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Prologue

 

 

The cargo hold was anything but silent. This close to the spaceship’s engines there was a constant thrum that seemed to echo in the dark space. Not that it bothered Jasy; she didn’t much care for any sort of conversation. She preferred to be on her own, preferred to be left to her thoughts, which mainly revolved around figuring out where she was going to spend the night and what she was going to eat. 

At least she had a few gold coins left over from her old job. She spent a great portion of that on getting the captain to allow her to space-hike across the galaxy on his ship. It was illegal, it was costly, but it was all Jasy had known since she was fifteen years old.

He promised to port on a space station that orbited the capital planet, and Jasy was unperturbed. It didn’t matter where she went. It was her ritual. Find a spot, find a job, work it a couple of months, find a ship, and space-hike to the next place, wherever that was.

The tight control the Capital had over the transportation routes made it costly and almost impossible to leave a home planet unless you were employed to work on a ship, and getting those kinds of permits were almost impossible. Thus the riff-raff stayed with the riff-raff and the upper class travelled wherever their hearts desired. Then there were space-hikers, like Jasy, who cared little that the penalty for space-hiking was death by space-jump - launched into the vacuum with enough oxygen to last a week, so you just floated around, watching objects and craft pass you by, marked as a criminal, slowly starving and going mad, until you either took your helmet off and let space suck your entrails out through your eye sockets or you simply passed out and died.

It was worth the risk to Jasy and to a lot of others she had seen. Every trip, there were at least twenty to thirty hiking their way to a better life, to achieve something, or to run from something.

“You’re on the run, ain’t you?”

The sound of the voice, and the proximity of it, startled her and she looked over at an elderly man sitting on an upturned bucket rolling a cigarette. 

“Those things will kill you, old man,” she said, and ignored the flash of anger that crossed his face.

“You’d do well to respect your elders, little girl,” was the retort she got back.

She wasn’t looking for a fight and simply shrugged and rested her back against the metal wall, her legs stretched out in front of her.

“I mean you no harm; you just look too young to be this far from home,” he added.

“I don’t have a home.”

“So you are running.” He was satisfied that he was right, but the annoyed look on Jasy’s face told him he wasn’t about to pry anything else out of her. He turned away to smoke his cigarette.

Not far from them was a young couple, the woman heavily pregnant. They were Thalian, humanoid snake-like people who birthed up to six babies at once. They would be tiny little beings. Jasy knew this from her time on Thalia, and for other reasons she preferred not to think about.

We are docking in ten minutes, prepare to disembark.

The sound of the captain’s friendly voice made the hairs on the back of Jasy’s neck stand up. Something was wrong, something was very wrong. Jasy shifted off her worn sleeping bag and rolled it up. All her meagre belongings were in her backpack and she strapped it on before the ship docked.

The doors were not even properly open when Jasy slipped between them and moved down the side of the dock before anyone noticed she had exited the ship.

It was a good thing too; from under the dock she heard chaos erupt as guards boarded the ship and started to arrest all the space-hikers who were in the cargo hold. The old man screamed for help, saying they missed one, that he would give a description if they let him go. She sat and waited, but the guards didn’t take him seriously and soon everyone was marched towards holding quarters. They would be shipped to Antonian, the capital planet they were in the orbit of, to face their punishment.

 

*~*~*~*

 

Jasy delayed until nightfall before making her way to a quiet and dingy-looking bar. She sat at the counter and waited to be served.

To her right was a mandroid, a human who had opted for cheap machinery instead of cloned parts to replace vital organs in his body. They became mandroids once they were more machine than human. He sipped on a dark substance. Oil Whiskey. Jasy could smell it from where she sat. It was disgusting, but it would warm him up.

A rowdy bunch of humans were playing pool and yelling over each other. The only other patrons were two Thalians waiting to be served down the other side of the bar.

“What can I get you?”

A human was bartending, and her name tag read ‘Sally’. She was a larger than life woman, Jasy could see that instantly, and her skin was aged like leather. She had light make up on and thick curly red hair framed her face and flowed down her back.

“A job, if you have one?” Jasy asked, taking out some coin.

“There are no vacancies here, kid,” she said. “I don’t need no one to help me run my bar. Now, do you want something to drink?”

“A Nightjuice,” Jasy said, putting a coin down.

Sally took it and brought the luminescent drink, setting it in front of Jasy before moving to serve the Thalians.

The mandroid watched Sally closely and, as soon as she had her back to him, he reached over the bar for the Oil Whiskey.

Seeing an opportunity not to be missed, Jasy hopped over the expanse, moved the bottle out of his reach while simultaneously grabbing his outstretched arm and slamming it onto the counter.

“No stealing,” she said calmly.

Sally turned around at the commotion. The bar had gone quiet and the mandroid glared at Jasy.

“You got no business interfering, girl,” he growled, bringing up his other arm to grab her.

Jasy set the oil whiskey on the floor as she ducked his reach, one hand still holding his other arm. As he missed her, she came up and grabbed his head, slamming it into the solid top several times before throwing him back to lay on the floor out cold.

“Back over you go,” Sally said, reaching for her gun and pointing it at the mandroid, “and you, C9, get the hell out of my bar.”

Jasy quickly moved back to her seat and sipped her drink, ignoring Sally.

“I’d thank you if I wasn’t mad at you. You don’t interfere in my business, girl,” she said as the other patrons went back to what they were doing.

“I don’t need much,” Jasy said, looking up. “Just a place to stay and my tips and I’ll be out your hair.”

“You can sleep in the bar after closing time,” Sally said, throwing an apron her way. “And you’re damn right, only your tips. Also, you’ll do whatever I tell you, you hear?”

Jasy nodded and downed her drink. She wrapped the apron around her waist and took the basin Sally held out.

“Start with clearing up the bar right now.”

Jasy smiled and moved off, trying not to smirk too much.

 

*~*~*~*

Escape Route

 

 

The Antonian princess was not one to take her duties lightly, or to run away from a problem, but now she was forced to do both, and Mark wasn’t happy about it. After what she told him, though, he knew he had to get her to dark space no matter what happened.

It was better than her plan, which had been suicide.

The trick was to get to dark space without the Legion or the Body Corporate - the rulers of the Capital - finding out. That was especially difficult since the very reason they were the Body Corporate was because they controlled all travel throughout the civilized universe. 

Mark managed to arrange passage to his mother on an orbiting space station. He was hoping she would provide advice on how he could get to dark space before anyone realised the princess was missing.

Princess. He scoffed over them calling her that. There was no king anymore. Her family were figureheads, for show and to give the people something to be preoccupied with. She explained all this to him when he was assigned to her as the head of the Royal Guard. He then developed such a soft spot for her; after all, they spent every single day together, she the figurehead, he the protector.

The night was dark as he motioned for her to move ahead of him, walking silently through the palace where she lived. There were no guards where they were, Mark had made sure of that. He had resources at his disposal and had been sure to use it. They slipped out a secret door on the north-west edge of the Rose Gardens, a garden that had long ago died from the pollution of the city. 

