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Thalcu hurried down the cold, silent corridors of the spacecraft, trying to keep up with Hezca, who was walking very quickly for such an old woman. As they hurried past the black walls, which gleamed like dark mirrors, Thalcu caught a glimpse of her reflection and thought she looked frantic and small, like a green stick with long, spindly branches. Indeed, her nickname back on Kahz had been Sticks, and because zonbiri women didn’t have breasts (zonbiri were not mammals), she was as flat as one, as well as thin.  

Though flat chests and stick bodies were desirable to zonbiri men, Thalcu was so openly critical of marriage customs, it was inevitable that she would wind up working for the regime on Alsa Sif V, as her own hot temper was the one thing her family’s wealth and prestige could not protect her from.  

Thalcu’s face was round and almost childlike, and though she was no older than seventeen, it still gave her the appearance of being a few years younger than she actually was. Like all zonbiri, her pointed crown and the tentacles that reached through her hair made it seem as if a squid had taken residence upon her head. The green peak of her coned head rose bald from the nest of her long, red hair, like a mountain wreathed in cloud. 

Her round gray eyes had a lazy, superior twinkle that suggested she was used to being waited upon, and for this reason, her expression was often one of sullen pouting during her time of service upon the ship, especially when she found herself mucking out the piss buckets of various prisoners, her tentacles squirming in disgust from the red nest of her long hair. 

After just one week toiling aboard the Alsa Sif V, Thalcu was a mess of her former glamorous self, with her face constantly smudged and her hair half-plaited and tacky, falling down her back in a wild mass. She quickly learned to stop crying when she broke a nail or chipped her nail polish, but she still missed her comfy bed under the seas of Kahz, where she would curl up with a good book, or else amuse herself with zivi-vision games, occasionally stopping to stare dreamily at the fish that often came to her great round window to study her before wriggling away through the blue.  

Thalcu’s tower had risen high above the plexi-dome that encased her father’s estate, a single finger reaching through the dark water, silently beckoning curious fish. The tower was known as the observatory. It was a room she had loved since she was a small child and had taken residence in it when she was older. Now that she was gone, no doubt her parents had retrofitted the observatory into a lounge. 

Thalcu missed her tower. She missed her beautiful dresses and gowns, her rings and necklaces, her nice things. Like Hezca, she was dressed in a simple linen outfit consisting of gray pants, a gray shirt, and no shoes. Her skin was a bright and vibrant green and seemed to be the only warm and living thing on that cold and soulless vessel, as the zonbiri soldiers there were of a considerably darker shade of green, being male, and Hezca had green skin that was graying and sallow in her old age. 

Thalcu missed Zilcu Towers. It was her home and a very ancient palace standing proud at the center of the dome-covered nation Zilacahon. Thalcu’s family had been ruling the nation for thousands of years. The Ganorma were actually tenth or eleventh in line for the throne when Emperor Zorris Zel decided it was time to expand his reach to Qorlec and sent his son there, only for the lad to be killed by what was reportedly a brutal terrorist act carried out by the Black Hand. 

After the death of the emperor’s son, there were several assassinations targeting the most prominent members of the Zon Regime, of which Thalcu’s father, Prince Thalzis Ganorma, had been a part. Thalzis became so paranoid, he relinquished all claim to the throne and forbade his family from visiting Qorlec, no matter how many fancy parties the emperor’s daughter threw. Thalcu didn’t care either way. She didn’t like Queen Kadyzia and thought Qorlec sounded like a nightmare, a war zone where only fools went on vacation. 

Thalcu knew she was supposed to care, that she was supposed to be grateful she hadn’t been sent off to Backwater and that working for the regime was an honor, but she secretly hated being on the Alsa Sif V. Zonbiri ships were always dark and cold, not unlike the dark and cold of Kahz, their water world, and she missed the bright and cheerful artificial sunlight of her palace home. Thalcu wondered if her disgust for her own world was natural, if the entirian didn’t secretly hate their desert world of Qorlec. 

“Come, Thalcu!” snapped Hezca. “Don’t drag your big feet, you lazy girl! The general wants the prisoner prepared for her next appearance on Kahz immediately!” 

