “I don’t see what the big deal is.”

      Selene’s face heated and she narrowed her eyes. Great.

      “The procedure went perfectly,” the doctor said, coming over with a clipboard in hand. “I knew you looked familiar, and once Rikkard explained about the situation with Zelena Stein, we were able to get your old body back… in a way, at least.”

      Selene’s eyes widened. “Wait, what?”

      The doctor laughed and lowered his clipboard. “Zelena Stein’s body index was on file in the national registry. It’d have to be for her to be considered a potential candidate for the interim president position,” he explained. “So, using her records, we were able to clone you into a nearly identical body as your old one, even with the enhanced strength, reflexes and night vision.”

      Her eyebrows furrowed. “Wouldn’t that just be like my last clone?”

      The doctor shook his head. “Not quite. Since your natural human body was genetically modified like that, we were able to clone you without modifications. So this body should last you around ten years like most base-model clones… though it’s hard to say how the genetic modifications might affect that. I’d stay safe and check in yearly with a certified cloner like myself to make sure the deterioration process doesn’t hit too early.”

      Selene looked wide-eyed between the crew, and the doctor. She’d fully been expecting to wake up in some half-ass clone body like the one Pate had made her, especially if Rikkard had his way. The way he seemed to see it, the longer she lived, the better. But now, she’d be like her old self again.

      She turned to Rikkard, her heart swelling with thanks.

      “Don’t mention it,” Rikkard said before she could say a word, giving her a blasé shrug.

      Selene smiled. Though they’d fought moments before things went south, he still looked out for her. Crossing the distance to the wall Rikkard leaned against, she took his face in her hands and kissed him. His lips were warm against hers, and his hand rested gently on her hip, while the other went to her cheek.

      He kissed her for only a moment before pulling back.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, and pecked him on the lips before stepping away.

      Rikkard nodded, a ghost of a smile crossing his lips.

      Selene turned back to the others, who did a great job of not looking too awkward at their public display of affection. She flexed her muscles and grinned. If what the doctor said was true, that meant not only did she have her muscles and reflexes back, but she also had her muscle memory.

      She spun in a roundhouse kick, her foot flying clear through the air, her body responding exactly as it always had.

      She grinned. “Thank Aldar!” Energy flowed through her. She was ready to move.

      “I don’t think we’ll be thanking Aldar much longer,” Darius commented.

      Selene paused. She hadn’t thought about it before, but the saying, similar to the ancient ‘thank God’, had only come about after the Aldar Dominion ‘saved the world’. Now that they knew that wasn’t true, maybe it was time to let the saying die.

      “Good point,” she said.

      “This was in your pocket as well.” Rikkard handed her back her phone, and she thanked him.

      Before she’d taken a turn for the worst, and in the middle of a heated conversation, she’d received a message of some sort, or at least that’s what she assumed the beep from her phone had been.

      Selene flicked her fingers across the screen, illuminating a white box with black script across it. The message holder ID told her it was her old phone, the one she’d given to Ivy. The message read: We’re in trouble. We need your help to get out.

      Selene’s eyebrows furrowed and her heart raced as she scrolled to the next message, one she must have received while unconscious.

      Pate is pissed. He’s moved as many of us as he could grab to his own facility in the desert. I’ve kept your phone hidden for as long as I can. I don’t know how many more messages I’ll be able to get out. I’ve enabled the GPS. Please help.

      Her heart pounded hard, echoing loudly in her ears. Shit. If Pate had taken Ivy and the Icarus to his own facility, that could only mean trouble. Though the Dominion seemed to have ended their relationship with the former president, that didn’t mean Pate was done with them, and if he’d been able to take some Icarus with him, who knows what he might do.

      “What’s wrong?” Flik asked.

      Selene looked up, her eyes widening. “Ivy needs our help.”

      “Ivy?” Sav’s eyebrows furrowed. “The Icarus who tried to kill you?”

      Selene nodded.

      “Why would she want your help?”

      Selene bit her lip. “Remember how Ivy didn’t know about what the Dominion used us for?” Sav shrugged. He remembered. “Well, now she does. She saved me from Pate, and when I ran into her last, I gave her my phone so she could contact me if she needed help.”

      “No,” Rikkard said.

      She turned to look at him, and he glared. “What do you mean, no?”

      “I can already tell you’re planning a rescue mission,” he said.

      Damn. He did know her too well. “So?”