As they made their way through the busy streets nobody paid them any attention. No one in Anotonian cared about anybody else, everyone was self-absorbed. That was how it was with every wealthy city.

Normally Mark hated it, but tonight it served them well. He moved the princess to the docking station and to his friend’s transporter without any incident and soon they were on their way to the spaceport.

His friend Lee didn’t ask any questions about where they were going or why, or who Mark was taking there. They simply travelled in silence and, once they arrived, Mark paid him and they parted ways without another word.

It didn’t take them long to find his mother’s bar. Mark gave the princess a reassuring smile before leading her towards the door.

 

*~*~*~*

 

His mother had a new barmaid; that was the least surprising fact about the place. He hadn’t been there in a few years, he only came when he needed help, and that wasn’t often, but the bar looked much better than it had in the past. The jukebox was working and music filled the room. There were more customers than he had ever seen. Tables and chairs were now put out and some patrons got to sit and eat, which was also something new. Serving food again was not something he expected his mother to do. People were dancing, drinking, playing drinking games and having a good time, just as his mother had always wanted.

He approached the counter and the barmaid came to assist him. 

“What can I get you?” She had to shout to be heard over the noise in the room.

“Can I speak to Sally?”

“No drinky, no talky,” she teased, grinning and wiping the top clean in front of him. 

“Now,” he said, his irritation evident in his voice.

She caught sight of his expression and shook her head. “Fine,” she conceded. “Sal,” she called, “cocky asshole at twelve o’ clock for you.” 

“That cocky asshole is MARK!” Sal shrieked the last word and Mark couldn’t help but give her his signature charming smile.

She walked around the counter and out the little side door, throwing her arms around him and pulling him against her, hugging him tightly.

The princess watched them with a soft smile, and Mark blushed as he pulled away. 

“Hello, mother,” he said formally, “I’m sorry to show up unannounced …”

He didn’t get to finish his sentence, as Sally butted in, “… but you’re in trouble and you need your mama to bail you out again.” She put her hands on her hips and looked at the princess and then back at Mark. “Jasy,” she said, and the barmaid came back to their side of the bar.

“Yeah, Sal?” 

“Can you please pour us two hydrations and one whiskey and bring it to booth four?”

“Of course, Sal,” the barmaid said obediently, before going off.

“Come now, my son, tell your mother your woes.”

She led them over to a booth and Mark couldn’t help but smile when he realised it was the one furthest from the crowd. They would have privacy. His mother knew best when problems needed confidentiality; it was why he knew he could come to her. She could get anything done in any section of the civilized universe. Everyone knew her and everyone had a ‘That one time with Sally’ story.

Jasy brought their drinks over and, while they waited for her to arrive, Mark glanced at his mother. “I didn’t think you’d hire help.”

The comment was meant to be cheeky and she swatted at him playfully.

“Jasy is a godsend,” Sal said fondly, which surprised Mark.

His mother was sweet at times, and made friends easily, but she seldom trusted people. She managed a bar, after all, and had her fair share of trouble makers and advantage takers in her life. 

“She fixed the jukebox for me, because you’re never around to help anymore. You know I’m useless with shit like that.” She paused to sip her whiskey and then plonked it down on the table. “And she managed to sand down the tables and clean out the booths. This one here is normally empty because it’s where she sleeps at night, so I don’t like it being a mess, but she doesn’t mind us using it.’’

“Course not, Sal,” came Jasy’s response with what seemed like a genuine smile as she placed their drinks on the table, “but it’s not mine for much longer.”

“I’ll convince you to stay one way or another,” Sal rebuked.

Jasy left again, giggling to herself.

Mark watched as she gathered up the empties and managed simultaneously to keep an eye on the bar itself. It was moderately impressive for a girl.

“So how bad is the trouble?” 

“Really bad,” Mark commented, sipping on his hydration.

A bluish synthetic liquid with the purpose of quenching thirst and hydrating the body, it had no taste. It was cheap. It was so like his mother to only give him that free. He didn’t blame her, though; he only came here when he needed help.

“I need to get to dark space.”

“Take a transport,” Sally said, finishing off her whiskey.

“I need to get her there.” Mark nodded in the direction of the princess. “I can’t take normal transport.” 

“Ah, so the problem is that you need to space-hike to dark space and you want my help. Mark, when have I ever space-hiked anywhere?”

Mark finished his hydration and wiped his mouth on the back of his hand. “You know people.” It was a fact. “And I need to leave as soon as possible. I don’t know when they will notice our absence, but rest assured, once they do, they’ll stop at nothing to find us.”

Mark could see the effect his words had on his mother; the worry lines appeared. “I know one person who space-hikes.”

“Will he help us?”

“I don’t know. We’ll have to ask her.”

“Her?” Mark frowned.

“You want to be picky now?” Sally retorted. “This girl has space-hiked for the last six years of her life and has never been caught, not even when she got here during that raid a couple of months ago.”

Mark had been at that raid. He knew exactly which one his mother was referring to, because they seldom did raids and that one had been massive. No one had gotten away. 

“Where is she now?”

Sally smiled sadly. “Jasy!” she yelled. “Last round. Then lock up, pour yourself a drink and come sit your butt down.”

 

*~*~*~*

 

“You have got to be kidding!” Mark was on his feet and pacing. “I can’t trust our lives to a barmaid.” He gave Jasy a dirty look and shook his head. “No way.”

“Hey, hey,” she said, frowning and standing up. “Who the hell said I’d help you anyway?” she asked, looking at Sally. “I’m moving on, Sal. I have places to be and things to do.”

“Squalor to live in, no doubt.”

He knew he sounded pompous, but he couldn’t believe that the only space-hiker his mother knew was this skinny little girl who looked like the worst part of a day shift on a mine dump. Okay, she was clean, he had to admit that, but her clothes were patched and everything she owned had clearly seen better days. There were one or two items that looked new and somehow he knew his mother had something to do with it. 

Jasy shook her head and shuffled out the booth. “I’m not taking anyone anywhere.”

“Jasy,” his mother said, getting up quickly, “if this wasn’t important, I wouldn’t ask.”

“Why is it important?”

The question silenced everyone and Mark looked at her. “It just is,” he said. Jasy left, snorting, and Mark looked at Sally. “Are you off your rocker?”

“She is your only chance; she can find a captain and get you out of here before anyone notices that you’re gone.”

“She’ll get us killed!”

“She’s not dead, is she? She even convinced me to hire her, Mark.” Sally threw her hands up in defeat. “But go on then if you have a better idea.”

He didn’t and he hated that. He didn’t know another way off the station, but if he had time he would find one. That was the problem - time.

They all froze when they heard a distant commotion and Jasy went to one of the windows, peeking out between the curtains.

“It’s the guard.” She scrambled to get her things together, pushing past Mark along the way. “If they find me they’ll kill me.”

“They’re not looking for you; they’re looking for us.” Mark glanced at the princess and bit his lip. “We need to get you out of here; maybe we can hide somewhere until it’s safe.”