“Appearance,” sneered Thalcu, jogging to keep up. “You mean her next public session of abject humiliation –” 

Hezca hissed vehemently, and Thalcu fell silent as they passed a row of glaring soldiers. 

The Zeverec soldiers were standing lean and toned in glossy black wetsuits. Their dark eyes stared coldly past Thalcu as she slunk by them under the spray of the ship’s misters. Their pointed green heads were bald and incased in sleek black helmets that gleamed in the fog with moisture. Beneath their helmets, fat tentacles clamped tight to their ears in the dim light of that black and colorless place. There were four of them at the interval, standing opposite each other at the end of the hall. They all of them carried living organic rifles that looked like squids, and silver starfish-like knives were strapped to their thighs.  

The Zeverec were always male, as the rapidly-going-extinct zonbiri coveted the fertility of their women with an almost frantic desperation, enough to keep them far from the fighting. 

Thalcu and Hezca passed the soldiers without incident, and Thalcu breathed a sigh of relief when they had turned the corner. 

“You must watch your tongue around the Zeverec, girl,” Hezca warned in a low, angry whisper. “This isn’t your cozy palace on Kahz, and your daddy can’t protect you here in space. You can’t simply go about shouting hatred for the regime and their methods.” 

“Why can’t I?” Thalcu returned defiantly, suddenly sick of Hezca’s constant sneering. 

Hezca abruptly halted, and so did Thalcu, their bare feet slapping the smooth, polished floor as they faced each other. The old woman glared, but Thalcu folded her arms and refused to be cowed.  

“I’d tell you to ask the girl you replaced,” Hezca answered darkly, “but she’s dead.” With that, she turned away.  

Thalcu followed in wretched silence. She had suspected her predecessor had been killed. Most who spoke out against the regime were silenced, but Thalcu was from a powerful and wealthy family: killing her would start a small war. Or so she’d thought. Since her first arrival on Alsa Sif V, she’d labored under the delusion that she was important and protected. Now she was seeing that here, the blood that ran through her veins meant absolutely nothing. For the first time in her life, she was insignificant, and in that dismal moment of realization, her family’s assurances that working for the regime was an honor were suddenly unmasked for the soothing lies they had been. This job was what she’d always secretly, painfully suspected: an attempt to safely be rid of the short-tempered, outspoken, embarrassment of a daughter who had shamed them. 

Thalcu stared at her own feet, which were boney and long, and wished in that moment she had been brave enough to run away. Becoming a scavenger and wandering aimlessly through space would have been infinitely better than working for the regime. When she joined Alsa Sif V, she thought she would see the galaxy. So far, she had only seen the inside of a piss bucket. 

“You’ve never been with me to care for the prisoner,” Hezca said breathlessly as they turned another corner, “so I’m going to run you down the rules before we take her to the bath for grooming.” 

Thalcu frowned. “Grooming?” 

“Yes. I should have told you this earlier, but the prisoner is going to marry the general. That’s why we’ve got to rush to get her perfect for –” 

Thalcu laughed breathlessly. “You’re joking, right?” Her laughter died in her throat when Hezca gave her a stern look, and her lips parted incredulously. She ran to catch up with the old woman and walked beside her. “You can’t be serious!”  

“I’m dead serious,” said Hezca. “The general figures the easiest way to break the entirian is for them to witness their last great hope . . . subjugated by him.” 

“You mean raped,” muttered Thalcu angrily.  

Hezca shook her head, her long hair rustling behind her. “There you go again, child. You’re going to get yourself killed and me too if you aren’t careful! So shut your fool mouth! In case you forgot, the prisoner is an entirian savage. The would-be ruler of a primitive world! She’s only so lucky as to be raped by General Zel. Not that she’d understand what was happening.” 

Thalcu swallowed bitterly and was silent. As they hurried down the dark corridors, she felt dismally sorry for the princess of Qorlec. The young girl who’d been whispered about for sixteen years in zonbiri circles was going to make an appearance in the surface capital, and it was very likely going to be her last. Alive, anyway. To see their princess, their last hope, finally slaughtered in a graphic video could be the very thing that broke the entirian permanently and ended the war. Thalcu found the very thought devastating. While she didn’t exactly want her people to lose, she didn’t want the entirian to be conquered and subjugated either. 

