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They left you behind.

Hours must have passed before you could fight your way back to consciousness. The simple act of raising your eyelids felt like a monumental task. You’ve faced less resistance punching through brick walls. It took longer still for sensation to return to your limbs. You’re stuck there on the cold floor of the temple, staring up at the vaulted ceiling. You’re trapped in your body like it’s a coffin and this place is your tomb. You wanted to scream and thrash, but you couldn’t move—just your mind bouncing off the padded walls inside your skull.

Syd put something in your hair. That’s all. It will wear off. You could already feel it wearing off.

He took advantage of your Denzan half.

Your weaker half.

It was stupid of you to think he could be your friend. Just because he was like you. A hybrid. He moved under a dark cloud, just like you have your entire life, and so you foolishly thought that you were the same.

You didn’t think he’d poison you and leave you behind.

Staring up at the ceiling because you can’t turn your head yet, you remembered how the Ossho curled down from the shadows above. The vision that followed—the memories, the experience, the warning—had been seared into your brain. The beautiful and cruel Tytons who once ruled over countless galaxies, now trapped by the upstart Denzans on a prison planet called Earth.

Earth. What a moronic name for a planet. Why not just call the place Dirt?

Eventually, you stood up. Your arms and legs felt like mushy noodles, but that didn’t last long. Your strength was coming back.

Your weaker half, making way for your stronger half.

A dark bruise throbbed on your elbow. That was from pounding down on Syd’s back, trying to shatter his stupid ribs. Everyone yelling at you and flipping out.

Maybe things got a little out of hand. Maybe you were the one who overreacted.

You couldn’t think about that now. You had to get out of this horrible place.

The old man’s dead body stopped you short. Vanceval. He was one of the only nice instructors back at the institute. A bit of a coot, with his big swoop of hair. Harmless. And yet, it was partially his insatiable curiosity that got you into this mess. He got to learn the secrets of the universe while bleeding out from a sniper’s bullet.

At some point between betraying the Eastwood crew and coming here to die, Vanceval had bound his hands in obsidian. Probably because of what he did to Syd.

Everything always came back to Syd.

Denzans bound their limbs when they’d done something shameful, only removing the metal reminder once they had made up for their misdeed. It all traced back to the Great Shame, a long-forgotten incident that had scarred the Denzans forever.

Well, not so forgotten anymore.

You knelt down next to Vanceval and took his hands. You weren’t sure why you were wasting time on this, but some part of you—

The weaker part.

Some part of you wouldn’t let you leave him like this. You felt around the metal gloves until you found the hidden clasp at the inside of the wrist. Then you recited the incantation that your Denzan mother taught you when your grandfather died.

“I release you from this shame, brother, so you may float upon the ocean,” you whispered in Denzan. “Let it hold you down no longer.”

Flicking the clasp triggered a chemical reaction in the metal bonds. With a hiss, the gloves dissolved into Vanceval’s hands, darkening his grayish skin with a scar that will never have a chance to heal. You stood up and wiped your hands on the front of your uniform.

There was one other body on the floor of the temple. Syd’s dad. Marcius. Or was it Ool’Vinn? He meant to protect this place, no matter the cost. And now his head was gone, punched into fragments by Captain Reno. The Denzan part of him had died long before that, eaten away by the Panalax. With the sentient fungus forcibly detached from the brain, what remained of the body was rapidly disintegrating. The fungal growths dried up and sloughed off, leaving behind a pale architecture of bone. In the still air of the temple, the decomposing Panalax sounded like whispers.

The sudden urge to run overwhelmed you, so you bolted through the temple’s exit on jelly legs, escaping into the twilit stillness of Ashfall. You skidded to a stop in the plaza outside and tried to orient yourself, coughing into your shoulder at the stale, bitter air. When you first landed here, you’d had a breathing apparatus, but that had fallen off during all the chaos. You wondered what kind of chemicals were currently settling in your lungs and how long your half-Denzan immune system could keep you alive. If you were truly stranded on this world, at least you’d probably die of starvation before suffocation.

With the sky shrouded in clouds of particulate, you couldn’t tell if that was a sun or a moon above you. Either way, it didn’t give off much light. Everything looked drained of color. It had been something like a million years since this planet was destroyed and still nothing grew here; nothing survived at all except the temple behind you.

The Denzans killed this world, but they couldn’t kill its secret.

There were still footprints in the layer of ash from where your crew passed hours before—scattered and frantic near the temple but more orderly the closer you get to where the Eastwood landed. A good metaphor for the whole visit to this planet, you think. Before everything went to shit, you trusted your crewmates. You didn’t always open up to them, but you relied on them. You worked together and learned together. They were supposed to be your friends.

And they left you behind.

Passing through an intersection, you noticed a dark crimson starburst that’s already nearly covered with dust. That’s where Hiram got shot, a sniper’s bullet ripping clear through his leg. He didn’t think he could be hurt. Neither did you.

Hiram wouldn’t have left you here. Not him. The two of you grew up together, your parents never around, both of you basically living on Rafe’s terrible pizza. Hiram thought of you like a little sister. And you thought of him . . . well, better not to think about that. Anyway, he wouldn’t just leave you. He’d find a way to come back for you.

Even though you already sensed it was gone, your heart still sank when you reached the clearing where the Eastwood was supposed to be parked. Huge scorch marks in the shape of teardrops were burned into the ground from where the ISV’s rockets had fired—normally, the ship lifted off with gentler antigravity thrusters and didn’t blast the afterburners until reaching atmosphere. That they triggered the rockets on the ground meant they left in a hurry.