“Not with the royal guard around,” Jasy said. “They’ll tear everything apart looking for what they want, believe me I know, and I bet if they know your relationship to Sally, it won’t be long until they come here.”

“Jasy, please,” Sally pleaded. “I’ll give you all the cash I have, but please help them.”

Jasy stared at Sally, and Mark clenched his fists, reluctantly adding, “Please help us.”

Jasy sighed as she shoved the last of her things into her bag. “Fine,” she finally conceded. “Grab your gear; we need to get out of here. I already know a back way to the docks we can use to avoid them.”

“I always thought you had an escape plan,” Sally said.

“Don’t butter me up,” Jasy said. “I’m pissed I have to leave early.”

Sally nodded and sighed. “Good luck and, please, be careful.”

“There is no being careful when you space-hike,” Jasy said. “Taking risks is what you have to do to survive.”

Mark rolled his eyes and waved a hand at them. “Yes, yes, goodbye, goodbye, can we get out of here, please?”

Jasy shouldered her pack back quickly. “Come,” she spat at him before leading him upstairs to his mother’s apartment.

They went to the bathroom just as banging sounded on the front door and demands to open up from a loud voice.

Jasy slid the window open and indicated to him that they should clamber out and climb down the thick pipe that ran down the side of the building.

Mark quickly went down and glanced around - it was a dead end, only accessible from the next street. If the guard was busy on the main street, they wouldn’t be searching the smaller streets yet and they just might have a chance. 

 

*~*~*~*

Setting Sail

 

 

Jasy didn’t like him; she didn’t like him at all. She had, however, made a promise and she always kept her word. She would get them out of here and then, wherever they landed, they could part ways and the two could make their own way to dark space. 

Jasy left them hiding in an alleyway as she went searching for a space captain willing to assist them. It didn’t take her long to secure passageway for three people using the money she got from Mark. Once she had everything in place and was sure which ship they would board, she returned to get them.

It wasn’t as simple as walking them directly to the ship; there were guards everywhere. Jasy descended to below the dock and checked for any guards there, but they hadn’t thought that far ahead yet, or were too busy with the raids to spare the manpower. 

Sneakily, they made their way to just below the ship. Jasy pulled herself up first, just high enough that her head poked over the edge. There was a guard with his back to her right in front of her, and she quickly ducked down. 

Mark quietly asked her for a report, but she didn’t answer him. That irritated him and it was visible, for his fists clenched whenever he was irritated - she noticed that straightaway. The girl with him looked worried and hugged herself.

Jasy whispered, “There’s a guard standing right here.” She pointed above them. “So we can’t go up just yet and the ship is going to leave soon.”

“I can take him out, give you guys a chance to board the ship,” Mark said quickly and Jasy had to shush him.

“No, you need to come with, because after we land at wherever this guy goes, you’re on your own.” His fists clenched again, but Jasy ignored him. “I’m checking again, hush now.”

She reached up and agonizingly slowly pulled her body up so her eyes peeked over the boards. The guard was still there, and she had to hold on and see if he left at all. 

That was when she heard the ship’s thrusters start up. They were doing pre-flight checks. They had less time than she had anticipated. Jasy knew better than to panic in these situations, but if she conveyed this information to Mark and the girl, they might panic and blow their cover. 

Jasy chewed on her lip and lowered herself down. “It’s no good,” she said, keeping her voice low. “We’ll have to take a chance and sneak past. Can you both be really quiet?” Mark and the girl nodded. “So what we’re going to do is, you’ll go first,” she said to the girl. “What’s your name?”

The girl looked at Mark as though she had forgotten her own name and he answered, “Call her Zara.”

“Okay, Zara,” Jasy said rolling her eyes, “I’m going to give you a hand up onto the landing platform. Pull yourself up and walk into cargo and find a place to hide, okay?”

Zara nodded and moved towards Jasy.

It was as if time slowed down and sped up all at the same time. As Zara pulled herself up, Jasy heard the front engines being tested, which meant pre-flight checks were at least halfway done.

Zara got in without hassle and Jasy turned to Mark. “You’re next,” she said. “Let me check first.”

“We don’t have time.”

“Shut it, we have to check first,” Jasy spoke through clenched teeth.

This boy who thought he knew everything was going to be the reason they got caught, and probably killed. Jasy pulled herself up and checked, but the guard had not moved at all. They were lucky thus far. She lowered herself down and nodded to Mark.

He took a deep breath and slowly raised himself onto the loading dock of the ship, slipping on. 

A horn sounded and Jasy’s heartbeat picked up. The ship was closing its doors and leaving. There was no time for a last check. As it was, she had to jump to reach the landing and pull herself up. She tumbled into the ship to find Mark looking for Zara. She appeared from behind a large crate and he went to her hurriedly.

Jasy dusted herself off. “No, really, I’m okay. Please don’t worry about me nearly getting squashed by the doors.” Mark threw her one of his dirty looks and she marched over to him. “Look at me like that again and I’ll smack it right off of your face, do you understand me?”

Mark snorted. “You could try, little girl.”

“Jasy. I have a name.”

“Whatever, I don’t care.”

Jasy shook her head and went to find herself a corner to set up shop in. She unrolled her sleeping bag and settled on it, staring at the top of the ship.

 

*~*~*~*

 

When Georgani came walking through the cargo bay with his chest puffed out, Jasy wasn’t surprised. A lot of captains liked to boast how space-hikers would be lost without them. Georgani smiled at each of them and started a long-winded speech about how they were traveling safely and that there were no issues with take-off. There was a smattering of clapping before it died down. He ambled along, shaking the hand of every person like he was some king and they were his loyal little peasants.

Jasy couldn’t stand it.

She did however note how he stopped at their little group a little longer than others. He chatted to Mark, shook hands with him several times, and then Mark came to her.

“Captain has invited us to stay in the front of the ship. He says he can see this is our first time and he’d like to make us a more comfortable.” Mark had a huge smile on his face, as though he had just charmed them into some five planet rated hotel for free.

Jasy shook her head. “We’re fine here.”

“You might be.” 

She looked up at him through narrowed eyes. “Be careful what you say here. Mark. I’m not your friend; I’m just getting you to where you have to be.”

“And if we have an opportunity to be more comfortable we will take it,” he said through gritted teeth.

Zara put her hand on his arm, but he removed it from her reach and said, “You can stay here,” before gathering their things. “We’re going up front.”

Jasy grimaced. “Don’t do it, don’t trust any captain that offers you a better deal for nothing.” She stood up. “It’s the first rule. No one does anything for nothing.”

“Maybe in your world.”

“You are in my world,” she pointed out, but they were walking away, through the main doors of the cargo bay. Jasy didn’t like it at all.

She rolled up her sleeping bag and stuffed it into her bag before strapping it to her back. She moved quietly behind some boxes in the cargo bay and silently opened a vent; she crawled into it and pulled it closed behind her. 