      “So, forget it.”

      “Yeah, I don’t know about that, Selene,” Flik agreed. “She’s tried to kill you at least two or three times now, hasn’t she?”

      Selene shook her head. “That doesn’t matter. We’re past that. She only did that because of the Dominion.” She didn’t mention the time Ivy left her bleeding out on the floor of the Alliance base. That seemed irrelevant. “Anyway, I’m over it. Ivy could be a good ally against the Dominion.”

      Flik tilted his head. He hadn’t thought of that, had he?

      “No,” Rikkard said more forcefully this time.

      Selene spun to face him. “I don’t think you understand, Rik,” she snapped, anger burning through her. “I don’t need your permission. If you don’t want to help, fine, but Ivy and the Icarus need me, and I’m going to save them.” Even if they had tried to kill her numerous times now.

      Rikkard stormed across the room, and grabbed her shoulders. “Selene, why do you insist on saving everyone?”

      Selene pulled away, but her retort froze on her lips. Why did she insist on saving everyone? They were right. Ivy had tried to kill her many times, and then there were the people of Earth. She wanted to save all of them from the Darri, but why did she feel the need to do that? Was it just her nature, needing to save those that couldn’t help themselves? Or was it because she couldn’t bear to let the bad guys win?

      She sighed and shook her head, her fire dimming. “Can I speak with you alone?”

      Rikkard raised an eyebrow, but nodded.

      “Let’s reconvene in the morning,” Selene said, looking at the others.

      They agreed, and awkwardly slid out of the room, giving Selene and Rikkard passing glances as they left into the hall.

      Once the crew was gone, Selene took the lead, heading back to the room Rikkard shared with her. If they were going to have a conversation in private, it might as well be in a private place instead of the lab where any pirate could wander in at any moment.

      Anger fuelled her limbs as she tore through the metal halls. Rikkard followed her silently, and she cursed him the entire way.

      Ivy and the Icarus could be powerful allies in the coming war, whichever way it turned. They were strong, stronger than normal humans, and would be a great asset in actual battles, or covert operations. Though she couldn’t one hundred percent trust Ivy or the Icarus who’d taunted and tortured her inside the Dominion lab, she could trust their desire for survival, and their anger at finding out their existence was a lie.

      Selene swiped her hand over the control panel by the door and it whooshed into the wall. The ceiling lights flickered on upon her entry, and the door closed once Rikkard stepped inside.

      Her fists clenched at her sides as she turned to face him. His eyes narrowed, the same stubborn look she knew all too well plastered on his face.

      “I’m getting Ivy and the others out of there,” she said. She left no room for argument, though she knew Rikkard would do it anyway.

      “Why risk your life for them?” he growled. “You don’t owe them anything.”

      “I know that, but the Icarus are strong. Stronger than humans, and stronger than Zahkx civilians.” She crossed her arms. “Whatever happens, they’ll be an asset.”

      Rikkard rolled his eyes. “An asset for the war you’re planning?”

      Selene snapped her teeth shut on a nasty retort, and instead took a deep breath. If she was going to get through to Rikkard, she had to be rational, no matter how much her blood boiled. “I’m not planning a war, but I can’t very well let the Dominion continue with their plans either, can I?”

      “You can,” he said. “You just don’t want to.”

      She threw her hands up. “What would you have me do, Rikkard?”

      He worked his jaw. “Leave.”

      “Leave, what? Earth?”

      He nodded. “Yes.”

      Selene’s eyes widened. “And where would we go? Deep into space? We know nothing about flying through the void out there, and as Flik has again reminded us, we know nothing about space, or the other alien species.”

      His eyes darkened. “It’s better than waiting to be enslaved.”

      Selene groaned in frustration. “Staying on Earth doesn’t mean we’re going to be enslaved. All we need to do is get the Dominion out of power, and let humans rise up to replace them. At least then we’d stand a fighting chance!”

      “You’re being too optimistic.”

      Selene was ready to pull her hair out, or possibly punch him. “And what’s wrong with hoping for the best?”

      “Everything,” Rikkard said emphatically. “Not everything turns out for the best.”

      “But we can at least try.”

      Rikkard stepped across the room, and took her face in his hands. He held her gaze, his eyes stern and his jaw hard. “I love that you want to see the best in people, Selene, but this isn’t the time for your optimism, or for saving the animals that can’t save themselves.” His fingers shifted back through her hair.