“Now what was I saying?” said Hezca irritably, and her ugly face was shadowed by the crease of her frown.  

“You were going to tell me the rules,” said Thalcu dully.  

“Oh, right,” said the old woman, frown deepening. “The girl is very . . .” she began. “Her eyes are . . .” 

Thalcu perked up. She’d never seen an entirian up close before. She’d only seen dead ones on the news and in war photographs with their heads on pikes. As they hurried up the corridor, she wondered if the princess of Qorlec was as beautiful as she appeared on zivi-vision. From what she’d seen on ZV, the princess was very young, with hair like a cloud and skin blue as the sweetest waters of Kahz. 

“Rule number one,” said Hezca firmly.  

“Which is?” 

“You must never look the prisoner in the eye.” 

“What? Why?” 

Hezca glared at Thalcu’s belligerent skepticism. “They say entirian women can hypnotize with a look –” 

Thalcu laughed incredulously. “You can’t really believe that! That’s a bunch of stuff made up to justify beheading entirian soldiers. It’s propaganda –” 

“Keep your voice down!” Hezca hissed. “If I have to tell you again –” 

Thalcu rolled her eyes.  

“Secondly,” went on Hezca, stiff with hurt from Thalcu’s mockery, “you are never, never to refer to the prisoner as a princess. Never. And especially not in front of General Zel, if you value your life. Understand?” 

“Sure, whatever . . .” Thalcu dropped her eyes, wondering in silent horror if she would actually have to face the general. 

“The true princess of Qorlec is Kadyzia. The girl you are about to see is just Prisoner. She doesn’t have a name beyond that as far as we’re concerned. Understand?” 

“Yes, for Rokna’s sake,” Thalcu answered wearily. 

“Don’t take that tone with me, girl,” Hezca warned. “You spent all your life sitting on your fat green can, watching zivi-vision and playing flat-screen games. Welcome to the real world, where you can’t do or say whatever you want without consequences.” 

They came to a door, which was guarded either side by two dour soldiers in black wetsuits. Hezca opened a computer panel near the door and started pushing several keys in a sequence that would unlock it. “I’ll teach you the keycode later, when you have proven yourself trustworthy.” 

“Of course,” Thalcu muttered and silently regretted that she would have to make herself a slug to prove her worth. She did not want to aid in the humiliation and abuse of a young girl, and hatred for her family, who had put her in the position, burned bright in her chest. 

Hezca’s small, wrinkled fingers finished punching in the keycode and the door glowed briefly before sliding up. Thalcu’s face twisted and she could taste acid sick on the back of her tongue when the smell of the room hit her face. It reeked of blood, sweat, and urine, as the prisoner had been given a small bucket to pee in, which hadn’t been emptied probably in days. The cell was entirely dark, except for a white pool of light that fell in a clean circle over a crumpled figure. 

Thalcu stood in shock in the doorway and could not cross the threshold. The person that lay before her was covered in a mop of tattered, filthy rags. Her white hair was draped over her face like the thick curl of lamb’s wool, hiding it as she cringed on the floor, shaking as if from blows that were falling on her no more. 

Hezca lunged into the room without hesitation and hardly noticed when the prisoner cringed from her in silent horror. She grabbed the girl by the arm and tried to haul her up but was too thin and frail to do so and instead fell to merely grunting and straining.  

When Thalcu didn’t move, Hezca sneered at her impatiently, “Haul ass, girl! We’ve got to get this sniveling savage ready to go!” 

Thalcu looked with hatred at Hezca, at her withered and pallid face, so drooping and cold of compassion. People like Hezca were the reason the war was still raging! Hezca didn’t see the prisoner as a person, just a task she had been assigned. 

When Thalcu didn’t move, Hezca yanked viciously on the prisoner’s arm, causing her such anguish that she sobbed. 

“You’re a horrible old woman!” Thalcu accused, diving into the room.  

Hezca smirked. “It got your pert ass moving, though, didn’t it? Now come on!” She quickly left the cell for the corridor.  