 

*~*~*~*

 

It didn’t take Jasy long to navigate through the vents. This wasn’t the first time she had to escape on a ship, and it probably wouldn’t be the last. She eventually found her way to above the main cockpit where Georgani was bragging to his crew.

“Recognized her the minute I saw her,” he was saying to his first mate. “It wasn’t exactly hard, now was it? Everyone knows what the princess of Antonian looks like.”

“You reckon she was kidnapped, boss?”

“I don’t know. She seems comfortable with him. Maybe they’re in love and running away.” 

Jasy fumed and it took all her willpower not to punch the wall of the vent. She had been lied to. She had been foolish enough to believe that idiot Mark and now they were all in danger. 

“What about the other girl?” the first mate asked, the one they boarded with.

“Dispose of her or lock her up with them,” Georgani said lazily. “I don’t care. Do what you want with her.”

The laughter that erupted sounded disgusting and Jasy shivered slightly, imagining how the crew interpreted those words. She quickly made her way backwards; she had to find a way off the ship before they found her.

As she leopard crawled along, she passed over a vent and heard loud banging beneath her.

“It’s no use, Mark,” came a quiet female voice, and Jasy froze. 

“This is my fault,” Mark said, punching the door again. “And now they’re going to return you to Antonian.”

“Mark, we tried.”

Jasy crawled forward to find a way to escape. As she moved she could hear the echoes of their voices and something within her tugged at her. Was it guilt? Was it a sense of responsibility? She tried to ignore it, but the further away she got, the worse the feeling was, until she felt she would puke in the vent if she didn’t do something.

She groaned softly and crawled back to the opening. She looked down from the low ceiling to see them sitting on the floor, close together. Zara, if that was even her name, was crying softly. Jasy sighed and banged against the vent. They looked up at her and a smile broke out on Zara’s face, and for Mark it was a look of relief. Jasy manoeuvred herself rather awkwardly until she could kick the vent open, worried someone would hear it crash down, but Mark caught it.

Jasy contorted herself again and said, “Come on, you two, let’s get out of here.” She crawled forward and Zara came in after her. Jasy looked over her shoulder, craning her head. “Stay close and quiet.”

Zara nodded and passed the message to Mark, who was also in the vent now. 

Jasy led them as quickly and as quietly as she could, searching for a way out. Eventually she stopped, having found what she hoped for, and whispered, “Here.”

She peered around the sides of the vent as far as she could see, didn’t see anyone, and carefully scrunched herself up and kicked this gate open as well. Dropping down to the floor, Jasy quickly looked around.

“There’s no one,” she whispered loudly. “Quickly, drop down.”

She helped Zara and waited while Mark dropped in. Before he could ask what they were doing here, she made her way to the first escape pod and undid the control panel for the door. She fiddled with the wires.

“Keep guard,” she murmured as she worked.

Zara stood off to one side, checking down a side corridor, and Mark stood to the other, craning his neck to look down his corridor, which started straight but then curved a bit.

“Go faster,” he whispered, his foot tapping the floor.

Jasy frowned, a wire held in her mouth, but didn’t say anything. She took the wire out of her mouth and exposed the end before touching it to the motherboard of the control panel. There was a spark and the door opened. 

“Get in.” 

She went to the cockpit and jumped into the seat just as a loudspeaker boomed.

There are three stowaways out of the cargo bay and in my ship. Turn yourselves in and I’ll think about letting you live, Georgani commanded.

Jasy snorted, “I don’t think so.”

She fist bumped a large red button and lights started flashing. The doors sealed shut and all the escape pods launched one after another.

“Why’d you launch them all?” Mark yelled as their pod prepared to be ejected.

“So he doesn’t know which one to hit!” she yelled back. “Let me do this, I got this.” 

Zara put her hand on Mark’s arm and they both sat back as Jasy navigated them through the mine field of escape pods moving away from the ship, mostly on autopilot, and towards the planet below.

 

*~*~*~*

The Thalian Sity

 

 

Mark woke up with his head pounding. He looked around and wondered where he was. He wasn’t in his room at the royal palace. No, he was in a space craft. No, wrong again; he realised he was in an escape pod. It came flooding back to him. The reason he was here was because of her and because he needed to protect her. He glanced to his left and saw her laying there, her head hanging forward. No! She couldn’t be dead.

He brushed the hair out of her face and whispered her name, “Elkelizabeth.”

“She’s not dead.”

Jasy’s voice coming from the open hatch at the back of the pod startled him and he reached for his blaster, only to remember that it had been taken off of him when they were captured on the ship.

Sticking her head into the pod, Jasy said, “Entering the atmosphere was insane. It took all my willpower not to pass out myself.”

“But you managed it,” he said.

He was mildly impressed, but wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of knowing it. He unstrapped and knelt by the princess, checking her pulse.

“Still don’t trust me, eh?” Jasy asked, sitting on the edge of the door and kicking her legs lightly against the metal.

The noise was irritating and stoked Mark’s ire. He shook his head. “Don’t be offended. I don’t trust anyone.”

“Except her,” she pointed out and Mark bit his lip to keep from snapping at her.

She was such a, he paused mid-thought, trying to find the words, “Petulant child.” He hadn’t meant to say it out loud, but it came out anyway.

Jasy snorted. “You’re a fine one to talk. She’ll wake up. Come get something to eat.’’

Mark scowled and carefully undid the buckles of the princess’ harness and laid her down gently before going outside. They had landed in some kind of forest, the noises around them were wild and creepy, and Mark could feel his frustration mounting.

Jasy had a fire going just outside of the pod and stoked it when he walked over. Above the fire was some sort of animal with a stick pushed through it; she rotated it over the low flames.

“Where’d you learn to hunt?” Mark asked, sitting by the fire and warming his hands.

“I’m sure I’ve told you I’ve had to take care of myself a lot. If I haven’t, then I’m sure you have figured that out for yourself.” She didn’t look at him, as though the thought of taking care of herself was something to be ashamed of.

Mark sighed and looked around. “This is just great.”

“It could be worse.”

“How?” he asked. “How could this possibly be worse?”

“We could still be on Georgani’s ship.” She encouraged the fire more and turned the stick again. “And then we’d all be screwed. You and I would probably get the death penalty and she would have to go back to royal lockdown.”

Jasy knew and Mark wasn’t happy about that. He didn’t comment, hoping the subject would be dropped, but Jasy had other plans.

“So why didn’t you just tell me you were eloping with a royal?” she asked, taking the meat off the stick and placing it on a cloth she had rolled out next to her.

Mark watched her. “I’m not eloping with her.”

“Then what are you doing?”

The question was quiet but firm; she wanted to know and Mark didn’t want to tell her. It wasn’t safe to trust her. It wasn’t safe to trust anybody with what he knew. Right now he needed to return to his primary mission of getting Lizzie out of here. 

“Well, congratulations.” He didn’t mean to be sarcastic, but he was so frustrated. “We’re stranded in the middle of nowhere for who knows how long instead of getting to dark space. Great choice of captain,” he scoffed, and looked down at his shoes.

“One,” she said simply.

“One what?” His irritation was evident in his voice and he mentally tried to calm himself.