To your relief, there was still another ship in the landing zone. The vessel that Vanceval and his hired team of Vulpin mercenaries flew in on was much smaller and more streamlined than the Eastwood—a spacefaring switchblade compared to your old floating schoolhouse. Dusted with ash, the ship’s mottled orange-and-red camouflage looked like a sunset in a cemetery. You’d never ridden on one of those ships, much less flown one, but at least there was a way off this godforsaken planet.

And then there was the captain.

You were surprised by how uncomfortable the appearance of Marie Reno made you. Seconds ago, you’d been terrified at being all alone on Ashfall, but finding Reno waiting in the landing zone didn’t exactly fill you with warmth. In fact, you hung back, feeling a twinge of fear that you couldn’t explain, worried that your captain would notice you.

Maybe it was the eerie way that she stood there, as unmoving as a statue, so still that dust had started to collect on her shoulders and in her curly silver-blond hair. Her back was to you, so you could see the deep gash that crossed the back of her calf, her uniform splattered with blood and grime. Reno kept her wounded leg cocked, balancing lightly on the toe, like she couldn’t put any weight on it. Despite the injury, the captain somehow seemed larger than you remembered, her spine ramrod straight and her shoulders square. Her eyes were turned to the listless clouds above, almost like she could pierce them with her glare and track the journey of her stolen ship.

Your voice was small and embarrassingly squeaky. “Captain Reno?”

Reno’s head cocked, and she turned slowly in your direction, her eyes blinking rapidly. Her fists had been balled and now opened, a crushed piece of metal falling out of one. Her communicator. She’d squeezed it into a useless twist of tin.

“Darcy,” she said. “You’re still here.”

She’d forgotten about you. Would she have gone back to the temple to get you eventually? you wondered. When everything had broken down with the others, you’d been the only one to defend Reno. When you’d been fighting Syd, you swore you heard her chuckling. They’re just playing, she’d said.

“I’m here,” you said. “What happened to the ship?”

“Gone,” she replied. “Just another thing that’s been stolen from us.”

Her eyes swept over you, and the corner of her mouth twitched spasmodically. You wished like hell that you had your hooded sweatshirt, the cozy one that you always wore over your uniform on Denza to keep people from staring, because Reno was looking at your hair. In the toxic atmosphere of Ashfall, with your Denzan half working overtime, you could only imagine how brightly the telltale fluorescent streaks shone.

“Stolen from us,” Reno repeated, more to herself than to you.

You swallowed. Were you included in that “us”? You were human, not Denzan. At least, that’s how you thought of yourself. That’s how Rafe had brought you up.

But Reno wasn’t Rafe.

“What do we do?” you asked, feeling a need to fill the silence with anything that might get Reno to stop eyeing you that way.

Reno’s jaw clenched and then relaxed. She shifted to more fully face you, brushing the accumulated dust off her shoulders.

“It’s good that you’re here,” she said, her voice pitched loud, like you weren’t necessarily her intended audience. “They’re trying to wait me out. When it was just little old me, maybe they could have. But now that there’s two of us, you can keep an eye on the ship while I go hunting.”

You looked left and right, suddenly feeling like you were being watched by more eyes than just Reno’s. She gritted her teeth and took a few lunging steps toward the buildings on the landing zone’s perimeter. You could hear blood squelching in her boot. The wound on her leg must have been killing her, but she powered through.

“They don’t want to make me search for them,” Reno snarled. “I don’t know how many of them it takes to fly that ship, but it can’t be all of them. So what do I do, Cadet? Do I catch one and make her fly me out of here, leave the others behind? Or do I catch one and break her bones one by one until her friends come out? Show them what they get for wasting my time?”

You remembered Captain Reno’s goofy one-liners from her seat on the Eastwood’s bridge. Hiram used to call them grandma jokes. All her weird, old-timey Earther sayings, always comparing things to sweet tea. You didn’t get the sense that she was joking now. She wasn’t bluffing either.

“What’re you staring at, Cadet?” she asked. “You don’t think it’s a good plan?”

Before you could respond, a half-dozen scruffy shadows detached from the nearby ruins. They were what was left of the Vulpin mercenaries, the ones lucky enough to dodge Ool’Vinn’s bullets. The leopard-print manes that signified their den were caked with soot and grime and in some cases blood. The Vulpin kept their tails low and their blasters down as they approached, led by Nyxie, the one who’d been in the temple with you. She held her claw-tipped hands out open-palmed and bowed to Reno.

“There you are, boss lady,” Nyxie said. “We been looking all over for you.”

“Shut the fuck up,” Reno replied. “Get your ship ready to fly.”

Nyxie accessed her wrist-mounted control panel, hurriedly keying in a set of instructions. The cruiser came to life with a rumble, floodlights on its underbelly illuminating this grim scene, a ramp extending from one side. You flinched as the ship’s guns—two heavy artillery cannons mounted at the front like viper’s fans—swept across the landing zone.

Even with her leg dragging behind her, Reno was on Nyxie before you could think to duck for cover. Her hand closed around the Vulpin’s throat, and she hoisted her into the air like a misbehaving child.

“You know those guns won’t hurt me,” Reno said. “They’ll only piss me off more.”

Nyxie gasped for air. “Finger . . . finger slipped.”

As her eyes welled with tears, Nyxie managed to blindly tap her control panel until the guns went limp. Reno dropped Nyxie, who fell at the captain’s feet, coughing and wheezing. The other Vulpin kept their heads down, shying away from Reno, not wanting to attract her attention.

“Get up and prep for launch,” Reno said coldly.

She started for the ship, doing her best not to hobble too much, even if that meant putting undue strain on her ruined leg. A couple of the Vulpin scurried ahead of her to make the necessary preparations.

Nyxie picked herself up and shot you a look. Was she looking for help? Sympathy? You kept your expression stony—you were good at that from years of probing stares on Denza. Nyxie produced a low whimper, then hurried to catch up with Reno.