Thalcu tried to walk the prisoner from the cell, but the prisoner’s knees were so weak that she nearly fell. She made no words that Thalcu could understand, only the short and breathless gruntings of a baffled beast. Thalcu wondered with alarm if the prisoner’s tongue hadn’t been cut out. She tried to peer into the girl’s face, but her mop of wooly white hair was hiding it. When she tried walking the prisoner from the room again, the girl nearly fell a second time, and resigned to the fact that she could not walk, Thalcu lifted her bodily into her arms and carried her. 

“Hurry!” Hezca hissed, waiting in the corridor as Thalcu emerged. The little old woman turned and marched away up the blackness, through the wet mist that blossomed from the ceiling, her reflection marching with her on either side. 

Thalcu clasped the young woman tight and followed as fast as she could, nearly tripping several times over her own long feet. She felt awkward, carrying a girl who was taller than she. Were all entirian women so towering? She tried to resist looking at the girl’s face and felt foolish for doing so. Tales of entirian women freezing zonbiri with a glance were the exaggerations of old men who’d had too much to drink. She felt silly for believing them even for a second, and as she followed Hezca’s swift progress, she couldn’t help finally looking at the girl. 

Thalcu was sad to realize the prisoner had passed out in her arms. Her head had fallen back, and her mass of hair tumbled back with it, revealing her slack face and the bandage that was tied across her eyes. She appeared much younger than Thalcu had anticipated: a round face and supple mouth, parted in her unconsciousness, the bottom lip cut and red with blood. Someone had punched her very recently, beaten her, perhaps senseless, it occurred to Thalcu, or why could she not speak? Thalcu couldn’t imagine what it was like to have endured such treatment for twelve years. She didn’t want to. 

The black halls of the ship twisted and turned before them like the inky insides of a giant snake, until at last they came to a room Thalcu knew as the bathing quarters of the ship’s servants. The door glowed before sliding up to admit them, and they hurried inside. There was a great bath in the floor, trimmed with silver and square, with water so black it almost blended with the floor and walls.  

Thalcu recognized Varzo and Ula as the two young women sat on the edge of the bath, chatting amicably with their wet red hair wrapped around their pointed heads. They had silver towels around their middles and were dipping their feet in the black water when Thalcu and Hezca entered with the prisoner. They fell silent and stared at the prisoner in surprise, the tentacles on their heads slowly twisting. 

“Get up, you lazy whores!” Hezca snapped at them. “Do something useful!” A nearby table was loaded with towels, and she swiped them off dramatically, jerking her head for Thalcu to place the prisoner on it. “Hurry!” she repeated for the thousandth time. 

Thalcu hurried. She carefully laid the prisoner on the table and was appalled with how roughly Hezca started ripping off her clothes. Varzo and Ula obediently drew near, and Hezca shoved the tattered rags at them, commanding them to dispose of them. As Varzo and Ula scurried to obey, Hezca glared at Thalcu and snapped, “Water! Soap and water – Stop gawping like a stupid bitch!” 

Thalcu flinched and turned to obey, going to the tap on the other side of the room, where basins stood waiting on a shelf. She took a basin down, and as she filled it with water, she couldn’t help glancing back at the prisoner. Hezca was stripping her naked as if it were nothing, while Varzo and Ula indifferently ran back and forth to dispose of the rags. They ignored the prisoner completely, as if her young body were not the most exquisite thing in existence. 

Thalcu found herself staring so wistfully, she let the water miss the basin and it filled the sink instead. She snapped out of her reverie when Hezca glared at her and turned her attention back to the basin. Once the water had filled hot to the brim, she dropped in a small tablet of soap and watched it fizzle into perfumed bubbles. 

“About damn time,” Hezca complained when Thalcu brought the soapy water to her. “Varzo – washcloths!” 

“Yes, ma’am,” Varzo said, turning about mid-step and running for the washcloths. 

Hezca did not take the basin from Thalcu but pointed for her to set it on the table, which she did carefully. Then Thalcu stepped back, thinking she would be dismissed or perhaps sent to fetch something, but Hezca just stared at her. Thalcu was confused by the disgust gleaming soft in the old woman’s watery purple eyes. 

“Ma’am!” Varzo said, holding out the black washcloth she’d been sent to fetch. 