“One day. That’s how long we’ll be stuck here for. Not even a full day, mind you.” Jasy gazed around. “More like one night.”

“You know where we are?” he asked, his eyebrows scrunching together.

“Thalia. We’re not far from the Great Sity, their capital.” She offered him some meat. “And this isn’t an exact science, space-hiking means taking risks. I don’t trust you anymore than you trust me, but if you want my help, I need to know why you’re taking a princess to dark space.”

“It’s none of your business.”

He stood up, ignoring her offer of food and went back to the pod to check on Lizzie. She still wasn’t awake, but she breathed regularly, so she was simply asleep. He sat with her, staring at the wall of the escape pod until he thought he would be go insane.

“M-Mark?” 

He didn’t know how long he had been sitting there, but Lizzie was stirring and trying to sit up. He put a gentle hand behind her back and helped her into a seated position. 

“Easy now,” he said, “don’t get up too fast.”

“What happened?” she asked, just as disorientated as he had been when he woke up.

“Captain genius Jasy stranded us on Thalia.” Bitterness dripped from his words. “But apparently she can get us out of here.”

“She saved us,” Lizzie said, looking at him with those deep eyes.

Oh, he hated the way she looked at him sometimes. Maybe eloping with her wouldn’t have been such a bad idea if he didn’t know why they had to leave. He looked away and coughed to cover up the awkward pause. Standing up, he offered her his hand.

“I suppose. If you can call that saving …”

It was a statement, not a question and, once Lizzie was standing, Mark put an arm around her waist and led her outside to where Jasy still sat by the fire, eating her portion of the meat.

“Are you hungry?” he asked Lizzie as she sat down.

“No, thank you. Jasy, I owe you my thanks. You knew who I was, but you still saved us.”

Jasy looked at Lizzie, then at Mark. “There was no need to lie to me from the start. I would have helped regardless of who you were.”

“Please understand, I couldn’t take the risk.” Lizzie said, as diplomatic as ever. 

Jasy shook her head, but didn’t respond. Mark remained quiet as well, and Lizzie settled into the silence, at peace with Jasy knowing who she was. Mark still didn’t trust her.

“Why can’t we go to the Sity now?” he asked, wondering if Jasy had alternate motivations for keeping them out here.

“Because we have to go through there.” She pointed to the forest. “That is one dangerous wilderness during the night.”

Mark glanced at the dense vegetation near them and peered between the trees, but it was getting dark quickly now, and he struggled to see anything that could be moving in the forest. Reluctantly, he had to agree with her. Lizzie was safer here, where they crash landed, than anywhere else at the moment, but he would make sure they were up at first light and on their way to this city … no, how did she say it? Sity? Trust Thalians to be difficult.

He ate some of the meat on offer and said, “Eat, we should get some rest.”

Lizzie smiled and took some, biting into it very lady-like, causing Mark to smile. You could take the princess out of the palace, but there was no taking the palace out of the princess.

 

*~*~*~*

 

True to his word, Mark was up as the rays of sunshine were just about cresting over the horizon. Jasy had fallen asleep by the fire, which, surprisingly, was still going, and Lizzie went to sleep in the pod. Mark had tossed and turned all night, trying his best to rest. He couldn’t function properly if he was tired, and he had to have his wits about him today. Nobody trusted Thalians.

Snake-like people, they were as slimy as their scales, so the saying went, although only one tenth of Thalian’s actually excreted slime. Mark was distracted and shook his head, moving in to stoke the fire. His effort woke Jasy and he saw she had a blade in her hand, which she was ready to use. Upon seeing who was there, she lowered the hand, but didn’t put the blade away.

“Morning,” Mark said gruffly, stirring the fire some more. “Time to get going.”

“Yeah, in a minute,” she said, standing up slowly. He could hear the clicks and clacks as she stretched and the gases between her joints were released, culminating in a satisfactory sigh from her. Mark was almost jealous; it looked good.

“Good morning.”

Lizzie’s soft voice startled them both and Mark gave her a small smile. “Did you get enough rest?” he asked, ignoring the weird look Jasy gave him. He didn’t care if she got enough rest, as long as Lizzie did.

“Yes, thank you, I was really comfortable.” Lizzie said, using a piece of string to tie her hair back. “Are we going now?”

“Unless you want us to wait? Find you some food?” Mark fussed over her.

He didn’t mean to do it, but she was like a little sister to him, and he felt this overwhelming desire to protect her with his life. That didn’t come from simply being part of the royal guard; it was who she was and what she stood for, and now, what she could prevent from happening to the civilized universe.

“No, we can go,” Lizzie said, bringing him out of his thoughts once more. “Are you sure you’re okay? Did you sleep?”

“I’m fine,” Mark brushed her off. “I’m used to roughing it.”

“Well, good,” Jasy interjected, making both her companions look at her, “because it’s a whole day’s walk to the Thalian Sity, so off we go.” She waved her hands impatiently. “Grab what you need, and I’m not carrying anything for anybody.” She slung her backpack over her shoulders and trudged up the embankment leading to the jungle.

“I don’t need you to carry my things,” Lizzie said to Mark as he reached for her bag. “I promise, I can do this.” She put her bag on her bag, pulled the hood over her head and followed Jasy.

Mark admired her; she was being strong for someone he knew was terrified of what the future held. She was holding it together well, but he would be there if she fell; he always would be there to catch her.

He picked up his supplies and glanced back at the pod, wondering if there was anything they were forgetting. Jasy’s shouts of ‘hurry up’ interrupted his thoughts, though, and he irritably turned to trail them, picking up his pace to catch up with Lizzie.

Side by side, they followed Jasy into the dense forest.

That was when the thought struck him. How does she know where she’s going?

Mark eyed her out from behind.

No, he didn’t trust her.

 

*~*~*~*

Crash Landing

 

 

Jasy wasn’t lying when she said it would take them a whole day of walking to reach the capital of Thalia. Around dusk, they ambled into the huge Thalian Sity, where thousands of Thalians walked by them on their way to wherever they were going.

Mark and Lizzie were awe-struck by the sheer number. You normally saw one or two or maybe, if you were lucky, a group of four on transport routes, but seldom so many in a small space. They preferred their own company and didn’t like leaving their planet.

Jasy smiled as she glanced back at the two of them, and said, “Yeah, it was one hell of a sight for me as well the first time I landed here. Come on, we need to find a place to camp out for the night. Tomorrow we’ll find a transporter to get us out of here.”

“You sound confident we’ll find one,” Mark said, leading Lizzie along behind her.

“I am,” she said. “It’s trading season, when all the transporters come home to pick up goods to go sell. It’s when they make the most money, and it’s when space-hiking is at its peak.”

“So you have been here before?” he enquired, sounding suspicious.

Jasy rolled her eyes. “You’d be hard-pressed to find a main planet I haven’t been to, or at least orbited around on a space station or two.” She led them to camp grounds and, after speaking to the Thalian at the front desk, came out and said, “We can camp here tonight for half the fee if we set up right at the end, away from the Thalians.” 