“Where we going, boss lady?”

“Wherever I tell you,” the captain responded. As she reached the ramp, Reno glanced over her shoulder, like she’d just remembered you were there. “Are you coming, Darcy?”

You nodded. “Yes, Captain.”

What choice did you have?





Part One

Run, Lie, Fight
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“Running is always the best way out of any bad situation,” my mom told me once.

We were in a motel bathroom in Reno. Or was it Phoenix? Somewhere dry and hot and on Earth. Anyway, I was like ten years old, parked on the lip of the tub while my mom combed streaks of blond dye through my hair.

“But what do you do if you can’t run?” she asked. “What do you do if you can’t identify an exit strategy?”

“Lie,” I answered dutifully.

We’d been over this before. Repetition was my mom’s way of really making sure her lessons penetrated my thick skull. I guess it worked, because years later I still remembered this conversation.

“That’s right,” my mom said. “You lie your ass off. Believable is good, but confusingly brazen will do the trick. Run your mouth. Gaslight. Create confusion. Buy yourself time until you can—”

“Run,” I finished for her.

“And if all else fails?”

“Go for the balls,” I said.

My mom smirked. “Balls are a luxury target, Syd. Not always an option.”

“Then the eyes.”

“Good.” She pinched my cheek, stepped back, and looked me over. “I think you’re going to like this color.”

I caught a glimpse of myself in the motel mirror and wrinkled my nose. I looked like the phony surfer from an antidrug PSA. The bleached highlights weren’t all that different from the Etherazi-gold extradimensional dye job I rocked now, six years and some million light-years away from that memory of my mom.

Why was I thinking about that particular scene when Hiram Butler hobbled onto the bridge of the Eastwood?

Because Run, lie, fight. That was the lesson. And I had a feeling I was going to have to put it into action.

The bridge of the Eastwood was a soothing place—mellow tones, crisp air provided by the wall-mounted plant life, supple chairs, and gentle curves. None of us looked like we belonged there. It was like war refugees invaded an Ikea catalog.

I stood hunched next to the captain’s chair, my uniform ripped and stained, feeling like I was wearing a weighted vest of bruises. Darcy had really hammered my back and ribs.

My uncle Tycius occupied the command console. His long fingers were poised over the controls, but he didn’t seem to know what to do next. We were rocketing hard away from Ashfall, at nearly the maximum speed our bodies could manage without settling into our seats for a soothing dose of space drugs. Our supply of sedatives was tapped out, I remembered. A problem for later.

Aela stood in front of the screen watching the dead planet recede behind us, their armored stick-figure exo-suit dented and dusty. Stoic and silent, which was pretty unusual for the Ossho. The magenta cloud behind the faceplate was streaked through with tendrils of smog now, evidence of the toxic memories they’d absorbed on Ashfall.

Zara hung at the back of the room, muttering to herself and fiddling with an object that I couldn’t make out. Probably a knife, maybe even the one she’d used to slice through Reno’s hamstring. Her tail was perked up like she was ready for danger—it’d been like that since before we boarded the Eastwood.

H’Jossu had briefly sat down at his station, but there was nothing for him to do there. He got up and paced back and forth in front of the planters, occasionally stooping his bulky frame to examine a perfectly good leaf with the waggling mold spores that filled his eye sockets. There was nothing wrong with the wall garden, he just didn’t know what to do with himself.

Finally, Batzian sat behind the engineering console, running a diagnostic on the Eastwood, the only one of us doing anything truly productive. His ponytail had come undone, white-blue strands of hair loose around his face. It was the most unkempt I’d ever seen him. He broke away from his work to tiptoe over to me, almost like he was afraid to startle any of us.

“What happened down there?” he asked quietly.

I shook my head. “Bad,” I mumbled, my mind elsewhere.

“What are we going to tell—?”

The door to the bridge open, and Batzian’s twin sister, Melian, entered. She gasped at the sight of us, then lunged at her brother, wrapping him in a hug. For once, his sister’s affection didn’t make Batzian bristle with embarrassment.

And then came Hiram. I couldn’t tell what he was thinking as his eyes swept across us—his crewmates, or what was left of us after our disastrous journey to Ashfall. As a group, we looked like we’d just escaped from a burning slaughterhouse. In a way, that was pretty accurate.

Not that Hiram looked so hot himself. He moved with a crutch wedged under his arm, and the fresh bio-tape wrapped around his thigh was already soaked through with a concerning amount of blood. When I first met him, I thought Hiram would’ve looked at home on posters, the peak version of a generically good-looking A-list actor. He carried himself that way, too. Tanned, ripped, carefree—that was Hiram. Now his chiseled features were twisted in a way that I’d never seen before, and it took me a second to realize it was pain. Teary-eyed, mouth pinched at the corners—I don’t think Hiram had ever suffered anything worse than a hunger pang in his entire life. But now he had a gaping wound in the front of his thigh, put there by a sniper rifle wielded by my father. Or Ool’Vinn, the Panalax that had taken control of my dad’s corpse to fulfill their self-imposed mandate of protecting Ashfall from outsiders.

Yeah. Not ready to think about that yet.

After he’d been shot, we sent Hiram back to the Eastwood with Melian. They didn’t make it into the temple with the rest of us, which meant they got off easy. The two of them missed out on having their brains violated by a bad vibes ancestor of the Ossho Collective, the one currently sharing an exo-suit with Aela. They didn’t have to witness the unabridged secret history of the universe.

The Origin, as I’d started to think of it.

So Hiram was in the dark. He didn’t know that Reno had gone nuts or that Darcy had felt compelled to side with her for reasons I couldn’t wrap my head around. All he knew was that we’d taken off from Ashfall in a no-seat-belts hurry and that we were now down two crew members.

