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      Yan

      

      It was surreal. A dream come true. As our ship touched down in the small spaceport of Veritas City, I saw them there waiting for me: my family. My father looking bright and hopeful, unshackled from his debt. My sister, free of the brothel that had her paying off his debt. And standing next to the massive orange stature of my friend Rago was my mother, leaning into him for support, but she looked healthier than I’d seen her in years. The fact that she was able to stand brought tears to my eyes.

      The Sanara came to a halt with a hiss as air escaped. The ramp dropped. I ran through the ship, past my crewmates and friends, new and old, all smiling, knowing how much this meant to me. All I’d ever done, everything we’d been through, the highs and lows, the hell of tragedies and pain, was all to keep my family safe. All the heists, all the money I’d stolen—from bad people—was all for them.

      The cargo ramp groaned to a halt. I raced by Pivek, our large insectoid mechanic and intrepid inventor. He gave me a big mandible-d smile.

      Then I was down the ramp and standing before them. My eyes watered, as did theirs.

      I came to a halt in front of them. We stared at each other, none of us finding the words. I hadn’t seen them in a few years, but they knew more or less what I’d done for them. They didn’t know the events of the past couple of months, the death and anguish, but they didn’t need to. They knew I’d do anything for them.

      “Hi,” I choked out.

      My sister was the first to react. With tears in her eyes, she let out a strangled sob and lunged at me. Before I knew it, she had her arms around me, holding me in a tight embrace that was stronger than any rational person would give her credit for.

      “I’m so happy to see you,” she gasped. I held her close, my fingers curling through her long hair.

      “Me too, Lyra.”

      She cried in earnest then, her sobs racking her hard. We grasped each other tightly. We used to be so close as children, but as our lives fell apart, we in turn drifted apart, but it was never because of something we did. She was a couple of years older than me, but she was one of my closest friends.

      All her emotions poured out. All the struggles and heartache, all that she went through to protect our parents and what happened in the brothel. I couldn’t imagine what she went through, just like she couldn’t imagine what I’d been through. But we didn’t need to say those things. Some things were better left unsaid. All that mattered was that we were alive and safe, together again.

      Lyra finally pulled back, though we gripped each other’s arms and smiled at each other. I wiped her tears from her eyes and put my forehead against hers.

      “I’m glad you’re safe. I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      She pulled away then and stepped aside for our parents. First there was my mother, who until recently had been so sick she’d been bedridden. She had an incurable disease that left her with chronic pain all day and a weakened immune system. It was something that could be lived with, but it was a hard life. Medicine helped, but it was expensive.

      Mother’s eyes were moist with tears. Lyra and my mom looked so alike. As Goons like me, we shared pale skin and dark hair, but my father and I had the same stormy eyes, whereas Lyra and mom had deep brown eyes that were both so beautiful, especially in the sunlight.

      Dad looked healthy, not sickly like the last time I’d seen him, which meant he’d kicked his secehunra addiction, as Rago had told me he was attempting to do. I couldn’t help but smile as wide as my mouth would allow. This was getting better and better. So much so that I worried it was too good to be true, that this was all just a beautiful dream, and any minute now I’d wake up in a cold sweat and find myself back in Xarren’s dungeons, my friends dead, and my future hopeless.

      But no, this was real, which made it all the sweeter.

      Mom hugged me and cried, as Lyra and I had. Dad came behind her and hugged us both. We cried and laughed and then Lyra was there again, and we were all embracing and basking in the glow of this miraculous moment that I sometimes honestly thought would never happen. Sometimes things had been so hard I thought I’d never see them again, that I would fail or die or Mom would die and Xarren would kill Lyra and Dad. But no. That didn’t happen. This was real. We were alive and together.

      When they pulled away, our eyes all watery, I went up to Rago—my large, orange-skinned friend—and wrapped my arms around his bulbous waist.

      “Thank you,” I wheezed. “Thank you.”

      “I’ll always have your family’s back, Yan,” he said, returning my hug.

      And I believed him. We’d run together since I was a kid. He’d never let me down, and I didn’t think he ever would. I would have him be part of my crew, but he had his own goals, his own crew to manage and things to deal with. But we’d always be brothers.

      Once the teary reunions were through the introductions were made, which took some time, but it was amazing seeing my family and my friends and crew interact, smiling and laughing and crying.

      We all stayed together for a month. Rago found us a nice homestead out in the savannahs for us all to stay at for the time being. It was cramped with over a dozen people trying to squeeze in comfortably, but I was too happy to care about that. I had it all—my friends, my family, Jinx, and my health. What more could I ask for? It was one of the best times of my entire life. There were no worries. No looking over my shoulder or worrying about my family and providing for them. No, we were all safe, all fed and healthy—more or less.

      Things had to change, but that wasn’t always bad.

      We couldn’t stay, we knew. My parents had lives, as bleak as they may have been, as did my sister. Of course, they really couldn’t go back to them. Sure, my father’s debts had been paid to the Elexaes, but Xarren knew who they were. He’d have them taken just to hurt me, debt or no debt. They had to start anew.

      This planet was nice for a while, but the climate wasn’t great for my mother’s illness. And besides, my father was not a country bumpkin. He craved the city life, the hustle and bustle of a busy spaceport, ships coming in and out of orbit all day and night. I disagreed with a lot of the things he’d done, the decisions he’d made, but I could agree with him on that. A quiet life was not for me.

      My mother needed to be somewhere they could get medicine too. Though Rago and I could always ship them some, it was best to be near a place with readily available medical care. We could wipe my dad’s debts away and free my sister from a brothel, but unfortunately, my mother’s illness wasn’t something to be cured. It could be managed and lived with, but there was no getting rid of it.

      So they were leaving.

      Everyone gathered around Rago’s ship, a golden runner shaped like an arrow. She was a fast one, as most runners were. There was no ship she couldn’t outrun, which was ideal when you did smuggling work like Rago did.

      I gave my family a hug and kiss good-bye. I tried not to cry again, but I failed. At least I knew that this time, I wouldn’t have to worry about not seeing them again.

      Rago shook my hand.

      “I’ll send you a message when I have them settled and safe. I’ll send you their coordinates so you can come visit as much as you want.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You kid, but I will visit them so much you have no idea.”

      He laughed. “Oh, I have no doubt.”

      “Thank you, my friend, for everything.”

      Rago smiled. “No need to thank me. I know you’d do the same for me.”

      “Of course.”

      And then, with a wave from me and my friends, we said good-bye to my family as they boarded his ship and lifted into the heavens, where they would find a new home. Maybe one day we could have a regular life as a regular family. Something to strive for perhaps.

      As they flew away, Jinx took my hand and smiled at me. I smiled right back, my heart overwhelmed by warmth. I knew that everything would be okay.

      For the first time in my life, I truly believed that.
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      Yan

      

      One month later

      

      It was a beautiful day on the remote planet of Caelum 3, a lush world filled with continents of long savannahs, lush vegetation, picturesque mountains, and animals of all shapes and sizes. It was a backwater, a perfect place to hide when you didn’t want to be found by the greater galactic powers at large. The only reason such a great world wasn’t more booming was because there were very little minerals beneath the soil. No minerals, no riches, no big corporate and government interference.

      And that worked just fine for me.

      The sun peaked out over the eastern horizon, coming up over the far distant peaks. It was nothing but grassy savannahs with the occasional dark tree dotting the landscape for miles at a time.

      I was in one such tree at the moment, hanging upside-down by my legs, and my grip was slipping. That would be an embarrassing way to go.

      “This better work, Amara,” I said into my wrist communicator. “I don’t see why I have to be so high up.”

      “I explained this to you, idiot,” she said with a sigh. I could practically feel her eye-roll. “These sensors need to be as high as possible to pick up incoming craft. We don’t exactly have the most state-of-the-art equipment to work with here.”

      I groaned as I fastened a small silver ball to the trunk of this tree. I would have gone all the way to the top of the tree, but the branches there were too brittle to hold my weight, and from that height, I would certainly die.

      From this height, I’ll die. My legs shook above from where they tried to hold me aloft. I didn’t have much longer before they gave out on me.

      The straps on the sensor did not want to reach around, so I really had to strain, my brows furrowing, and my lips set in a grimace as I struggled.

      “I don’t know why I had to do this.”

      “Because,” Jinx’s voice broke in over the comms. “I put up the sensors on the western ridge. It’s only fair.”

      “And you two are the only ones that are light and nimble enough to actually scamper up there,” Amara added.

      I paused what I was doing, which probably wasn’t bright, but I wasn’t always the smartest. “Uh, and you’re not the smallest among us?”

      She was a mile away, but I knew she was grinning cheekily. “I’m the one who calibrated these. It’s only fair.”

      It’s only fair, I mouthed. I’d get her back later.

      The strap still didn’t want to go around the trunk. I cursed and tried inching it up a bit, though the width of the tree didn’t really decrease. Amara was adamant that branches moved too much for this, so it had to be secured to the trunk, but that left me little in ways of flexibility. I strained to get it around. It was almost there, the latch on the other side almost connecting.

      My legs ached. Not much longer.

      “I’m gonna fall, guys,” I lamented. “I’m gonna fall on my head and die and that’ll be it for ole’ Yan Slim Hands.”

      “Don’t be so dramatic,” Amara shot back, not concerned in the slightest.

      “If you fall, Beleak will catch you. Won’t you, Beleak?” Jinx added cheerfully.

      I looked down. One of our newest friends, the Javray Beleak, stood below, arms crossed. He nodded up at me.

      “I’ve got you, Yan.”

      Somehow, that didn’t reassure me.

      Beleak and his Elarri friend Rayvan had saved Jinx’s life when she was left for dead after our former crewmate and former friend Rowan shot her. I was forever in their debt. They were both very nice, though vastly different. Beleak was more like Ketellin—our intrepid, near-silent Batoric pilot. Soft-spoken and stern. But he had a confidence about him, a quiet calm that told me everything would be okay.

      I knew he would catch me if I fell, but I was always one for being overly dramatic. It was one of my lesser qualities, as few as they may be.

      So, I gritted my teeth and went at it again. This time, as my legs screamed for relief, the latch of the sensor snapped together, and it was secure. I sighed. Thank the stars. I flipped the switch, and a blue light turned on.

      “Sensor is activated and secure,” I said.

      “Good,” Amara replied, not at all impressed.

      I breathed a sigh of relief and hauled myself up onto the branch and sat there for a minute, catching my breath and allowing my legs a breather.

      Once I felt comfortable, I climbed down to the ground where Beleak waited, his feathered arms folded. He gave me a bird-beaked smile.

      “Good work, you didn’t die.”

      “Thanks, I really appreciate it.”

      He chuckled as he leaned against the speeder, twisted around and grabbed more sensors from the back seat. “Now only three more to go.”

      I groaned.
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      It took the rest of the day to drive from point to point and put the sensors up. Thankfully, the other trees proved to be less difficult, so I didn’t feel like I was going to die. Still, by the time Beleak and I returned to the homestead, I was drenched in sweat, stunk terribly, and my limbs shook with exertion that wouldn’t go away. I needed a warm bath. Unfortunately, that wasn’t a luxury we had available.

      The homestead we stayed at was a small hovel made from clay and stucco, a very low tech place, but it was cozy and had modern amenities. From the outside, it looked like a small domed structure, but it had a larger underground section, including several cold dirt rooms filled with old crates and barrels of wine and other assorted goods. A safehouse of sorts, long abandoned. Good for us.

      There was a kitchen, some restrooms, several bedrooms, and a common area, so sleeping space wasn’t an issue. Of course, Ketellin elected to sleep in the cockpit of the Sanara. Pivek mostly stayed in the cargo hold to working on his little gadgets, but he managed to break away and sleep in the common room most nights.

      How long we’d stay there, I didn’t know, but it was comfortable, and a nice relaxing vacation. We needed time to heal up and catch our collective breath.

      I entered the common room behind Beleak. Amara was in the adjoining kitchen, chopping some vegetables. K and Pivek were absent, no surprise. El was outside when we arrived, doing some light exercises, as she did every day at dusk and dawn. Jax was sprawled out on one fiber couch, arms behind his head, eyes closed, while Jinx sat cross-legged on the other couch and read from a data-pad. Rayvan was laid out in the middle of the room, arms out, eyes on the ceiling, seemingly deep in thought. When we arrived, her attention snapped to us.

      “Ah, finally. Hello, gentlemen.”

      I walked right past her and laid on the couch next to Jinx, my head in her lap. “I’m too tired for niceties.”

      Jinx put her data-pad aside and looked down at me, her face upside-down in my view. Her violet-red hair cascaded around her and tickled my cheeks.

      She smiled wide. “No niceties for me?”

      I grinned, my cheeks flushing. “I always have some for you.”

      She leaned forward and pressed her lips against mine. Her hair enveloped me like a thick curtain. I couldn’t see a thing, but I didn’t need to. All I needed was her, her lips, her taste, her smell, her smile.

      It was just as good as the first time. And the other dozens of times we’d kissed since that frantic desperate kiss we first shared a month ago when they broke me free from Xarren’s manor.

      We’d been best friends for years, and I’d always loved her. But I thought it was a friendly love. It wasn’t until recently that I realized it was more than that. And she felt the same way. Thank the stars we were alive to enjoy it.

      Amara gagged from the kitchen. “Get a room, you two!”

      Without looking up or leaving Jinx’s lap, I made a rude hand gesture her way. “We have a room. You keep cooking.”

      “Keep that finger up and I’ll chop it off.”

      My hand dropped.

      Jinx smiled and put her forehead against mine for a second. She took a deep breath, as if she was breathing in my presence, then lifted her head.

      “You stink.”

      “Well, why did you smell me?”

      She rolled her eyes and pushed me off her, but she was smiling the whole time.

      Dinner was ready shortly thereafter. Everyone gathered to share another meal. As we’d found out, it was a little cramped fitting everyone in there to sit comfortably, but we made it work. We ate and smiled and laughed and all around had a good time, just as we had over the last five weeks.

      As we finished up, fat and full and happy, Amara looked at me, her amusement gone. “We’ve about run out of food, Yan.”

      I nodded. “Okay.”

      “Just take the speeder tomorrow to the city and get supplies. We’re nearly out of everything. Not just food.”

      “Well, make me a list then,” I said.

      “Can it fit in the speeder?” Jinx asked.

      Rayvan nodded from her chair. “The ole’ girl has plenty of room in the trunk, unless we’re buying barrels worth of stuff.”

      That we were not. Money wasn’t something we had a lot of at the moment. Not the plan we’d really hoped for, considering the heist we’d undertaken to end up here. We were supposed to be rich beyond our wildest dreams, able to start anew and fulfill any and all dreams we had for ourselves. But the plan went to hell, we were betrayed, scattered, hurt.

      We were alive and together now, though, and my family was safe, their debts wiped clean. Everything was alright. So what if we weren’t stinking rich?

      Still, we had to buy groceries.

      “Let’s knock this out early, okay?” Rayvan said. “I’ll have the speeder up and purring after dawn.”

      I groaned. “I don’t love getting up.”

      “Then don’t eat.”

      I stuck out my tongue. She grinned.

      The next morning, sure enough, I was awoken at the crack of dawn. Of course, we had no concept of dawn when in space, so I was usually allowed a standard six-ish hours of sleep. But planet-side, that wasn’t the case. We’d adjusted to the day-night cycle, which on Caelum 3 was a comfortable fifteen hours of daylight and roughly ten or so of night, though Pivek explained that would start to change with the seasons, assuming we stayed that long.

      It didn’t help that I’d unwisely drank a bit too much after dinner the night before.

      I rolled over with a groan. I opened my eyes to find Jinx staring back at me, her lips curled into a smile.

      “Morning, sunshine,” she said. There was still sleep in her eyes and her hair was a mess, but that didn’t keep her from looking as beautiful as ever. I smiled right back. It was such a blessing to be able to wake up next to her every day. I wouldn’t trade any amount of wealth to change a thing.

      We dressed and went outside to find Rayvan already in her speeder, her legs kicked up as she thumbed through a data-pad.

      It wasn’t the best idea, but Rayvan had been adamant about getting her father’s speeder back. Jinx explained that she’d fixed it up with her late father, so it meant a lot to her. Therefore, we didn’t put up too much argument when she and Beleak wanted to return to Elarra to retrieve it. Neither could pilot so K had to take them, but thankfully, we had two ships—the Sanara and the Diego – the latter of which was not notorious as a ship crewed by thieves, so they were able to return without incident.

      I had to admit I was glad they did. It was nice having land transport to get to the larger city on the other side of the savannah. Sure, it would have been much faster to fly to the city for supplies, but there was no need to risk being spotted by bounty hunters. Was it unlikely that there would be any skulking around Caelum 3? Yes, but better to be safe than sorry.

      The Sanara was usually loaded with supplies, but with the events of the past few months, the heist and the frequent chases from bounty hunters and being on the run, stopping to buy food had been hard, so it was finally time. Our stores had lasted us a month on this little planet, which was more than we could have asked, considering we picked up four extra mouths and had my family here.

      She perked up when she saw us coming. “Good morning, lovebirds!”

      I rolled my eyes. Jinx yawned, but smiled wide. “Good morning, Rayvan.”

      “I trust you slept well?”

      Jinx cheeks turned a furious shade of red. That just made me laugh. “We, uh, yeah, we had a good night’s rest.”

      Rayan flashed a wicked grin. “I bet.”

      I came up beside her and put my hand on the speeder. “Who’s coming? We’ll need more hands than just us.”

      “Don’t worry, Slim Hands, I got you covered,” called Elvonna, our new Elarri friend and former Elexae bouncer. Our history was…colorful to say the least, but we were on good terms now. I may have been the reason why she got locked in Xarren Elexae’s dungeon, but we’d escaped, so bygones and all that.

      Like most Elarri, with the notable exception of Rayvan, she towered over others and was layered in muscle, her ochre skin brimming with swirling scar-designs, her arms exposed as always. I was certain that we could have been on a snowy planet and she still would have had her arms bare. I supposed that if I had a physique like hers, I’d show it off too. I was a simple thieving Goon though, a scrawny little man, so no dice.

      Behind her came Jax, his violet hair tied back in a messy bun. Another friend I’d picked up the bowels of Xarren’s dungeons, he was a childhood friend of Jinx’s, which as far as coincidences went was a pretty big one. Small galaxy, I guessed.

      Rayvan waved them over. “Alright, kids, everyone pile in.”

      We were all still tired, but taking a speeder to the port would take an hour, so we could sleep if we wanted.

      El sat up front next to her fellow Elarri, while Jinx, Jax, and I crammed into the backseat. Jinx sat in the middle. She wrapped her arm around mine and rested her head against my shoulder. I smiled. She was ready to catch some more sleep before we did our shopping. I had the same idea.

      With that, it was time to head out. Without another word, Rayvan took us out, and off we went to civilization.
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      Calling Veritas City a “city” was a gross overestimation on the locals’ part. I thought it had to be ironic, because the city consisted of a couple of square miles worth of three and four-story buildings all topped with glass domes and a small wall circling the place. A small settlement worth mentioning, but a city it was not. However, that hardly mattered for our purposes. It was the largest settlement on the continent and would have all the supplies we could want.

      Rayvan slowed the speeder as we entered the congested streets filled with scores of people, more than I expected. It was mostly non-humans and Elarri since we were still close to imperial space, so we didn’t stick out.

      We turned down a few narrow streets before things opened to a wide-open square with the sun shining bright above, illuminating dozens of multicolored tents that flapped in the warm winds. We’d arrived at the market. I smiled seeing all the people and the shade and just the general chaos of things, it was a pickpocket’s dream. Of course, pickpocketing wasn’t my forte, though I could get the job done. Rowan had been the one with that particular gift.

      Little good it did him in the end.

      Rayvan parked the speeder. “Alright, kiddos. I’ll stay with the speeder, you go grab what we need.”

      I saluted her. “Aye, captain.”

      She smiled and stuck out her tongue. I liked her. Although, as an Elarri, it would have been preferred for her to come since she was stronger than me and could thus carry more stuff, but I didn’t get to boss people around. So it was up to Jax, Jinx, El, and I. No big deal, I could carry a heavy box or two.

      We spent the next hour working the stalls, splitting up to buy food, ingredients, some low-grade medical supplies like gauze and bandages and healing spray. We couldn’t exactly splurge because we were limited on funds, but we had enough to get everything we needed. Amara wouldn’t be able to complain when we got back, that was for sure.

      Things were going smoothly, and we actually had a good time. It was nice being out and about with my friends, just running errands—legal errands, that was.

      Jinx pointed out a table selling crystal trinkets. She walked up to it with a smile, her arms full of groceries. “When I was a kid, another slave named Alma found a crystal cluster growing in the fields and made some necklaces for the children. I had to hide it when I worked because we couldn’t have nice things, of course.”

      She didn’t usually talk about those times with such warmth, but I was happy to know that there were some good moments to go with all the bad.

      “What happened to it?”

      Her smile wavered for a moment, as she remembered some of the bad. “The mistress of the house found it. I got a beating for it.”

      I frowned. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be,” she said with a shrug. “It was a long time ago.”

      “Well, let me buy you a new one.”

      I didn’t let her say no. I paid the Zarthian man selling the crystals and put it around Jinx’s neck. It was an iridescent crystal that changed colors in the sunlight. It was only a few digits, so it obviously wasn’t worth much, but it sure was pretty.

      Jinx fingered it. Her lips peeled back to reveal a brilliant smile as her cheeks warmed. “Thanks, Yan. I love it.”

      I wanted to kiss her then, but the bulky groceries in our arms made that a bit hard. There’d be time for kisses later.

      We turned to leave the table and buy the few remaining things we needed, but something made me pause. I had the sense we were being watched, which was probably paranoia since we were in a crowd of hundreds. But then I felt it, that itch on the back of my neck, that tingle that told me we were in for a fight, that danger was nearby. I turned from the merchant, his words fading as my focus zoned in on a quartet of men walking toward us.

      It happened in slow motion. I saw their billowing cloaks and their armor and knew that they didn’t belong. They strode toward us with vicious intent, their eyes locked on us. I saw their hands go to their hips—to the blaster pistols. They grabbed them, aimed, and fired.

      It was all I could do to tackle Jinx to the ground as all hell broke loose.

      It was a busy market, with hundreds of people. Blaster bolts went flying all around, hitting tables and wares and—I wish it weren’t the case, but—people. I had no time to worry about others. I dragged Jinx, who was still stunned, behind an overturned table as shots rang around us. She cursed.

      Nearby, Jax and El both found cover. Neither of them looked hit, which I counted as a blessing. They both pulled blaster pistols of their own and retuned fire, though I could see the hesitation there. They didn’t want to hit any of these innocent people, whereas our attackers didn’t seem to have those same qualms.

      I pulled out my blaster. I’d learned long ago that it was unwise to ever be unarmed in public. We had bounties on us, and you never knew when you’d be spotted and shot at. It was just good practice to always be prepared.

      I said a prayer to the saints and popped up.

      There were four of them. All heavily armored in black-and-gold armor, they fanned out, strong and cold like battle mechs, but these were men. One saw me and shot at me. I ducked just in time. I counted to three, then popped up again and shot. I hit him in the shoulder. He whirled around. That wouldn’t kill him, but before I could shoot again, another shot rang from beside me, and a bolt hit the man in the neck. He went down for good, his neck smoldering.

      I turned to find Jinx beside me, eyes determined, blaster in hand. Now that was a surprise. In the past, Jinx had panic attacks in firefights. PTSD. She was useless in a fight, and none of us blamed her for that. She’d been through enough. But now? That timid girl was gone.

      I had questions, but those could wait.

      As soon as she showed herself, all our assailants shot at her. She yelped and got down in time as bolts blasted against the table. I didn’t know how long that would last, though. These tables likely weren’t built to withstand battle.

      “You okay?” I asked her.

      She sucked in a breath. Her eyes were wide. “Y-yeah.”

      I didn’t know if she’d ever killed someone before. She certainly was shaking like it was the first time. I looked back over to Jax and El, but Jax was gone. El stood to her full height and unloaded her blaster, fearless, like the warrior Elarri that she was.

      It took me only a moment to spot my friend. He moved around the perimeter, hiding from table to table, around the fleeing citizens, as he flanked our assailants. They didn’t see him coming. I shot at them a couple of times to draw their fire, but then Jax was there, grav-blade in hand. It was like Xarren’s arena all over again. He was a warrior, an expert of the blade, and he took out one hunter before they could blink.

      The second engaged him, but as he and the last turned to deal with the new immediate threat, El and I took them out with our blasters. And that was that.

      I sat down and leaned against the table. Deep breaths.

      Holy saints. I did not need that type of madness in my life anymore.

      Jinx seemed unfazed, more or less. She looked at her hands, which shook terribly. This had obviously hit her hard. It hit me hard too, and I’d killed plenty, though each one hurt me a little more inside. Even if they deserved it.

      I helped her to her feet, and we went to El’s side. All around us, the market had cleared out, but there were still screams. Everything was a mess, tarps torn, goods and tables thrown about. I spied a few bodies lying about that didn’t belong to our attackers. I couldn’t tell if they were dead or not, but I prayed they were fine. That wasn’t for us to deal with, though.

      Jax stood over our dead assailants. We joined him. We should have hightailed it out of there, but we had to know who was attacking us. It had been hard to tell details when there were four men firing blaster bolts at you and dozens of other people scattered in the chaos. I assumed they were simple bounty hunters that recognized us on coincidence, but that was likely the best-case scenario, right? A random occurrence.

      But as we came upon them, I realized that it probably wasn’t.

      These weren’t regular bounty hunters. For starters, all four were Torgoran, with gold-tinged skin and violet-hued hair, though not as brilliantly red as Jinx’s. And none had her amethyst eyes, but I’d gathered that to be a rare trait amongst her people. No, these were just four regular Torgoran men, except for the black, pressurized Lavi armor they wore, decked with gold trim and black-and-gold cloaks.

      Jax cursed beside me. “This isn’t good.”

      I frowned. I didn’t know the significance of the uniforms. “What is it?”

      “These are Royal Inquisitors, from Torgoran High Command. They answer only to King Tarvath himself.”

      That name sent a tremor through Jinx, and she stiffened. I knew the name well too, as did most people. King Tarvath, the tyrannical ruler of the Torgoran people, who’d staged a coup years ago to seize power. He’d killed the entire old royal family to do it. Since then, Torgorans across the stars had become enslaved, impoverished, and displaced. He did not serve his people’s best interests. He only served himself. But the entire Torgoran military was behind him, and they were a force.

      But the question was, why would his inquisitors be here, shooting at us?

      “What does this mean?” Elvonna asked.