“Why do they even let us camp if they don’t want us here?”

Lizzie’s question was innocent; she didn’t know the Thalian way, and how they felt about humans. Most Thalians hated humans. Jasy knew one that didn’t and was hoping to see him tomorrow.

“Don’t worry about it,” Jasy said. “It’s not in their culture to refuse or to harm guests in any way, so we’ll be safe here tonight. I have enough coin for the fee and for firewood and some food. You’ll be surprised how good it is.” 

Mark scoffed, but followed her into the camp grounds.

It was nicer than Jasy remembered it. They had upgraded the hammocks that hung from the trees and the fire pits looked well maintained. She could make a big fire to burn all night and sleep soundly in her hammock without a care in the world. She remembered the last time she was here. How soundly she slept.

She didn’t tell Mark or Lizzie that the other reason they got a discounted fee was because Jasy used to work here. She had helped the owner, Rython, rebuild the entrance hall and paint it so it was more appealing to other Thalians. That was what Jasy liked to do. Find a hole in the wall, work there and turn it around, even just a little, and then leave. It was her modus operandi, but they didn’t need to know that.

Lizzie rocked in her hammock, exhausted from their journey, while Jasy got the fire going. 

Mark simply walked around; no, he paced impatiently.

Jasy didn’t have time for his impatience and barked, “Just sit down.”

Mark glared at her, but listened, coming to warm up by the fire while Lizzie dozed in her hammock.

“So what’s your story?” Mark eventually asked her, as though it were something he had been pondering on their entire trip.

“I don’t have one,” Jasy answered.

“Everyone has a story,” Mark said, picking up a stick and poking at the fire. “You’re a space-hiker and that’s all I know about you.”

“That’s all there is to me. I’ve been doing this since I was fifteen and I’ll probably be doing it for the rest of my life.”

There was no resentment or bitterness in Jasy’s voice; instead there was a hint of pride. She loved the life she had chosen for herself and, unlike most who space-hiked, she was not ashamed of what she did or how well she did it.

“And the fifteen years before you decided to hike across the galaxy?”

Mark’s question struck a nerve and Jasy could feel herself closing off. She didn’t like people at the best of times, that was why she was alone to begin with, but mostly she hated when they wanted to know things. They wanted to know your history, where you came from, who raised you, what you did, why you left, because then they could draw their own conclusions and make their own assumptions about your life. People didn’t know Jasy. People wouldn’t understand her.

“I forget,” she said with a smile, a dangerous one, and she hoped it conveyed the message that she wasn’t in the mood to talk about her past. It didn’t.

“Everyone has a history, Jasy, and you hiding yours just makes me trust you that much less. What did you do that was so bad that you can’t share it?”

“What did I do?” she growled the words. “Why does it have to be what I did? Why can’t it be what was done to me?”

She was getting irrational and angry over something non-sequential, but she didn’t care. This was why she hated talking about the past - conclusions and assumptions.

“Because people don’t spend their lives space hiking across the galaxy when something was done to them. You’re running from something, or someone, and I want to know what it is.”

“Well, sorry to disappoint you, Captain of the Guard,” and she spat the last words out like they were venom on her lips, “but I don’t have to answer to you.”

“We are on an important mission …” Mark argued, but she cut him off.

“No. No! You are on some wayward mission of your own that you deem is important. I’m just the idiot that was trying to help you, but since you know so much, you can find your own damn way across the galaxy.”

Standing up, Jasy ignored his protests as she went to lie in her own hammock. Mark mumbled something about being untrustworthy and she sat up again, irritated that he mumbled.

“Okay, what’s your story?” she demanded.

“Excuse me?” Mark asked.

“What’s your story? Why did you kidnap a princess or help her escape or whatever, and why are you trying to get her to black space?”

“I can’t tell you that,” Mark said.

“Gee,” Jasy said, “guess that makes you untrustworthy.”

She fell back into her hammock and looked up at the trees. She rocked gently, choosing to ignore him now as he tried to justify himself.

She wouldn’t leave them here. The idea of disappointing Sally was the thing that made her want to continue to help them, but that didn’t mean she would make it easy for Mark to be an asshole. She wasn’t one to take anything lying down.

 

*~*~*~*

 

Jasy woke the next morning and stretched, almost falling from her hammock. For a few groggy minutes she forgot where she was and then she saw Lizzie asleep in the hammock near her.

Mark was awake, packing their supplies up and checking their bags. The previous day’s argument came back to her thoughts and she scowled, not wanting to deal with Mark first thing. She turned over, away from him, and closed her eyes, hoping for a few more minutes of sleep.

“Jasy? Jasy, wake up.”

Jasy startled suddenly, sure she hadn’t fallen asleep again, but Lizzie stood beside her, a gentle hand reaching out to settle her. Jasy quickly stood up and brushed Lizzie aside.

“Ready to go?” she asked, shouldering her pack.

She didn’t wait for an answer; she moved towards the exit.

Quick footsteps sounded behind her and they didn’t say a word as Jasy led them into a strange-looking market place. 

“This is where we get our ride. Stay here. Do not do anything,” she commanded before disappearing into the crowd.

Mark frowned at her as she left, but Lizzie put a reassuring hand on his arm. “We wait …”

 

*~*~*~*

Terms & Conditions

 

 

Mark hated waiting, he was impatient and agitated and wanted to get off Thalia as soon as physically possible, and now their only hope had just sauntered off into the crowd to ‘find them a ride’ after threatening him the night before with leaving them behind.

Mark looked around and wondered if he should find them a way off-planet himself. He wouldn’t actually know where to start. How would he be able to tell the captains apart from each other and make sure they boarded the right ship? How would he know if they were to be trusted?

His stomach growled and he looked at Lizzie. “Let’s get something to eat at this cafe here.”

“Okay,” she said, drawing her hood further over her face, worried that someone might recognize her.

Mark felt a pang in his gut as he realised how scared she was. He gave her a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry, we’ll make it off this planet soon enough. Come, let’s eat and sit down for a while. This heat is going to kill us.”

Both moved to their left and entered a cafe. The person standing at the front waved them through and Mark realised they could sit wherever they liked; they weren’t going to be seated like they would be on Antonian. 

They found a table outside in the shade so they could see if Jasy came back. They sat and waited for the waitress to come over. She was a short Thalian with copper scales. The scales around her eyes seemed more orange and she spoke with the characterized lisp of the Thalian English.

“What do you wants?” she asked, the ‘s’ hissing out.

Mark said, “Water, please, and something to eat.”

She left without giving them choices and they were left to their own devices.

“Do you think we’ll make it to dark space?” Lizzie asked.

“Of course we will, I’ll make sure of it,” Mark answered confidently. “Don’t you worry; Jasy will find us a ship to travel on.”

Lizzie nodded.

Just then a Thalian with bright red scales leaned over the railing that separated the cafe from the street. “Well, aren’t you a pretty little thing.” His tongue flicked out and he smiled at Lizzie. “What is someone as beautiful as you doing in a dump like this?”