Melian was as out of the loop as Hiram. But figuring out what to tell her didn’t seem like such a big deal, since she wasn’t capable of murdering everyone on the ship.

“Okay,” Hiram said. “Is someone going to tell me what the fuck is going on? Where’s the captain? Where’s Darcy?”

Awkward. No one had a response ready, not even my uncle Tycius. As a former Denzan spy who’d spent years on Earth searching for me, I thought he’d be a little quicker on the uptake. He looked at Hiram with glassy eyes, and I realized that whatever instructions my uncle had been attempting to feed into the captain’s console were nonsense—he was basically just opening and closing menus. Back on Ashfall, Reno had squeezed his head until I thought it might pop like a grape. Her fingerprints were probably visible on his scalp beneath his mane of wiggly Denzan hair. Our new captain had a concussion.

So I stepped forward. Someone had to tell Hiram something.

“We—”

And, of course, at that very moment the comm channel crackled to life. Because of our speed, the voice came through tinny and distant, broken apart by bursts of static. But still, it was unmistakably Reno. Because of course it was.

“Hiram—zzt zzt—Hiram—zzt—are you there?”

Hiram’s head cocked, his brow furrowed. I felt my fists clench and forced myself to open them back up. I didn’t want to send Hiram any signals. He was injured, but he was still human. A full human. Which meant he was way stronger than me. He glanced around at us—we dumbly stared back at him—then returned his gaze to the comm.

“They—zzzt—left—zzt zzt! Betray—zzzt! Mutiny!”

Tycius blinked his way to awareness and smashed the button on his console to shut down comms. But it was too late. Hiram had already heard the m-word.

He pointed at the control panel. “Why’d you cut her off? What did she mean?”

My uncle stammered, one of his large Denzan eyes drooping half-closed. “I—as second-in-command—am now captain of the Eastwood.”

“My ass,” Hiram replied. “Open that channel back up. I want to talk to the actual captain. And slow the ship down before we’re out of range.” He looked around for support. “Seriously? What the hell is wrong with you guys?”

“I can’t do that, Hiram,” Tycius said, then turned to me. “We—we should probably fly dark. No comms until we figure out . . . where we are going?”

I wasn’t sure he meant to phrase that as a question. Tycius trailed off and sank back into the captain’s chair, rubbing his temples. I put my hand on his shoulder.

“You need to get to the med-bay,” I said.

“No one’s going anywhere until I get answers!” Hiram yelled.

He took a lunging step toward us with enough force that the crutch buckled under his arm and folded over on itself. With his leg unable to support his weight, Hiram sank down to one knee with a pained snarl.

“Hiram, be careful,” Melian gently interjected. “I told you before, the bio-tape isn’t adhering correctly.”

Melian was one of those natural-helper types, the kind of person who back on Earth would’ve missed the school bus because she found a hurt pigeon and needed to take it to the vet. My mom and I never had time for people like that, and we sure didn’t follow their example, but I admired them from afar.

Anyway, she’d been trying to help Hiram since he’d gotten shot, and she was still trying to help him now. While everyone else gawked at Hiram like he was a rabid dog burst free from his cage, Melian hopped to his side and tried to help him up.

Or she would have, if Batzian hadn’t stopped her.

“Don’t go near him!” Batzian shouted and grabbed his sister by the arm, yanking her backward.

“Ow,” Melian yelped. She shook loose from Batzian’s grasp, but the force of the whole exchange sent her off balance and she tripped onto the floor. “By the tides, what are you doing?”

“Damn, Batz,” Hiram said, using the nickname that Batzian absolutely despised. “What’s with the manhandling, bro?”

Batzian stepped protectively in front of his sister. “Stay away from us, you beast.”

I winced at Batzian’s word choice. We were all digesting the Origin differently, but I really wished Batzian’s response wasn’t to trot out the kind of insults that Arkell used when I first joined the crew.

“Beast?” Hiram replied. He picked himself up, a fresh trickle of blood running down the front of his leg. “I’m not the one shoving my sister on the ground, you fucking nerd.”

“I agree with Hiram,” Melian grumbled.

“This could get bad,” H’Jossu whispered.

I jumped. The lumbering Panalax stood right behind me, and I hadn’t even noticed. He nervously rubbed the fresh lattices of mold that covered the fist-size holes in his bearlike underbelly. Much like the bruises on my back, Darcy was responsible for those. From one out-of-control human to the next.

I glanced over my shoulder. “Are you hiding behind me right now?”

“I’m not not hiding behind you,” he said.

Meanwhile, in all the commotion, Zara had slipped around the edge of the room so that she was positioned behind Hiram. She flashed me her teeth over Hiram’s shoulder. Back in the temple, the two of us had taken Darcy down. We made a good team. Such a good team that one day we’d blow up the Earth together.

Right. Something else I was trying not to think about.

Batzian stood his ground in front of Hiram, which I respected even if it would’ve been suicidal if Hiram had actually wanted to attack him. He waved Batzian off, though, and turned back to me and my groggy uncle.

“You’re not answering me, ‘Captain,’” he said, throwing out some superstrong air quotes. “Somebody better explain this shit to me before I run out of patience.”

“You’re losing blood,” Melian said.

“Yeah, so you better talk quick,” Hiram barked.

I could tell by the way Ty’s mouth hung open and how he could barely focus on Hiram that there wasn’t going to be a convincing story coming. After what the knowledge had done to Reno and Darcy, my instinct was to keep the Origin from Hiram. But how could I explain what had happened on Ashfall without getting into the insanity in the temple?

Run, lie, fight.

“Reno went crazy,” I said, edging forward to block Hiram’s path to the captain’s chair. “Darcy, too.”