      Jax chewed on his lip as he mulled the question. Jinx was still frozen as she stared at the bodies. No doubt she’d heard horror stories of the king. It was likely she never would have been enslaved if not for him selling whole swaths of his people.

      I grabbed her hand and gave it a squeeze. She laced her fingers with mine and squeezed back, though her eyes still didn’t leave the corpses.

      “Jax?” El asked again.

      “I don’t know,” he answered, “but it isn’t good.” He then looked up and saw the dozens of onlookers that had gathered now that the shooting had stopped. “We should get out of here. These are questions that can wait. And I’d rather not get arrested on some backwater planet. Again.”

      Yeah, that I could agree with. Been there, done that. Not a fan.

      We gathered up what supplies we’d bought that hadn’t been ruined in the shooting, which was about half of it—what a waste of money—and returned to the speeder. It was already running, with Ray behind the wheel. When she saw us, she jumped out and ran to us.

      “What happened? I heard shooting. I tried to come find you, but it was a mess of people trying to get out of there.”

      We put the supplies in the storage compartment in the back.

      “I’ll explain on the way back, but we gotta go,” I said.

      She frowned. She knew from my tone that whatever happened had involved us. She nodded, got back in the driver’s seat, and readied to drive. We all piled in behind her. Jinx pressed against me. Her hand still clutched mine, but she had yet to say a word. Her eyes stayed forward. I didn’t know where she was, but her mind was clearly far, far away. I had a feeling it was in a place of pain.

      When we were all in, Rayvan took off, and we shot forward. The more distance we put between us and those dead inquisitors, the better I felt.

      But only barely. We had new problems on our hands. We had tried to hide from things, but harsh reality had found us yet again.
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      We returned to the homestead. None of us spoke on the way back, outside of Jax and I explaining what went down. Rayvan took it in stride, though she wasn’t thrilled when she found out that our attackers were inquisitors.

      “They’re some of the best hunters in the galaxy,” she’d said. “Why would they target us?”

      “That’s the question that needs answering.”

      After that, silence. Once we got back to the homestead, we didn’t even bother to unload the supplies. They could wait anyway, none of it would spoil. I gathered everyone into the common room. All nine of us.

      Amara could tell from our disheveled looks that something had gone down.

      “What happened?” she called to us.

      I threw myself onto the couch—which annoyed Amara since she’d been sitting there and didn’t appreciate my legs being draped across her lap. She shoved them off.

      “Be serious, you idiot,” she said with a grimace and evil eye. “You look like hell and smell like blaster smoke, so tell me what happened right now.”

      Oh, how I loved that bossy little Zarthian.

      So I relayed our botched grocery run in detail. When I got to the part where I identified the attackers as inquisitors, Amara had the same sharp reaction as Jax, El, and Jinx. Well, not quite the same as Jinx. She still hadn’t said a word.

      “So yeah, that’s what happened,” I said, shrugging. I sighed. Felt the weight of having to protect my growing crew on my shoulders again. “Any theories?”

      Pivek stepped forward.

      ‘None of us are wanted in Torgoran space,’ he signed, since his people communicated at a frequency that we others couldn’t hear. ‘Unless someone has a secret life we don’t know about.’

      I translated for those who didn’t know Galactic Standard Sign Language—namely our resident Elarri El and Ravyan, who’d never so much as left the capital city let alone the planet until we came around.

      K, who didn’t speak much on principle, shook his head. “Torgoran inquisitors wouldn’t come after someone with a simple bounty. They only go after direct threats to the monarchy.”

      Amara’s eyes briefly found mine. I put my hands up. “Don’t look at me. I cheat and steal from mob bosses and corrupt noblemen, but I draw the line at tyrannical kings that control whole armadas.”

      “I don’t think you have a line, Yan.”

      I shrugged. “Let’s not find out, love.”

      El stepped forward, her eyes on Jax, eyebrow raised. “Weren’t you part of the Torgoran Resistance, Jax? Maybe they were after you.”

      He sat at the central table, chin on his folded hands as he stared at the table in silence. It took him a moment before he answered. He clearly had a lot on his mind. This affected him and Jinx greatly.

      “I was,” he said. “But I’m not one of the generals. I’m a field operative mostly in charge of acquiring assets, as well as hurting money lines to the crown, like the Elexaes.”

      I crossed my arms and kicked my feet up. “But they could be after you, right? You were in Elexae custody, and you just said that Xarren had dealings with Tarvath, so he could have figured out who you were and reported you.”

      He shrugged. “It’s possible, yes. Still, I wouldn’t consider myself a big enough fish to fry for a squad of inquisitors.”

      “Well, still,” Amara added, “You seem to be the primary target if we had to guess.”

      ‘What about you, Amara?’ Pivek asked. ‘You were part of resistance groups in the past, amongst several of the Free Systems.’

      She nodded. “I was, but I was never directly involved with the Torgoran Resistance, though I have a couple of old contacts inside it. Doubt it’s me.”

      I sat back and frowned, puzzling over this situation. This was a real jam. It was bad enough that several of us were wanted by a lot of governments for theft, resisting arrest, and a laundry list of other things, but we were still hunted by the Elexaes, and now the Torgoran Inquisitors. Saints, could we catch a break?

      Rayvan cleared her throat. “What about Jinx? She’s Torgoran, could they have a reason to target her?”

      Jinx said nothing to this, though she did look up at us for a second. It looked like she was seeing ghosts. Jax jumped to her defense very fast.

      “No!” He cleared his throat. “She’s not a part of the resistance. She’s a runaway slave, but that’s ancient history, and they wouldn’t send inquisitors after her. She wasn’t the target.”

      My eyes narrowed as I watched him. He’d come to her aid fast, and he sounded defensive. Like he knew something. He was probably telling the truth, as I couldn’t imagine why they would be after Jinx, but still, it was rather suspicious. I had the feeling that our friend wasn’t telling us something.

      Before I could call him out on it, K asked a very important question. “Something bothers me. How did they find us?”

      That sucked the air out of the room. It was something I hadn’t even thought of yet, but he was right. It couldn’t have been a coincidence. Had they tracked us? Followed us? Did someone sell us out? We’d swept the Diego and Sanara several times for trackers, so I doubted it. And we’d been here for over a month, so why now? They’d had so many opportunities to catch us earlier. Something didn’t add up.

      This was just as important as who they were targeting. If they knew we were here, then we’d have to leave. And after I worked so hard to put up the perimeter sensors.

      As distressing a thought as it was, silence hung over us as we came to the realization that we probably needed to leave now. Sure, I hadn’t expected to stay here forever. I wanted to eventually go see where Rago had moved my family, and if Jinx still had her goal of being a slave-freeing pirate, then I’d gladly follow her on that mission. That being said, I’d hoped we could enjoy this vacation a little while longer.

      But good things never lasted, did they?

      Jinx got up abruptly and walked out of the room. There was a tension about her, an aura of pain that radiated off her. This whole ordeal weighed heavily on her. We didn’t talk much about her past as a slave, for obvious reasons, but we talked even less about her people, her family and loved ones. If she had relatives out there, she didn’t let it be known.

      We all looked after her as the door shut behind her. Jax looked stricken, as if he knew exactly what she was going through. I supposed that he did. They’d been slaves together, grew up together, endured the same pains, the same hardships, before he was taken away from her and sold to another.

      If I hadn’t been caught by Xarren, betrayed by one of my best friends, I never would have met Jax. And Jinx never would have got her friend back. That whole series of events was emotionally and physically draining, but silver lining and whatnot. Some good came out of it.

      Jinx needed me, needed us, to help her through this. The king was either after her or Jax, though if it was her, I had no idea why. Jax still seemed like he knew something he wasn’t sharing, but if Jinx knew, she’d tell me.

      I got up and followed her out. If anyone could make her feel better, it was me.
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      I rushed out of the building and into the cool evening. The air kissed my skin and was soothing compared to the heat of midday. And the heat of battle. I sat on a bench right outside and looked at my hands. They shook, had been shaking all day. I killed that man. Killed him. And a Torgoran!

      Tears came to my eyes.

      Life was supposed to get easier. We’d escaped Xarren. Friends all together, alive and well. Yan’s family, safe and sound and out of the Elexaes’ clutches. Our futures bright and laid out before us. I was going to be a pirate, freeing slaves across the stars. I didn’t know how, how I would start and what I would do, but that was the plan. Yan would be by my side and Materelle willing, Jax and Amara and all the others.

      But that was all wrecked now, because we were the hunted again. True, Xarren Elexae was likely still out there, and he’d be after us, but it was entirely a different matter to be hunted by King Tarvath and his inquisitors.

      When I was a slave, the older slaves would tell stories of the coup and of what Tarvath would do. Some of them had lived under his reign as free Torgorans for a few years before they became shackled. The things they told of, the public executions and the tortures, the screams that could be heard nightly, the floggings and all the other terrible things. He was a monster, a devil, and he had absolute power over the Torgoran people.

      Somehow, there were plenty of my people who loved him—because he brought back Torgoran military might, a callback to our ancient roots as a warrior people. That was millennia ago. As a part of the galactic community, we’d mostly been a peaceful people, open to all, friendly to all. But some didn’t like that. Tarvath didn’t like that, didn’t like the treaties the previous king and queen had signed, so he took over, killed the royal family, and executed many throughout the old regime. People who dissented were executed or sold as slaves. The poorest who couldn’t pay off their taxes were sold into slavery as well, which were many.

      That was my story, or so I assumed. All my memories, aside from a few snippets of my parents, were of slavery. I was born free, but since the age of three, I’d been in bondage. I was raised by my fellow slaves, not by my parents. If they were even alive out there, I didn’t know.

      This tyrant, this monster that destroyed my people, was after us, after me or Jax or Yan or who knew why or who, but we were in his crosshairs, and that was terrifying.

      A small part of me knew that we would cross swords eventually, that I would catch the ire of the tyrant of Torgor. If I did indeed go on to free slaves, it was inevitable that I’d run afoul of Torgoran slavers. This was an inevitability really, but I’d hoped by then I would be prepared, seasoned as a fighter and a leader. Now? That wasn’t the case.

      I could barely manage to be in a firefight without shaking.

      I could hardly kill without wanting to cry, even if my victim deserved it, even if it was just self-defense.

      “Hey, Jinx,” said a voice behind me. I jolted. They chuckled. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.” Yan. I tried to smile and laugh off my fear.

      “Sorry,” I said, wiping my tears. “I was deep in thought. I’m a— I’m a little shook-up right now.”

      “Yeah, I bet.” Yan came and sat beside me. There wasn’t a lot of room on the bench, so we were pressed together, shoulder to shoulder, leg to leg. He radiated warmth, and it made me smile.

      “Do you wanna talk about it?”

      I wiped the rest of my tears and swallowed hard. “Not particularly.”

      He nodded. “I’m sorry about all of this. I… I thought we were safe.”

      “Don’t be. It isn’t your fault.” I looked at him and snaked my fingers through his. “You make me feel safer than any remote homestead ever could.”

      He smiled, his cheeks flushing noticeably. “I’m… I’m glad you feel that way.”

      It was the truth. The amount of pain we’d both been through was more than most people could bear. There weren’t many points in my life that I was happy, but my years with Yan had been the happiest times of my life, filled with true joy, love, and friendship. Could Yan protect me physically from all the horrors of the galaxy? Probably not, but he made everything better, and that was all that really mattered.

      He succeeded in making me feel a bit better, but being the talky idiot that he was, he had to ruin it with his next question.

      “Do you know why King Tarvath could be after you? It’s obvious why he may be after Jax, but for you, it makes no sense.”

      I sighed and hugged my knees to my chest, resting my chin on top. “I don’t know, Yan. Maybe he’s trying to catch every slave that’s ever escaped? Seems like a daunting task, but he’s mad enough to try it. Otherwise, I have no idea. I’m nothing special.” It was a fair question, one that we desperately needed an answer for, but that didn’t mean I had to like it. I would like to have been able to crawl in a hole and hide from this nonsense, but that wasn’t going to happen.

      Yan smirked. “Well, that’s not entirely true.”

      “Flattery will get you nowhere, sir.”

      “It seems to get me a lot of places, actually.” He turned to me, his eyes alight and warm. He put his forehead against mine. He closed his eyes and breathed me in. I did the same, my cheeks turning a furious shade of red.

      “I won’t let anything happen to you. I promise. Tarvath will not have you.”

      Though I appreciated the sentiment, some things were beyond his control.

      “Don’t make promises you cannot keep,” I whispered back.

      “Maybe you’re right, but I will keep this one.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Okay.”

      He smiled and looked off at the sky. The sun had set, but the horizon was still painted in a brilliant and blazing orange, though it would soon plunge into darkness. This was a beautiful, serene planet, one that I would have loved to stay on longer, but given the events of the day, we’d have to leave soon.

      Yan stood and stretched. “I’m gonna head back in, help with dinner, maybe start making plans to leave. You coming?”

      “No, I’m going to stay out for a while. I want to think.”

      He nodded, understanding. “Okay. Well, you know where to find me.” With that, he disappeared inside.

      I stayed out there for hours after. I didn’t go in for dinner because my appetite was shot. Yan and a few others came to check on me, but I was fine and honestly just wanted to be alone. They could all appreciate that.

      When the moons were high in the sky and bugs chirped loudly, a din across the savannah, the door whooshed open behind me.

      “I’ll come in in a bit, Yan,” I called without looking back.

      “I’ll be sure to let him know,” said Jax in response.

      I turned around to face him, my cheeks a tad red from embarrassment.

      “Hey, what do you want?” I tucked a loose strand of my hair behind my ears, trying to cover my face. Though it was dark and he probably wouldn’t notice anyway, there was enough light outside to see by, and the moons glowed gold above.

      “Just checking on you,” he replied. “I know you’ve heard the stories about Tarvath. Wanted to make sure you weren’t spooked.” He came and stood before me with his arms crossed.

      “Should I be spooked?”

      “Yes,” he said bluntly. “He’s everything you’ve heard and worse. I’ve gone on missions to retrieve some of our agents from prisons and work camps.” Jax pursed his lips and shook his head. “It’s horrific what he does to people. He has no concern for sapient life. Everything and everyone are just pawns, a tool for him to get what he wants. He’d destroy whole worlds if he could.”

      I gulped. “Materelle preserve us. Let’s pray that he doesn’t have that capability.”

      “Well, if he did, he’d have a lot more than the resistance to contend with. The Free Systems, the Elarri, the Hegemony, they’d all go after him.”

      “In that case, maybe we should leak to them some information that he does have it. Maybe they’ll take him out for us.”

      Jax laughed. “If only it were that simple.”

      Yeah. If only.

      We stayed silent for a minute as we watched the stars. Occasionally, lights streaked across the sky, ships coming in and out of orbit, some using solar slings and boom tubes to get around the planet and to other extrasolar bodies. The skies were like this on most habited worlds, though on a remote world like this, it was a lot more muted.

      “I think I’m going to have to leave soon, Jinx,” Jax said suddenly.

      My eyes snapped to his. He was still looking at the stars. “What? Why?”

      “This whole thing with Tarvath and the inquisitors, it’s reminded me that I have a fight to fight. I’ve been MIA for too long.”

      I stood. “So, what? You just show up back in my life and then leave? So you can go get killed fighting a tyrant that can’t be beat?”

      He chuckled at that. “He’s not invincible.” He put his arms behind his head. “I was always going to leave. I was only with you because Yan and I were both captured by the Elexaes. I’m grateful to have been able to see you again, but I do have a life to get back to.”

      I knew he was right. It was unfair of me to expect any different. Same with Rayvan and Beleak and some of the others. They all had lives, pasts, loved ones, goals. We might all go our separate ways. But I would still be mad about it. I crossed my arms and turned my back on him, trying to keep my emotions in check.

      “Fine. Good luck with everything.”

      “Jinx.” I didn’t answer. He came behind me and turned me to face him. “It doesn’t have to be good-bye.”

      I frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “Come with me. Help me fight. You shouldn’t stay here. It isn’t safe and you could do so much more with your life.”

      That was not the answer I was expecting. My mouth fell open, but I couldn’t find anything to say. I appreciated the thought of what he was saying, but that life wasn’t for me. Being a revolutionary wasn’t what I wanted.

      Or was it? Saving slaves was a revolutionary type move—an act of rebellion against a corrupt and oppressive system—so was this any different?

      Yes. This was going against the devil of Torgor. I couldn’t risk my friends with that. And if they didn’t want to come, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to leave them so easily.

      “I’m sorry. I can’t. I couldn’t leave my friends or ask them to join in such an endeavor.”

      He grimaced and looked to the ground. He looked utterly defeated, and I hated to see him in such a state. Jax was someone who was always strong and defiant, even when we were slaves. I had no doubt that he would put up the best fight against Tarvath, but that wasn’t what I wanted. At least, not yet. Maybe I’d get there one day, and when I did, I would reach out for him. I hoped that then he would take it.

      “I’m sorry, Jinx,” he said suddenly.

      I frowned. “W-why? You didn’t do—”

      And then Jax came upon me, arms wrapped around me violently. One forearm around my throat and collar, keeping me still. I struggled, confused and hurt by this sudden attack. What was happening?! Before I could truly fight back and comprehend what was happening, his other hand brought a small black vial to my nose. An acrid odor spewed forth, filling my nose and choking me.

      It took seconds for the effects to kick in. I saw black and fell into an abyss, a silent scream escaping my throat.
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      My mind was a dizzy haze when I came to. I didn’t remember going to bed. In fact, I didn’t remember anything after I went outside and Jax came and…and…

      Alarm bells went off in my head.

      I focused. I was in a dark room, but the light was dim enough to see that it was probably a ship of some kind. Low angled metal walls and ceiling. Wiring above me. A soft whirring in the distance that told me we’d gone to jump.

      Only problem, this wasn’t the Sanara or the Diego.

      I was on my back, arms flat at my side. I tried to move, but I couldn’t. My heart raced and my chest constricted. Something held me down. Straps at my ankles, thighs, waist, chest, and neck. Tied down completely. Which just made me panic even more and made me gasp for air. I didn’t like this…this trapped feeling. Never had. Being confined set me off. Took my breath away and made me want to die.

      

      I was back in the manor, waiting on my mistress. I thought it would be a regular night, no stress, just waiting on her, doing the dishes, making the bed. But that wasn’t the case. Madam Galena came storming down the stairs, her purple skin flushed a light shade of magenta, as her race got when they were mad.

      Before I could even blink, she slapped me across the face, which spun me around and made me see stars. I was on the ground, my lip bleeding and swelling, tears beginning to sting my eyes. I looked up at her. She showed me strips of cloth that I recognized to be some of her fancy dancing dresses. Very expensive.

      “You little brat!” she roared and threw the fabric at me. “I house, clothe, and feed your insignificant mouth and this is how you repay me?”

      I touched a trembling hand to my lip. My vision was blurry. “I– I don’t…”

      “Jezza said she saw you tearing up my dresses.”

      Ah, there it was. The madam’s daughter Jezza was a year older than me and was an entitled little monster that liked to do whatever she wanted. She tormented us slaves as much as she could. Usually innocuous things that got us yelled at, but sometimes, she did things that got people killed. I feared this was one of those times.

      I gathered my wits as best I could. “Please, Mistress, I swear I didn’t…”

      She backhanded me again. I yelped. “Liar!” she barked.

      She dragged me outside into the humid night. Out through the tall glass doors. Through the garden full of moonlillies that glowed blue as they reached for the heavens. Out of the house walls and into the fields beyond, where the pits were.

      No…not the pits.

      Short of execution or whipping, the pits were where they put disobedient slaves that they didn’t want to ruin their bodies physically, because that was our only value, wasn’t it? Our ability to work. So the pits were dug, and inside were inserted metal soundproof boxes.

      No light came in. No sound could be heard. The only reason you wouldn’t suffocate was from the air pumped in through the vents in the floor, but only enough to keep you alive. It still could leave you lightheaded.

      Madam threw me in there, left me there for Materelle knew how long. Long enough for my stomach to scream for food, for my lips to be chapped and cracked and bloodied. Long enough for my throat to be raw from screaming. For my knuckles to be broken from banging on the metal walls.

      I thought I would die. I flitted between waking and sleeping, though it was impossible to tell from the pure blackness around me. I went mad, as all did who were put in the pits for long. But of course they were then whipped for being useless because of their damaged psyche. Because it was our fault.

      That was what happened to me…once she took me out.

      

      So anytime I was in a confined space, or held down, I was back in the pits, my nightmares turned to reality.

      And I. Don’t. Like it.

      I couldn’t breathe. I gulped down air, but it didn’t seem like any of it reached my lungs. I struggled against the leather straps holding me down. They didn’t budge.

      I screamed. And screamed. Pure terror in my voice. Please someone get me out!

      The door suddenly opened with a whoosh. Footsteps pounded against metal as they rushed towards me, and then Jax was suddenly by my side, his eyes wide with panic and concern. Or were they? It was hard to tell through my own breakdown.

      “Materelle, hold on, Jinx.” He worked frantically to undo the restraints. They came loose one by one, until I was free, until I could move and breathe. I flung myself off the bed or table or whatever he’d had me strapped to and to the floor. I coughed, choked on air, crawled away from him. Crawled to the corned so I was covered in darkness save for my legs illuminated by the hallway light.

      Jax approached me cautiously, his hands up like I was a cornered animal, dangerous and savage, ready to defend myself. Wise move on his part. That was how I felt.

      “Easy, girl. I’m sorry about that.”

      He knelt in front of me slowly, so that we could be eye level. Dumb move. I bared my teeth and lashed out. My fist connected with his jaw. With a stunned cry, he flailed back, and I bolted forward.

      I was out in the hall, in the light, my bare feet running along the cold metal. The halls were a dull, dirty gray, with panels missing and wires exposed. This was an old ship, a ship on its last leg. But no matter. I kept running. It was a small vessel, just one long hallway that led to the cockpit. I barged in. Another Torgoran man sat in the pilot’s seat. He whipped around when I entered.

      “What the hell?” he exclaimed.

      He was older, maybe middle-aged, with bits of gray in his auburn locks. His skin was paler than normal for a Torgoran, and wrinkles had begun to set in, even though he didn’t seem that old. Or perhaps they were scars. Or perhaps he’d been aged by a terrible trauma. That was when I noticed the scars around his neck, the same scars I bore, and Jax too. The mark of bondage. The mark of a former slave.

      But that didn’t make me want to punch him less.

      I wound back, ready to strike, but then Jax was there again, arms around my waist, pulling me back. I yelled and kicked and bit, but it was no use. He was strong. Stronger than I expected.

      “Calm down, Jinx. You’re not in danger.”

      He turned me around so that his back was to the pilot. He released me. I pushed him.

      “Why was I tied down?” I demanded. “And never do that to me again, or I swear on Materelle’s name, I will gouge out your eyes and feed them to you with a spoon.” My voice broke and trembled and it was then that I think he finally recognized the pure hell he’d put me through.

      He put a hand up in peace. “I-I’m so sorry. I didn’t— I didn’t mean to scare you. We had some turbulence and I didn’t want you to hurt yourself while you were out.”

      I narrowed my eyes. Took deep breaths. My heart still screamed inside me, my chest aching, but I was calming a bit. Still, I wasn’t sure I bought that answer out of him. That may have been true, but why was I here?

      The tears kept coming, which I couldn’t stop. “Start talking,” I demanded, my voice catching again, the pain obvious. “Why did you— Why did you drug me, Jax? Where have you taken me?”

      He looked like I’d just shot him. Good, I wanted him to feel some hurt, like I felt. We were friends. We’d survived the trials of slavery together. And now he was gonna pull this nonsense on me? I’d been betrayed by close friends before and would not abide by that again. No, no, no.

      With a huff, he dragged his slender fingers through his mane of red locks.

      “Can we— Can we talk about this elsewhere? I’d rather let Powell focus on piloting us to safety.”

      I didn’t want to listen to any suggestion or commands he had. But I also didn’t want to hash this out in front of a stranger, so I obliged him. He sucked in a breath and led me back down the hall. Blessedly, we walked past the room of my nightmare and to a small little common area with a leather booth and a circular metal table. Pure luxury.

      We sat opposite each other. I put my hands on the table. Balled them into fists and glared at my “friend.”

      “Well, start talking.”

      Jax looked panicked, like I’d backed him into a corner. He didn’t want to talk about this. Even though it was clear that whatever was going on, he wouldn’t be able to avoid it. He probably just thought he had more time. Well, no more waiting. I wanted answers and I wanted them now.

      His head dipped, his shoulders sagging. He took in a long breath.

      “Okay. Here we go…” he groaned. “I don’t even know how to tell you this—”

      I banged my fist against the table, making him jump. “Just tell me!”

      “The inquisitors weren’t after me, they were after you.”

      I blinked. My mouth fell open. Then closed. I leaned back. Blinked again. “I— Um, why? Why would they be after me?”

      His hand fell to his neck and itched at the scars there. Something he did when he was nervous, I noticed. He’d done it as a kid too, though of course there had been a collar there at the time. I still did it sometimes too.

      “You aren’t Jinx, okay?”

      That really took me back. “You lost me.”

      Jax snorted and shook his head. “N-no, you are. I mean… You aren’t just Jinx.”

      My brows pinched together. “You better start making sense or I’m gonna break your nose, Jax.”

      “You are Jinxenna Taolin III, rightful heir to the Torgoran throne. Your parents were the king and queen.”

      That hit me like a grav-hammer to the face.

      So many thoughts. I couldn’t grasp onto any. Too many questions, not enough answers. Consequences, implications, life-changing issues that threatened to consume me. All I could manage was a simple squeak of a word in response.

      “What?”

      “I know, I know. It’s a lot. But you are the crown princess.”

      I barely heard him. I could hear the blood coursing through me, hear my heartbeat like the galaxy’s loudest snare drum, but I couldn’t comprehend what he was telling me. Was it the truth? Did I want it to be the truth? I barely remembered my parents, just vague details. A scent of lilac, a smile, some ruby red eyes. Nothing concrete, no memories to truly grasp.

      “How— How do I know you’re telling the truth?” I asked in a hitched whisper. The implications were starting to choke me.

      Jax put up a finger for me to wait as he jumped from his chair and ran down the hall. There was a woosh of a door, the sound of rummaging through old metal draws with rusty innards. Then a loud aha! followed by more pounding footsteps. Jax came back in.

      In his hands was an old tablet—not a data-pad. He flipped it on and started looking for something in the files, his fingers dancing over the screen. After a few silent moments, he smiled and turned the tablet for me to see.

      “Here,” he said and handed it to me.

      I took it in hand, shaking.