“Leave her,” Mark said with an edge to his voice.

“Listen, boyfriend, you’re clearly out of your depth.” the Talian said with a chuckle, “but I can make all her dreams come true. What do you say, sugar?” 

The way he hissed his ‘s’s’ made Lizzie shivered slightly and the Thalian clearly took that as encouragement to continue. Mark stood up, drawing himself to his full height and crossing his arms.

“I said to leave her be,” he demanded. “Why don’t you go harass a prostitute or something?”

“I thought I was,” the Thalian joked and several Thalians standing nearby laughed with him.

Lizzie’s face coloured while Mark’s flushed. “Remove yourself from our presence or …”

“Or what, boy?” The Thalian was done playing games and pulled out a blade. “You want to take me on?”

“Mark, please,” Lizzie pleaded, “let it go.”

“You have to draw a weapon to fight me. Typical Thalian, too scared to face a man bare-fisted.”

The colouring of the Talian’s scales seemed to deepen, as if Mark had said something embarrassing, and before Mark knew what was happening, the Thalian was over the railing and had Mark against a wall, the blade to his throat.

“I should remove your tongue for your insolence, boy,” he hissed. “Then gut you and make your little girlfriend eat your innards.”

 

*~*~*~*

 

“Romus, no!” Jasy called from the street, hurrying to climb over the railing.

“Jasy? This scumbag with you?” Romus asked, pressing the blade a little more into Mark’s neck.

“Yes, he is. Come on, Romus, he doesn’t know Thalians are easily offended, he’s just a capital kid,” Jasy said, trying to get between them.

“All the more reason to gut him,” Romus growled, but stopped as Jasy managed to wiggle her way between them, forcing him to look down at her. “But today’s his lucky day; I have a soft space for cute little space-hikers.” He let go of Mark and smiled at Jasy. “What are you doing on Thalia, beautiful? The last time I saw you, you were orbiting Netolia on a space station serving coffee and breakfast to transporters.”

“That’s because you left me there,” Jasy said, rather breathless now. 

Romus chuckled. “Yeah, well, what can I say? Someone offered me better terms and conditions.”

Jasy smiled. “Talking of which, can we get a ride out of here? You headed anywhere?”

Romus scratched his face with a talon. “Yeah, I’m heading towards the outer rim. How much you got?”

“The terms and conditions still apply?” Jasy asked, not giving him a straight answer.

“Well, if it’s the three of you, you know that changes things.”

“How much?” Jasy asked, leading him to the table where Lizzie was.

Mark followed, rubbing his neck.

They all sat down and Romus put his feet up on the table. “Terms, conditions, every night the entire trip.” 

Jasy frowned. “That’s going a bit far, Romus. Not even you can keep that up.”

“Then three thousand capital coin,” Romus said, examining his talons. “There are a lot of captains that’ll charge you more, so I think I’m being generous.”

Jasy looked at Mark and Lizzie, wondering if they were really worth this effort. She could just leave them here. Romus would take her wherever she wanted to go, of that she was sure.

She caught Lizzie’s sad eyes and said, “Fine, have it your way. Every night.”

Romus clapped his hands. “Let’s go to my ship, shall we? I was on my way to set sail when I bumped into your lovely friends here.” 

Jasy grabbed her stuff and left some coin on the table for the waitress that had never brought the order. 

As they walked, Mark moved to walk beside Jasy. “What are his terms and conditions?”

“Don’t worry about it,” Jasy said quietly. “It’s between him and me.”

“Jasy …” Mark started to say, but Jasy gave him a ‘keep quiet’ look as they made their way towards the docks.

 

*~*~*~*

 

Romus showed them around his ship and to their quarters, a squashed room with three cots, one a bunk, and then told them they would be leaving later that day. Jasy threw her stuff on the single cot away from the bunk and lay down. 

“This is too easy,” Mark said. “Did you say …?”

“This is different,” Jasy said with a note of finality.

Before Mark could say anything further, Lizzie put a hand on his lower back, silencing his comment before it could be made. She climbed to the top bunk. 

“It’s comfy. Have you flown on this ship before?”

“Obviously,” Jasy said from where she was laying on her back, “but yeah, it is comfy. Romus isn’t like the other captains; he treats people like people and never rats them out. If he says he’s going somewhere, he’ll let you out exactly where he said he was going.” 

Lizzie nodded and smiled. “You guys seem friendly.”

“We have a private deal.” Jasy said and turned over, finished talking to the princess.

Lizzie glanced at Mark before settling down herself.

 

*~*~*~*

 

“Romus!” Georgani’s voice boomed from the cargo ship. “How are you, old friend?”

“We’re not friends,” Romus commented, cleaning his teeth with his talons.

Jasy had decided to show Mark and Lizzie around the ship when they heard Georgani’s voice and quickly ducked behind a crate in the cargo bay. Jasy pressed a finger to her lips.

“Come now, we’ve had a few adventures together, Romus.”

“You mean where you’ve robbed me blind?” 

“Did I? Now I don’t recall it going down like that, but if you think so, then I apologise.”

“What do you want Georgani?” Romus asked, straightening as some of Georgani’s men came up behind him.

“We’re looking for a couple of space-hikers. You wouldn’t have picked any up, would you?”

Romus regarded the man on board his ship and it took all of Jasy’s willpower to not peer around the crate to see the look on his face. She silently prayed to whoever would listen for Romus to keep their whereabouts to himself.

“Nope,” Romus said finally, and Jasy quietly let out a breath, “I haven’t picked one up since I picked Jasy up that time and dropped her off at the edge of the Selencia galaxy, near Netolia.” 

“Really?” Georgani asked. “How long ago was that?’

“About a year ago. Now if there is nothing else I’d like to take off …” He paused and eyed the other captain up and down. “Unless you’re looking for a lift.”

Georgani laughed. “I’ve heard about your terms and conditions, Romus. No, thank you. If you do hear from her, please give me a shout. My radio is always on.”

They could hear footsteps retreating and once they were sure it was safe Jasy stood up to see Romus waiting for them, leaning on the crate.

“You want to tell me what that’s about?” Romus asked.

Mark looked at Jasy, slightly panicked, but Jasy smiled and said, “Let’s go fill out those terms and conditions, Romus.” He got a smile that Mark didn’t like and Jasy turned to them. “Go back to the room, I’ll meet you there.” Lizzie nodded before Mark could say anything and Jasy looked at Romus. “Same room?” she asked.

Romus licked his lips and nodded. “Yeah.”

They walked off together, Romus’ hand finding the curve of her back and holding it there.

 

*~*~*~*

 

“I don’t trust her, Lizzie. How do we know she isn’t selling us out?”

Mark paced their small cabin, two steps and turn, two steps and turn, and it was making Lizzie dizzy.

“She hasn’t yet, Mark. I don’t know what deal she has with the captain of this ship, but she clearly trusts him and I trust her.”

“I’m telling you there is something fishy between the two of them and we can’t trust them. We should get off of this ship now while we still can.”