Hiram sized me up. “They went crazy,” he repeated.

“They turned on us,” I said. “Attacked us.”

“And you survived?” Hiram snorted. “Captain Marie fucking Reno, hero of the Etherazi invasion, attacked you six with Darcy as her tag-team partner, and you made it back to the Eastwood in one piece? Man, Syd, you always have a story, don’t you? Shit, it’s one of your stories that got us out here in the first place.”

“We used the Vulpin mercenaries as a distraction,” I said. “Also, I’m kind of a bad-ass.”

“And I’m not in one piece anymore,” H’Jossu volunteered, gesturing at his new holes.

“And there was also my dad,” I added. I was trying to stick as close to the actual truth as possible; that always made a lie more effective. “He was there, too.”

Hiram raised his eyebrows. “You found him?”

“What was left of him,” I said. “He’s the one who shot you. He’s dead now. Reno killed him.”

“Oh.” Hiram rubbed the back of his neck and I was surprised to see actual sympathy in his eyes. “Sorry, Syd.”

“Yeah,” I replied, swallowing. “Thanks.”

Hiram was calmer now, the flush of anger drained from his cheeks. Although that could’ve just been the blood loss. “What happened, though? Why’d they go nuts?”

“It was some kind of infection,” I said. “An airborne toxin or something. I think my dad might have unleashed it.”

“A rage virus, if you will,” H’Jossu said to Hiram, then whispered to me, “28 Days Later.”

“Not the time,” I whispered back.

Hiram nodded slowly, as if my improvised BS actually made sense. “Damn,” he said. “A rage virus. I’m sorry I wasn’t there to back you guys up.”

“But wait,” Melian piped in. “If they’re sick on Ashfall, why are we flying away? Shouldn’t we stand by in orbit and signal for help?”

Goddamn it, Melian.

“We aren’t even supposed to be out here, remember?” I said. “We need to—”

“Hold up,” Hiram said. “This dude Batzian just called me a beast, your uncle is napping, Aela looks weird, you’re being squirrelly as shit, Syd, and this whole time Zara’s been lurking behind me like she’s going to try to jump me at any second . . .”

A low growl rumbled from Zara’s throat, like she was mad at herself for being spotted. Hiram didn’t even turn to look at her. His eyes widened, and he pointed at me.

“Oh man,” he said. “You’re the ones who are sick with some kind of brain parasite or something.”

“Hiram, no, we are not—”

“Yeah, yeah, that’s exactly what you’d say if you were being mind-controlled,” Hiram said. He started forward, dragging his wounded leg with him. “I’m turning us around. We’re going to get Captain Reno and figure this out.”

Run, lie, fight.

I put myself in his way, my palm on his chest. “That’s not happening.”

Hiram swatted my hand away easily. I hooked my leg behind his good one and grabbed the front of his uniform with both hands, trying to trip him. He grabbed my wrists and squeezed hard enough that my bones creaked.

“Come on, Syd,” he said gently. “I don’t want to hurt you. Snap out of it.”

Zara tiptoed closer. Her hand slipped into the shelf of fur that ran across her shoulders and returned with the same blade that she’d used on Reno, the one that had been dipped in the oil-like substance that could penetrate human flesh.

“Hiram, you have no idea what you’re doing,” I said.

“I’m saving you,” he responded. “Let me go, Syd. Last warning.”

“This is unproductive.”

Both our heads turned as Aela spoke for the first time since Hiram had entered the bridge. The systems in Aela’s exo-suit hadn’t been altered by their exposure on Ashfall, yet somehow their robotic voice seemed to lack its usual verve.

“Do you want to know what happened on Ashfall, Hiram?” Aela asked. “What really happened?”

“Yeah,” Hiram replied. “I mean, I’d settle for knowing anything at this point. Like what the hell is going—”

Before he could finish that sentence, the faceplate of Aela’s exo-suit had popped open and a lightning-streaked magenta blur had flowed forth into Hiram’s open mouth and nostrils. He managed one gasping hiccup before his eyes rolled back in his head and he collapsed into my arms.
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“Why did they do that?” Melian exclaimed, staring at the opening in Aela’s exo-suit. “This isn’t a sterile environment. Aela could have gotten contaminated.”

“Bit late to worry about that,” Zara muttered. She slid her dagger back in her fur and watched me with her hands on her hips.

I swung Hiram’s limp body around like we were slow dancing until I was able to plunk him down in an empty seat. His eyes were closed, but the lids fluttered spastically like he was having some really vivid dreams. There was no telling what Aela was showing him. Would they actually fill his mind with the same visions we’d all experienced on Ashfall? Aela was acting unpredictably. Either way, they’d bought us some time.

“Was any of that true?” Melian asked me, brushing by her brother. “An infection? Reno and Darcy?”

“Kind of,” I replied. “I mean, it’s one interpretation of what happened.”

Melian narrowed her eyes. “Hiram was right. You are all acting strangely.”

H’Jossu bunched his wide shoulders in a shrug. “I thought I was handling it pretty well, honestly.”

“It’s with good reason, sister, I swear,” Batzian said, putting a gentler hand on Melian’s shoulder than when he’d grabbed her moments ago. “I’m sorry about before. I overreacted.”

“I’ll forgive you once you tell me what’s happening,” she said.

Batzian looked to me, and I stared back unhelpfully. This was something we hadn’t had a chance to discuss. What were we supposed to do with the Origin, with the universe-upending knowledge we’d stumbled into on Ashfall? Could we possibly hope to keep it a secret? Did we even want to? My dad had given his life to prevent the history of humanity from ever escaping Ashfall, but I wasn’t sure that was the right decision. Letting the secret fester out there just made things worse in the long run. Although, if Reno was our test case for how humans took the news, maybe my dad had saved lives by stranding himself.