      Pictured were a man and woman, standing beside a gorgeous golden throne. Both wore the regalia and finery of royalty, and their smiles showed that they were so happy. Not the faux happiness people used when they had their pictures taken, but real, full joy. It was warming to see. And as I looked at them, as I raked my eyes over every detail of their features, I realized with cruel certainty that Jax was telling truth. They looked just like me. Or I looked like them.

      These were my parents. I was there in my mother’s arms, still just a babe swaddled in a red satin blanket. I had a little baby smile, toothless but wide and radiant.

      These are my parents.

      Tears streamed down my cheeks. My chest ached at seeing this. There was no doubt this was them. My mother and I couldn’t have looked more alike if you’d thrown us into one of those illegal cloning vats from Kyanloss.

      I looked at Jax, at the man I thought was one of my closest friends, but now I was wondering differently. He’d drugged me, kidnapped me, and just changed my life in a matter of hours.

      My hands lowered. “How long have you known?” I asked him, my voice low.

      “Come again?”

      “How long have you known, Jax?!” I roared this time. “How long have you known the truth about who I am?!”

      He frowned, his forehead creasing, which told me everything. “I’ve always known.”

      “Then why—”

      “To keep you safe!” He stood suddenly, his hands balled into fists. “When the coup happened, I was still a kid. You were maybe two or three. My father was one of the king’s advisors. Your father knew that Tarvath would wipe out the entire royal line, so he gave you to my dad. But before he got us to safety, he was killed and we were sold into slavery, but they didn’t know who you were. If they did…”

      He walked away from me. I could see his back muscles tense through his shirt. He sighed. “I always wanted to tell you the truth, but the less people that knew, the better, even you. I wanted to spare you the pain.”

      I gulped. I supposed that was a good enough reason. And would knowing as a kid really have made a difference in my life? I grew up without parents regardless. But I thought I was born a slave. To know I was a princess… I would have lived in constant fear of being discovered, more than I’d already lived. My masters would have sold me to Tarvath without a second thought.

      “So, Tarvath knows I’m alive.”

      Jax turned back to me, a single tear running down his cheek. “I think he always thought you were. He would have known that the king and queen at a baby girl. If you weren’t found with them, then he’d have assumed you alive. He’s probably been hunting you for years.”

      I nodded. This was all too much. I thought that maybe now that Yan didn’t have to worry about his family, maybe we could start anew, try for new goals, new dreams. But here we were, hunted again—this time because of me.

      “Why now?” I asked. “How did he find me?”

      Jax sat across from me again. “I don’t know. That’s the worst part. There should be no record of who you are anywhere. I should be the only person who actually knows who you are and where you are.”

      “No one else knew?”

      He sat back. “I was young, terrified, so perhaps it was possible the king told someone other than my father about you. I don’t know.”

      I swiped at my eyes again, my chest still aching. This really sucked. “Maybe… Maybe one of his agents saw me somewhere and recognized me because I look like my mother.”

      “That would explain how he knows you’re alive, but those inquisitors were there for you. It wasn’t just an accidental run-in where they saw you and assumed your identity. No, they knew you’d be there.”

      That made me want to cry. Materelle help me.

      The ship groaned and rumbled in that tell-tale sign of coming out of jump. I fixed Jax with a hard gaze. “Where are you taking me?”

      “Halyon. There’s a resistance base there. You’ll be safe with us.”

      “I’m not joining the resistance, Jax!”

      “Fine, but you’re coming with us whether you like it or not. You are a top-priority target of Tarvath, and he will stop at nothing until he has you. Join or no, but you will be safe with us.”

      I shook my head. “No, I don’t want to be with the resistance, Jax! Take me back to Yan and the others!”

      He slammed his fists against the table, which made a bang and caused me to jump. I’d rarely seen him so furious.

      “I can’t do that, Jinx! I can’t let you get hurt, don’t you understand that? It’s not even about you being the heir. You’re my friend and I can’t—I won’t—lose you again. I thought I lost you once and I… I just will not allow that to happen again.”

      Those words wrenched at my heart. I hadn’t considered how hard this had been on him. We were both young when we were separated. He couldn’t rightly do much to prevent it. I was devastated, but I’d been so young, I’d moved on eventually. He was a few years older, plus he knew who I really was. It probably crushed him.

      I sighed and ran my fingers through my hair. “Okay, I… I will come with you. But you will not force me to do anything I don’t want to, and you will allow me to contact my friends. That is nonnegotiable.”

      He stared me down for a long time, mulling over my words. I could see the gears churning in his mind, but I wasn’t going to budge on those. I would not have my friends worry about me.

      Finally, Jax nodded. “Fine.”

      “Okay, good.”

      He smirked and shook his head. “You’re very stubborn, you know that?”

      I shrugged. “It’s one of my lesser qualities.”

      “Oh, I’m sure.” He started for the cockpit and waved me after him. “Well, come and strap in. We’ll be arriving soon.”

      “Alright.” I followed him. My mind drifted as my feet carried me forward. I had no idea where this ordeal would take my life, but I prayed to Materelle that it would work out in the end.
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      Yan

      

      When I woke up, I didn’t find it surprising that Jinx wasn’t next to me. We’d only started sharing a bed a month ago, so I wasn’t exactly used to it—though I loved it. Even so, she often got up before me. Jinx liked to run in the mornings whenever when we were planet-side. She was an early riser more often than not. So again, it wasn’t shocking to wake up alone.

      I soon realized that this wasn’t like those other times.

      I’d thought she’d come in the middle of the night since she stayed outside and skipped dinner. I went to bed and waited up for her, but fell asleep before she arrived. When I awoke, her side of the bed looked undisturbed. Still, I wasn’t about to panic.

      I went and ate breakfast with the others that were up, but Jinx still wasn’t there.

      “Have you seen Jinx this morning?” I asked Amara, since as a Zarthian, she needed very little sleep and always got up at the crack of dawn.

      She frowned and shook her head. “I haven’t seen her all morning. I thought she was with you.”

      I stopped eating. “No, she wasn’t. You’re saying you haven’t seen her once?”

      “Nope.”

      “I haven’t seen Jax either,” El added as she chugged a whole glass of peralidon milk. It was an eerie white-green and ran down her chin. She unapologetically did not care in the slightest.

      “I saw him go outside last night to check on Jinx, but if he came back in, I didn’t see him,” said Rayvan.

      None of this sounded good to me. Jinx and Jax were both in a fragile state of mind yesterday due to the obvious. We all were a bit on edge, but the arrival of the inquisitors affected them most of all. Could they have… Could they have left? No, no, Jinx wouldn’t just leave without saying anything. I didn’t think she would leave period, but if she did, we meant too much to her for her to just sneak out without a proper good-bye.

      No, something happened. Could the inquisitors have shown up last night and taken them?

      The thought was so jarring that I dropped my spoon and bolted from the room, leaving everyone aghast.

      “Yan? What the hell is wrong with you?” Amara called.

      I didn’t answer. I sprinted down the circular hall until I came to a small room with a bank of small monitors that Pivek and Amara had set up. All portable, we’d made a little surveillance room, since we were still wanted criminals and all that. We had cameras and motion sensors all along the property, so if something had happened to Jinx and Jax, it would have been captured here.

      The room filled up behind me.

      “Yan, what’s wrong?” Rayvan asked. Amara shouldered past her and came up beside me. El and Pivek stood around the doorway, both looking concerned. I had no idea where K or Beleak were, but K was a solitary fish usually.

      I pointed to the monitors. “Can you go over the surveillance from last night? Jinx never came to bed and no one’s seen her this morning.” The implication was obvious. Amara’s eyes widened as she cursed.

      Pivek came over to me. ‘Give me one moment,’ he signed. His pincer-like hands worked the controls swiftly. In moments, he brought up the recordings from yesterday. He cycled through them, speeding almost faster than I could follow. The first few didn’t show anything. Finally, he cycled to the camera right outside of the main doors where Jinx had been sitting. He sped up the feed. Nothing crazy at first, just her sitting there, then me joining and having our talk, then her sitting in silence for a few hours alone.

      When Jax finally came out, Pivek slowed it to regular speed. They talked, having what seemed like an argument, but there was no sound.

      “Is there any audio?” I asked.

      Pivek shook his head. ‘No, I don’t have the proper equipment for that. I prioritized our security on a motion and visual level.’

      I nodded. He wasn’t wrong for that. If we were hunted by bounty hunters and the like, I wanted to be able to see and know where they were. Their words were less important. But in this instance, I would have liked the option.

      We kept watching. They argued and then seemed to come to an agreement. Jinx turned her back to Jax. He said something, and then he…

      He attacked her.

      My breath caught in my throat and my heart began to race as I watched the scene unfold. Jax came up behind her and put her in a chokehold. She was too stunned to even fight back. He brought some little vial up to her nose and she passed out immediately, going limp in his arms.

      Jax threw her over his shoulder and then walked out of camera view.

      “Cycle the feed!”

      Pivek did. He shook too, obviously just as upset at the footage as I was. He cycled through the other camera until we found what we were looking for: Jax carrying Jinx to the small hangar that we had. It was only big enough for the Sanara, with the Diego parked outside. Also inside was Rayvan’s speeder, which Jax commandeered.

      We all watched as he threw Jinx into the backseat and drove off into the night.

      I sat back, stunned. Silent. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t even blink.

      And then I snapped. I raged. I roared. I threw a punch and put a hole in the wall. My hand screamed with pain, but my anger was too great, so it was ignored. That skivving Jax… I thought we were friends! But I knew something was up with him last night. He knew something. Now he’d kidnapped my best friend, the girl I— No, I would not stand for this.

      “Yan, calm down or I will put you through that hole!” Amara demanded.

      I whirled around to face her. “Don’t tell me to calm down! Did you see what I just saw? That bastard took Jinx! Saints know where they went!”

      She glared at me, teeth bared. “Get out of my face, Yan Slim Hands. Now.”

      I glared right back at her and huffed, my nostrils flaring, but I did back down. She looked like she was ready to break me in half.

      “That fenfig took my dad’s speeder too,” Rayvan whined. I grimaced at her. She pursed her lips. “You’re right, that’s less important.”

      “I’m sorry, guys. I’m just so mad.”

      “We get it, Yan.”

      I took a deep breath and did my best to settle down. It was hard, but clear heads needed to prevail. We’d get nowhere with me raging. As much as I wanted to lose my mind and break some stuff—and that usually made me feel good—it wouldn’t get Jinx back.

      “How do we find her?” I asked the room. “Jax could have taken her anywhere.”

      “We can track my speeder,” Rayvan said. “I installed a tracer in it when it got stolen this one time. Boy, that was not a fun day getting her back.”

      “See, Yan? Chin up, bud,” El said with a smirk.

      I wasn’t ready to smile just yet. I still wanted to wring Jax’s neck. “So what? I’m sure he’ll have ditched the speeder at some point. He needs to get off-world, I would assume.”

      “It’s better than nothing, Yan,” Amara added as she put a hand on my shoulder. “We’re going to get Jinx back, I promise.” Her voice softened, a tone she rarely used, but one I always appreciated. I sighed and nodded.

      “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome, now come with me. I bet you broke your hand being an idiot as always.”

      I managed to chuckle and smile. “Yeah, it really hurts. Not gonna lie.”

      “Actually, never mind. I’ll go get my supplies. You just sit still and calm down and don’t do anything else stupid. I know that will be hard for you.”

      “I love you so much, Amara.”

      “Shove it up your—”

      “Language!”

      She left the room. I turned to Rayvan. She had a small hand-console in her lap and was furiously typing on it.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Tracking my speeder,” she replied without looking up. “I’m guessing where he went, but I have to be sure.”

      “And?”

      Rayvan cocked her head as she looked at the screen, her tongue sticking out slightly as she concentrated. “It looks like it’s… Yep, Veritas City. By the shipping docks. If I had to guess, he had a ride meet him there, because it would be too sketchy for him to hire a pilot while he carried a drugged-up woman.”

      I sat back and sighed. “Well, what good does that do us? It’s not like we can find out which hangar he used, and which ship he took.”

      “No, you’re right, we need to think of another way to track him.” She stroked her chin. “I don’t suppose you can track Jinx, huh?”

      “What? No!”

      “I’m only kidding, Slim Hands. Barely.”

      “Though in this situation, I wish we could. But that would be too easy. And nothing can ever be easy for us, apparently.”

      “What about tracking Jax?” El asked suddenly. I’d honestly forgotten she was in the room, she was so quiet.

      We all looked at her. “Come again?” I asked.

      “Don’t you remember what he told us? Jax said that he was part of a resistance. Could we do something with that?”

      I nodded. “You’re right. Maybe we can search his records, see what comes up.”

      ‘I’m on it,’ Pivek signed. He whipped out a data-pad and went to work. While he did that, Amara came back with a med-kit and helped fix my hand. We didn’t have any biogel, which was unfortunate because I had a feeling that my hand was definitely broken, and biogel would have had it fixed in a day or so.

      She did inject me with some painkillers. They worked immediately and made my head feel light as a feather.

      I smiled. “Thank you, nurse.”

      Amara rolled her eyes. “Hold still while I bind your hand. And not to rub salt into the wound, but I told you to get biogel when you went out yesterday.”

      “We looked, but it isn’t exactly easy to find. And expensive!”

      “Well, we’ll have to get more.”

      “Yes, because this really hurts.”

      “And who’s fault is that?”

      “Jax’s.”

      She actually laughed. “I won’t argue with you on that one.”

      I smiled wide. Amara laughing was a rare thing. Always made me happy to see. The painkillers definitely helped, though.

      As Amara finished up, Pivek hopped from foot to foot—a thing he did when he was excited. He turned to us.

      ‘I found him!’ He handed the data-pad to Amara. ‘I searched the wanted databases of the Empire, the Torgorans, and the Hegemony. Sure enough, he has a profile.’

      “Hm.” Amara read it aloud, “Jax the Stinger.” She rolled her eyes. “Stupid name. Wanted for treason. Known agent of the Taolin Resistance.”

      I frowned. “What is the Taolin Resistance?”

      “It’s the resistance that works to win back the Torgoran government from King Tarvath. Taolin was the line of kings that ruled over their people before Tarvath overthrew them. I should have known that’s the resistance he was in.”

      “You have an idea, don’t you?”

      She nodded. “I have some old contacts with the Taolins. Mind you, I have not talked to them in over a decade and it’s very possible that they’re dead, but it’s worth a shot. If they’re still alive and still with the resistance, they might be able to tell us what we need to know.”

      “Alright then, let’s go meet them.”

      ‘Are you sure you want to leave so soon?’ Pivek asked. ‘If we leave here, we ought to leave for good.’

      “I understand, but this isn’t a home unless Jinx is here. We have to bring her back.”

      Pivek nodded, his mandibles chittering with understanding. ‘Okay. I’ll start disassembling things and packing. I assume you’ll want to leave immediately.’

      “You would assume correctly.”

      With that, our large insectoid friend exited the room with haste, his legs clicking against the metal floor excitedly.

      I turned to the others and managed to crack a genuine smile. I clapped.

      “Let’s get to work!”
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      Jinx

      

      We came out of jump before long, as Jax said, and arrived at Halyon. It was little white-blue marble of a world, all ice and rocks with very little liquid water aside from a long stretch of sea around the equator. It was pointed out, though, that it was highly acidic and the equipment to make it drinkable cost a hefty price.

      That was typical.

      We flew down to the northernmost continent, near the north pole of the planet. For a while, it was nothing but desolate fields of gray rock, pointy and lifeless. I began to wonder if there was any life on this planet, but then we came to a vast plateau of snow and ice with mountains in the distance and I saw a herd of large, furry, six-legged mammalian creatures running across.

      The pilot, Powell, flew us all the way to the mountains, where we set down in a shallow valley. There was a landing pad, with some red-haired Torgorans waving us in, and the ship came to a jerking halt. It was an old freighter, much less advanced than the Sanara, but she was serviceable. It wasn’t like the resistance had ready access to top-of-the-line equipment.

      I followed Jax out and into the cold air. Immediately, I was freezing. We Torgorans were a warm weather people. We could adapt of course, but I was in short sleeves and shorts, since Caelum 3 was far warmer. The frigid mountain air nipped at my exposed skin. A sudden gust whipped through the valley and made me shriek.

      Jax, who was also not dressed for the climate, waved me after him. “Let’s get inside. We can find you some winter gear later.”

      “I had some winter gear in my room back on Caelum.”

      He pursed his lips, a silent apology rolling off him. It would take a while for me to cool off on him. Jax would always be a friend, but that didn’t mean I had to be pleased with him. In the moment, I still wanted to punch that perfectly chiseled jaw of his.

      We marched across the pad to the large hangar door, a large metal thing with massive locking spikes hanging from the top. It was rusted and dented and scratched all over, seemingly like it had been in several battles. Battles the resistance was a part of? I didn’t know, but the door was thick and big and looked like it could handle a beating. So the base was secure.

      As we crossed beneath it and into the base, I immediately began to feel warmer. Whatever heaters they had inside, they were top notch. I wanted to get comfortable, but as we entered, everyone around us took notice. Eyes got wide, smiles flashed, people bounced.

      “Jax!” they called. “You’re alive.”

      He smiled at them all, waving and shaking hands and joking. Suddenly he was in an entirely different element, not as quiet and closed-off as I’d once known him. He was never K quiet, but he wasn’t a popular man, to say the least. But here, it seemed like everyone knew him, and everyone loved him.

      We kept walking. He gave clipped, short answers, never dwelling with one person too long. So fast was our pace and so fierce everyone’s reactions that I hardly got a glance. Which was fine by me. I didn’t need all the unwanted stares.

      As the flock of Torgorans grew behind us, seeking answers, we came to a hallway, narrow and bright, with a fancy door at the end, codes and lights aplenty. Standing beside it was a woman wearing the same crimson uniform as the others. She studied a data-pad intently, not bothering to look at us until we were right on top of her. When her gaze found us, her body went slack as she dropped her data-pad. Her mouth fell open.

      “J-Jax?” she asked, disbelief rolling off her.

      He waved. “Hi. It’s me.”

      “Materelle! Praise be!” the woman exclaimed, her smile so bright it was almost infectious. She had wavy orange hair that spilled out of her cap and down her back. Her eyes were stormy, rare for Torgorans. With plump cheeks and full lips, she was a beauty.

      She threw her arms around Jax and held him tight, her head resting against his chest. He hugged her back. It was a scene that was much too intimate, and I felt like I was intruding on something private. I sensed that the two had a history, though Jax hadn’t mentioned anyone from his resistance life since we’d been together on Caelum.

      He pulled back, lips curled in a smile. “It’s good to see you, Yecella.”

      Tears pricked at her eyes. Her cheeks were flushed. “I… I thought…” She swallowed hard, trying to hold back a sob. Whoever she was, she really cared about Jax. “I thought you were gone.”

      “For a while, so did I. The Elexaes got me.”

      “How did you escape?” Only then did she notice me. She swiped at her tears. “And who is this?”

      I was about to introduce myself, but how was I supposed to explain all that had happened for us to be here? But then Jax put his arm out and did the explaining. Sort of.

      “This is Jinx, an old friend. There’s a lot to explain and I promise I’ll tell you everything in due time, but first, I need you to gather everyone in the assembly hall. I have something to say. Something game-changing.”

      Yecella didn’t look like she wanted to let him go. I understood the feeling. When I’d lost Yan, my world felt like it was ending, torn apart, my heart ripped to shreds. When I got him back… Well, let’s just say that I was glued to his side for the better part of a month. Not that he would ever complain about that. And Yecella definitely had some feelings for my old friend. Whether or not he reciprocated was hard to say, but hers were as plain as day to see.

      A small part of me was jealous. We had so much history and shared experiences and I wanted to be a part of his life, but I also knew that he was different now. He had a life outside of me. So it was nice to see that he had so many people that cared about him and watched his back.

      Yacella didn’t seem pleased to part with him, but she nodded.

      “I’ll put out an announcement.” She turned to leave, but then whipped right back around and kissed him on his cheek. “I’m glad you’re back.” And then she skipped off down the next hall.

      Most of our followers caught the conversation and started down the opposite hall, eager to hear what Jax had to say to them. As they swarmed around us, I looked up at my friend, crossed my arms, and cocked an eyebrow.

      “So, this Yecella?”

      He laughed. “Don’t worry about it. You two will get to know each other, I’m sure.”

      “It’s seems like there’s a lot of people around here I’ll have to meet.”

      “Yes. I’m…rather popular here.” He scratched his neck and offered a smile.

      “That’s new.”

      “Hey, I was very loveable as a child.”

      I punched his arm. “Keep telling yourself that.”

      We smiled at each other, basking in the warmth of our friendship, on the few good memories of our time as slaves. There weren’t many, but almost all of them involved Jax. I was so glad to have him back in my life. Still mad about the kidnapping, though.

      “Come on,” he said, moving down the hall Yecella went. “We can get some warm clothes while everyone gets assembled. The heater cycles so we don’t consume too much power, so it can get drafty in here.”

      I nodded. “Okay.”

      He led me down a series of tight corridors that almost seemed like they were carved from the rock and ice of the mountain. No, that was exactly what they were. It was hard to tell if the resistance were the ones who made this base, or if it was a lot older than that. Nonetheless, the place was impressive.

      We came to a long corridor lined by at least a dozen doors. Jax brought me to one in the middle. He typed in a code on the outside and the door slid open.

      “Everyone gets their own room?” I asked.

      “Actually, no. I, um… I’m an officer so I have some privileges, like my own quarters.” He walked into the small space and threw himself onto his bed.

      My brows rose. “You are an officer?”

      “Yep. Lieutenant Jax Navari.”

      I grinned. “Such a fancy title.”

      His quarters were small, no bigger than our bunks back on the Sanara. But since most armies had their soldiers sleeping in large rooms all together, this was an improvement. I sat beside him. He stared at the ceiling. His room was sparse on decoration and originality, but I supposed it was hard to come by personal touches when you were fighting an overwhelming, oppressive regime.

      “I didn’t even want it at first, honestly,” he said. “Lots of responsibility, lots of people under me looking to me for direction and guidance.”

      “Yeah, I can see how that could be scary. Makes me nauseous just thinking about it.”

      He laughed. “There was an adjustment period, but it all worked out. Well, until Elarra…”

      I looked at him. He still gazed at the ceiling and his jaw worked subtly as he thought back to some traumatic event. Come to think of it, I didn’t recall him ever telling us why he’d been in Xarren Elexae’s dungeons or how he got there. I vaguely remembered something about him trying to break up some shipments the Elexaes were sending to someone—who I’d just as well assume was Tarvath—but maybe I was mistaken.

      Should I ask him about it? Now would have been as good a time as ever. But just as soon as I opened my mouth to ask, a voice came over the base-wide intercom. It was scratchy and hollow, but I recognized the voice of Yecella.

      “Attention, please report to the mess for an urgent meeting. Courtesy of Lieutenant Navari.”

      Jax sighed beside me. “Alright, let’s do this then.” He stood and went to his small wardrobe. He pulled on a crisp crimson uniform like everyone else was wearing. It was worn and torn in some places, but the gold fur that lined the collar and the inside made it look warm.

      He grabbed another set for me. “Here. These are Yecella’s. They should fit you.”

      “Oh, okay.” I began to put them on over my clothes. “Are you and her…”

      With a smile, he shook his head. “We’ll talk about it later.”

      “Because it’s perfectly fine if you two are!”

      “Later, Jinx!”

      I smiled and pulled on the uniform. It was slightly big on me, but nothing outlandish. And it was warm. I felt like I could lie down and snuggle all night in it. That was dangerous. Maybe too comfortable.

      When I joined Jax, he looked me up and down, his smile growing wide as he did. “That uniform suits you.”

      I punched his arm. “Don’t get too attached. I haven’t joined your precious rebellion just yet.”

      He smirked. “We’ll see. Come, follow me.”

      I followed Jax down several long corridors. We ran into more than a handful of soldiers, all of whom gawked at Jax. It was clear that just about everyone there had assumed the good lieutenant to be dead. It was amazing to see how loved and respected he was. It also pained me, thinking of Yan, knowing that he was probably panicking about my whereabouts. Once this was through, we’d go to their comms room and call my friends and let them know I was fine.

      We stopped at a pair of double doors. Jax grabbed the handles, but before he pulled them open, he paused and looked back at me.

      “You ready?”

      This was it. I was about to meet the Taolin Resistance. About to see an untold number of my fellow Torgorans. It had been years since I’d been around so many of them.

      I took a deep breath. “Not at all.”

      “Chin up. They won’t bite.”

      “It’s not their bite I’m worried about.” It’s those yearning eyes wanting me to be something that I’m not. A queen.

      Jax rolled his eyes. “I’ll be with you. Everything will be fine.”

      I so desperately wanted to believe that, but I was having a hard time buying into his positivity.

      Without further ado, Jax threw the doors open and strode in. I followed him. We walked into a large room with a tall, rounded ceiling and light streaming in through thin windows at the top that seemed to be built from crevices in the mountain above. I wish I could have just admired the room, but just then I found hundreds of Torgorans staring at Jax and I. The room was full of anxious chatter, much of it involving Jax. Word traveled fast.

      Jax led me onto a small stage that overlooked the assembly. It was a bit worn, the floor of it covered in skid marks from countless pairs of boots. Clearly this was always here, ready for someone to give a rousing motivational speech before they all went off into battle against Tarvath.

      He stood front and center, arms folded behind his back. I stood slightly behind him. I did not want the attention. Jax cleared his throat and waved.

      “Hello, everyone. As you can see, I’m back, alive and well.”

      Several peopled whooped and cheered and whistled. Others began to fling questions his way, too many for him to field all at once. He laughed and put his hands up in defense.

      “Okay, easy now. I’ll answer all of your questions in due time. I went through a lot and I’ll tell you everything, but first, I have some game-changing news to deliver. Something I discovered on my journey back to you all.”

      The soldiers settled into general silence, though some still muttered amongst themselves. Jax looked back at me for a beat, his eyes finding my own, as if asking permission to say what he was about to say.

      A part of me—no, the majority of me—wanted to run and hide and keep who I was a secret, but that wouldn’t be fair to Jax. I wasn’t ready for this—for any of it—but then, I doubted I ever would be.

      So I may as well get it over with. I nodded to him. He turned back to the assembled army of resistance fighters. He closed his eyes for a beat, took a deep breath, then looked at everyone all at once.

      “This is Jinxenna Taolin III, rightful heir to the Torgoran throne.”