Lizzie sighed. “No, I trust her. She won’t lead us into danger.”

“But what are these terms and conditions she keeps talking about?” Mark demanded, frustrated that he was kept in the dark. They felt the engines fire up and Mark glanced at Lizzie. “We shouldn’t stay here.” He sat on his bunk as the space started to rise into the air.

Lizzie lay down and curled up in a ball. “I’m going to get some sleep,” she murmured before dozing off.

Mark stared at the top of the bunk and waited until he was sure Lizzie was fast asleep. He had to know what the terms and conditions were or it would drive him mad. He got up and snuck out the room.

 

*~*~*~*

Caught

 

 

Mark walked around the ship trying to remember the way to the Captain’s quarters from the tour Jasy had given them earlier that day. The ship was big and it was easy to get turned around. The Thalians that moved through the various decks didn’t pay him any mind, barely glancing in his direction as he wandered around lost. 

He heard a door open behind him with a whoosh and he glanced back, seeing Jasy exiting through it. She was pulling her shirt on over her head and before she dropped it to cover her torso Mark saw it was covered in scars. 

Jasy froze when she saw him, colouring a bright red. Romus stepped out from behind her, kissed her on the head without a second thought, fixed his pants and went off the other way.

Jasy moved towards Mark. “What are you doing here?” she asked, but she knew the answer. “Why would you follow me? How long have you been out here?”

She was livid with him and Mark supposed, now seeing what the captain had meant, that she had every right to be.

“I didn’t know … I apologize …” He wasn’t sure what to say to make it alright. She was clearly embarrassed and had wanted to keep this a secret, and he had betrayed that. Whatever reason he had given her to help him up until this point was now gone.

“I cannot believe you. You have no goddamn right.”

Jasy looked like she was going to cry and for once Mark felt ashamed. 

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to,” Mark said, but Jasy pushed past him.

Mark instinctively reached out to grab her arm and as Jasy was jerked back she swung around and raised her hand to slap him. He caught it, used to being attacked, and he brought her close to him.

“Quit it,” he barked at her. Jasy looked up at him and turned and twisted, but he had a firm grip on her and tried to talk over her struggles. “Jasy … I’m sorry … I am … please … just stop … I’m not judging you.”

That stopped her. 

She glared at him. “You think I care what you think? You think you matter even an iota to me?”

Mark could feel the frown forming on his face. The blush had left her face and all he could now see was how angry she was.

“You are an imbecile. A complete idiot,” she spat at him. “You think you could survive out here in the real universe without your little guard to protect you and your perfect little princess? Please. Then you wouldn’t have come to me at all.”

Mark pushed her up against the wall, his own anger showing. “You are a nobody. A nothing. Do you understand?” His face contorted until he knew it looked like he was snarling. “You were paid to do this, just like you paid to get us on this ship. You’re nothing more than an employee, a bargaining chip and, trust me, once we’re in black space, we’ll forget about you because you matter that little to us.”

Jasy shook her head and was about to respond when the ship suddenly lurched to the side with a loud bang, sending them toppling over each other.

“What was that?” they asked each other in chorus before Jasy scrambled to get up.

Mark followed her, not sure where she was going until they were there, in the cockpit.

Romus appeared furious. “Jasy!” he growled. “Why is Georgani firing at me?” He swung a stick to his left and they avoided another hit. 

Jasy shook her head. “You told him we weren’t here.”

“Take over,” Romus barked at what could only be his first mate.

He got down from his seat and grabbed Jasy by the throat. Mark moved to protect her, but two other crew members grabbed him by his arms.

“Jasy,” Romus hissed at her, “what are you not telling me? Why is Georgani after these two?”

“Terms and conditions,” she breathed out, scratching at the hand holding her up. “You agreed. No … no questions asked.”

Romus glared at her and Mark held his breath, sure that the Talian was going to squeeze her neck and snap it quickly, but he gently lowered her down, looking remorseful.

“I apologize, that was rude.”

Jasy rubbed her neck and waved a hand at him dismissively. “Don’t think anything of it,” she croaked out.

Mark was released and he went to her. “Are you okay?” he whispered and Jasy nodded, swallowing hard.

Romus was about to say something else when something hit their ship, hard. 

“They’re boarding, Captain,” a crew member called.

“Well?” Romus snapped. “Don’t just sit here; go get them off my goddamn ship!” He moved to take control again.

Jasy looked at Mark. “Lizzie,” she said, before grabbing his hand and dragging him through the ship.

It felt to Mark as if a lifetime passed as they tried to make their way, with the ship lurching this way and that, towards their quarters. 

When they got there, there was no sign of Lizzie. Her backpack lay at the open door, but she was nowhere in sight.

“They have her, Jasy,” Mark said. “We need to do something.”

“Come on, they’ll board through the cargo bay.”

She took his hand again and together they ran the length of the corridor and through a main deck, heading towards the main cargo door where a ship could airlock onto.

They heard screams, curses and the sounds of blasters firing the closer they got, but it was one scream in particular that made their blood run cold.

Lizzie’s shriek for Mark over all the noise made Mark drop Jasy’s hand and hasten towards the sound, forgetting he had no weapon. 

Jasy followed, trying to reason with him. “Mark, stop! Mark!”

But he was beyond realisation as he reached the cargo doors and looked in.

It was a showdown between the Thalians and Georgani’s humans. These weren’t just any humans either. When Mark saw their faces bore the ancient tattoos, he knew they were original humans from Earth itself, the most dangerous species in the civilized galaxy. 

Behind them Georgani dragged Lizzie back towards his ship and something deep within Mark boiled. He rolled behind a crate and pulled a blaster away from a Thalian. Shifting his weight, he launched from the side of the crate and shot down three humans instantly. He ducked back for cover and shifted to the middle of the crate. Without thinking, he stood up and took out two more humans before ducking back down.

The fighting continued even as Georgani’s ship disconnected from the Thalian one, his engines kicking in as he made his way away from the ship, leaving his crew members behind.

The Thalians killed them all and, when done, Mark stood there, staring at the spot where he last saw Lizzie.

Jasy went to take the blaster from him, but he pocketed it. “We may need it.” 

Jasy didn’t do anything further and instead turned to look at Romus. “He attacked you.”

Romus nodded. “Yeah, he did; he attacked me to get that girl.”

“No, he attacked you. He didn’t believe you and he attacked you. The fact he got the girl is irrelevant. What should irritate you is he dared to attack your ship again.”

Mark realised that Jasy was trying to rile him up by bringing up the past like that, so he assisted. “When did he attack you? Did he win last time too?”

Romus’ scales flashed a darker shade of red. “It isn’t about winning, it is about survival.”

“I guess that’s what the cowards call it these days.”

Mark smiled as Romus stomped away, yelling, “No one attacks me! We’re going to get that girl back, she is mine!”

Jasy smiled at Mark. “Trust me now?”

“A little,” he responded, before following her, both of them trailing Romus. 

Mark silently sent out thoughts to Lizzie that he would get her back.
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