      Selene’s heart pounded hard and her mind raced, unable to think clearly with him so close. A reply stuttered on her tongue until she bit down on her lip.

      “You’re just a pessimist,” the child in her argued.

      Rikkard smiled and kissed her. “You’re impossible.” He sighed and leaned his forehead against hers.

      A beep broke the quiet left from their fight. Selene stepped away, curiosity lighting her eyes as she pulled her phone from her pocket. Another message from Ivy. Her heart sped as she unlocked her phone and flipped to the message. It read:

      Pate’s on a rampage. I think he’s figured out one of us helped you escape. We’re all being tossed into cells. I know we haven’t seen eye to eye in the past, but I don’t know what Pate might do this time. We need your help.

      Selene’s chest burned and her fingers tightened on the phone. An image of Ivy from the last time they’d met came to mind. A tight collar had wrapped around her bruising throat. She’d looked exhausted—defeated. Pate was doing something to the Icarus. Whatever it was, it couldn’t be good.

      She looked up, and met Rikkard’s disapproving gaze. Her knuckles went white as she clutched her phone. “I’m going to help them,” she said.

      Rikkard took a look at the text, and his frown deepened. “How do you know it isn’t a trap?”

      Selene scrolled through the messages, picturing Ivy in her mind’s eye. Ivy was a proud woman. She’d revelled in defeating Selene, and hated her when Selene had finally won. There was no way Ivy would ask for her help unless the situation was beyond dire.

      “I don’t,” she said. “But I’d rather help, and be fooled than go through life helping no one.” Selene jammed her phone back in her pocket and fixed Rikkard with the most stubborn look she could conjure.

      After a few moments of inspecting her face, Rikkard sighed. “Fine.” He shook his head and kicked his boots off before throwing himself back on the bed. “We’ll help tomorrow.”

      Selene smiled. “We?”

      Rikkard peeked out from the pillow he’d buried his face against. “We.”

      Selene grinned, kicked off her boots and lunged onto the bed next, wrapping her arms around his shoulders.

      A ghost of a smile crept across his face, and once she finally released him, he only turned on his side and pulled her back into his arms.

      Her cheeks heated as her face pressed against his chest. She sighed, the kind of blissful, comfortable sigh she hadn’t had in a long time. She closed her eyes. Rikkard had to be exhausted after being torn from sleep halfway through the night, but Selene’s heart pounded and her skin buzzed with energy. She’d been given a new clone body, and it wasn’t tired. Not one bit.

      Selene looked up at Rikkard. His eyes were closed, and his features softened, but his breathing hadn’t slowed yet. He opened one eye to catch her staring. Selene bit the inside of her cheek and leaned her head against her hand.

      One thing was bothering her about all of this—one thing she wasn’t sure she could ask anyone else.

      “What?” he asked.

      Selene shook her head. “Do you think Sarah and Kayl knew about all of this?” It was clear some of the Zahkx did, but she couldn’t believe their own crew would know about the Darri and not tell them. Then again, there was so much she didn’t know about her best friend, like why she’d help the Dominion, even if it was supposedly for Kayl.

      Rikkard opened his other eye and shifted to lean up against the pillows. He looked off at the wall, his eyes distant. “I don’t think so,” he said after a long pause. “But we could always find Kayl and ask.”

      Selene’s eyebrows rose until Rikkard flashed her a teasing smile. She swatted him, unable to stop herself from laughing. “Very funny.”

      Rikkard chuckled and pulled her back down into his arms, urging her to rest, even if she didn’t need it.

      While Rikkard’s breath evened out, Selene closed her eyes and let her thoughts take her. Though Rikkard had been joking, and she couldn’t imagine looking for the former second-in-command after he’d nearly killed her, she had to wonder… what had happened to Kayl?
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      Selene sat at the conference table in Erock’s office, her fingers drumming against the table as she awaited the captain’s arrival. Not long after the sun rose, they’d received a message from Andreas to meet in the captain’s office, but an hour or so later, there was still no sign of the man.

      Sighing, Selene shifted in her chair. She wasn’t good at being patient, especially when she hadn’t gotten a wink of sleep. All night, while Rikkard slept, she’d tried to come up with a plan to find Ivy and free the Icarus from Pate’s hands. But without knowing the specifics of her location, it was hard to come up with much besides shooting their way in. And no one would be happy about that plan—Selene included.