      Stunned silence. Utter disbelief and shock. And then approval. Acceptance. Excitement. One by one, the assembly dropped to one knee and bowed their heads in reverence. I was flabbergasted. I didn’t know what to do. Did I smile, thank them, wave? Every bit of me hated every bit of this. The attention was not fun, and I didn’t like to have people looking to me to lead.

      Not everyone knelt, though. There were a few who looked on sternly, frowning. They weren’t convinced. I was in the same boat as them. Yecella gave him a startled look. He just shrugged. I think there was some anger there. Him just showing up after being presumed dead with a pretty girl that turned out to be the long-lost queen of their people. Yeah, I’d have some questions too.

      “How do you know this?” one of them asked.

      “You’re very much aware that I was with her as a slave, Arreth. I told you as much. Go look at images of the late king and queen, she looks exactly like them.”

      An older Torgoran spoke up. His red hair was faded, nearly gray. “He’s right. She’s the spitting image of Queen Venya.”

      He must have had a lot of their respect, because the doubters and everyone else looked at me with reverence, as if I was their savior. All those eyes, all those expectations suddenly thrown my way… I didn’t like it one bit.

      “All hail Queen Jinxenna!” someone yelled. To my horror, they all took up the call. They stood, arms pumping, and yelled, “All hail the queen! All hail the queen!”

      I put my arms out. “No!” I yelled. They slowly settled into confused silence. “This isn’t what I want. I’m no queen. I didn’t even know who I really was until today.” I crossed my arms and looked at my feet, my cheeks flaring. I hated all those eyes looking at me, imploring me to be their savior, to be something more than I was.

      “I was a slave for many years. Then I was a thief, and I roamed the galaxy with my friends. I’m no leader. I’m not a savior. I’m not a queen. I can hardly be in a firefight without having a panic attack.” My voice shook as shame filled me. I would have loved to be what they wanted, but I couldn’t. “You’ll need to look elsewhere.”

      I turned and strode from the room. Behind me, I heard the crowd begin to stir and Jax do his best to comfort them. “Everyone, go back to your assignments. I’ll talk to her.”

      I quickened my pace. I really just wanted to be alone, so I went all the way back to Jax’s quarters and sat on his bed. My chest felt heavy. This wasn’t a burden I wanted. It was one I’d never imagined I’d have to deal with.

      A minute later, footsteps approached, and the door slid open. Jax and Yecella came in. “Jinx, I—”

      “Save it,” I snapped, turning away from him. I hugged my knees to my chest.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for them to just thrust that upon you.”

      “Yeah, well, that was the ultimate assumption, wasn’t it? I mean, you should have known that me being the heir would have everyone look to me to lead them. Otherwise, you would have just left me on Caelum 3 with Yan and the others. You expect me to lead. Maybe not now, maybe not soon, but someday.”

      He didn’t answer that, which told me everything I needed to know. I didn’t blame him for this expectation, either. If by some miracle they overthrew Tarvath, they would need someone to lead our people, and who better to do that than the rightful heir?

      Jax came and sat behind me, his back pressed against mine. We used to sit like this as kids, when we had some time to ourselves, which wasn’t often. I’d always felt comforted when we sat like this, like we were the only two people in the galaxy, me and him, up against it all.

      But it didn’t feel the same. I had Yan for that comfort.

      Still, I appreciated his effort. “I’m sorry, Jinx,” he said. “I can’t imagine what this must be like. This is so much to have thrown on you. Knowing who you are and where you came from, the mantle and pressure of leadership. It’s overwhelming.” He took a deep breath and didn’t continue immediately. I felt his heartbeat against my back.

      “I’ll always be by your side to help you. It’s a lot, but you won’t be expected to lead. At least not right now, maybe not ever. You’ll be seen as a symbol, a figurehead for the resistance to rally support. Will that mean leadership in the future? If we win this thing? Maybe. If it does, I know you’ll be able to handle it. You are amazing, Jinx. Kind and gentle and selfless. That’s the type of queen our people need.”

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I didn’t want to lead, not now, not ever. But it was comforting to know that Jax would help me through it. It would be doubly good if what he said was true that I might never have to actually be in charge.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “This isn’t the life I wanted. Fighting in the resistance… This isn’t how I envisioned my life.”

      “Sometimes life takes unexpected turns.”

      “Oh, thanks for that philosophical platitude, wise one.”

      He snickered. “It’s a tough decision, I know, but I can make you open your eyes to our cause.”

      “I’m not sure I want that.”

      Jax stood. “Maybe not, but you need to see what we fight for regardless.” I turned to face him. He offered me his hand. “Come with me, let’s see if we can contact Yan. I know that will put you at ease.”

      “Okay…”

      Yan would ease some tension for sure, but he certainly wouldn’t just take all this stress away. Yan couldn’t keep an entire planet from wanting me to be their queen.

      I followed Jax out of his room and through the base. Everyone we passed paused as we walked by and gawked at me. Their whispers snaked into my ears, their questions and concerns eating at me, wondering if I was right to be their queen. I hated all of it. I didn’t need their gossip or their concerns.

      Thankfully, the trip wasn’t too long. After a brief ride on a lift, we arrived at a wide-open room with walls covered in consoles and equipment. Soldiers in darker uniforms than most ran about, almost in chaos. Standing in the middle of it all was a tall man with a balding head of gray-red hair. He was broad shouldered, built with old muscle. His uniform was perfectly pressed and as he turned to face us, tassels and medals swayed.

      “Ah, Lieutenant Navari. I’m glad to see you alive and well.”

      They shook hands. “General,” Jax said. “A pleasure to be back, sir.”

      The general smiled at him, and then his eyes flitted to me, as I knew they would. “And you. I know who you are. Welcome to our humble abode, Your Majesty.”

      “Pl-please don’t call me that, sir. I’m no queen.” I didn’t want to be rude, especially to someone of high rank that Jax obviously respected, but I didn’t need these expectations.

      “Hm, perhaps not. Not yet at least. Even so, it’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance Jinxenna. I am General Nima Yullarin.”

      I shook his hand. “It’s nice to meet you, sir, truly.”

      He smiled. He had a warm face covered in wrinkles and laugh lines and dimples.

      “Now how may I help you? I assume you two didn’t come here just to exchange pleasantries.”

      “No, sir,” Jax said. He cleared his throat. “I may have…absconded with Jinx here from her friends after we were attacked by inquisitors. It was a hasty decision that she’s still mad at me over. Regardless, we’d like to contact her friends, to let them know that she is okay.”

      General Nima frowned, his thick mustache wriggling. “I’m afraid that’s not possible at this time.”

      “Sir?”

      “Our communications are down at the moment.”

      Jax frowned, visibly confused. “What do you mean? When did this happen?”

      The general looked between us for a moment before answering. “There was a terrible winter storm a month ago. The worst in centuries. Knocked out the power for a week. We lost a dozen to hyperthermia before we could get it back up, and we still haven’t been able to fix the communications array. Uerex said it was permanently damaged, so we scrapped it and sent out a team to our base on Ollcenia Prime to get new equipment. It’s been a week, though. They should have returned by now.”

      Jax cursed. “Not good news to come back to, General.”

      “No… No, it is not. But at least you brought some much-needed good news.” The general smiled at me. I tried to be sincere with the smile I returned, but my mind was too caught up thinking about the downed comms unit.

      It meant that I wouldn’t be able to tell Yan where I was and that I was okay. I could only pray to Materelle that he was okay and not doing anything too stupid trying to find me. Though, knowing him, he was probably doing the most reckless thing imaginable.
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      It took us the better part of a day to pack away all our gear. I desperately wanted us to begin our search for Jinx as soon as possible, but it couldn’t be helped. We were down two hands and we had to retrieve all the surveillance equipment and security measures, which meant I had to climb a bunch of trees again. No fun for me, and I had to do double this time. Thankfully, taking them down was easier than putting them up.

      Once we were through, we attached a tow cable to the Diego then piled into the Sanara. I could pilot fine, as could Rayvan—another reason to love that girl—but I wanted to keep us all together for the time being.

      So, as Ketellin put us in the air, we all took one last look at the homestead, that temporary home we all shared. It had just been a little over a month, but it had been one of the best times of my life—no, the best. No worries, no stresses. My family safe, my friends safe, all together. Celebrating. Truly living.

      That was over now, but at least my family was okay. Rago had found them a nice place on Nagenno in the Free Systems. Dad got a job as a dock worker, and Lyra began work at a nursery, helping take care of children, something she’d always loved doing. And Mom was still improving, so everything wasn’t bad.

      But for everything to be perfect again, I needed Jinx back.

      K put us to jump. The ship hummed and then jolted forward as the stars sped past us. Amara’s contact was on some dingy space station above a gas giant that didn’t even have a name anymore. The place was called Terr-Ten Station. I’d never been, but in Amara’s eloquent words, it was a “wretched hive of scum and villainy.” So, it sounded like my kind of place.

      We came out of jump. My jaw fell. Amara neglected to mention that this was one of the biggest space stations I’d ever see. It was monolithic, half the size of a small moon. There had to be millions of inhabitants. Or at the very least it had the space for them. Glittering lights buzzed about around it, thousands of ships—fighters, junkers, cruisers—all coming and going from this seedy, bustling port.

      “How have I never heard of this place?” I asked, still gawking.

      “I don’t know,” Amara answered, arms crossed, looking unimpressed. “Maybe you’ve had your head in the sand like an apelex.”

      I didn’t know what an apelex was, but I felt stupid for never hearing about this place. A station this big would have every sort of resource, and a great place to lay low and hide. Could have been useful in the past. I would have been mad at Amara for not mentioning it, but then, a place known for scum and villainy probably wasn’t a welcoming place.

      Although, who named it so? Good “upstanding” members of society, or the very criminals that called it home? I was a criminal. I didn’t think myself a villain, but all the rich people I’d stolen from sure would label me as such.

      Eh, labels weren’t important. It mattered who it came from. Still, if Amara was calling it a hive of bad things, then I’d best be wary.

      K put us down on one of the landing pads, though we had to haggle a docking price because the muckfarming snake on the other end was trying to extort us, and I was against exorbitant fees of all kinds.

      The pad was dingy, dirty, and covered in some bioluminescent fungi that gave the place an eerie orange glow. I couldn’t imagine that was sanitary, but I didn’t intend for us to stay here long.

      As we came into the cargo bay, Amara turned around and stopped us. “Beleak, you stay with K and Pivek and the ship. Dock security is virtually non-existent, so there are frequent robberies, hijackings, and stowaways. Keep your eyes peeled.”

      He nodded. “Understood.”

      She waved me, El, and Rayvan after her. Looked like I was the man of the group. Ironic since between being a Goon, El and Rayvan’s Elarri bulk, and Amara’s Zarthian super strength, I was by far the weakest member of our party.

      We set out.

      The hangars were large bays a hundred feet high, large enough for any sort of craft to come in. And they did. Fighters, freighters, cruisers, and even a couple of goliath capital ships. Most ships that size were exclusive to navies of the Elarri Empire or the Hegemony, or just militaries, but these were unmarked, which told me they were owned by some sort of crime group. It wouldn’t surprise me in the slightest to learn that the Elexaes had a ship such as this.

      Like any place that attracted the downtrodden of the galaxy, the “scummy and villainous” of us, Terr-Ten Station was a hive of interesting folks, species I’d rarely seen, and even some that I had no name for. We saw a slug-like thing with yellow-green skin that crawled by, slime trailing behind it. There was a golem of a person made of shiny, silvery stone, they were eight feet tall and everyone gave them a wide berth.

      Amara saw me staring. “Korgeckens. They come a lava planet on the edge of chartered space. They don’t leave their home often.”

      I gawked at them. “Places like this always make me wonder what kind of things I’m missing out there.”

      “I’m sure you’re missing plenty.”

      We continued on. We passed markets filled with every item one could possibly want, from the legal to the illegal, from simple food goods to weapons that could probably take down this station with one blow. It was a veritable smorgasbord. If we hadn’t been on a critical mission, I would have loved to stroll around and gawk at everything, maybe pick myself up something nice.

      Maybe one day.

      Despite the fact that this place was a supposed hive of bad people, it was surprisingly orderly, and I didn’t see much security. On occasion, we spotted a patrol of thickly armored thugs that had a bright yellow symbol on the chest like three interlocking cubes, which was the symbol of the station, as Amara explained. But still, there weren’t a lot of these patrols. Order was kept because everyone assumed that everyone else was just as ready to shoot and kill you for transgressing against them. A wise assumption.

      Some fights did break out, but they usually ended with fists and not blasters. Most of it was between drunks, spilling out of bars, though I saw one at a street-side mech fight and one bettor got steamed thinking he got cheated. When someone loses money, anger is always close behind.

      Which was a fair reason why I tried not to gamble anymore. That, and I didn’t have a lot of digits to spend.

      We walked for easily over an hour before we came close to our destination. Amara strode with purpose, without any hesitation, as if she knew every inch of the station and didn’t need to think about directions. And maybe she didn’t. There was still so much I didn’t know about her. I knew the bullet points of her past, but she didn’t like to elaborate on any of it, which was fair. As with most of us, there was a lot of pain in her past, and if she didn’t want to talk about it, then she didn’t have to talk about it.

      Once we were through the markets and a long series of living blocks, we came to a long field of factories that manufactured saints-knew-what, but they belched toxic brown clouds into the controlled atmosphere of the station. I questioned that, as for a station with artificial air for the most part, how could there be such pollution, but Amara pointed out giant air filtration machines high above us that kept the air clean.

      It was only after these factories that Amara finally slowed as we neared her contact.

      The station was so large that they had whole river systems built in, some for power and others for sewage. Amara led us down the latter. The brackish water was probably brown because of unspeakable things and not from the mixing of salt and freshwater. Though, I had to admit that as we descended the steps, the smell didn’t overpower me. It was there, an ache that wanted to assault my nose, but it held off.

      We traveled along the sewage canal, holding tight against the metal walls. There wasn’t a lot of room to maneuver, which was inconvenient for us, but probably a good defense mechanism if you were hiding a secret base down there.

      It felt like we walked for a mile in those dim corridors, with only the pale-yellow fluorescent lights to guide us. But after a while, Amara came to a halt and held up her fist, the signal to stop.

      She turned to us. “Alright, the base is just up ahead, or was anyway.”

      I nodded. “Got it.”

      “I can’t promise you anything, Yan,” Amara said. “They’d maintained a base here for a long time, usually manned by my friend and a few others. It’s been a few years so it’s very possible that they’ve been compromised or decommissioned.”

      “It’s better than nothing. It’s a lead, that’s all I can ask for,” I said with a shrug.

      “What if he doesn’t want to give you the information?” El asked. She cracked her knuckles. “Are we gonna have to bust some skulls?”

      “Don’t worry. Fallan and I were close when I was with the resistance. And no, we won’t fight. I’d rather not make enemies with any more heavily-armed groups, thank you.”

      I laughed. “You love a good fight, Amara, quit lying.”

      She gave me a glare. “Maybe once I did, but I like to play it smart now. And you shouldn’t be so incorrigible. You’re wanted by more groups than I have fingers.”

      I put my arms behind my head. “You’re not wrong.”

      “Alright, come on, let’s see if this trip was worthwhile or not.”

      So, we padded ahead. The sewer curved to the right, which hid a thick steel door around the corner. It was scorched with old blaster scores, the area around it dirty and covered in soot. It didn’t look promising, like a fight had happened.

      Amara felt the same way. Her face contorted with concern. But still, we had to push forward. She grabbed hold of the door handle. It wouldn’t budge. That would have stopped most people, but being a Zarthian, she wasn’t about to be stopped. With both hands, Amara yanked with all her might. The door groaned and popped, exploding off its hinges with a loud screech. If people didn’t know we were there, they did now.

      “So much for the element of surprise,” I said.

      “I don’t think that was ever an option,” El replied. “Only one way in. No sneaking.”

      As soon as we stepped in, we knew this wasn’t the resistance base we were expecting. Pink hunra smoke rolled out into the corridor, engulfing us in its sweet aroma. I covered my mouth. It had been a while since I’d partaken in the drug. Now wasn’t the time. This wasn’t the type of temptation I needed right now. The others covered their mouths too and stepped in.

      Gone was the supposed military base. It was now a drug den. It was a wide-open space, with low ceilings and thick metal walls, though the paneling was exposed in places and rust had set in on others. Crouched in corners and lying against the cold walls were derelicts of several species, all smoking hunra. Upon our entrance, and our breaking their door, the users all jumped up and cowered. Understandable. Hunra could distort reality in the user’s eyes very easily.

      Amara scanned the crowd for Fallan, but it was clear that there were no Torgorans present. My heart sank. Without her contact, I didn’t know how we were supposed to find Jax and Jinx.

      But Amara wasn’t ready to give up. “I’m looking a Torgoran, a man named Fallan. Is he here?”

      Everyone went silent for several seconds. It was clear that they were all terrified of this small, super-strong woman. I didn’t expect an answer, or if I did, I didn’t expect a good answer, but then several of them raised their malnourished arms and pointed to the hallway on the other side of the room.

      Amara nodded and thanked them. “Go back to your entertainment. No need to worry.”

      I was unsure how much that would reassure them. I remembered well how paranoid one could get on hunra. And I usually only smoked enough for a subtle high, not enough to really wreck my life, not like these folks. Still, it was a dangerous, slippery slope. Which was why I’d tried my best to stop.

      “Let’s hope they’re telling the truth,” Amara said, striding toward the hallway.

      “Or that they understood the question,” Rayvan quipped back.

      “That too.”

      Amara pushed through the smoke to the other side of the room—us on her heels—to where a small, narrow hallway led deeper into the former base. The lights here, like in the main room, were dim and flickered. I didn’t imagine this den paid their power bill on time, so they probably had to siphon it off someone nearby.

      The corridor was long and winding, covered in old wires and piping. Some of the pipes leaked, and the floor was cracked and covered in dirt. I wondered what happened to the base. Had it been attacked, based on the blaster scores on the door? There weren’t any other signs of damage beyond gradual wear and tear. Maybe Fallan would be able to explain. Assuming he was cooperative.

      We tensed as we neared the end of the hall. There was another door ahead, this one with a small circular window built in. Before we arrived at it, I could see the dim pink glow of a hunra-filled room beyond.

      Amara stopped before the door. Her shoulders tensed as she took in a deep breath. I felt the same. This was it.

      She stepped forward. The door slid open with a groan. The whispers that populated the room suddenly ceased. We stepped in.

      This room was likely once the command center. There was a holo-terminal in the center, with pods of old consoles around the perimeter, all of which were broken and covered in dust. There was no other furniture, no chairs or tables beyond the old equipment that was built into the ground and walls.

      Addicts huddled along the perimeter like they had in the main room. I scanned them for our target. There was maybe a dozen. The first few weren’t humanoid. Then there were a couple of Torgorans, both skinny women that couldn’t be Fallan. Then I saw a Goonish girl that looked at me with empty eyes. She reminded me so much of myself and made my spine tingle.

      Beside me, Amara went rigid. I followed her gaze. She hadn’t described Fallan, but this must have been him. Like most Torgorans, he had reddish hair and auric skin. But this Torgoran was massive, more similarly built to an Elarri like El than to Jinx or Jax. Despite his size, his eyes were sunken, and his cheekbones were sallow. The drug had taken its toll. His features did not look natural.

      “Fallan,” Amara called, her tone devoid of emotion.

      Whatever his reaction I’d imagined, he didn’t follow. His eyes went wide. He cursed. “A-Amara?”

      She took a step toward him. “It’s been a while, friend.”

      The way she said “friend” made it perfectly clear that they were far from friends. There was more of that dark history that she didn’t like to talk about.

      He stood up slowly, dropping his hunra pipe. The pink smoke parted around him as he moved.

      “I…” He licked his lips. “I didn’t think I’d see you again.”

      “Well, I hadn’t planned on this pleasure either, but here we are.”

      Fallan wanted to bolt. I could see the twitch, see the fear running through him. Some of it was the paranoia that hard users displayed. But not all. There was real terror at seeing Amara again.

      She put her hands up to soothe him. “Just stay calm. We’re not going to hurt you. I just need some information about the resistance.”

      “And what makes you think I know it?”

      “I don’t. That’s what the talking is for.”

      The “talking” wasn’t really talking, though. She knew he was about to run. So, Amara dove for her former comrade, but he yelped and ducked out of reach. He was more slippery than he looked, though I found addicts always seemed to have this quality about them, no matter their physical size. It would have been simple to shoot him, but the smoke made it hard to see and the room had plenty of innocent bystanders. We couldn’t risk hurting them, or accidentally killing Fallan.

      So, we chased after him. I dove for his legs, but as soon as I grabbed him by the ankles, he was through my grasp. Rayvan and El tried their best too, but as Elarri, they were bigger and slower and just didn’t have the agility—though Fallan was practically the same size, but that didn’t appear to matter right then. He was still slick.

      He ran, bolting away from us like we were ghosts there to haunt him. Amara cursed and charged after him without a moment’s hesitation. Me and the others followed her.

      The chase led us out of the base and back into the sewer tunnels, though he took us the opposite direction of the way we’d come. He was faster than he looked and all we could catch were glimpses of his feet as he swerved around the bends and corners. Amara and I did our best to keep pace, but he had the advantage of knowing where he was going.

      We came around a corner to a long corridor. Fallan was gone, and the corridor was much too long for him to have gotten away, but then, we heard it: the patter of frantic hands on metal rungs. He was climbing out.

      There was a maintenance tunnel, a small vertical shoot to the surface, not too far away. I ducked my head in and looked up. Sure enough, Fallan was above, trying his best to escape. Luckily, in such a confined space, his girth put him at a disadvantage, as his shoulders kept rubbing against the confined walls, slowing his progress.

      “I got him,” I declared, and started climbing. Amara was smaller than me, but I’d been climbing, shimmying, and scaling my way into large buildings for years and getting away with rich people’s valuables. In a foot race she might have had me, but no one was a better climber than me.

      I leapt up the shaft, taking three rungs at a time. Fallan looked down in surprise to see me rapidly approaching. He cursed and doubled his efforts.

      For a moment, I thought I was going to catch him. His ankle was within reach, though even if I could grab it, I doubt I could stop him. But before I could try, he reached the top hatch and pushed it open. He laughed and crawled out with a wicked smirk. He peered down at me, his eyes twinkling, and closed it.

      Saints! A moment later, I was at the top. Light streamed through some slits in the hatch, so I was able to see. It didn’t take long for me to find the latch to open, but I had to hope that Fallan didn’t lock me out.

      The latch turned. Opened. I was out in fresh air again.

      Fallan had led us to another market, though this one was smaller and more benign, mostly food and clothes. Still plenty of people, though. I lost sight of my prey for a moment, but then caught sight of his bulk pushing through the crowds. I climbed out of the shaft and hurried after him, not bothering to wait for the others.

      Amara caught up with me before long and we continued after him, side by side.

      Fallan was a shifty git for someone so large. He wove through the crowded streets with ease as if skimming through water. We kept after him, but had trouble staying close, as we kept knocking into people, which was dangerous considering most everyone here was a criminal, some of which I was sure would kill us for even the smallest slight.

      But we couldn’t let Fallan get away. He was our best bet at finding Jinx. Though why he was running was beyond me.

      He ducked into an alley right before a large metal cart pulled by an eloco blocked the entrance. Amara skidded to a halt as her face contorted in a grimace, but I didn’t stop. I hung right into the alley right before and kept running, my arms pumping. There was trash everywhere and I passed some messy derelicts passing around some hunra, the sweet-smelling smoke caressing my senses. This station definitely had a drug problem. Then again, most large settlements did.

      I could hear Fallan ahead, his frantic footsteps pounding against the cold metal floor. His shadow darted into another alley, so I turned to head him off. He almost certainly knew these streets and alleys better than me, but I’d always had a keen sense for direction. That was why I was so hard to catch when pursued by authorities. I was a small and skinny Goon, not particularly strong, but I was quick, agile, and could contort and jump like no one’s business.

      He continued down the alley, but we’d run in enough circles for me to know where I was. I took the left alley this time. For a moment, his footsteps went away, and I worried that maybe I’d made a mistake, but then the sounds of their pounding roared back. Closer than ever, so close, just around the corner. I tensed, ready.

      Fallan came around the corner. I dove and tackled him. He clattered to the floor and into a pile of garbage. No time to think about how gross that was, though I could feel wet and slimy remains all over me. Not fun.

      Though dazed and high, my new Torgoran friend had enough sense to try to throw me off, but I put my whole weight on him and did my best to hold him down. He threw a punch, smashed into my cheek. I saw stars, pain swimming in my vision, but I held firm. I punched him back. We exchanged blows, exchanged blood and sweat and spit, as we grappled for control. He was going to win. He was bigger and stronger. But I had time, and reinforcements.

      I smiled when more footsteps sounded behind me. The distraction allowed Fallan to finally toss me aside, but before he could run, a blaster bolt rang loud and scorched the wall beside him.

      “Don’t move,” Amara demanded, her face contorted in a glare so venomous that I was sure it would haunt my dreams.

      Fallan wanted to run still, but his survival instincts were more in control than the drugged-up paranoia he was being fueled by. He put his arms up.

      “J-just, just take it e-easy, Amara.”

      She grimaced. “I said I just wanted to talk. You’re the one who ran like an idiot and made this hard.”

      He gulped, backed against the wall, and slid to the ground, his lip quivering with fear. I wiped blood from my lips and nose. My whole face ached, but it wasn’t anything I’d never received before. And I’d dished out worse.

      Amara looked back at me. “You okay?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. Let’s just get this done.”

      She turned back to her friend. “You will answer my questions truthfully. For each lie, I will put a bolt in a limb.”

      He gulped. Rayvan was spooked too. “Uh, I thought you just wanted to talk?”

      “I did, but he pissed me off.” Amara turned her attention back to Fallan. “Now, do you know a resistance fighter by the name of Jax? This is him.” She pulled out a data-pad and showed him the digital rap sheet that Pivek had found for us.

      Fallan took it wearily. His bloodshot eyes scanned Jax’s image closely. “This is… This is Jax Navari. L-lieutenant Navari. He used to be stationed here before…” His voice trailed off, and his eyes glazed over as if he was seeing something terrible. “I believe he was transferred to the base on Halyon. That’s…that’s all I know, I swear.” He typed something into the data-pad. “Here are the coordinates.”

      Amara snatched the data-pad away from him and slipped it back into her pack. “That will do. Thank you.”

      Well, we got what we wanted. It was still possible that we wouldn’t find Jax at this other base, but it was a lead, and it was better than nothing.

      We were ready to leave, but Amara wasn’t. She clenched her hands into fists.

      “What happened down there?” she asked, her voice hitching. “What happened to the base, to everyone?”