“You don’t want to know,” Batzian told Melian after it became clear I was too in my own head to answer.

“I do want to know, though,” Melian replied. “Whatever you’re keeping from me, whatever we’re running from—I’m already a part of it.”

At that moment, my uncle stirred. He groaned, holding the sides of his head, and leaned forward in his seat like he might throw up.

“Syd?” he asked. “I think I’ve got a concussion.”

“No shit,” I said. Seeing a way to stall this conversation until we could get our stories straight, I turned to Melian. “I’m sorry. I know we owe you an explanation. But can you take him to the med-bay? The last thing we need is a comatose captain.”

“You know, I’m not the only one with medical training on this ship,” Melian said sharply. “Zara was in that class too, and you’re not constantly asking her to play nurse.”

“I only took that class to work on my surgical skills,” Zara replied with a toss of her head. “Always lecturing me about bedside manner. Big waste of time.”

“Please, Melian,” I said, ignoring Zara. “Help my uncle down to the med-bay while I bring Hiram to Aela’s room. At least we can have a clean environment for when they emerge. After that, I promise, we’ll explain everything.”

Melian stalled for a moment, squaring her broad shoulders. The twins were the children of mushroom farmers in Denza’s northern reaches. Batzian tried to hide their upbringing with all his propriety and snobbery, but not Melian. She was kind, and no-nonsense, and could be annoyingly stubborn. Still, I knew Melian’s heart was too pure to hold out for long and, sure enough, she was soon helping my uncle to his feet.

“Come on, ah, Captain,” she said. “Let’s get your brain scanned.”

With a glance in my direction, Batzian looped around to Ty’s other side and helped Melian lead him out of the room.

“I’ll tell you what I can, sister,” I overheard Batzian say as the three Denzans left the bridge. “But you might wish that I hadn’t.”

As soon as the door hissed shut behind them, Zara sauntered forward to where H’Jossu and I stood over Hiram’s unconscious body. She had her dagger out again, balancing the narrow blade across her knuckles, the sharp edge making an almost soothing scraping sound across her furry knuckles.

“Good thinking to get rid of the Denzans,” she said, nodding to me. “They don’t have the stomach for this.”

I raised an eyebrow. “For what?”

Zara flashed her teeth. “We are going to kill him, yes?”

“Whoa,” H’Jossu said, taking an exaggerated step backward. “Did not realize I was getting assigned to the murder team.”

“You aren’t on the murder team because there isn’t a murder team,” I said, putting myself between Zara and Hiram. I was acting as a human shield way too often lately. My mom would definitely not approve. “We aren’t killing anyone, Zara.”

“Aela did us a solid,” Zara replied. “They are probably in Hiram’s brain right now, letting him make peace, maybe showing him a highlight reel of all his best haircuts. You know we can’t let him wake up, Syd. He will be worse than Reno if he finds out the truth, and we’re trapped on this ship with him.”

I looked down at Hiram. His lower lip trembled in his sleep. He didn’t look all that threatening now.

“We don’t know how he’ll react,” I said. “Not all humans are like Reno and Darcy.”

Zara snorted. “Aren’t they?”

“Maybe he’ll be cool about it.”

“Yeah,” Zara said dryly. “That sounds like Hiram.”

I turned to H’Jossu. “Come on. Back me up here.”

The Panalax was studying Hiram. He bobbed his shaggy head. “Right. I’m with you, Syd. No reason to go full-on Lord of the Flies, right?” He shuffled closer and bent to inspect the blood-soaked wrapping on Hiram’s thigh. “Honestly, this whole discussion might be pointless if his bleeding doesn’t stop. I don’t understand why this isn’t working . . .”

The wound on Hiram’s leg was still steadily leaking. While the bio-tape might have looked like just normal bandages to my untrained Earther eye, it was actually supplied by the Ghost Garden, the Panalaxan home world. The wrapping was a hybridization of various plants and parasites—the good kind—that stopped just short of being a sentient creature. It was supposed to aid the natural healing process of any organic creature it came into contact with, but something was stopping the bio-tape from working on Hiram.

Zara threw her hands in the air and stalked toward the exit. “You two are in denial. You haven’t adjusted to our new reality. A secret like we have, it always leads to bloodshed. It’s only a matter of time until things get ugly. We must be prepared.”

My mom would’ve loved Zara. No question.

I grabbed Hiram by the arms, grunted, and hoisted him onto my shoulders. “Maybe you’re right, Zara. Maybe everything is going to turn to shit. But it doesn’t have to be a race. We don’t have to be the ones to get there first. We’re still a crew. We’re supposed to take care of each other. Even Hiram.”

Zara flicked her clawed fingers at me like she was shooing away a flea. “Spare me the inspirational speech,” she replied. “Wake me up when you’re ready to stab someone.”

“She’s just scared,” H’Jossu said to me as soon as Zara had left the bridge. “We all are.”

“Grab Aela’s suit and follow me,” I said.

H’Jossu did as he was told and followed behind me as I carried Hiram toward the exit. “So, where are we going? Should we stop by the med-bay first to apply more bio-tape or are we going straight to Aela’s room?”

“Fuck no,” I said. “We’re putting him in the airlock.”

Sure, I’d given Zara the whole anti-violence-rise-above spiel. I didn’t think we should jump straight to stabbing our potential enemies in their sleep. But that didn’t mean I wasn’t going to take precautions. The double doors of the airlock were constructed of solid ultonate; they were the sturdiest barrier on the Eastwood. The Denzans didn’t build their interstellar vessels with brigs, so the airlock was the closest thing we had to a cell on board.