Hezca nodded at Thalcu, and Varzo frowned in confusion before handing the washcloth to her instead. Thalcu, just as confused, took the washcloth. She looked at it as if Varzo had given her a bloody organ, then looked at Hezca, not understanding: she was Hezca’s newest underling and had no business washing prisoners. 

“Ma’am?” Thalcu said uncertainly.  

Hezca’s lips curled in a smirk. “I saw you looking at the lizard girl’s tits. You like ‘em, don’t you?”  

Thalcu’s face hardened. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, ma’am,” she said, tossing the washcloth on the table more roughly than she meant to.  

Hezca’s laughing purple eyes made Thalcu bristle. “I think you do,” she said quietly.  

Thalcu coldly looked away. “I will not play your games, old woman.” 

“Come now,” said Hezca in mock disappointment. “I’m giving you an opportunity you’d never have otherwise: a woman’s softness in your hands. Well . . . an entirian woman, which is close enough to the real thing.” 

Thalcu abruptly turned away. 

Hezca cackled like an old witch. “Such a defiant little shit, aren’t you? It’s exactly why your brother’s d –” 

The word was barely out of Hezca’s mouth when something in Thalcu snapped. She whirled and saw her own fist flying away from her. Old Hezca’s face spread with almost comical surprise and she hit the wall with a screech, bringing a shelf down in a clattering heap on top of her.  

Varzo and Ula backed away, and in the following silence, the two stared at Thalcu in astonishment.  

Thalcu stood there and didn’t know what to do. In hitting Hezca, she was going to be lashed, perhaps put in a cell of her very own and left in the dark to starve. She waited tensely for the old woman to get up, to curse her and call the guards, but Hezca never got to her feet, never made a feeble attempt to move from under the silver towel rack that buried her. She remained on the floor like a broken doll, arms and legs at odd angles. 

Ula knelt beside Hezca and checked her pulse. After a pause, she slowly looked up at Thalcu from where she was squatting. “You . . . killed her.” 

Varzo swallowed hard. “Oh, shit. Game over, Thalcu.” 

Thalcu shook her head. “I . . . I didn’t mean . . .” 

“No one’s gonna care what you meant,” said Varzo, looking at Thalcu sympathetically. “You’re gonna have to run. They’ll kill you otherwise.” 

Thalcu took an uncertain step back as the reality of the situation unfolded before her. She was a fugitive now. She would have to find some way off the ship, disappear into the galaxy and never resurface. But she didn’t think she could live on the run. She was a rich and pampered brat: if it didn’t have a remote, she didn’t know how to use it. 

“Just leave,” said Ula, shrugging as she got to her feet. “Go back to our quarters and wait until the ship lands at Kalnit.” 

“We’re almost there anyway,” agreed Varzo. “You can slip off, disappear into the city, and when anyone asks for her, we’ll just say Hezca is sick in bed. No one will know she’s dead for a long while.” 

“And when they find out,” added Ula, shrugging again, “I doubt anyone will care.” 

“Not enough to hunt you down, anyway,” said Varzo with a weak laugh. 

Thalcu frowned at them. “I thought you two liked Hezca.”  

Varzo snorted. “You kidding? She was an asshole.” 

Ula nodded grimly. 

Thalcu stared with silent dread at the dead old woman on the floor. She still couldn’t quite believe she’d murdered someone with a punch. In all her life, she’d never actually done anything. Her eyes went to the prisoner, who was lying on the table still, unconscious and unmoving.  

“I know what you’re thinking,” said Ula at once, “but you can’t take the prisoner with you.” 

“General Zel is expecting her. He’ll be pissed if we let her escape. He’ll kill us, Thalcu,” Varzo added. 

“I wasn’t thinking that,” Thalcu answered and slowly smiled, “but thanks for the idea.” 

Ula sighed. “She’ll never go with you. She doesn’t even speak our language.” 

“She’d sooner kill you,” Varzo agreed. “They say she caught a guard unaware once. Busted his kneecap and slit his throat with her fork. Her fork. He didn’t die . . . but he never swam again.”  