      Fallan gulped hard and looked away from her. The pain was clear in his eyes. I didn’t know what sort of past these two had, but it was obvious that they’d been close, that these people and their cause had meant something to Amara at one time.

      Finally, Fallan found the words as he twiddled his fingers together, trying to keep his composure.

      “Let’s just say that mistakes were made. We put our trust in people we shouldn’t have.”

      Amara pursed her lips and nodded. “Hm, that’s something we have in common then.” She whirled around and started past me, but paused. “Take care of yourself, Fallan. You’re better than this.”

      Without letting him respond, she strode away without another word or glance back. The Elarri and I followed her.

      We were silent for a good while before I deemed it appropriate to break it with a less than appropriate observation.

      “It seems that a lot of people from your past have it really rough once you leave them.” Probably not the smartest thing to say, but I had a habit of putting my foot in my mouth. And I wasn’t wrong. First Amara’s Zarthian friend Zemi on Praeoria, now Fallan. Neither had been too enthused to see her.

      But Amara didn’t blast me, she just sighed. “Life’s interesting like that, isn’t it?”

      Yes… Yes, it is.

      “Let’s get back to the ship. Hopefully, we’ll find Jinx at the end of this trail.”
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      I was against it, but Jax insisted that I see how our people lived. Not as if me and him and countless others in the resistance were former slaves and knew firsthand how terrible our people could have it. But he wanted me to see how even the non-enslaved lived. So here I was, on a resistance craft, wedged behind Jax and his copilot Caveen, a boy younger than even me.

      Caveen was nice, but he looked at me with the type of reverence that should be reserved for people in authority that actually earned their authority and respect. I hadn’t earned anything. And he wasn’t the only one to look at me like that. My speech dissuading this behavior did not, in fact, dissuade this behavior.

      Still, he was nice.

      I would have liked him a lot more if we weren’t crammed inside a tiny fighter. Unfortunately, we couldn’t requisition anything bigger since the freighters and cruisers were all being sent out for patrol. And the general didn’t deem this a priority mission, so a fighter would do. Of course, I supposed I could have asked for something more comfortable, me being their queen and all, but that would only reinforce their image of me, and that wasn’t something I wanted.

      So, here we were, boom tubing from system to system, me practically in Caveen’s lap. The poor boy hadn’t the faintest clue where to put his hands. I took it he didn’t get very close to girls often, which was a shame, since he was a handsome enough lad. His hair was darker than most Torgoran hair, oily red like blood. His eyes were deeply brown. Cute small nose and little cheeks to die for. If he was older and I didn’t have Yan, I’d find him appealing.

      “We’re almost there,” Jax announced. On a bigger ship, we could have just jumped straight from Halyon to our destination, but fighters couldn’t handle that since they didn’t have jump drives. So, we had to use the system’s boom tube to bounce to the next system and the next. It was always bumpy, and the initial jolt always made my stomach lurch. Plus, boom tubes were for public use, so there was always the possibility of running into trouble.

      That didn’t happen for us this time, thankfully.

      We came out of the last one and the ship slowed as we neared a rusty orange planet. Jax sighed. “Welcome to Raxima.”

      Even as far removed from Torgoran space and affairs as I’d been most of my life, I knew enough to know that Raxima was a dump. Famously so. Air choked by smog, oceans poisoned by toxins, it was a dumping ground for corporations throughout the galaxy. It had been bad even under my parents, but they hadn’t allowed too many people to live there at least. But as Jax explained, Tarvath sent a lot of the destitute here to live in squalor.

      As we entered the atmosphere, I could already smell the place through the visor. Given it was pressurized and shouldn’t have allowed for that, it said something to the disgusting nature of the planet. When we broke through the clouds, which were a puke green, I found literal mountains of garbage making up the horizon.

      “Materelle give me strength,” I said.

      “Not so pretty, is it.”

      I gulped. No, it was not. This was terrible. And we were at a distance. I couldn’t begin to image how bad it was on the ground. Looked like I was going to find out.

      We flew over a decrepit city scape that was very much alive with activity, ships and speeders and the like zipping around, but the buildings all looked dirty and broken and like they would fall over with the slightest of breezes. Jax took us beyond the skyscrapers through fields of refineries before we finally came to a long valley of trash.

      A voice buzzed over the fighter’s comm. “Fighter LG-4497, please input clearance codes.”

      “Stand by,” Jax replied. He flipped a red switch and input a code. There was silence, then the man’s voice from the other side returned.

      “You’re cleared for landing. Hope you had an easy trip.”

      “It’s never easy coming by fighter.”

      The comm went dark. I looked at him. “Where are we landing?”

      He smirked. “You’ll see”

      Jax promptly took us into a nosedive at the trash. It made my stomach drop out of my body. I clung to Caveen, which made his face go red.

      “Jax! What are you doing?” I shrieked, but he just smiled wickedly.

      As we rapidly approached the trash-covered ground, I clung tighter and tighter to Caveen.

      He gulped. “Uh, Y-Your Majesty? C-could you p-please not hold onto me s-so tight?”

      My gaze snapped to him. “Don’t you ever call me ‘your majesty’ again! Got it?”

      He gulped again. His face was so red I thought he was on fire.

      “Y-yes, ma’am.”

      And still we plummeted. The earth rose to greet us. “Jax!”

      At the last moment, he whooped loudly and pulled back on the stick, jerking the fighter up, but it wasn’t enough to halt our momentum. I screamed as we crashed into the trashy ground…and then nothing. We went through the ground, as if we’d passed through the cloud.

      I suddenly found that we were in a large warehouse—no, a hangar. Outfitted with dozens of fighters. It was a resistance base. It took me a moment to calm myself and catch my breath, though my heart refused to slow one bit. I detached myself from Caveen and patted him on the head.

      “Thanks for that, love.”

      That just made his face go even more crimson.

      I whipped around to fully face Jax and shoved a finger in his face. “You devil-loving…erthket udu!”

      He laughed at that. “Hey, language, Your Maj—”

      “Finish that word and I’ll crash this ship for real.”

      Jax obliged, though he didn’t stop his snickering.

      “I just wanted to have some fun with you.” He focused on his flying as he put us down next to the rows of fighters. Mechanics in bright yellow suits came to run diagnostics on our ship. The Sanara didn’t require such things because she could handle jumps just fine, but going through a lot of boom tubes took its toll on small ships like this.

      The cockpit flew open. Jax stood up in his seat and threw his arms out wide. “Welcome to Raxima, the toxic jewel of the Kingdom of Torgor.”

      I looked up at the ceiling. The warehouse roof was open to the dim orange sky, and there didn’t seem to be land there, but I knew what I saw. Suddenly, the sky flickered over the open space, and I caught a glimpse of the trashy ground that I thought we’d crash into.

      “A holo-projection?”

      Jax nodded, sporting a proud smile. “Yep. Not cheap, but it’s untraceable and near impossible for the naked eye to look past. Helps us stay low when royal patrols fly by, though that’s rare anyway. There’s not a lot of life out past the cities, so the patrols don’t usually bother coming this far out in the wastes.”

      “Huh.” I turned my gaze to him, pursed my lips, and punched him in the arm.

      “Ow!”

      “Don’t scare me like that again!”

      He laughed. “I won’t make any promises. Come on.”

      Jax exited the cockpit and I followed, Caveen on my heels. The mechanics swarmed around us and didn’t even bother to ask who we were, though I wasn’t going to complain about that. With all the attention I’d gotten at the Halyon base, I was looking forward to staying under the radar.

      Caveen and I fell into step alongside Jax.

      “The resistance has several bases throughout Raxima,” he said. “This place is a cesspit, and Tarvath lets some of his most corrupt supporters run the show and do whatever they want here. They can be as cruel and vicious as they want to the citizenry. As if it’s not bad enough that the people have to live here in these conditions.”

      “That’s horrible,” I replied.

      “The planet is too large and too populated for us to mount a full-scale invasion, and Tarvath’s supporters value their sandbox too much. Tarvath’s wrath would be great if we took it.”

      “So…you what? Settle for guerilla tactics?”

      He frowned at me. “It’s all we can do for now. Here at least. When we take out Tarvath, things will fall apart, and we’ll be able to take this planet in full.”

      I couldn’t argue that. I didn’t have the military knowledge to know the pros and cons of occupying one planet over another.

      Jax brought us over to a speeder. A soldier in a red uniform stood by it. When he saw us coming, he stood at attention and saluted Jax. I wouldn’t get used to that. Though I also wouldn’t get used to being a queen, so…

      “Lieutenant Navari! We heard— We heard you were dead…”

      He patted the soldier on their shoulder. “Nope, very much alive, Sabonis. Mind if we borrow this speeder and the blaster rifles that I’m sure are packed away?”

      The soldier—Sabonis—stammered, “W-well, I-I don’t know… I really should report your a-arrival with Colonel Shevva.”

      Jax flashed a grin and waved that off as he pushed past Sabonis and sat in the driver’s seat of the speeder.

      “Don’t worry about the colonel. She’ll be so happy I’m alive that any anger will go right out the window.”

      Sabonis frowned. “You really don’t know the colonel that well if you think she’ll let you break protocol so cavalierly.”

      “She’ll make an exception for me.” He locked eyes with me and Caveen and jerked his head for us to hop in.

      I did so, as did our shy little friend. I shrugged and gave Sabonis a sympathetic look. “I’m sorry.”

      He waved that off. “Be careful out there. We’ve seen increased inquisitor activity lately, and soldier patrols have doubled in the last month.”

      “We’ll be cautious. Thanks, Sabonis.”

      Sabonis saluted. “Good hunting, Lieutenant.”

      Sabonis left us. Jax turned on the speeder, then opened a compartment and retrieved a trio of gas masks. He passed them to me and Caveen.

      “Here, put these on. The air in the city is damn near toxic. It isn’t necessarily lethal, but it isn’t healthy.”

      That didn’t bode well for what we would see, but I nodded and put the mask on. It fit snug against my cheeks and chin, and when I breathed in, the air tasted somehow sweet and musty at the same time. Jax noticed my reaction.

      “The filters are old and dusty, but they’ll work. Once you break them in, it’ll get better.”

      “It better.”

      He smiled, pulled back on the stick, and we shot forward through a tunnel that went out of the base and under the fields of trash and refineries. It was a very elaborate network, and again I had to wonder how the resistance came by a place like this.

      “So, what are we doing?” I asked.

      Jax didn’t look back at me. “As I said, you need to see how our people live. I don’t want to upset you, but you need to realize the reality that our people face.”

      I leaned back and crossed my arms. I didn’t like his tone all that much. Very patronizing.

      The tunnel sloped up and into the open air. Refineries rose all around us, spewing black clouds of toxins into the atmosphere. Right then, I was glad for the masks. For several minutes, Jax navigated us through the maze of corridors and roads that made up the refinery fields. There must have been miles of it. But finally, we came out of it onto a long open stretch of road that led to the city proper.

      Being on the ground didn’t help my view of the city, in fact, it made it worse. The skyscrapers were crumbling messes and many buildings looked to be made of the same garbage heaps that dotted the horizon. In a sense, the city looked like it had been through a war, like it was a bombed-out shell of its former self. It wouldn’t surprise me in the slightest if that was the case.

      As we approached, I could see taller, elevated roadways leading to and from the city, nothing like the patch of dirt we hovered over now.

      “Soldiers keep tabs on the main roads,” Jax said, as if reading my thoughts. “But these back roads are good for getting in and out of the city.”

      “Really? I feel very exposed out here.”

      He flashed a grin. “Better than being caught sneaking in amongst the shadows. This way, we look rather innocuous, like we’re just trying to beat the tolls.”

      “But what if you do need to sneak in unseen?”

      “We have tunnels and secret entrances all over the city,” Caveen answered. He cleared his throat. “We have safehouses throughout too.”

      “Good to know. Seems like the resistance is really committed to Raxima.”

      Jax nodded, his gaze forward, turning determined. “Raxima is ground zero. This is where the suffering of our people is at its highest, slaves notwithstanding. If we’re going to take the resistance to the next level and blossom hope and a willingness to fight, this is where it happens.”

      I nodded. He sounded so inspired, so passionate. It was nice to see. He had such clear goals, and I longed for that kind of purpose. Of course, a goal like that existed in my heart, but I didn’t know how to obtain it yet.

      We entered the city.

      The outer districts were widely abandoned and rundown. I didn’t know why, nor did I want to know. We found a well-hidden little alley and exited the speeder. Jax pulled out a dirty tarp from the storage compartment in the back and covered the speeder. It wasn’t a lot, as anyone stumbling across it would know what it was, but it was better than nothing.

      I followed the boys as they led me deeper into the dilapidated cityscape. It didn’t take long for people to come out of the metalwork.

      It was a hellhole of the highest order. Garbage everywhere. Excrement everywhere. No plumbing from what I could see. Beggars at every corner. The ones that weren’t begging were just has haggard and dirty and miserable looking as those that were.

      Everyone had soulless stares. Hopeless gazes. There was no joy here, just survival. And only barely. It made my chest ache.

      Torgoran soldiers in black-and-gold armor patrolled the streets in groups of three. Everyone usually cleared a path for them. The fear they inspired was quite palpable, and their sneers were wicked, as if they were scanning the crowds for any little thing so that they could flaunt their authority. Why was it that power and authority always attracted the absolute worst people?

      Jax and Caveen were both on edge. Both had one hand on the blasters at their hips. We were in enemy territory, so we couldn’t be too careful. We didn’t know who could be watching. And now that Tarvath knew who I was and that I was alive? It was probably doubly dangerous for me to be here.

      But Jax just had to make a point.

      I stayed close to him as we walked. The air tasted stale, but I couldn’t image what it was like without the gas mask. Most of the people we saw didn’t have the luxury of one.

      “Do you see what they live in, the conditions Tarvath puts regular citizens through?” Jax said in a low but tense voice.

      Words didn’t come from me. I had nothing to say. I had a feeling that things were bad throughout the kingdom, but I didn’t imagine it was this bad. Of course, these people weren’t enslaved, so their lot could get much worse, but as far as everyday living went, this was about as bad as it could get.

      We passed through the ratty market and came to a crowded square, and I mean crowded. Like a thousand people all crowded around something. Absolutely silent. There was a sense of fear and dread running through the assembled, and it made my stomach grumble and my arms pebble.

      “I have a bad feeling about this,” Caveen said.

      “We should head back,” Jax replied.

      “No.”

      They looked at me. but I didn’t answer them. I pushed through the crowd. Jax cursed and said my name and tried to bring me back, but he failed to catch me before I pushed through the outer layer of people. It was a struggle to get to the front, just because there were so many people and I wasn’t particularly big or strong enough to really push, but people began to let me through. They weren’t eager to see what was going on. But I was.

      I really wish I wasn’t.

      Before long, I came to the front. And froze. In the plaza before me was a raised circular dais where a fountain or a statue of sorts had probably once been, but now it was gone, replaced by a long iron spike with loops throughout for chains.

      Chained to it was a man, shirtless, his back to me, his exposed muscles glistening with sweat. Soldiers stood all around him, nonchalant, almost bored. All except one. One with a steel-tipped whip in their hand.

      I’d arrived at a public flogging.
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      The soldier didn’t say any charges or give any sort of speech or warning. Or maybe he had ,and I’d missed it before we arrived. But it didn’t matter. What mattered was the man before me, a young man, maybe a decade my senior.

      Off to the side was a woman with light red hair similar to mine and a little girl in her grip, both of whom were crying as they watched. His family.

      The soldier raised his arm, and the whip. My breath caught in my throat. My heart stopped. The soldier brought the whip down.

      The lash landed with a CRACK! The father let out a cry as blood sprayed the air. A sob choked in my throat. Another crack. More blood, more screams, more pain. Each one opened an old wound within me, memories I’d long tried to hide. As a house slave, I hadn’t received as many lashings as those that worked the fields, those that broke their backs and hope in the mines, but still, I hadn’t been spared the crack of the whip.

      They made all the slaves watch usually, a reminder for us that if we misbehaved, the same fate awaited us. That was what this was. These people weren’t slaves in the legal sense, but they may as well have been. They were slaves to this regime, powerless to do a thing before Tarvath.

      I thought I could cover my ears and hope for this to end, but then the little girl broke free from her mother and ran from the crowd and to her father.

      No.

      The soldier didn’t care that it was just a little girl. She was a civilian out of line, and they couldn’t have that, could they?

      He wound back, ready to whip the girl.

      Before I could think, my legs were moving. I felt Jax and Caveen pull against me, but they couldn’t stop me.

      I broke free of them. I broke free of the crowd. The soldier’s arm was all the way back. My feet carried me swiftly, faster than I’d ever run. The whip rose. Then his arm started to come forward. I was fast, but he was faster.

      I wouldn’t be able to reach him. I wouldn’t be able to stop him. But there was something I could do.

      The whip came down. I dove. I heard crack cut through the silence of the air. My arms were around the girl, my body shielding her.

      I felt the pain as the whip raked across my back and tore open my flesh.

      

      It brought me back to when I was ten. The mistress’s daughter had beaten one of my friends, another one of the child slaves. She wasn’t Torgoran, but that didn’t mean I didn’t feel kinship with her.

      When the daughter went to hurt my friend again, I’d snapped and pushed her down the stairs. I’d smiled as she fell hard, her voice gasping with each bang of the stairs. She hit the bottom hard, some bones broken.

      For that, I didn’t get the Pit. No, I’d assaulted one of my masters. The punishment for that was twenty lashings. It didn’t matter that I was a child with no muscle or fat to withstand the beating. If I died, I died. I was expendable, a simple house slave. They could get a new one. But my punishment had to be seen, had to be given.

      A slave could not touch their master.

      They brought me out in front of the estate and had every slave attend, all the guards and guests too—about a hundred and fifty pairs of eyes on me. They stripped me down and tied my arms to two posts so that I knelt, my warms out wide, my back fully exposed.

      Then they began without ceremony, without charges or speeches. The whipping was enough.

      I was lucky they didn’t kill me. They could have. I wished they had.

      The first one had been the worst. So much anticipation for the blow, knowing what was coming, not knowing how bad it would be. It opened a wound from one shoulder blade to the other. The shock of it had rendered me frozen.

      The second one took my breath away and made tears come to my eyes, the shock of the initial strike wearing down and the pain coming at me with full force. The pain was so great that I screamed my throat raw, until there was nothing left.

      I screamed through the third, fourth, and fifth lash. No help came. No comfort came, no relief. Just hundreds of hollow gazes watching me as I bled and cried. The soldier who did the whipping cursed and spat at me and called me terrible things, called me worthless.

      The final fifteen lashes came in a daze. I barely recalled them, as if I was in a trance, a dream, a nightmare. I was cried out. When it was over, they left me there all night, my back torn open, soaked in blood, naked and shivering in the cold. Me, a small girl. It was the worst night of my life, because I didn’t sleep one bit, though I would have loved to sleep, was desperate for it. Sleep was an escape from the pain, but it never came.

      At dawn, some slaves came and retrieved me and took me to the infirmary where they took all the slaves when they got hurt working or had to be beaten. The doc, who was just a local veterinarian as we didn’t warrant a real doctor, cleaned me up and stitched my back. I didn’t have any permanent damage, though my back would forever be a mess of scars. The true mark of a slave. I was told later that some of the wounds cut to the bone.

      I wasn’t a slave for much longer, but I held the memory of that day close to me.

      

      I felt the pain of those lashings all over again when this new tormentor whipped me. The sting was terrible, making tears come to my eyes without warning, but I could bear this pain. I couldn’t let this child take it.

      “You worthless havesk!” they spat, their words like venom.

      They wound up to whip me again. The crowd was stunned into silence. Jax and Caveen were moving, but it was slow motion. The pain in my back was awful and took me to a bad place. But it didn’t make me crumble, it made me rage.

      My knife slipped from its sheath at my ankle and into my hand. Not a grav-blade, but a simple blade of iron—pure and cold and just as lethal. I looked into the girl’s eyes. They were bloodshot from so many tears, her eyes hollow and wild with pain. I’d had those same eyes.

      But no more.

      I whirled around fast as lightning, caught the soldier’s arm mid-swing, and jammed my knife into his olive-skinned neck.

      The gasp that went through the crowd was like a shockwave. The soldier’s eyes went wide, they bulged. He looked me in the eye, then down at my hands. I grimaced, spat in his face, and pulled my knife free. Blood erupted from the wounds, pouring down my arm, my sleeves drenched in the warmth of him. He grasped uselessly at his neck for but a second before he clattered to the ground, dead.

      Stunned silence. No one moved.

      Then all hell broke loose.

      The other soldiers snapped out of their shock and stepped forward, blasters raised. I thought I was about to die, but then blaster bolts rang out and slammed into the soldiers. The crowd went wild and scattered in all directions.

      I turned in time to find Jax and Caveen surging toward me. Jax’s eyes were narrowed, his gaze and gait determined, in battle mode. He saw me, then raised his blaster and fired past me. I took a step toward him, but then the pain in my back finally decided to flare. I winced and stumbled. Caveen caught me.

      “Grab her, Caveen!” Jax demanded. “Let’s go!”

      I pushed Caveen away. “No! We need to help the man!”

      Jax looked at me like I was crazy, but I wouldn’t budge from this, and he knew this. He cursed and nodded.

      “Caveen, take her and the girl and get them to the speeder.”

      “But, sir—”

      “Right now!”

      Caveen yelped and wrapped an arm around my waist and helped me up. As we came to our feet, a soldier broke through the crowd and came right at us. Caveen had his hands full with me. We’d be shot. My arms moved. I found the pistol at my hip, pulled it free, and shot. The bolt hit the soldier square in the chest. He let out a cry and dropped hard.

      Two. Two lives I’d ended today. Didn’t have time to process that, but I was still angry. Righteous with fury.

      I found the girl. I grabbed her arm and pulled her after me and Caveen. She sobbed but didn’t pull against me. Each step hurt, each step made blood fall down my back, but he had to get out of there. I risked a glance back. Jax stood by the whipping post and fired at soldiers that tried to get a shot at him through the crowd. Behind him was the mother, the man’s wife I assumed. She fumbled at his bindings, but they were grav-locks. They needed an electric key.

      Jax turned to her and shot the locks, which made them crack and free her husband, who crumbled. That…would also unlock them, yes.

      She and Jax lifted him between them, one arm around him each. Soldiers’ blaster bolts zipped around them, but there were so many people that they were spared. I had to pray to Materelle that they’d make it.

      I focused on my own legs. It was hard enough to make sure I didn’t collapse without worrying about Jax. Caveen led me and the girl the few blocks to the speeder. It took all my willpower not to cry when it came into view. There were a few Urdetans—a small scavenger species that liked to, well, scavenge—hanging around our speeder. Caveen shot his blaster into the air and they scattered like insects.

      He helped me into the back seat, though I didn’t lay down like I wanted because I knew the father would need the space.

      The girl was shaking as she climbed in next to me. Despite my pain, I reached out and put a hand on her shoulder.

      “It will be okay, little one. My friend Jax is a very good soldier. He’ll get your mom and dad back safely.”

      She didn’t look convinced. Caveen got the engine started. The speeder rose, humming, ready to go. I wiped the girl’s tears.

      “What’s your name, sweet thing?” I asked her.

      She sniffled, snot mixing with her tears. She wiped her face against her already filthy sleeve.

      “A-Alma…”

      I smiled at her. I hoped I hid the pain that was screaming inside.

      “That’s such a pretty name. Nice to meet you. I’m Jinx.”

      “Hi, J-Jinx.”

      “This is Caveen. He’s gonna get us out of here safe and sound. Aren’t you, Caveen?”

      He looked back at me. The scared, shy boy I’d gotten to know that morning was gone. This person was a grizzled soldier, his eyes focused.

      “We sure are.”

      “See,” I said with a smile at Alma. “You know, that was very brave what you did back there. You wanted to protect your dad. Not everyone has that courage.”

      A sob broke from Alma. “I— I guess…”

      “Being brave and standing up to the bad guys is how the good guys win. We all need to be as brave as you.”

      I could tell she wasn’t totally convinced, but she nodded. I didn’t blame her. This was just about as traumatic an experience as a girl her age could endure without losing her mind. She was stronger than she looked.

      Before I could say anything else, movement caught my eye. Jax and Alma’s parents came around the corner. Blood ran down Jax’s forehead from where a blaster bolt must have just missed him. Any closer and he would have been dead.

      Alma and I moved over as much as we could so there was room for her dad. He was still conscious, but I wasn’t sure he was fully aware of where he was. His eyes had a distant, vacant look about them.

      Jax and the mother climbed into the front.

      “Go!” Jax barked. Caveen didn’t hesitate. He pulled back on the stick and the speeder rose into the air. We shot away, the trash city falling away behind us.

      For a while, we sat in silence, taking the time to settle down and catch our wits about what just happened. Everything had happened so fast. I was still stunned, still breathless. Pain still cocooned around me, emanating from my back, but I knew it would get worse later. I was running on adrenaline and shock. When those settled, I would probably black out.

      The silence was broken when Jax whirled around to face me, his face red with anger. “What the hell were you thinking, Jinx? You could have gotten yourself killed!”

      I was not about to take that. I didn’t do what I did lightly.

      “I was thinking that a soldier was about to kill this little girl or at least seriously hurt her and I wasn’t going to allow that!”

      He threw his hands up. “Ugh, you don’t even think about what you mean to me, to the resistance.”

      “Yeah, I didn’t think. It was instinct.” I glared right back at him.

      We glowered at each other for a long while, both of us wanting to show how mad we were with the other. Truthfully, I was still steamed that he’d drugged and kidnapped me and forced me into the resistance, but who was counting? Finally, though, he sighed, his features softening with concern.

      “Are you okay? I saw the whip hit you, but I couldn’t tell how bad it was.”

      I looked away and stared over the side of the speeder as the wind whipped around us and the trashy landscape zipped past. “I’m okay. It’s nothing I haven’t endured before.”

      He sucked in a breath. “What?”

      “Don’t worry about it.” I turned back to him and looked to the mother seated beside him. “I’m sorry about all of this. I just couldn’t sit by and watch. I’m Jinx.”

      Like Alma, she had short mahogany hair, plump cheeks, and dark green eyes. She wore eye shadow that was streaked with tears. She took my hand. Her palms were rough and callused. Worker hands.

      “I’m… I’m Nellian.” She swiped at her eyes. “Thank you so much.”

      I smiled at her, trying to be as sincere and comforting as I could. “There’s no need. I’d do it again.”

      She sniffled. Her eyes went to Jax. “You’re with the resistance you said?”

      “Yes, ma’am. I’m from off world, but the local bases will help you relocate safely and heal your husband. We have plenty of biogel stocked. I’m sorry to say that you won’t be able to return to your home.”