And if Hiram caused a problem, we could shoot him into space. Aela would be fine with that. I mean, maybe not ethically. But the Vastness was the wisp’s natural habitat.

The two of us lugged our crewmates off the bridge and along the Eastwood’s curved hallway. Since Ashfall, we’d really made a mess of the ship—sooty footprints crisscrossed the path with the occasional splash of crimson to liven things up. Whoever was next up on cleaning duty really had their work cut out for them.

We made it to the airlock, a rectangular room at the end of one of the Eastwood’s spokes. Through the single porthole, I could see the Vastness unfurling behind us, the stars looking like they were vibrating because of our speed. We’d come in this way before when fleeing from Reno, and there were a couple breathing masks discarded on the floor. I kicked them aside and set Hiram down as gently as I could, propping him up against the wall.

“Oh, shit!” I yelped as I noticed that his eyes were open. I stumbled backward, bumping into H’Jossu where he was arranging Aela’s exo-suit along the opposite wall.

“What is it?”

“He’s . . .”

I pointed at Hiram, but trailed off. His eyes might have been open, but he wasn’t seeing. In fact, I detected a swirl of magenta around his pupils, Aela doing their work. I crouched down, trying to align myself with Hiram’s unfocused gaze.

“I hope you know what you’re doing in there,” I said quietly, not even sure if Aela could hear me.

H’Jossu waved his paw in front of Hiram’s face, then shimmied his shoulders in what I realized was a shiver. “That’s creepy, dude.”

“You find this creepy,” I replied. “You.”

“What? Just because I’m a necrotic fungal parasite, I can’t find things unsettling?” H’Jossu hugged himself and rocked back on his heels. “You ever see that Earth talk show where the humans have bizarre phobias and the host chases them around with buckets of mustard? I have nightmares about that. A grinning human TV man trying to squirt me with vinegar. Disturbing.”

“Glad you’re with me, buddy,” I said, patting his wooly arm. I was once again surprised by the softness of the mold monster’s fur.

We left Hiram and Aela’s exo-suit inside the chamber and retreated to the hallway outside, sealing the sturdy door behind us. I accessed the control panel, bringing up the video feed from within the airlock so we could keep an eye on Hiram. A few more keystrokes on that same screen would open the Eastwood’s outer door and vent Hiram into space. When the Etherazi I nicknamed Goldy had attacked the ship, I’d survived a couple minutes in the hard vacuum of the Vastness, mostly thanks to my Denzan genes siphoning life-sustaining energy from the extradimensional creature. Hiram was a full human, which typically made him stronger than me, except when it came to the highly specific area of outer space survival. He’d suffocate outside the Eastwood just like anyone else.

It wouldn’t come to that, I told myself. I didn’t really like Hiram; we were never going to be tight. But I definitely wasn’t looking forward to blasting him into the void. At least if he flipped out and tried to bash his way in here to murder us all as vengeance for humanity’s million-year imprisonment, I would let him put on a space suit before ejecting him into nothingness.

“So, what do we do now?” H’Jossu asked.

“I guess we wait,” I replied, leaning against the wall next to the monitor. “And we hope that Aela is either filling Hiram’s head with a better lie than mine or that Hiram’s taking the information better than Reno and Darcy.”

H’Jossu nodded his shaggy head and took up a position opposite me. He started to pick at the delicate fungal coverings that patched over the holes Darcy had punched in him.

“Does it hurt?”

“Nah,” he said. “Tingles a bit. A new part of me coming alive. You ever had that?”

“Not since puberty.”

“I should probably get it watered. Some mud, maybe. That’ll feel nice.”

I tilted my head back and closed my eyes. “I’ll just be over here chilling in my waking nightmare.”

H’Jossu snorted. “I know you weren’t at the institute long before this mission, but did you have a chance to study the Denzans’ first contact with my species?”

I opened one eye. “Nope.”

“The Panalax aren’t very mechanically inclined,” H’Jossu said. “We were never going to develop a traditional space program, and anyway, the Ghost Garden provides everything a sentient fungus could possibly want except for good television. But still, there were those of us who looked to the stars with curiosity. What else was out there? Who else?”

I wasn’t sure why H’Jossu was telling me this, but since it diverged from his usual pop-culture obsession, it must have been important. “Okay . . .”

“So, some of my species devised a system utilizing the organic materials available to us. Imagine a very large acorn with a propulsion system created by off-gassing magma spores, the insides filled with Panalax growths.”

I squinted. “Magmic . . . spores?”

“Hardy rock formations that produce concentrated bursts of carbon as they grow? Right, right—you don’t have these on Earth; your rocks are all inert.” He waved this explanation away. “It doesn’t matter. The details aren’t important. The point is, my ancestors encased themselves in self-propelling rocks and launched themselves into space.”

“They strapped themselves to meteors,” I said. “Wow. That’s commitment.”

“Right? My ancestors flung thousands of those rocks into space. Most of them, we never heard from again. Some of them are probably still floating endlessly through the Vastness. I bet a few burned up in suns or were bashed to fragments by comets. Maybe a couple actually landed on planets but, once there, couldn’t find any means of return to the Ghost Garden. There’s a very small possibility that somewhere out there in the universe there’s a lost colony of Panalax.”

“Neat,” I said. “Why are you telling me this?”

H’Jossu held up his paw like he was coming to the point. “This all took thousands of years, right? We didn’t have wormhole technology. We had rocks and gas propulsion. But one of our meteors did land on a hospitable planet, one with its own slowly evolving ecosystem. A craggy world populated by avian creatures. None of them smarter than chickens, but given time? Who could say? And what happens when a meteor filled with Panalax who have been soaring through space for thousands of years impacts a planet?”

I rubbed the back of my neck. “I imagine it’s not pretty.”