Thalcu paused to hear that, for she treasured her kneecaps dearly. But she shook her head and insisted adamantly, “That doesn’t mean I shouldn’t try. I have a chance to help her – look at her! Can you honestly say you wouldn’t do the same?”  

“Yes,” said Ula at once, folding her arms. But Varzo hesitated, and Thalcu was surprised when she took a step forward. “I’ll help you,” Varzo said, and Ula looked her as if she were insane. 

“Thalcu can’t do it alone!” Varzo insisted. 

Ula scowled. “Don’t be stupid, Var. Don’t risk your life over a silly crush –!” 

Varzo hissed Ula to silence, but it was too late: Thalcu had heard. They stood awkwardly for a time, avoiding each other’s eyes. 

“Look,” Ula said wearily, “if you two want to be stupid, I can’t stop you. But I also won’t sit by and watch you get yourselves gunned down by Zeverec. Maybe we can pull this off, but we need the prisoner to cooperate and –” 

“I’ll help,” said the prisoner quietly from the table. 
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Thalcu and Varzo put a bathrobe over the prisoner and were careful to pull the hood up over her mass of white hair. Ula wished them well and set to work making it look as if the psoner had attacked Hezca and escaped – which wouldn’t have been too difficult given that Hezca really had been attacked. Ula told them they had an hour before she had to report Hezca’s assault to the guards: any later, and it would be too obvious she had delayed the report, for the old woman’s blood was already stiffening in that cold room. 

As Thalcu and Varzo hurried the prisoner up the halls between them, they pretended the girl was Ula, sick to her stomach, contagious, and being rushed to a shuttle for a doctor down in Kalnit. Though they were stopped and questioned many times, none of the guards looked twice at the women, as all zonbiri men had been trained never to look at women who were insignificant enough to have rejected married life. 

The prisoner was silent all the while, keeping her head down under the gray hood of her robe and groaning on occasion to make her sickness seem authentic. Her hands had been bound with wraps to hide their strange blue color, and her arms were around Thalcu’s and Varzo’s necks, but she didn’t put her full weight on them, for which they were pleasantly surprised and grateful.  

Somehow, miraculously, they made it to the bay where the shuttles were docked. The soldier guarding the end of the hall irritably waved them in after their breathless and award-winningly frantic explanation, and as they hurried past him, Thalcu couldn’t help but smile: had the Zeverec simply looked down, he would have noticed that “Ula’s” feet were not green but blue.  

In the docking hall, several Zeverec were running in and out of the corridor, talking in small groups, mumbling over clipboards as shuttles were loaded with crates and sent down to Kalnit. The shuttles were parked in neat rows on their shelves, cones tightly packed into slots, and those with a red light glowing above their door were available for departure. 

“There’s one!” Thalcu whispered and led them to the nearest door with a red light.  

“Okay, but what are we going to do about the pilot!” Varzo hissed.  

“One step at a time!” Thalcu hissed back. 

They came to a stop at the shuttle door, where a Zeverec stood straight and cold on guard duty. When they stood timidly before him and didn’t speak, his eyes slid to their corners and he glared at them. “What. Is it,” he said, voice imperious as a snake. 

“Ula’s s-sick and we’ve been given permission to rush her down to Kalnit,” Thalcu said breathlessly. “She’s got –” 

The prisoner moaned. 

“— really contagious diarrhea!” Varzo blurted eagerly. 

The soldier cocked a brow, and Thalcu glared at Varzo.  

“What?” Varzo muttered. “Too much?”  

The Zeverec tiredly jerked his head at the shuttle door. He pushed a button, and the door split in halves, parting to admit them. “You’re lucky,” he said as they passed. “The shuttle leaves in five minutes. Your pilot is Zerp. Or . . . maybe you aren’t so lucky.” 

Thalcu moaned inside, wondering what that meant. 

The door closed behind them as they stepped into the tiny shuttle. It was one room lined with five seats, all of them facing the great windshield. Kahz loomed enormous in the window, black surface gently glowing with reflected starlight against the enfolding arms of eternal night. Kalnit was a speck of green on the planet’s surface, swathed in cloud and one of many in a million scattered islands. The majority of zonbiri lived in domed countries beneath the water, only coming to the surface for the occasional foreign execution, and Kalnit was considered the capital island of the surface. 