      Nellian nodded. “I-I understand.”

      He put a hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

      Tears fell down her cheeks, but she tried to hold them back. “It’s okay. Home is about Alma and Sepho, not material things.”

      Jax smiled. “That’s a good outlook to have. And I’m sure we can get a local squad to drop by your home discreetly and pick up some things for you if need be.”

      “Thank you, I’d appreciate it.”

      I smiled as I watched this exchange, doing my best to ignore my pain. Alma sat in my lap, and her hands were bunched in my pants. I held her close, like the little sister I never had. She reminded me so much of the other little slave girls from my childhood. I wish I could have spared them the pain then as I did for her today.

      “So,” I began, “why was Sepho being whipped, if you don’t mind my asking?”

      Nellian gulped hard and blinked back tears. “It’s my fault. Some of the soldiers made some unwanted advances on me. All the time. I did my best to ignore it, but this time, they took it a step too far and Seph… He just wanted to defend me…so he-he punched one of them.”

      I felt Alma shake against me, her grip tightening as she held me. I hugged her tighter. Nellian’s story was so familiar. It was a story shared by every indentured and enslaved woman everywhere. We’d all had to deal with these sorts of things. And if we dared to defend ourselves? Grave consequences.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered back. “I understand all too well what you’ve gone through.”

      She nodded, sharing a connection with me. Jax looked between us, confused, questions floating off him. We were separated a year before I was first whipped. He knew nothing of the worst things I’d experienced as a slave. And when I’d started to become an adolescent… Well, those were especially rough years.

      We rode in silence after that. We were almost back to the base. I didn’t make it back, though. Within minutes, the pain and blood loss became too much for me, and I drifted into unconsciousness. The last thing I remembered was Alma crying and asking if I was okay, followed by the panicked voice of Jax asking the same.

      I wanted to reassure him, but honestly, I couldn’t even reassure myself.
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        * * *

      

      I came to in a long room made of cold cement and lit by dim yellow lighting. It was a sickly yellow, not very welcoming. I sat up, gasped from pain, and laid back down.

      “Whoa, take it easy,” said a voice beside me. Jax. “The biogel hasn’t fully taken effect yet. You need to rest.”

      I swallowed hard. My eyes darted around the room. It was an infirmary. Beds stretched all around, wall to wall, a third of which were occupied. Torgoran men and women with various injuries. Some were missing limbs, others were asleep and may have just been sick or something equally benign. One bed was occupied by Sepho, who was shirtless, his torso covered in bandages, with IVs and other wires all over him. I didn’t spy Alma or Nellian.

      I craned my neck to look at Jax. “Is Sepho okay?”

      Jax smiled. “Always thinking of others, Jinx.” His gaze went to our Torgoran friend. “He lost a lot of blood, and one of the lashings bruised his spine it cut so deep. He’ll have to be bedridden for a while and won’t be able to work for a few months even with the biogel, but he’ll recover.”

      “Materelle is good,” I sighed, laying my head against the pillow.

      “Jinx,” Jax said sharply, his tone suddenly dire. I looked at him. His face was stricken, as if he’d seen something horrible.

      “Yes?”

      He grabbed my hand and squeezed it, his thumb rubbing it gently. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      I frowned, my brows furrowing. I still didn’t understand.

      “Tell you what, Jax? What are you babbling about?”

      “I saw your back.”

      Oh.

      Straining, I sat up, my grip tight on the sheets covering me. I was in a thin shirt, with bandages around my chest. Each movement pulled against my wounds. They’d put biogel on it I could tell, from the familiar itch of mending flesh crawled across my back. I wanted to scratch it desperately, but that was unwise.

      I gulped. “It’s in the past, Jax.”

      He pursed his lips. “Why didn’t you tell me? I… I…”

      “What? What could you have done?” I demanded, my voice rising. I didn’t want to talk about this. I didn’t want to think about it. Dredging up the ugliness of my past, sifting through that pain, I didn’t want to do that. Getting whipped earlier was bad enough. It brought back all those memories. Talking it out was not an option. Not for Jax, not for Yan, not for anyone.

      I looked at Sepho and thought of the pain he went through, the pain I and countless others had endured.

      “You have no idea the horrors, the pain I endured after we were separated.” My voice hitched, my breath catching in my throat. I gulped. “I’m not asking you to bear that pain with me. I would never ask that.”

      “Jinx…”

      “It’s my past. My burden to bear, to remember. I wouldn’t ask someone I care about to share in it. I don’t know what happened to you either. We both endured countless horrors. Let’s leave it at that.”

      His gaze dropped. He nodded. “Okay.” Jax stood and turned to leave, no doubt to stew with these dark thoughts.

      “Wait,” I called. He whirled back around, an eyebrow arched. “I came to a decision.”

      “Yeah?”

      I took a deep breath. “I’ll do it. I’ll help the resistance. After seeing this…” I gripped my sheets so hard my knuckles turned white. “I can’t sit idly by. So congrats, your sympathy mission worked on me.”

      He smiled. “I’m glad to hear it, Jinx.”

      “I’m unsure of this whole queen business, but I’ll do what I can to help.” I paused. “And I still need to find a way to reach my friends.” To reach Yan.

      That wasn’t the exact answer he wanted, I could tell, but I wasn’t going to budge, and he knew it. He nodded.

      “Okay. Now, get some rest. We’re returning to Halyon in the morning.”

      Then he left. I laid back down and closed my eyes, though sleep didn’t come easy. I had so much to think of. Pain, memories, Yan, an uncertain future. This wasn’t the future I envisioned for myself, it was the one that chose me. I’d have to make the best of it, because maybe in this, I could do the most good.

      I only prayed that I’d have my friends by my side as I embarked on this new journey, this new quest.
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      Yan

      

      Halyon was far from Terr-Ten Station and it took us almost half a day of nonstop jumping to arrive at the resistance base. Even with full fuel reserves, we burned through them to get there. I didn’t care. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered except for getting Jinx back.

      I felt us arrive. The smooth sailing of the ship at jump came to a halt as we slipped out of jump with a shaky jolt. When we didn’t immediately reenter jump space, I knew that K had gotten us there.

      Sure enough, his gargled voice rang out over the ship’s comms.

      “We have arrived at Halyon.”

      I jumped out of bed and jogged down the hall to the cockpit to join him.

      Outside the window was Halyon, the white-blue marble of a planet. All rock and ice and snow. From what I’d researched, there were a handful of mining towns spread across the surface, none too large, none that would attract attention. It was a backwater, a perfect place for a resistance base trying to hide from the Torgoran Navy.

      Amara and the others trickled in behind me. Our jade-skinned friend sighed and put a hand on my seat above my shoulder.

      “Are we ready?”

      I cracked my knuckles. “That’s my secret, Amara. I’m always ready.”

      “Do you ever take a single thing seriously?”

      “As a matter of fact, not really, but no worries, we got this. Jinx is down there with that skivving little runt Jax and we’re going to get her back.”

      She sighed. “We don’t know that for sure. Fallan’s info could be dated. We need to handle this delicately. We’re about to fly at a military base, I doubt we’ll be welcomed with open arms.”

      “We just have to ask them nicely for our friend.”

      With that, I put in the planetary coordinates that Fallan had given us. The nav program pinged when it was input. The Sanara adjusted her trajectory toward the base on the northern hemisphere, and then she took off. K sat back and let the autopilot get us most of the way there. Once we were within eyesight, I was sure we’d need his trusty piloting skills.

      For such a barren, frozen wasteland, Halyon was gorgeous. Towering glaciers the size of skyscrapers glittered with sky blue light, twinkling in the sunlight. A borealis shimmered over the evening sky, the green light mixing with the brilliant oranges of setting suns to the south.

      The ship slowed. We were close. Beyond the long, icy plain before us was a distant mountain range. That was probably where the base was. As we approached, there was a series of flashes and bangs, and then explosions started to go off all around us. We all yelped at the suddenness of the assault. It was flak, anti-aircraft guns.

      The flak boomed around us, each explosion rocking the ship. Our shields could deal with the block back and maybe a few glancing blows, but any direct hits would not be ideal.

      “Put us down, K!” I shouted.

      He struggled to keep the Sanara steady.

      “That is easier said than done, Captain.”

      As K was about to make the daring plunge to the surface, the flak suddenly stopped. A red light on the dash started to blink: our hailing frequency. I just as well assumed that was the rebels calling to see who had come knocking.

      “Might as well humor them,” I said.

      “Yes, that would be best,” K replied.

      “Please don’t antagonize them, Yan,” Amara said beside me. “We don’t need to be blown out of the sky, and believe me, they have the capability.”

      I looked at her, hand to my chest, looking offended. “How dare you suggest that I would be so rude to someone of authority who could kill me.”

      She fixed me with a no-nonsense stare that would make most men crumble. “Behave, please.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I cleared my throat and pressed the hailing button. “This is Captain Yan of the Sanara, who do I have the pleasure of speaking with?” I looked back at Amara and mouthed, See? I can be polite. She rolled her eyes.

      “This is General Nima Yullarin. It would behoove me to inform you that you are encroaching upon military airspace. Please turn back or be blown out of the sky.”

      “I’m very much aware that I am encroaching in your space, sir. But I’m here to find someone. Someones, plural, actually. They’re both very important to me.”

      “Oh? And who might that be?”

      “A girl named Jinx and ‘Lieutenant’ Jax Navari.” There was a pause, and then the line went dead. End of conversation. “Hm, that was rude of him.”

      A moment later, the flak returned in full force. I cursed. Ketellin took evasive maneuvers. Amara fell into me as we were rocked by a sudden blast. She growled and pushed off me.

      “Damnit, Yan, I told you to behave.”

      “Hey, you heard the whole conversation. I was more than polite!”

      “Yeah, you were a condescending prick!”

      “Isn’t that what he always is?” El asked from the doorway.

      I threw my hands up. “Amazing, we’re getting blown up and all you can do is criticize me!”

      “Can you shut up!” K snapped. “I’m trying to concentrate so we don’t die.”

      I nodded. “Right, you focus on that. Everyone, buckle in if you can!”

      They all did so, though Beleak and Rayvan didn’t have a seat, so they just had to hold on to us for dear life. Rayvan’s long arms snaked around my seat and wrapped around my chest tightly. They probably offered more protection than the safety harnesses.

      Ketellin took us into a plunge, the nose of our bird pointing straight down. He was an expert in keeping us from not getting blown up, so was I nervous? Only slightly. As we came through the smoke of the flak, we could see the base. Several landing pads sat below, barely noticeable against the snowy mountainside, their reflective surfaces meant to hide them from any curious eyes. It would work if you didn’t know they were there and weren’t looking, but we did, so we were able to spot them.

      The mountainside flashed, the well-hidden AA guns continuing to barrage us. K spun and ducked and did his best to evade them. Lucky for us, the sun was setting rapidly, and the darkness was shrouding us, but we could see the landing platform just fine. We got closer and closer, the mountain rising to greet us. After a certain point, we got below the guns’ range. We did it. We were alive.

      The ship kept on careening toward the ground and the landing pad, our ship screaming with this sharp descent. It looked like we were going to crash, but at the last minute, K pulled up on the stick and we landed on the platform. With a bang, we came to a stop. Our landing was rough, but we were in one piece.

      Through the window, we could see the large hangar door grind up and open, and resistance fighters in crimson uniforms streamed out, blasters raised.

      “I like a fight, Yan, but not one where I’m definitely gonna lose,” El commented.

      “I don’t know if I like your defeatist attitude, Elvonna.”

      “She’s right,” Amara said, coming to her defense.

      “Well, I don’t know what you want us to do. You knew this would probably happen.”

      K was keeping the ship ready to launch if need be. They could have blown us up easily now that we were sitting ducks on their landing pad, but they probably wanted to apprehend us, question us as to how we found them. They couldn’t have security leaks of this magnitude, after all.

      “They probably think you’re after Jax. They won’t be happy about that.”

      “They’ll need to get over it.” I grabbed my blaster pistol from my hip holster and primed it, ready to fight. “Come on, let’s go say hi.”

      “We are not getting in a firefight!” Amara hissed.

      “I’m not, but I’m not going out their unarmed either. Now either come on or stay here, but I’m going to get Jinx or die trying.”

      “The latter seems very likely right now.”

      “Then I’ll see the saints soon.” I strode out of the cockpit. The others followed me.

      “Yan…”

      I swiveled back around to face them. “Look, let me do this. You all stay in the ship. If this goes south, there’s no reason for us all to go out in a blaze of glory.”

      “Yeah and there’s no reason for you to, either.”

      “I don’t intend to. Now, stay put. Captain’s orders.”

      Amara grimaced, but she didn’t try to stop me. I went down to the cargo hold, dropped the ramp, and started striding off if before it even hit the ground.

      The air was frigid, biting at my exposed arms. Admittedly, I probably should have put on a coat as soon as we began our approach. I saw that it was an icy planet, but I’d been caught up in the heat of the moment. That heat would have to do.

      The dozen—no, two dozen—resistance fighters in thick, red, long-sleeved uniforms were stark against the white mountainside, not very good camouflage for a secret base, but then, the Torgorans really loved those reddish hues. They all had blasters raised at me. I wasn’t about to be intimidated.

      I took another step, but someone shot at my feet. I stopped dead. A large man with a thick brown beard and an even thicker red coat covered in medals stepped forward with a voice-caster.

      “You are trespassing on a military installation. Return to your ship peacefully and we will allow you to depart.”

      I didn’t have a fancy voice-caster, but I could be loud enough to be heard. “I came for my friend. I’m not leaving until I see her.”

      The officer didn’t like that answer. He sneered. “You have to the count of ten. Then we will have no choice but to open fire on you and your ship.”

      My grip was tight on my blaster. “You have my response. I’m not budging.”

      “Ten…nine…”

      Was this the smartest thing to do? Probably not. But Jinx was worth dying for, and I was stubborn enough to do it.

      “Seven…six…”

      I should get back in the ship and cut my losses. No, I couldn’t do that. I couldn’t leave Jinx behind. She’d never leave me behind, and I wouldn’t do that to her. We were a team, together until the end.

      “Five…four…three…two…”

      “Everyone, stop!” rang out a voice, silencing everyone. The resistance fighters lowered their weapons slightly and parted to allow a path to me. The officer lowered the voice-caster and turned back in surprise. The voice, of course, was as familiar to me as the back of my hand.

      Jinx.
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      Yan

      

      There she was, eyes wide, a smile forming when she saw me. She strode forward with a fast, determined gait. And a limp.

      She was in a gray medical smock, and beneath the collar of the shirt, I could see bandages wrapping around her chest and neck. What happened to her? Saints, if they hurt her…

      Jinx collapsed into my arms and hugged me tightly.

      “I’m so happy to see you!” she exclaimed.

      I squeezed her back, which immediately made her wince and gasp. I released her.

      “What? What happened to you?”

      Her amethyst eyes looked into mine, trying to put me at ease, but seeing her injured in the hands of her kidnappers did the opposite. I wanted to go berserk—the consequences of that admittedly stupid action be damned.

      “Yan, I’m fine. Just…”

      I looked past her and saw him: my so-called friend who had taken her away from me. Jax. He came up to us, his arms up as he tried to soothe me. I stepped away from Jinx.

      “Yan,” he said, sounding both anxious and relieved. “Funny seeing you here. If you give me a moment to explain—”

      I did not give him a moment. I swung and punched him in his perfect jaw. Jax whirled around with a stunned yelp. The soldiers around us all raised their weapons, ready to obliterate me, but before they could escalate, both Jinx and Jax put their arms out to stop them.

      “Easy,” Jinx said.

      “It’s okay, everyone,” Jax said, each word a wince. He straightened and rubbed his jaw, winced again, and cursed. “I… I deserved that.”

      “And more!” I roared.

      He sighed and addressed the crowd. “Everyone, go about your business. These are friends. That’s an order.” There were some grumbles of dissent, but they all followed his command, which was weird to see. I supposed he was indeed an officer. He turned his attention back to me.

      “Now, can you please let me explain?”

      I glared at him, but then my eyes found Jinx. Hers were pleading.

      “Please, Yan. I was mad at him too—still am—but he had a good reason.”

      I didn’t want to listen to her. Saints knew I just wanted to beat him to a pulp. But I was a civilized person. I would hear him out. And if I didn’t like his explanation, then I would beat him.

      “Okay,” I finally said. I turned to the Sanara and gave them the thumbs-up. If they couldn’t already tell that things had gotten defused, they certainly knew now. Better for just us three to talk for now. We could fill the rest in later.

      Jax kept rubbing his jaw. He gestured for me to follow him. “Come. You’ll understand why I had to do it.”

      “If I don’t like your answer, then I’m punching you again.”

      He laughed, which made him wince, which made me smirk.

      “Fair enough,” he said, trying to hide the pain. I hoped it was broken, though I wasn’t that strong, so it probably wasn’t.

      Jax took us down a few halls. We passed many resistance fighters, who regarded us with equal parts awe and suspicion. The latter I understood, as it was directed at me, but the awe, the sheer reverence and respect… It was directed at Jinx.

      We came to an empty conference room. Very clean, a bunch of chairs around a long metal table, consoles to one wall and maps on another. I probably shouldn’t have seen them, as I was sure they had sensitive information, but it wasn’t like I was a spy. They held no interest for me.

      Jax took a seat in a random chair and kicked his legs up. “So, where should I begin?”

      I crossed my arms. “You tell me. Why did you kidnap Jinx?”

      He sighed. “No subtlety, just right with the punching.” He clasped his hands together and stared at them as he tried to find the words. His shoulders sagged. “Okay, there’s no easy way to say this, so I’m just gonna spit it out: I took Jinx for her own protection, because she is Torgoran royalty. The inquisitors we encountered weren’t after me, they were after her.”

      “I— What?”

      Jinx swallowed. “It’s true. My name is Jinxenna Taolin III, princess and rightful heir to the throne of Torgor, a throne that Tarvath stole when he murdered my parents.”

      It was like they ran my head through a sheet of glass, my face being cut into a million bleeding pieces. This was a bombshell. Jinx—the girl I loved, my best friend—was a princess? No, the heir, the rightful queen of an entire spacefaring kingdom.

      Saints help me.

      I fell back. I tried to grip the chair nearest me, but it did no good as I stumbled against the maps. I fell to the floor, which, I know, was dramatic.

      “H-how… How could this be?” I looked at Jinx, looked into those gorgeous gemstone eyes of hers, hoping to see a joke there, a hint that this wasn’t true. But I found nothing but stone-cold truth. She didn’t look thrilled about it either.

      Jax retold the story of how his father was given Jinx during Tarvath’s coup. He and Jax, who was only a couple of years older at the time, were to look out for her, but Jax’s father was killed and the two of them were made into slaves. I knew relatively what had happened in their lives from then on, the slavery and the suffering, without the finer details.

      “I didn’t want to believe it either, Yan,” Jinx said. “But they showed me the king and queen and…I look just like them.”

      “Pictures can be doctored, Jinx. Altered, to fit a narrative.”

      She shook her head. “No, this picture was far too old for that. And besides, so many of the older resistance fighters were shocked to see me, like I was the queen reincarnated. Their reactions were real.”

      I ran my hand through my hair. “This is a lot.”

      Jinx laughed. The sound put me at ease, at least a little bit.

      “How do you think I feel?” She came and sat beside me, wincing as she did so. I needed to know why she was injured, but that could wait until after I recovered from this barrage of groundbreaking information.

      “I know this is hard to hear. It changes a lot, but it doesn’t change the way I feel about you or the others. You will always be my family.”

      I took a deep breath. She was right. But it wasn’t her new royal status that worried me, it was that she was now a huge target for a tyrant that wanted her dead, and that would change how we lived our lives dramatically.

      That was a worry for later, though.

      “What happened to you?” I whispered harshly. “Don’t pretend like I didn’t notice, because I did. You’re hurt, and badly from what I can see.”

      Jinx bit her lower lip and averted her gaze away from me. “You have to promise you won’t be mad.”

      “I will make no such promise.”

      She sighed. “Jax took me to this awful dump world that Tarvath rules with an iron fist, treating the citizens like slaves. The injury…the injury came from being whipped.”

      “What?” I roared as I erupted to my feet. My ire was directed squarely at Jax, who no longer lounged so casually in his chair. “You let her get whipped?”

      He put his hands up. “I didn’t let her do anything.”

      I went at him. “You piece of—”

      “Yan, no!” Jinx yelled. She pulled me back. She gasped from the pain, which made me immediately stop. “It wasn’t his fault. We went so he could show me how bad my people are living. While we were there, I witnessed a public flogging. During it, a little girl ran out to be with her father, and the soldier was about to whip her. I…couldn’t let that happen. So I saved her.”

      I had no words. That sounded like something she would do. Jinx was always so selfless, so caring and kind, a beacon of goodness. She was much too good for me, much too good for this galaxy that tried so hard to kill us.

      “Yan,” Jax began, taking a step toward me. “I’m sorry. I should have done this better. I should have just told you and the others about Jinx.”

      “Yeah, you should have.”

      “I was just so scared for her, after seeing those inquisitors. I couldn’t… I couldn’t lose her again. I’d lost her too many times before then. Surely you can understand that, how desperate we can act for the people we care about.”

      I really wanted to punch him again. But he was right. I’d do anything for Jinx, for my friends.

      “I’m still mad at you, and you are not forgiven, but I understand your reasoning.”

      He nodded. “I know forgiveness will take time. But we’re together again.”

      Before I could shoot back something rude and snarky, the doors opened. In came a tall Torgoran man in a red dress uniform with more medals than I could count. With him was a woman about Jax’s age. She eyed us wearily.

      “Lieutenant, Your Majesty. I hope you’ve pacified our guest?”

      This was unmistakably the general I’d talked to from the ship. Yullarin or something like that. He didn’t seem happy that he’d failed in blowing me up.

      Jax cleared his throat. “Y-yes, sir. This is Yan. He was one of the prisoners with me when I was being held captive by the Elexaes. If not for him…” He looked at me and offered me a grin. “I’d probably be dead.”

      Yullarin pursed his lips and grunted as he looked between us. “Hm, well, I appreciate your help in bringing back my lieutenant, but that doesn’t explain why you’re searching for our long-lost queen.”

      Jinx visibly flinched when he called her that, but I did my best not to chastise him over it.

      “Jinx and I are best friends. We’ve been crewing together for years now and it was I who saved her from enslavement. So if you really want someone to thank, it should be me, General.”

      He did not like my attitude, and I didn’t like authority, yet here we were. He glared and looked to Jinx. “Is that true?”

      She nodded. “Yes. All of it.” Jinx looked at me and smiled, warming me instantly. My heart almost skipped a beat. She was so beautiful it almost hurt to look at her. “Yan is everything to me. He and the rest of the crew are my family.”

      General Yullarin chewed that over. “Well, if that’s the case, then they are welcome to stay here as long as they like. I can’t promise them a permanent, safe home here, but for the time being, our base is their shelter.”

      “Thank you, General,” Jinx said, bowing her head.

      He managed a smile and inclined his head. “Your Majesty.” He turned to leave and jerked his head to the door. “Come with me, Lieutenant. We have some business to take care of. I need to get you up to speed on all you’ve missed during your absence.”

      Jax looked at Jinx and I for a long beat. He didn’t want to leave, almost like he thought I’d take her right back and leave and he’d never see his friend again, but in the end, he nodded at his superior officer.

      “Yes, sir,” he replied, following the general out.

      Once we were alone, I sagged my shoulders. “This whole ordeal has been something else, huh?”

      But she didn’t say anything. Instead, Jinx grabbed me and kissed me, silencing me completely. She wove her fingers through my hair, pulling me against her, as if desperate for me. Which, of course, drove me wild. I held her back and kissed her deeply. I wanted to kiss her as passionately as I could, but then she gasped as I put pressure against her back.

      I recoiled. “Oh, saints I’m sorry! I didn’t mean—”

      She smiled and grabbed my hands to calm me. “It’s okay, Yan.”

      “I still think it was so stupid of you to put yourself in that situation. You should have been smart about it.”

      Jinx pulled away from me. “I couldn’t sit by and do nothing.” She looked away, turning her back slightly to me. “Not when I know how it feels.”

      “I’m glad that you helped. Love that you did. I love how selfless you are, Jinx. I just… I just don’t want you to get hurt. If anything were to happen to you…”

      She put her hand on mine and gave it a squeeze. “I know. And I can’t tell you how romantic it is that you tracked me all the way back to Halyon.”

      I laughed. “It was not an easy journey. Very stressful.”

      “I can see that,” she said as she traced the bruises on my face from where Fallan had punched me. Her touch was as soft and gentle as ever, and each subtle touch made the hairs on my arms stand straighter. She put her head against mine and closed her eyes. I did the same. She breathed in deep.

      “Don’t ever leave me again,” I begged her, almost breathless. “I don’t know how much more of this separation anxiety I can take.”

      She snickered. “Then don’t leave me.” Jinx pulled away. I opened my eyes. Hers were locked on me. She took both my hands in hers. “I… I have something to tell you.”

      My heart started to pound. Her tone got serious. I didn’t like the way it sounded.

      “What is it?”

      “Remember before the heist, when I told you that I wanted to liberate slaves across the galaxy?”

      I nodded. “And I’ll still be by your side all the way.”

      She took a breath. “Well, I figured out a better way to do that. And I don’t know if you’ll want to go along with it.”

      “Jinx…”

      “In light of things I’ve seen, I want to help the resistance. I want to help them take down Tarvath.”

      I knew that was coming. There was no way she wouldn’t help them. Still, it was a shock. This would be different than being a pirate, boarding slave ships and freeing slaves. That was dangerous, but this was going against an entire nation, an entire military force. Being thrown into harm’s way was an understatement to say the least.

      Before I could formulate an answer, she continued.

      “I know that this wouldn’t be easy for you. You’d probably have to take orders, and this isn’t your fight. You have a family to think about, people you love. I understand if you don’t want to be part of this.” Her voice was shaking. She was terrified that I’d leave her. That made my chest ache. “I wouldn’t want to ask you to give up everything for me. I—”

      I grabbed her and kissed her hard. She was shocked, but she kissed me back, tears streaming down her cheeks. We kissed until neither of us could breathe. Then we held each other close, our noses and foreheads touching.

      “I will never leave you, Jinx. I told you that before, and I meant it. If you need Yan Slim Hands to join the fight, then Yan Slim Hands will join the fight.”

      Jinx sob-laughed and pulled me into a hug. “I’m glad to hear it. You big idiot.”

      I kissed her forehead. “Now, as for the others…”

      “They might be harder to convince.”