      The door to the room opened. Selene looked up, the word finally on her lips, but instead of the captain, Rem and Flik walked in, looking like the living dead with dark circles under their bloodshot eyes.

      “Whoa,” she said. “What happened to you two?”

      Rem and Flik exchanged a look before taking a seat across from her and Rikkard. Sav sat on her other side, and Darius across the table, now beside Rem. Andreas, and the female lieutenant she still didn’t know the name of stood at the back of the room, both wearing equal looks of irritation on their faces.

      “No sleep,” Rem said. He buried his head in his arms atop the table.

      Darius’ eyebrows rose high on his forehead. “Seriously? What have you been doing all night?” He looked genuinely afraid to know.

      “Research,” Flik answered, leaning back in his chair, his hand over his eyes.

      “Oh.” Darius sighed loudly.

      Selene vaguely wondered what he thought they’d been doing. “Research?”

      Flik nodded. “We spent all night trying to find out more about the Icarus Project, and the Saegon.”

      Selene’s heart leapt. “And?”

      Rem rose from his arms, exchanging a look with Flik.

      “Not much luck,” Flik said. His face fell. “Most classified information wasn’t held in the datahive you extracted information from. That is held elsewhere.”

      “Yeah, elsewhere being basically a deathtrap with servers in the basement.” Rem again buried his head.

      Selene’s eyebrows furrowed. “What are you talking about?”

      The door to the room opened again, and this time it was the captain. He grinned lazily over his shoulder as he stepped inside. Eria followed closely, winking at the tall man before slipping around the table to join the others.

      Selene’s eyebrows rose high as she looked between the two, with slightly dishevelled clothing and hair. They’d definitely slept together. She was somehow surprised and not surprised. Rikkard tensed beside her, and she glanced at him to gauge his reaction. Was he jealous of Erock and Eria? But he wasn’t looking at the captain, or Eria, his gaze was glued to Selene’s phone, which blinked on the table.

      Another message from Ivy?

      Selene plucked it from the table and flicked it open. The user ID was the same, but the message read: Who is this?

      Shit. Ivy must have been found out.

      Gulping, Selene showed Rikkard the text before closing her phone.

      Captain Erock sauntered across the room to the head of the table, though he didn’t actually sit, more so hovered, his hands splayed on the metal. “Good morning,” he said. His grin didn’t fade as he assessed them. “Why so glum, folks?”

      Selene quirked an eyebrow. Are you fucking serious?

      Erock waved off her look, and turned back at his lieutenants before joining the smugglers at the table. “I assume you have some sort of plan worked out.”

      Selene looked back at Rem and Flik, who’d just been getting into what they’d learned before the captain arrived. Flik quickly brought the captain up to speed, souring the captain’s good mood in the process.

      “Is this information really so pertinent?” Erock asked, his eyes darkening.

      “Yes,” Flik said. “I know where the Saegon was being kept ten years ago, but they could have moved it for all we know.”

      “Not to mention, we don’t know if they’ve done anything to the beacon in the last three centuries either,” Rem mumbled from inside his cave of arms wrapped tightly around his head.

      “Plus we need to get up to date on current security protocols so we know what exactly we’re getting ourselves into,” Selene added.

      “And that’s all without even knowing if we can fix the beacon,” Erock said.

      Selene stiffened. Unfortunately, he was right. “Yeah, it is.”

      “So, why aren’t we just heading off world right now?” Erock met her gaze levelly, no hint of his flirtatious side surfacing.

      Selene narrowed her eyes. “Because there are still millions of innocent people on this planet, and we’re going to do everything we can to save them, and our planet before we decide to abandon it.”

      Erock chuckled. “I didn’t mean any offense, pretty, but we’re not exactly the save the world types.” He motioned at his crew, two of which guarded the door.

      “You don’t need to be ‘save the world’ types. Just think of it as… self-preservation.” Selene smiled as he frowned. She had him. “What are you going to do off world? You don’t know much about space travel, I bet. You don’t have a hyperdrive installed on this rig, or the shields to support one. Even if you did leave Earth, you’d be stuck with thruster speed. You’d be lucky to make it to Mars before the Darri arrive.”

      Erock narrowed his eyes. His fists balled on the table, and he worked his jaw. He was pissed, whether it was because she’d already figured this all out before him, or because she was one-upping him yet again, she couldn’t be sure.

      “The smartest thing we can
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