The foremost seat was occupied by the pilot, a young zonbiri man sitting at the controls and picking at his cheek in the overhead mirror. Seeing their reflection behind him, he shouted, “Yes! Finally!” and let the mirror snap back into position. His chair whirled around to face them. “This is your pilot speaking,” he said, putting on a deep voice and speaking playfully into his headset, “please fasten your seatbelts and prepare for lift . . . off . . .” His voice trailed to silence as his seat rolled to a smooth stop and he was faced with three young women. He stared with bulging eyes: the prisoner had pulled back her hood. 

“Shit,” Thalcu muttered. She lunged though the seats and clumsily snatched the pilot’s rifle from the small gun hammock on his chair. The rifle was organic, and because it had been sleeping when it was snatched up, it farted a startled pink cloud in Thalcu’s face. She scowled but did not release the weapon, even as it started to wiggle and buck in defense. The pilot barely held back a smile as he put his hands in the air in mock surrender. 

“All right, don’t move!” Thalcu barked.  

“I’m not,” snickered the pilot. “You may wanna watch it there. Ol’ Mimsy farts up a storm when strangers handle her –” 

“Shut up!” Thalcu cut across him. “Get this thing moving!”  

“Move or don’t move? Make up your mind,” laughed the pilot. 

“I said get moving!” Thalcu snapped. 

The pilot only shook his head, laughing softly. “You know, the second I turn around, all I have to do is push a distress signal, and fifty Zeverec will come rushing in here. Well . . . maybe not fifty. Only two of them like me.” 

Thalcu paused uncertainly. 

Suddenly impatient, Varzo took a halting step and snatched the rifle from Thalcu, aiming it at the pilot’s startled face. “Get this thing moving,” she snarled, “now.” 

The pilot laughed nervously. “Weren’t you ladies listening? As soon as I take off, I’ll just send a distress signal –” 

“You won’t do that,” Thalcu said at once.  

The pilot looked at her witheringly. “Why? Neither of you girls will make me change my mind.” 

Thalcu and Varzo glared. 

The prisoner stepped forward, her serious brown eyes fixed on the pilot as she said, “Please.” Thalcu thought her eyes echoed sadness and pain. They were such pretty eyes, slanted and sharp and crumbling with desperation. She looked at the princess of Qorlec in sympathy.  

The pilot hesitated, looking at the prisoner absently. After a pause, Thalcu was surprised when he looked at her and simply said, “All right.” He cleared his throat, and as he spun his chair back to the controls, Thalcu and Varzo exchanged baffled glances. 

“Please take a seat,” said the pilot, slowly moving a lever forward. “And fasten your harness on.” 

Varzo hopped into a chair on the second row, while the prisoner took a seat on the first. Thalcu hesitated and took a seat beside the prisoner, watching from the corner of her eye as the young woman solemnly pulled her harness down in place. She was half-convinced the stories of entirian mind control were true. 

The lights on the control panel flashed, and then they were pulling away from the ship. They sped into the inky stars like a comet released from a canon, and Thalcu closed her eyes, feeling the relief flowing through her as Alsa Sif V grew smaller and smaller behind. She felt as if a great weight were rolling off her shoulders and sagged in her chair. Maybe they would make it after all. Maybe they wouldn’t get caught, and she wouldn’t be publicly executed, and everything would work out fine. Odds were, happy endings had to happen in real life some of the time. 

“Something tells me you ladies aren’t heading to Kalnit,” called the pilot. 

“We’ve gotta bright one here!” snorted Varzo from the back.  

“Ha, ha,” the pilot said sarcastically, but he smiled at Varzo through the overhead mirror. “I’m trying to tell you something, though. All the shuttles on Alsa Sif are only authorized to fly to Kalnit. The second they see me flying off course, they’ll come after me. Any suggestions?” 

“Fly faster than them?” Thalcu offered. 

The young pilot was silent, and Thalcu could see his unhappy face in the overhead mirror. He was wondering what he’d gotten himself into, and realizing how young he was, she felt terrible for dragging him into her mess. It had never occurred to her that running from her mistakes would mean destroying other lives along the way. If he died in this, it would be her fault, and if she lived, she would have to live with it for the rest of her life. 