      “I think we’re up to the challenge.”

      She smiled. “They’ll have to listen to me, I’m the queen, after all.”
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      After some more much-needed alone time between Yan and I, we returned to the Sanara, to have a long talk with our friends. Jax found us right before we left and joined us, having been dismissed from his meeting with the general. Yan greeted him with a grunt. But he was part of my family, so he was part of this new family, my crew, my friends, and they all had to know the score.

      I dreaded it the whole way, terrified at the possibility that they might not come with me. It was their right, and I wouldn’t judge them or think any less if some decided to go their separate ways. After all, I was asking them to go to war with a terrible regime that didn’t really affect their lives in any way.

      Yan, Jax, and I found everyone waiting in the main room. He had to help me up the ladder from the cargo bay because my back hurt so much and the biogel hadn’t fully set in yet. I could tell he was warring between concern for me and anger at Jax for taking me to that garbage dump of a planet. I wasn’t thrilled about it either, but I couldn’t be mad at Jax. He’d opened my eyes, for better or worse.

      As soon as we came into the room, I was engulfed by enthusiastic faces and smiles. Amara wrapped me in a hug, a rare show of physical affection from her.

      “You had us worried for a second,” she said. It was then that her eyes flitted beyond mine and found Jax. Uh oh. She bared her teeth and pointed at him, about to snap. “You lying, conniving, little piece of—”

      I stepped in front of her and put my hands up. “Whoa now, easy there. He had a good reason.”

      “Oh yeah?” she asked, her brow arched. She eyed me closely then, her gaze going wide. “And you’re injured! What did they do to you?”

      “I can explain that too. Just calm down. There’s something I have to tell you all and ask you.”

      Amara put her hands on her hips, as did some of the others. “Well, out with it then. His excuse better be good.”

      Yan snorted. “Oh, it is, but you’ll still want to punch him.”

      Ignoring that, I took a deep breath. This is it.

      We were all together, old crew and new. Yan, my best friend and the man I loved more than anything in the world. Jax, my oldest friend. Amara, the strongest person I knew and who was like a big sister to me. Ketellin, our stoic pilot who always had our back, or had words of wisdom to dole out. Pivek, our brilliant inventor and engineer, always able to get us out of a spot of trouble. Beleak and Rayvan, my newest friends, who’d pulled me from the jaws of death and risked their lives for a stranger they barely knew and uprooted their lives on Elarra for me. Finally, we had Elvonna, who admittedly I hadn’t gotten too close to yet, but she was nice and surly and stubborn in all the best ways, and I wanted the chance to get to know her more.

      Here they were, all the people I held most dear, who would risk life and limb for me, who I’d do the same for. Now I was about to ask them to do it all over again, for a cause that I wasn’t sure they would get behind.

      They looked at me expectantly. Arms crossed and brows raised—for the ones who had brows. Jax and Yan knew the score already, but it was time to let the whole family know.

      My hands trembled fiercely. How did I start this? Did I just say it? What if they didn’t feel the same way about me once I told them? What if they didn’t want to come with me and help me? I—

      Yan took my hand in his and gave it a squeeze. His smile filled me with warmth. “Don’t worry, you got this.”

      I nodded and cleared my throat. “Okay, so I, uh, I have some big news.”

      Everyone looked at me intently. The scrutiny of their gazes made my skin crawl, which shouldn’t have happened. These weren’t random strangers looking to me to lead them, these were friends that cared about me and I cared for them. So why am I so nervous?

      “Are you dying?” Rayvan blurted out suddenly. “Oh gods… Please tell me you’re not dying! We’ve only been friends for a little while, but you’re so nice and sweet and if you die, I’ll just— Ugh!”

      I couldn’t help my laughter. I really started booming, my chest heaving from the strength of my chuckles. Tears came to my eyes. Rayvan was so good at relieving tension, intentional or otherwise.

      “No, no, no, I’m not dying, Rayvan. Thank you for that.” I wiped the tears from my eyes. That was what I needed.

      “Well, then, what is it?” she asked. This was it. I straightened up and folded my arms behind my back. I tried to appear taller than I was. I didn’t know why.

      “I have recently found out that I am Jinxenna Taolin III, daughter of the late King and Queen of Torgor, and the rightful heir to the throne. It was me the inquisitors were after.”

      They were stunned. Rayvan literally gasped. Amara was about as shocked as I’d ever seen her. She was usually cool under pressure, hard to take by surprise or get a serious reaction out of, but now her mouth hung open, eyes wide. She grabbed her long head tentacle and rubbed it tenderly, something she did when she was anxious, which wasn’t too often.

      El was the first to collect herself and speak. “I— How do you know this for certain? Who told you? Have you always known?”

      “Alright, easy, El, let’s take questions one at a time, class,” Yan said with a smirk. El made a rude hand gesture back at him.

      “And she just said that she just found out recently,” Amara added.

      El’s cheeks flushed. “Well, sorry, the shock of the main news kind of blindsided me.”

      I smiled and did my best to stay composed as I answered every question. “Jax told me. Of course, I didn’t believe it at first, but then he showed me a picture of my parents with me as a baby. I look just like them.”

      ‘This is unexpected,’ signed Pivek, his eyes wide and antennae flickering with excitement.

      “You’re telling me,” I said.

      Amara turned into angry-mom mode and pointed a finger into Jax’s chest. “Why didn’t you tell us? Why did you kidnap Jinx?”

      He put his hands up. “Oh, I’m sorry that I concealed a life-altering secret that the more people that know could mean more chances for her to be caught. I was doing my duty. As for the kidnapping…” He gave me a long look, lips pursed, eyes full of regret. “I will admit I could have handled that better. And for that, I apologize to all of you.”

      “Yeah, let’s not do that again,” Yan remarked.

      “He’s lucky I don’t give him a black eye to go along with his bruised jaw,” Amara said, still sneering at him. Jax got mad at that.

      “Look, I had to get her away from there, away from the inquisitors. She would be safest with the resistance.”

      “That wasn’t your call to make!”

      I came between them and put my arms out. “Guys, stop fighting! It’s done. It happened. It wasn’t great, but I have forgiven Jax. He was just doing what he thought was right, what he thought would protect me. Let’s move on.”

      They glared at him. Clearly, he wouldn’t hear the end of it anytime soon, but there were more pressing matters to discuss. Amara, however, wasn’t ready to let it go. She stepped in front of me and put an arm protectively around me.

      “Why is she hurt, though? What did you do?” She enunciated every last word of that sentence. Every syllable an underlying threat. It made my skin crawl. As always, Amara was not someone you wanted to be on the wrong side of.

      I groaned and ducked beneath her arm, putting myself once again between her and Jax. “I’ll explain that later, and at any rate, I was injured for something I did, not Jax. Let’s return to the matter at hand.”

      “Yeah, the fact that you’re a queen, or a princess or something,” Rayvan said, her hands waving for emphasis. “What are we supposed to do with that?”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “You all don’t have to do anything with it. It’s my burden to bear. It doesn’t have to affect you if you don’t want it to.”

      “You are our friend, Jinx,” K said. “It affects us greatly.”

      “Yes,” added Beleak. “We will need to stay on the move, get more security equipment.”

      Amara nodded. “It will be hard, but I’m sure we can find a suitable place to lie low while we come up with a plan.”

      “No, enough. You don’t have to worry about any of that,” I said. Everyone stopped talking and looked to me. I scratched at my wrist. “I— I’m going to join the resistance. I want to help my people, help rid them of Tarvath. They’ve suffered—we’ve suffered—long enough.”

      I turned my back on them and took a deep breath. Here came the most important question.

      “I understand that some of you, maybe all of you, might not want to get involved in someone else’s war. You all have lives, goals, dreams, people that care about you, so if you don’t want to do this with me, then there will be no hard feelings. I’ll always think of you as family.”

      Silence, for several long and heavy seconds. My heart beat so hard, each one like a drum pounding in my ear. I swallowed hard and turned back around. Everyone was smiling at me.

      “I’ll always have your back, dove,” Amara said.

      Rayvan punched Beleak on his feathery, muscled arm. “B and I have a home to go back to, but we will help you get yours back first.”

      El punched a fist into her other hand. “I’ll always be up for a fight.”

      “The resistance can use a skilled pilot, I reckon,” K added, his rebreather gurgling.

      ‘And a skilled engineer to wreak havoc on Tarvath,’ Pivek signed.

      I looked at Jax. Arms crossed, he looked down at me, smiled, and nodded. Obviously, I knew I had his support. And I knew I had Yan’s too, but even so, he put a hand on my shoulder and gave me his widest grin, eyes twinkling brightly.

      “Wherever you go amongst the stars, I’ll always follow.”

      My eyes glistened with tears. They were all with me—all my friends, my family. They wouldn’t leave me. It would have been fine with me if some did…but no, they were going to stay with me.

      I sob-laughed, my cheeks straining from the strength of my smile as tears spilled down my cheeks. “I love you guys.”

      “Awww,” Rayvan sang and came and pulled me into the hug. Soon, everyone was huddled around me, all in a big group hug, even K and Beleak. I’d never felt more loved than in that moment. All the heartbreak, all the suffering, all the pain, it had led me to this moment, to these people that I called family.

      I wouldn’t trade them for anything.

      “All hail Queen Jinx!” Yan called with a laugh. They all echoed him and joined in with their own laughter. For just once, I didn’t mind the title, and I laughed along with them, my cheeks wet with the happiest tears I’d ever shed.
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      I spent that night on the Sanara with my friends. We stayed up way too late, drinking and joking and playing games and just having fun, no worries for the coming war we would wage. It was one of the most joyous nights of my life. The alcohol took all my pain away, and the laughter healed every wound inside me.

      When I went to bed, I did so in Yan’s arms. I felt warm and safe and loved. We kissed and kissed and kissed, until I was breathless, my body humming with desire. Then we made love, our bodies perfect with each other. Our first time together. It was magical, if not a tad painful from my injuries, but none of that mattered. All that mattered was me and him.

      As he looked into my eyes, I thought that there was nothing more in this galaxy that I wanted.

      “I love you,” I whispered as I gave him a soft kiss.

      He stared at me, eyes widening. His mouth hung open for a moment, as if he was stunned. Then that toothy grin of his that I knew so well returned, as wide and as bright as ever.

      “I love you too. I always have.”

      I laughed, tears coming to my eyes. I pulled him close and embraced him, his body and limbs tangled with mine. Skin to skin, chest to chest, nose to nose. I kissed him again, light, tender, my heart swelling with warmth and love. My body, dappled in sweat and goosebumps.

      It was the perfect night, one that wiped away a lifetime of suffering.

      Then the morning came, and we were slammed back into a grim reality.

      Alarms blared through the base. Even though we were outside the doors and in our own ship, they were deafening. I jolted awake and winced from my wound, though it felt better. The biogel was almost done with its healing. Yan stirred beside me. He was always a heavy sleeper.

      He yawned, though it could have been mistaken for a groan. “Just five more minutes.”

      I smiled as I detangled myself from him and stood up. “We have to go. It sounds serious.”

      “Fine,” he drawled.

      We got dressed, though slower than we should have because we kept stealing kisses from each other. For a whole minute, he wouldn’t let me put my shirt on as he tried to plant kisses on my shoulders and collarbone and chest. I giggled and rolled my eyes. We didn’t have time for this, though I didn’t want to stop.

      Finally, we were ready and left his room. The others were in various stages of readiness, as some were still sleepy and hungover from the night before. In fact, as we came into the main room, we found El still sprawled out on the ground snoring with a bottle in her hand. The alarms had no effect on her.

      Amara stumbled into the room, groggy, her clothes wrinkled. “What is that infernal noise?”

      I shrugged. “The base alarm. I can’t imagine it’s anything good.”

      Yan looked around. “Where’s Jax? He might know.”

      Ketellin came up behind us from the cockpit. “Jax left this morning. He’s no doubt in the base somewhere.”

      “Well then, we better go find him and see what’s going on.”

      “Yeah,” Yan said with a nod. “The rest of you get ready and have the ship ready to leave, in case this is an emergency.”

      K nodded and went to the cockpit. Rayvan showed up with Beleak, said nothing, and went over to El to wake her up.

      Yan and I turned to leave, but Amara grabbed my arm and spun me back around. Her face was fraught with concern.

      “How are your injuries? You never gave me an opportunity to inspect you.”

      I waved her off with a smile. I appreciated her concern for me, as I always did.

      “I’m fine. Still sore, still some pain, but the resistance doctors did a good job. Gave me some biogel, made me rest more than I wanted to. They have a lot of experience with gruesome wounds. Thank you, though.”

      She pursed her lips. “Okay. I still want to check you out later, though.”

      “I won’t mind that at all, Amara.”

      She nodded, then left us to get things ready for launch if that scenario came to be. Yan and I did the same.

      As we came off the Sanara and onto the landing pad, we found the base in a flurry of frantic activity. The large metal doors were open, and pilots and engineers scrambled about, prepping fighters for take-off. It was a buzz of activity, and it made me realize that something was definitely wrong.

      I led Yan through the base to the comms room, where we found Jax and General Yullarin and Yecella. They turned to us as we came in. Jax’s eyes went wide.

      “Jinx!” he exclaimed, as if we’d surprised him.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      It was the general who answered, his face grave. “A fleet of Torgoran cruisers just came out of jump and entered the upper atmosphere. The base has been compromised.”

      I knew it was something bad, but I didn’t think it would be this bad. Yan and I both cursed.

      “How did they find us?” I asked, my voice quivering with fear and uncertainty.

      General Yullarin narrowed his gaze at Yan and I, but mostly at Yan. “Yes, how did they find us?”

      Yan didn’t like the insinuation. He frowned and folded his arms, trying to rise a little taller. “I don’t why you’re looking at me, General.”

      “I’m looking at you because this base has been off the crown’s radar for a decade but a day after you show up, the fleets of Tarvath arrive on our doorstep. It’s a bit curious, if you ask me.”

      “Do we need to discuss this now, General?” I asked as I put myself between them. I’d been putting myself between a lot of people lately. It was, frankly, exhausting being a mediator. Sometimes I just wanted to punch instead of suing for peace.

      “What we haven’t discussed, Your Majesty, is how your friends managed to find our base.”

      I looked at Yan. “Yeah, you never actually mentioned how.”

      Yan cleared his throat and looked away. “Well, we—we went to an old resistance base on Terr-Ten Station. Amara, our Zarthian gunsmith and medic, used to be involved in your early days. She had a lot of experience as a revolutionary. We honestly didn’t even know if we’d find anything there, and indeed when we arrived, we found a smoke-filled hunra den. But a former resistance fighter, Fallan, was still there. He knew Jax’s name and pointed us to this base. If you want to be mad at anyone, be mad at him.”

      Jax pursed his lips and wriggled his mouth. “I…didn’t know the Tarr-Ten base was gone…”

      The general nodded. “Aye, it went dark while you were away. Got hit by Tarvath. It seems like we were betrayed then and we’ve been betrayed again.”

      “You think Fallan sold us out?”

      “He was very much in the thick of his hunra addiction,” Yan noted.

      “Either he sold us out, or your ship was tracked.”

      Yan shook his head. “Our engineer does regular sweeps of the ship for surveillance and tracking devices. It couldn’t have been…” He paused. “Unless it was old tech, like Amok tech. We had a friend…betray us recently as well. He had us tracked with some old tracking disks that modern scans couldn’t pick up.”

      “Hm, most distressing.”

      Yan spoke of Rowan, and it made me flinch. We’d tried to move beyond that series of painful events, but we’d been so close for that year or so we’d crewed together. He’d come into our lives and become our best friend, yet the whole time, it was a con job. It would take time before we got over it.

      With that in mind, maybe we should have been more reticent to accept and trust Rayvan and Jax and the others, but we’d have to just see how it all worked out.

      As they talked about how we were found, the alarms still blaring and people running about, I was struck by a thought.

      “There’s something we haven’t considered,” I said.

      Their eyes went to me. “What is it, Your Majesty?”

      “Tarvath’s inquisitors found us on Caelum 3. Out of the blue. He had no reason to believe I was alive, and yet he did. And he found us. Perhaps they’re tracking me.”

      Silence. The general and Jax considered this. Even Yan did, though I doubted any of us knew how he could have known about this. If we could figure out how he knew about me, maybe that would lead us to how to keep him from finding me.

      General Yullarin scratched his beard. “This brings up two questions about how he knew you were alive, and how he knew where to find you.”

      Yan raised his hand. “I can’t answer the where, but Jinx is wanted in several systems. Perhaps he or one of his allies saw a picture of her and saw that she looked like the late queen and put two and two together.”

      “You’re wanted?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “I told you I was a thief. I have quite the rep, but that isn’t important right now, is it?”

      The general wasn’t pleased with the info, but he dropped it for now.

      “Still, it would explain how he knew you were alive. Now that just means we need to know how he tracked you down.”

      Before we could ponder that question further, the base suddenly rocked violently, sending us sprawling and trying to stay upright. Once he recovered the initial shock of it, the general turned to one of the officers at the consoles.

      “Status report.”

      “The fleet has started orbital bombardments. We’re jamming their targeting capabilities for now so they’re simply hitting the mountainside, but it won’t be long before they hit something important.”

      Yan cursed. “Our ships are just sitting out there, exposed.” He tapped on his wrist comm. It buzzed for a moment before the deep voice of K responded. “K, get the Sanara and Diego in the air and jump from the system. You’re a sitting fallag bird out there.”

      “What about you?” Amara asked on the other end.

      I moved in beside Yan so she could hear me. “We’ll stay with the resistance for now. We’ll send you coordinates to rendezvous when we’re safe.”

      “Also, have Pivek sweep the ships for tracking devices again,” Yan added quickly. “And do a manual search for older ones too. Just to be safe.”

      “Okay, understood,” K said.

      “Be safe.”

      “You too.”

      The comm went quiet. I sighed.

      Materelle, please keep them safe. I didn’t know what I’d do if I lost them.

      “So, what do we do now?” Yan asked.

      “We’ll continue this conversation at a later date. Now, we need to get Her Majesty to safety, and away from Tarvath’s clutches,” the general said. “It’s unclear if he wants her dead or alive, but either option is a terrible one for us.”

      Jax shook his head. “It’s too bad we couldn’t get back to the Sanara. She’s faster than any ship we have.”

      “We couldn’t risk it,” Yan replied. “Every second they sit out there is another moment that those bombardments could hit them.” As soon as he said that, the base shook again, this time much harder. The lights even flickered, and dust rained from the ceiling.

      The general bowed to me and nodded to Yan and Jax. “I must make with battle and evacuation preparations. Lieutenant, get them to safety. That is your top priority.”

      Jax saluted. “Yes, sir.” The general turned and started barking orders. Jax watched him for a moment before facing Yan and I. He jerked his head toward the door. “Come on, we’ll take some fighters.”

      We followed him out of the comms center.

      “But fighters don’t have jump drives,” Yan stated. “We’ll get into the atmosphere and be easy pickings for those cruisers.”

      “Our other fighters will be engaged with theirs in a few moments if they aren’t already. They’re not going to notice a couple of fighters slipping away. And you needn’t worry, we have a boom tube. We’ll take it to the abandoned gas mines above Teraxious and link up with the larger transports.”

      Jax took us down another hall. We were headed for his quarters. The base shook again. A soldier ahead of us stumbled.

      “Why can’t we just take the transports?” I asked.

      “Probably because they’ll be too slow leaving the atmosphere,” Yan guessed. “If they escape the fleet’s fire, they’ll be fine to jump, but before then, they’ll be big targets.”

      “That’s exactly right,” Jax agreed. He glanced back at me. “You’re too valuable, Jinx. We can’t risk you on one of the big transports. Going in a fighter is a risk as well, but it’s the best way to slip unnoticed.”

      I didn’t know much about ships or flying—I always left that sort of stuff to Ketellin and Yan—so I trusted them. “Okay.”

      Yan took my hand and gave it a squeeze. “We’ll get you out, don’t you worry.”

      I smiled. “You better. It would be unfortunate to die here.”
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      Yan

      

      Jax led us through the base until we came to a long corridor lined with many doors. He stopped at one and put in a code, but the door was already open. We stepped inside. It was a small room, covered in some maps and charts and other things. His quarters. Only there was someone already present: a Torgoran woman about our age, maybe a bit older than Jax.

      “Ah, Yecella,” he exclaimed.

      The woman—Yecella—wore the same crimson uniform as everyone else, though hers had an officer’s insignia like Jax’s. She swept her hair out of her eyes and kept packing things into easily portable bags.

      “Ah, good, you made it,” she said with clear relief. There was some emotion in her voice that exposed the fact that she felt a great deal for Jax. “We need to get onto the transports. It won’t be long before Tarvath’s forces send in their troops to raid the base.”

      Jax shook his head. “Can’t. General gave me the order to take Jinx and Yan away in fighters. That way we’ll be less likely to be noticed.” He paused and motioned to me. “Oh, and this is Yan.”

      I waved. “Hi.”

      She offered me a muted smile. “I’m Yecella.” She turned her gaze back to Jax. “And if that’s the case, then we better hurry. All the fighters in Hangar One have already launched, so we’ll have to head to Hangar Two. That’s clear on the other side of the base.”

      “That’s what we’ll have to do then.”

      She groaned. “It would be so much faster to take a transport.”

      Jax just rolled his eyes. When Yecella was finished packing and handing us bags to carry, we left Jax’s quarters. Just as we did, the mountain started to rumble above us in steady beats.

      “What’s that?” Jinx asked a second before I did.

      Jax glanced at the ceiling. “Anti-air guns. The same that gave Yan such a warm welcome. If they’re firing, then that means Tarvath’s fighters are in our fly zone.”

      “Which means they’ll clear a path for troop transports to land.”

      “Yes. We need to hustle.”

      We took off at a jog.

      A few minutes went by. The constant rumbling of the AA guns kept on, though they began to slow. There were the occasional heavy blasts from the orbital bombardment, which made the lights go out for a spell, but they came back. I didn’t know how long the base could hold up. I didn’t know their defenses, their weapons and strategies. This war was new to me, and I didn’t particularly like feeling so overwhelmed and unprepared.

      As we turned down a long rocky corridor that was more mountain than base, the alarms dimmed, and a frantic voice came over the base’s intercoms.

      “Enemy troops have entered the base. I repeat, enemy troops have entered the base. All personnel, please follow evacuation protocol delta.”

      Jax and Yecella let out some colorful curses at the exact same moment. I couldn’t help my smirk. Yeah, they definitely had a connection.

      “That just made things a lot more difficult,” he said.

      Movement caught my eye ahead.

      “So will they,” I said.

      Soldiers in gleaming crimson armor—heavy-duty grav-armor to be exact—poured into the hall and started firing, their golden bolts zipping by us. I yelped and pulled Jinx into cover beside me against an alcove of a door. Jax and Yecella were across the way. Tarvath’s soldiers had certainly found us fast. Seemed there was a delay between the landing and the information being relayed to everyone. Not ideal.

      The firing stopped. Boots pounded toward us. The soldiers were advancing. Jinx gripped my arm and dug her nails into skin. We couldn’t go out like this. Across the hall, Jax wasn’t sitting idle. He dug into his bag and pulled out a compactable blaster rifle that folded out into a gun as long as my arm. He grinned, dove into the hall, and started to fire, yelling like a madman.

      As I focused on that, Yecella yelled my name.

      “Yan!” I looked at her in time to catch the blaster pistol she tossed to me. That was convenient, as I’d left my own on the Sanara. Yecella joined Jax and opened fire on the soldiers. Jax jumped back into cover with her, but they kept peeking out to exchange fire.

      I turned to Jinx and gave her a kiss on the forehead.

      “Whatever you do, do not leave this spot until the coast is clear, alright?”

      “Yan? Are you about to do something stupid?”

      I flashed her a grin. “You know it.”

      “Yan!”

      But it was too late. I came out of cover firing. The soldiers were very close now. There were about six of them, or so I thought from a frantic glance. They fired as soon as I was exposed, but I was already running along the wall. With a well-placed foot, I launched off the rocky wall and at the nearest soldier. My body collided with his blaster, sending it flying.

      “Jax!” I roared.

      He got the memo. I heard the squeak of his boots as he ducked out of cover and fired on the now-weaponless soldier. As that one died, I pivoted around him at the next one. I slid between his legs and came up firing at the two behind him. I hit them square in the chest, spinning them around. My shots wouldn’t kill them, but it would hurt. Jax and Yecella’s bolts zinged overhead, killing the soldier behind me and the remaining one taking up their rear.

      Jax quickly came to my side and put a bolt in the chest of the two soldiers I’d stunned. I stayed on my back as my chest pounded and I gasped for air. Saints… That was dumb. But it had worked.

      I looked at my hands. Once again, I’d killed—something that I knew I’d have to do more of now that I was joining a war. They no longer shook. Was I getting used to it? Was that a good thing? I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer.

      Jax’s wide smile appeared above me. “Materelle’s breath, you are an absolute madman.” He offered me his hand. I took it eagerly, and he hauled me to my feet.

      “Many of my plans are quite insane, but they usually work.”

      “The keyword is ‘usually.’”

      Yecella and Jinx joined us. Jinx wasted no time in punching me in the arm as hard as she could, which was actually very hard. I groaned and flinched away from her.

      “Ow!”

      “Don’t do that again, you idiot!”

      I scratched the back of my neck, trying to smile. “S-sorry.”

      Yecella shook her head. “Come on, time’s wasting. Be on guard. There will be more soldiers about, I’m sure.”

      She and Jax took the lead, but before I joined them, I bent down and grabbed a blaster off one of the soldiers and handed my pistol to Jinx.

      “Here. In case we run into any more.”

      She took it reluctantly. For a moment, she held it gingerly—as if she was revolted by it. Then Jinx grabbed the back of my head pulled me in for a quick kiss.

      “Don’t be such a damn hero. You just lost me and got me back. Don’t be so eager to leave me again.” She went after the others before I could respond.

      I gulped. I knew her words were true. I had to be smarter.

      With the saints’ luck, or Materelle’s, or whoever out in the stars was watching luck, we managed to get to Hangar 2 without running into any more soldiers. Hopefully that meant things would get easier, but I doubted it. Whenever I had good luck, it was almost always followed swiftly by some very bad things.

      The resistance starfighters were class-B anti-ship skirmishers, which meant they were slightly bigger than the average single-occupant fighter. These had two seats, a pilot and a rear gunner, and they were more oval in shape, like a beetle, as opposed to the more common avian style ships. It was no matter though, I could fly them no problem.