“We spread,” H’Jossu continued, his voice a low rumble. “First, the Panalax bonded with the creatures who died from the meteor impact. Then others, who resisted our introduction into their ecosystem. In our way, we began to conquer that planet.”

I thought back to Ashfall and how upset H’Jossu had been with Ool’Vinn for taking over my dad’s body. Marcius had volunteered, apparently, but that hadn’t appeased H’Jossu. I’d never seen the big goof so pissed off.

“That’s how we came to the attention of the Denzans,” H’Jossu said. “The Serpo Institute was monitoring that world. They introduced themselves and politely asked us to stop hurling ourselves at unsuspecting planets. We agreed, pledging to never inhabit sentient creatures or populate any living being against its will. And, in exchange, the Denzans let us ride on their ships and visit their planet and meet cool-ass Earth dudes . . .”

I shook my head. “Wow. I didn’t know any of that.”

“It was three hundred years ago,” H’Jossu said. “Anyway, my point is, just because a species does a bad thing, that doesn’t mean they can’t redeem themselves. Everyone makes mistakes. But we can change.”

“Oh, I see,” I said. “This was one of those stories that starts out seeming random but in the end is trying to make me feel better.”

“Yup,” H’Jossu said. “Did it work?”

I wasn’t sure, actually. The dark episode from Panalaxan lore didn’t really measure up to the bloody shared history of humans and Denzans, but at least listening to H’Jossu had given me a break from thinking about my burden of a universe-altering secret.

In fact, H’Jossu had done such a good job of distracting me that I’d completely stopped paying attention to the monitor. The gentle knocking on the other side of the airlock took me by surprise.

“You can let us out,” Aela said. They’d flowed back into their suit, the faceplate tilted up at the camera. “Hiram isn’t going to hurt anyone.”

Hiram was still sitting exactly where I’d put him. His head hung low, the heels of his hands digging into his eyes like he was trying to rub away the residue of a nightmare. I knew that feeling.

“What do you think?” H’Jossu asked, peering at the monitor over my shoulder.

“Aela was in his brain,” I replied. “If they say he’s good, I believe it.”

I opened the interior airlock door and stood face-to-faceplate with Aela.

“Whose idea was it to put him in here?” Aela asked.

“Mine,” I said.

“I would have guessed Zara.”

I glanced past Aela to where Hiram sat slumped on the floor. A full-body shudder went through him.

“What did you show him?” I asked.

“The same thing we all saw on Ashfall,” Aela replied. “Lightly edited through the lens of my own experience. I also included what went down with Reno.”

“And he’s not going to flip out?” H’Jossu asked.

“I believe he’s more likely to pass out,” Aela said. “He should get to the infirmary.”

I went to stand over Hiram. It didn’t seem like he’d been listening to our conversation. At first, he didn’t even notice I was there. After a few seconds, he peeked up at me through his fingers.

“Syd?”

“Hey.”

“Were you going to shoot me out the airlock?”

I figured there was no point in lying. On the Eastwood, honesty was looking like the only policy. “Only if I had to, dude.”

“Smart,” he said quietly. He reached his hand out. “My leg is numb. Can you help me up?”

I grasped Hiram’s hand and pulled him to his feet. He stumbled into me, and I caught him, trying to steady him, but instead found him unexpectedly clinging to me. Hiram put his forehead on my shoulder, and I felt his tears on my neck.

“Syd,” he whispered, “they’re going to think we’re all monsters.”
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The Eastwood flew onward without any of us at the controls. We didn’t have a destination programmed into the ship’s computer. Our only goal was to put some distance between us and Ashfall and so the ship kept us going in a straight line. There was nothing else to see in this solar system besides a couple uninhabitable planets of frozen nitrogen. We were hurtling into emptiness. Going nowhere. Eventually, me or one of the Denzans would have to jack into the Wayscope and plot us out an actual course.

My uncle was definitely concussed and would need to spend a couple days recovering in the med-bay. He couldn’t travel at high speeds without risking a brain bleed, which was fine because we didn’t have the sedatives necessary to go anywhere too fast. Hiram made another visit to the med-bay too, not saying much after his commune with Aela, dark circles forming around his eyes. Melian cleaned the grievous wound on his upper leg again and then affixed a new wrapping of bio-tape, hoping that this one would hold up better than the last. She wanted to keep an eye on Hiram, but he insisted on going back to his room to be by himself. He couldn’t look Melian in the eyes.

I think everyone needed some alone time. Without making any plans, we all retreated to our separate quarters. We showered off the blood and the grime, and for most of us the exhaustion finally overcame us and we slept.

Since I was a kid, I’d had a reoccurring dream about my dad. It was actually more like a faded memory that my brain liked to resurface and embellish. It was the time that my dad told me he’d be going away on the voyage that would eventually kill him. We sat on the hood of his car, parked in an unpopulated stretch of the Australian outback where the Denzan embassy launched their rockets. We munched donuts, and he gave me his cosmological tether. I could never see his face; in the dream it was always a blur.

When I fell asleep on the Eastwood, of course the dream came. But it was changed.

I could now see my dad’s face in ultra high-def. Unfortunately. He glared at me with eyes swallowed up by white fungus, tufts of the stuff sprouting from where chunks of his skull had chipped away.

That wasn’t my dad. That was Ool’Vinn.

“The masters will return,” he said to me. “They seek to reclaim their universe.”

I shook my head. “No. You don’t say that. My dad never said that.”

“You will kill them in their cradle,” Ool’Vinn replied, his voice growing louder. “I HAVE SEEN THIS.”

The sun beat down on me. The metal under my legs sizzled with heat. I looked up and realized that the golden orb above me had sprouted massive dragon-like wings.

The Etherazi. Creatures with a
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