Thalcu heard Varzo shifting, and glancing back, she saw the troubled look on her face and knew she was likely thinking the same thing. Their eyes connected, and the silent understanding passed between them that they felt like two stupid kids running away from home. 

Sirens sounded behind them, wailing and shrieking against the stars, and Thalcu’s heart leapt in her throat. Surveillance screens were on the overhead wall, recording the path behind the ship, and Thalcu could see doors opening in Alsa Sif V like eyelids. Star cruisers launched from them and into the sky, lights flashing. 

“Here they come,” muttered the pilot. “Everyone got their harness on?” 

“Yeah, these’ll save us,” muttered Varzo sarcastically, who nonetheless scrambled to pull her seat harness down.  

“What are you going to do?” Thalcu called to the pilot and swallowed hard as she secured her own harness in place. The sirens were growing loud enough to pierce her very skull. She clamped her tentacles to the sides of her head, hoping to drown them out. 

The pilot didn’t answer as he pushed another lever slowly forward. “Lock and load,” he muttered under his breath. “All right, Casey. Let’s see what you can do!” 

“Casey?” Thalcu repeated, nervously gripping her armrests. 

The pilot smiled at Thalcu through the overhead mirror. “Yeah. Little name I gave my shuttle. Everyone, hold on!” 

The shuttle made a terrible lurch, and Thalcu’s head smacked against her seat as they were suddenly thrust forward. The shuttle was cutting along so fast, the stars seemed to warp around the windshield, and Thalcu could only suspect the pilot had tampered with his shuttle: a simple shuttle wasn’t supposed to have this ability!  

Away they cut into the endless sky, but it was only a few seconds before the two pursuing star cruisers had pulled up either side of them. A voice boomed from the star cruiser that flanked their right, buzzing through a speaker, 

“HALT YOUR VEHICLE AND PREPARE FOR LINKING.” 

Small small portals opened in each star cruiser’s side and great pinchers appeared, clamping open and shut as they prepared to snap onto to the shuttle. 

Thalcu squeezed her eyes shut and sagged in her seat. This was it. They were caught. She glanced apologetically at the prisoner, whose eyes were sadly fixed on her lap, and she couldn’t imagine what the girl was feeling in that moment. It was natural for her to want to save herself from Zycun, but doing so would always mean at the expense of others. So many people had died trying to rescue her, and now it seemed even more were going to die, for the pilot showed no signs of stopping or slowing down.  

“You mind telling me where you’re headed?” the pilot called over his shoulder as they rocketed along, always just out of reach of their pursuer’s linking pinchers. “I mean, I know I installed high tech on this thing, but Casey is still just a small transport shuttle. She’s not meant for interstellar travel.” 

“Are you saying . . .?” began the prisoner in mild alarm. A hush fell over the room as her words rose softly. Thalcu was beginning to notice how the room always went silent whenever she spoke. She was so quiet, so mysterious, so foreign and strange, they waited curiously to hear her every uttered word. She spoke Roknal with such a bizarre accent, Thalcu could not place it, and then she suddenly remembered the documentaries she’d watched about the mating rituals of Earth women . . . purely for science, of course. 

“Are you saying we can’t leave the solar system?” the prisoner asked unhappily.  

“No, we could,” answered the pilot, “it’s just . . . where would you wanna go? Also . . . the shuttle might tear in half while exiting the atmosphere –” 

“What?!” Varzo burst. 

“Have you heard of a planet called Anarchy?” the prisoner asked hopefully, her voice dry and cracking from little use.  

“Nope, sorry,” answered the pilot. 

The prisoner sadly dropped her eyes to the lap again. “Then . . . could you take me to Earth?”  

The pilot shrugged. “Your funeral,” he said and punched in the coordinates. 

Thalcu stared out the windshield at the stars and didn’t know what to think. They were going to Earth. She’d always complained to her mother that she wanted to see the galaxy. Now it felt as if the galaxy was playing a joke on her. Earth was widely considered a warlike, primitive, hellhole of a planet. The people there made the most of their technology by building weapons of mass destruction and communication devices that allowed them to talk to
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