      Most of the other fighters were already gone, as the resistance pilots went out to intercept the enemy. I found a couple at the end of the hangar as the base shook again. This time, it was so hard that Jinx stumbled into me and let out a yelp. I put my arms around her.

      “Are you okay?”

      She gasped and caught her breath. “Yeah, I…” She winced. “That last blast made my wound flare up. But I’m okay. Let’s just get in the air.”

      I gave her a long stare. “Once we’re safe, I’m gonna make you spend a few days with Amara. She’ll have you in tiptop shape in no time.

      Jinx chuckled. “Oh, I’m sure.”

      There was a ladder already by my fighter. I climbed up it and into the cockpit. I turned and helped Jinx, since her wounds still made it hard for her. She settled into the gunner’s seat behind me.

      As I settled in and powered up the fighter—she purred like a zellian cat—there was a beeping green light on my console. I flipped the switch beneath it and Jax’s staticky voice rang through the cockpit.

      “Yan? Do you read me?”

      I retrieved the comm earpieces from the compartment next to me and gave one to Jinx. We fitted them, then I transferred the frequency to them.

      “Yeah. We hear you.”

      “Good. Put your shields up and your guns ready. I doubt we’re going to get out of here without a fight.”

      I did so. He was right. We wouldn’t be so lucky.

      His fighter lifted and hovered over the cold ground for a second before it moved forward. I pulled back on the stick and followed him out. I prayed to the saints that this would be an easy flight.

      My prayers were ignored. We exited the hangar and entered hell.

      The sky was filled with dozens, maybe a hundred, fighters from both sides, dogfighting, maneuvering, exploding. Flak from the AA guns exploded all around. In the upper atmosphere were three massive cruisers. Rectangular in shape, these dreadnaughts had massive cannons pointed right at us. Or at the base, but they were so large, it made little difference to me.

      “Those are big,” Jinx whispered into my ear as she craned her neck to see.

      “Yep. Let’s avoid those, yeah?”

      It didn’t take long for some of the enemy fighters to take notice. I plunged us into a dive and took evasive maneuvers as Jax’s voice blared over my earpiece. “Try to shake them, we need to get clear of the base and into the atmosphere.”

      Bright red blaster bolts zoomed around us. Flak shook the ship. Fighters were all around, small and golden birds trying to swarm me. I opened fire.

      “Think you can cover me, miss gunner?” I said over my shoulder.

      “O-oh, yes, sorry!” Jinx said. A moment later, the rear guns shook as they fired.

      Two fighters were on our tail. Jinx fired on them but wasn’t doing very well. I didn’t blame her, as she had no experience with this. One of the enemies’ blaster fire hit our rear, but the shields kept our engines from being destroyed—for now.

      “Hold on, I’m gonna try to throw them off us.”

      “Yan, what are you—”

      I yanked back hard on the stick. Our fighter ground as much to a halt as one could in the air. Jinx yelped. The fighters shot past us. I pushed forward and opened fire. I clipped the first one, which spun out away from us. The other I missed, but then a bit of flak exploded right on it, reducing it to a fireball.

      “That was lucky,” I said.

      It took a while before I found Jax and Yecella. They were entangled with three fighters, holding their own, but not for long. Jax put them into a barrel-roll to shake them, but no such luck. I came to his aid and was able to take out two of the ships before the third could respond. The third broke off, realizing it needed help. That was the opening we needed.

      “Go!” Jax roared.

      We ascended into the clouds, higher and higher until we were beyond the flak and the fighters and the death. Then we were through the clouds. The ship shook as we went to break out of the atmosphere. That was always difficult for smaller ships like this, though not so much for ones like the Sanara. But we made it through. Off Halyon. Into space.

      For a moment, I allowed us to hover in orbit and bask in the view of the white-and-blue jewel below. Jax did the same. We took the time to calm our racing hearts and catch our breath.

      I glanced back. “You okay?”

      Jinx nodded and took a long breath. “Yeah. Let’s not do that again.”

      “Unfortunately, I foresee many battles in your future, Your Majesty.”

      “Oh ha-ha.”

      I smiled.

      “We’re not out of the woods yet,” Jax’s voice buzzed in my ear. “Let’s get to the boom tube and get the hell out of here.” I couldn’t agree more.

      We flew side by side, our worries behind us for the time being, until the boom tube came into view.

      This one was an older model—simply a metal ring orbiting the planet. Easy design, easy system, meant for small ships like ours. Of course, fighters could travel between planets without boom tubes and solar slings, but it took much longer, sometimes days depending on how far they were. With these, though, we could get to Teraxious in a matter of minutes.

      “Okay, I’ll go first,” Jax said. “Sending the coordinates for Teraxious. Let’s hope the transports made it out okay.”

      Yeah, let’s hope.

      Jax’s fighter slid into the ring with a few feet of space all around. The boom tube flared to life, its blue-green lights flashing as Jax docked. Sparks flew as the boom tube shook and readied to fire. Then, in a flash and a zap, Jax shot forward and disappeared into the void of space.

      I gulped. I never liked boom tubes. Such a violent trip, and there was always the chance your ship couldn’t handle it and you broke apart and died in the cold vacuum amongst the stars. I preferred my nice, safe jumping capabilities of the Sanara. But alas, we didn’t have the luxury.

      I maneuvered the fighter into position, as Jax had. With a click, we were docked. The ring buzzed around us as solar plasmic static arched through the ring and raced over our ship. I input the coordinates that Jax had given me.

      Here we go, I thought as a nervous sweat broke out on my forehead. The boom tube rumbled and shook and glowed, and so did our fighter.

      Then, before I could think to ready myself, we exploded forward into the stars.

      I’d been at jump before, but that was always smooth. And I’d been in a boom tube before, but I forgot how rough it was. The ship shook so violently that it actually made me nauseous. I was able to quell it, but it still wasn’t pleasant.

      The force of it was so great that I was pinned against my seat. I didn’t know how it would effect Jinx, but I could hardly blink, hardly think, so there was no way I’d be able to twist my neck and check on her.

      A minute went by. Then two, then three, until my body was just a numb mass of vibrating nerves pressed against a fiber mesh seat. Finally, though, just when I thought I’d be reduced to a pile of goo, the ship began to slow, gradually, not at all like the jerking halt of coming out of jump. I watched as Teraxious crept toward us, a small little marble, then a massive gas giant of swirling red-and-green storms.

      It was so large that it took up the entirety of the view. We were close to the atmosphere. Ahead was an orbital space station with a gas syphon that went all the way to the surface.

      I licked my lips and took a deep breath. “You— You alright back there?”

      “I think so. Not gonna lie, I did not enjoy that.”

      I laughed. “Me neither.”

      For a moment, with the brightness, I thought we were alone, but then I found the others. There they were, the transports, five of them, all dark green with gold markings along the sides. There were a few fighters here and there, Jax and Yecella included, but most were still behind us. What I wasn’t expecting was the large crimson cruiser looming over them all. It looked like an older model of the Torgoran military’s massive ships, with more pronounced wings and a smaller engine. The starboard guns facing us looked just as menacing, however.

      The transports and fighters made for the hangar on the ship, and surprisingly, it seemed they’d all fit without an issue. I made for it too, Jax right on my tail. Before long, we were taken in by the ship’s grav-well, which took control from me and allowed me to sit back.

      As we approached, I sighed. “There it is, Jinx. Your new life. Are you ready?”

      For a moment, she didn’t answer. I understood why. It wasn’t something so easy to simply be ready for. War, death, being a queen. These were things she knew largely nothing about—aside from the death, unfortunately.

      Finally, she answered. “No. I don’t know if I’ll ever be.” She paused. Took a breath. “But I need to help. I can’t sit by any longer.”

      I wished I could see her face, but the confined space made it near impossible for me to turn and see her. It didn’t matter though. She was there and I was with her.

      “No matter what, I’ll be by your side. As long as that remains true, I think you’ll be fine.”

      We entered the hangar, and the fighter settled down next to a dozen others. Torgorans streamed about, as well as resistance fighters from other species as well. It was a hodgepodge of people, all coming together for a common cause, for a common good.

      Though I couldn’t see her, I just knew that Jinx was smiling. “Yeah, I think we’ll be okay.”

      And if the saints were kind, we’d always be okay—even through the war to come.
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      The mag-cuffs chafed against my wrists, tight and uncomfortable. I frowned down at them. Jax had put them on me, but couldn’t he have made them at least a little loose? I’d asked that very question.

      “It has to look authentic,” was all he’d said, his lips curled into a mischievous grin. He took far too much pleasure in making me suffer. And here I thought we were friends.

      Jax led me up the road to the Torgoran prison facility on the hill. It was the highest point for miles and no doubt they’d already spotted us coming. Still, no lights snapped on, no alarms blared. It was just cold and dark and eerie, a black shadow against the darkening dusk sky.

      My friend’s blaster rifle poked against the small of my back. All for show, of course. Jax wasn’t about to hand me over to the enemy or shoot me. Well, not for real, anyways. He wasn’t the new guard transferring from the other facility across the planet that they thought he was.

      Pivek had done a brilliant job with the forged transfer notice and guard credentials. As much as he or I hated to admit, the Torgoran Resistance had a lot more tech and resources to work with. It was like handing a child a box full of brand-new toys—Pivek was practically giddy. He didn’t even sleep on the Sanara anymore, electing instead to stay up all hours of the night in the labs at the base. He’d sleep where he dropped and then get right back to work when he woke.

      So we’d seen a bit less of him these last few weeks, but he was happy and productive, so who was I or anyone else to complain?

      The Torgoran Royals would wonder why we were coming by foot away from town and not by an official transport, which was standard procedure. Well, there was a story behind that too. The planet they were on had rebels fighting on it, so it wasn’t out of the realm of possibilities that the transport was shot down, which was exactly what they’d reported when they hijacked the base’s comm frequencies.

      A local garrison of troops was sent to investigate, but a local band of rebels that the greater resistance was assisting just happened to ambush them.

      Jax and I would appear as survivors, Jax having captured me as the ringleader of the rebels while his men fought. We even had some special makeup to make him look beaten and bloodied.

      All a ruse so Jax could hack into their encrypted files and find information on other POW camps and labor camps that we could liberate, among other things. In theory, we’d waltz right through the gates and go about our mission. Well, Jax would. My end was a little more involved and required Jax to do his job first. But, in theory, it was a sound plan.

      Unfortunately, our record of plans going off without a hitch was depressingly poor.

      Of course, the original plan had involved simply dropping in a squad of soldiers to attack the facility and free the prisoners within, but that was too risky, and the resistance forces were spread far too thin throughout the stars as it was. And that kind of operation would draw too much attention from Tarvath. Better to make it seem like an ordinary prison break, so that way they would keep on underestimating the size and scope of the resistance. That was more my speed, striking from the shadows, keeping my enemies off balance and unaware. A full-frontal assault was not my style and I was glad it wasn’t the resistance’s either, unless absolutely necessary.

      This was a war, though, so at some point, it would become absolutely necessary. But we’d navigate that asteroid belt when we came to it.

      As we approached, the walls looming overhead like a dark wave, Jax gulped loudly. “Just remember the plan,” he whispered.

      “I know the plan,” I shot back. “Do you know the plan?”

      “It’s my plan! Of course I do.” He fell silent as the floodlights at the front of the walls snapped on, bathing us in blinding fluorescent lights that made my head spin. “Just stick to the plan this time, please.”

      I scoffed. I deviate from the plan one time and all of a sudden, I’m labeled a ‘troublemaker’ who can’t stay on mission.

      Okay, to be fair, I’d deviated twice. Three times… Five, six times? But it wasn’t my fault that the resistance had such boring—and oftentimes ill thought out—plans that went awry and called for my famous improvisations.

      I was vaguely aware of the line of soldiers atop the wall behind the glare of the lights beaming at me, but they were there, and I could tell that they each had a weapon aimed right at us. If anything went wrong with this exchange, it was all over for us. We had nowhere to run or hide and no backup to come bail us out of trouble. For now at least.

      “Halt!” one yelled over a scratchy intercom. “State your identification and business or we will be forced to terminate you!”

      We came to an abrupt stop. Jax straightened behind me, his blaster digging into my back. I winced. Did he have to go that hard? I knew we had to sell the bit, but cut me some slack at least.

      “Corporal Rogann Javaro, ID code 88-AY-2467. I was transferred from the Lioleth facility aboard transport CC-1238u, but we were forced down by rebel insurgents over the city. We contacted for backup and a squad arrived, but we were ambushed again by rebel ground forces. During the skirmish, I captured this prisoner who I surmised to be the rebel leader. My squad told me to get him back here as fast as possible for questioning. I believe they commed ahead.”

      All of what he said was true. Fabricated, intricately planned, faked, but true. The soldiers didn’t say a word. Silence hung heavily on us, the weight of the lights like an immense amount of gravity pressing down on us. The quiet pressed on for seconds into minutes, and my stomach twisted with anticipation.

      I waited with bated breath for our cover to be blown, for an alarm to start screaming into the night air, and for the soldiers to open fire. But as my heart pulsed one second after another, the orders never came.

      Finally, the intercom crackled to life again. “That checks out. You may proceed.”

      Jax and I both let out a breath, though we made sure not to make it too obvious, lest the soldiers get suspicious if they were watching us closely enough. Wouldn’t that have been an embarrassing way to get found out?

      The metal gates slid open effortlessly, disappearing in a flash. Old tech. Most of the newer military bases used plasma shielding, same as hangar bays in large ships and space stations. Almost impenetrable from the outside from blaster fire. But these Torgorans clearly didn’t think the local rebellion threat was enough to warrant an upgrade to their security. That was a point in our favor.

      Jax led me through the gate. I was grateful to be back in the relative darkness away from the nauseating floodlights. We were met by a half-dozen golden-armored Torgorans, all brandishing state-of-the-art blasters and grimaces that could give men nightmares. All leveled at me of course.

      A moment later, the soldiers parted to give way to a tall royal officer bedecked in a black, pressed uniform with gold trim and plenty of fancy baubles that I guessed were medals. Arms clasped behind his back, his sharp-featured face sneered at me, his wicked eyebrows arching up in a question.

      “This Goon is the rebel leader?” the officer asked incredulously, as if he couldn’t believe a single one of my people was capable of leadership or strategic thought.

      “Yes, sir,” Jax replied. “We have reason to believe that he is. You know the resistance, sir, they aren’t against outside help. It’s the only chance they have, frankly.”

      The officer played at his thin auburn goatee. “Hm, perhaps you are right. And the rebels have been more of a problem lately. Bolder, more efficient. Maybe they brought in someone new.” His eyes narrowed at me, filled with hate and promises of violence. I did my best to put on a convincing act of cowardice and fear, though I so badly wanted to crack a joke.

      “Shall I escort him to the cellblock?” Jax offered.

      The officer put a palm out to wave the suggestion away. “That won’t be necessary.” He turned to a couple of the soldiers. “Private Naven, Private Emoi, escort the prisoner to interrogation to await questioning.”

      “Yes, sir,” they chimed simultaneously like well-programed machines. They came around me, grabbed me by the arms, and pushed me forward. I glanced back at Jax one last time as they led me away. He gave me a subtle nod.

      Now I just had to sit back and wait for him to do his part.

      The soldiers led me to the east win, where we entered through a sterile-looking metal hallway that led to larger rooms filled with bunks and terminals and what I surmised to be a mess hall. I tried to make a mental map of the place, as I did for all heists that I went on. After all, wasn’t this just another heist wearing the guise of a military operation?

      They took me down a long stairwell, as I guessed the base was too old to have grav-lifts. Even if grav tech has been around for centuries at least. At the bottom, we came to a dark place that must have been the cell blocks where they held their prisoners. It was just a long, narrow corridor with a dozen metal doors set into small alcoves on each wall.

      As we passed them, I tried to see what lay within, but the doors only had a small viewing slot at the top, and I couldn’t see through them. It mattered little, though. Each room was filled with darkness beyond the doors. If anyone was within, I had no way of knowing.

      But if the resistance intelligence was reliable, there were at least two dozen resistance fighters being held here. It was my job to spring them.

      I thought perhaps they’d put me in one of the cells to await further questioning, but instead, they led me down an adjoining hallway with even more cells. Only difference was, some of these had lights on inside.

      We came to one such door. One of the soldiers produced a keycard and opened the door. Inside was a barren metal room, all steel gray walls and a single white table in the middle, along with two simple metal chairs facing one another. The soldiers led me to the chair facing the door and forced me into it.

      “Ah, easy fellas,” I groaned.

      One of the soldiers smacked me over the head. “Shut up, Goon.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut to let the shock of that sudden pain subside. I thought they would leave me like this, which would have been a blessing, but then they grabbed my bound arms, twisted them high, and forced them over the back of the chair so that I was secured to it. It felt like they would rip my arms from their sockets. The pain was terrible, but just like that, it was over.

      With satisfied sneers, they left the room and left me alone.

      I took a deep breath, letting the pain slow to a dull ache. Now I have to wait. Jax had to do his job. No doubt he’d be asked questions. We’d come up with enough lies and false info to get him by for a little while, but eventually that would slip, and he’d be caught. Before that point, we’d have to spring our surprise.

      All it took was one little press of a button. Until then though, I’d have to sit patiently. Something I was not a fan of.

      Luckily for me, I didn’t have to wait long for something to happen. The door slid open after a few silent minutes and in walked a royal officer, their uniform sleek black, pressed and clean, almost as if it had an oily sheen to it, which was ridiculous because it was clearly fabric. Someone cares a lot about their appearance, I thought with a smirk.

      The officer didn’t spare me a glance as he came in and leaned a blaster rifle against the wall by the door. His dark red-brown eyes peered at the data-pad in his hands, severe lips curved into a frown. He ignored me for a solid minute, his lips moving ever-so-slightly as he wordlessly read from the screen. It was so nonchalant, as if he were a caring doctor come to check on a patient and was simply reading their diagnosis. But that wasn’t what this was.

      Finally, he placed the data-pad on the table and sat down across from me, one leg crossed over the other. His eyes blazed into me all of a sudden, fiery and intense, as if he was trying to read my thoughts just by looking at me.

      “So,” he began, his voice light but harsh. “You’re the so-called leader of the local rebels.” I couldn’t tell if it was a question or a statement.

      “Maybe I am, but maybe not,” I replied. If he wouldn’t give me anything then neither would I. Not that I had any truths to tell anyway.

      His eyes narrowed. He rested his sharp, hairless chin in his palm and watched me quietly as he tapped a bony finger against his jaw. The way his eyes didn’t leave mine for a moment was unnerving, like a predator assessing his prey. I was never one to shy away from eye contact when it suited me, but even I was uncomfortable. There was a certain promise of harm, of violence in that gaze.

      With a start, he stood and paced around me. “I find it hard to believe that a Goon, of all people, especially one so young, would be the one that has galvanized the locals so fervently.” His hand slid along my back and made my skin crawl.

      “Well, we Goons are always underestimated. We’re like pests. You can stamp one out, but you’ll never get the whole infestation.”

      The officer came around and faced me, arms crossed. He smirked. “Well, that’s where you’re wrong. There’s always ways to kill an infestation, to draw them out.” He started pacing again. “For instance. One could burn the building down, fill it with gas, flood it. There are many ways, my Goonish friend, and we’ll use whichever to draw out your friends.”

      I gulped. “You won’t get anything out of me.” There was nothing to get out of me—at least not pertaining to the locals. About the greater resistance, sure, but he didn’t need to know that, and I doubted he suspected that either.

      He stopped in front of me. “We’ll see about that.”

      He threw a punch at my stomach. I gasped, the wind knocked right out of me. I tried to double over, but was unable due to my arms.

      My interrogator stepped back. I coughed and sucked down air. He had a much stronger punch than his lean frame would have suggested. I looked him in the eyes and sneered.

      “You’ll…have to do a bit better than that.”

      He smiled. “Oh my dear boy. That was but the prelude. This isn’t even interrogation, but me having a bit of fun!” He punched my ribs. Pain exploded from my side and I cried out. Saints that hurts! I didn’t think he broke anything, as I’d broken ribs before and knew the pain to be far greater. Still, this was no stroll in the moonlight.

      “How about now?”

      I managed to smile at him. “Nope. Nothing yet. Gonna have to try a bit harder, I’m afraid.”

      Was I an idiot? Probably. But I couldn’t help myself. Letting authority walk all over me was not something I did, even if it got me hurt, and boy did it. My interrogator looked like he wanted to kill me right then and there, but he wouldn’t risk the information that I potentially held.

      It didn’t stop him from throwing a fist at my temple. My head whipped back. My teeth rattled, and I felt that blow flow through every bone in my body. Maybe it was time for Jax to make his move, because I hadn’t signed up for this when we went over the mission parameters. I would have dressed accordingly.

      My head lolled back. Vision faded, then came back. Blurry. I tried to shut my eyes and shake the pain away. The interrogator got in my face, grabbing me by the hair, pulling at roots, so that I faced him.

      “So, anything yet?” he asked.

      I spat in his face.

      It didn’t even faze him. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He released my hair and stepped away. I thought he was composed, but then he slapped me across the face as hard as he could.

      “Insulant space trash!” he roared.

      Tears came to my eyes from the harsh sting of his hand. I wished they didn’t, but I couldn’t help it.

      Come on, Jax, press the damn button!

      Another punch came, right below my left eye. My head snapped to the side. Lights swam in my vision.

      “Still nothing, eh?” the interrogator jeered. He reared back and swung again, his fist slamming against my nose. Crunch! I screamed as blood spilled down my face, staining my lips and chin crimson. I’d had my nose broken plenty of times before, but it didn’t make the experience any less pleasant. The interrogator winced and shook his hand. “Bony face you got, Goon.”

      Somehow, I didn’t take solace in the slight pain his punch had caused him.

      By the saints, if I die here, I’m gonna haunt Jax ‘til the end of his days.

      Another punch, right cheek. My vision went black. I bit my tongue, drawing blood. And another came, right jaw. A blinding crack. The force of his punch sent me back, toppling me and the chair to the ground. It knocked what little breath I had right out of me. This was not part of the mission.

      The interrogator wiped the sweat from his forehead. At least I was making him work for it. “You Goons are supposed to be weak. Just break already!”

      I managed a pained, bloody smile. “Maybe you shouldn’t hit like a Goon then.”

      That got him. Of the three human races, Goons were by far the weakest physically. So to call him a Goon in strength was a direct insult. It would have been even worse if he was Elarri, whose entire culture was predicated around their pride and their strength. Even so, it was enough to make my Torgoran friend’s face go red.

      “You worthless little…”

      That was when I felt it: the click of my mag-cuffs coming undone, the remote lock finally activated by my co-conspirator. Saints, it’s about time, I thought with a scowl.

      My interrogator made to kick me in the ribs, but I spun free from the chair, swept my legs beneath his, and took him to the ground. He gasped from the shock. I didn’t hesitate. With my momentum carrying me, I spun like a top until I bounced back to my feet, grabbed the metal chair I’d been bound to, and slammed down onto the Torgoran before he could offer a firm rebuttal to my escape.

      With a bang, it cracked against his helmet as he tried to rise. He collapsed completely and stayed down, out cold.

      I hunched over, hands on my knees as I tried to catch my breath. My face roared with pain, and my mouth tasted like iron. I spat. A piece of a tooth clattered out along with my blood. Fantastic. With a deep breath, I gripped my nose and snapped it back into place. I yelped from the shock of it. Nothing I hadn’t done before, but still not great. Once that was done, I wiped the blood on my shirt.

      A moment later, sirens began to blare throughout the base, obnoxious and disorienting. Right, I thought, glancing at the walls. Hidden cameras.

      I had assumed as much, though I’d hoped for a little more time. Oh well. Dangerous improvisations were what I did best. No moment of rest for me. I wasn’t ever that lucky, was I?

      Trying to keep my ears and head from ringing, I scooped up my interrogator’s blaster rifle that he’d leaned against the wall and slung the strap over my shoulders. Then I fished through his pockets for any keycards I could find. After a hasty pat-down, I found one in his breast pocket. I just had to pray to the saints that it did the job.

      Leaving my lovely interrogator behind, I pressed the butt of the rifle against my shoulder, aimed and at the ready, and left the room.

      No sooner had I taken a step into the adjoining hall than red blaster fire zipped by my nose, narrowly avoiding taking my face off. I ducked back into the alcove of the doorway, for what little cover it provided.

      Blaster fire crashed around me, slamming into the metal grooves of the walls. Sometimes bolts could ricochet, though it was rare. Still, with the corners of the door alcove in front of me, I worried that their continued fire would bounce off the small corner and come right at me.

      That would have been so typical. Luckily, that wasn’t my fate.

      The bolts stopped falling. Their footsteps echoed as they closed in on my cover. There wasn’t much time. I couldn’t run, and hiding wasn’t an option for long, so I had to fight. I didn’t want to kill—I hated it—but I would do what needed to be done to survive. They wouldn’t end me here, not when I had friends and family waiting for me, not when Jinx was waiting to see me return.

      It was all the resolve I needed.

      I dove out from behind cover and opened fire. I felt like an action hero in some of those extranet dramas I’d watch whenever I found a connection. Flying in slow motion, shooting at my enemies as their blaster bolts zoomed around me in arcs of light.

      But this wasn’t slow-mo, and I wasn’t in a drama. This was real.

      There were five soldiers that I could see, but my bolts hit two of them in the gut and leg as I came out of my hiding. They keeled over, dropping their weapons in shock. As more fire came, I slid into the opposite doorway for cover. Deep breaths, more bolts. Deep breaths.

      I crouched low, leaned out, and shot again. A third soldier went down as my bolt hit him in the shoulder and spun him around. None of my blows were enough to kill, but I just needed them out of commission.

      The last two kept coming, their boots sounding closer and closer. The bolts stopped, but I knew I wouldn’t have time to peek out and fire. So I had to do something even more reckless.

      Saints give me strength.

      I turned my rifle around, gripped it like a club, and emerged like an animal. I swung. The soldier was right there, unaware. The butt of my gun smashed into his head. He recoiled, stunned. The other raised their rifle. I acted. I grabbed the other and brought him in front of me just as his friend fired. His bolts slammed into the man in my arms, and I felt him go stiff, then limp. Dead. Not by my hand, but still my fault.

      No time to process. I ducked around my dead shield and got into the soldier’s face. His eyes were filled with rage, but I didn’t care. He tried to shoot me, but I was too close. I knocked his gun aside and headbutted him, temple to temple. Crack! If I hadn’t been surging with adrenaline and been the instigator, I would have been dead, but I didn’t recoil. He did though, and I was able to wrestle his rifle away and put some bolts in his legs.

      He crumbled and groaned.

      Arms shaking, legs shaking—hell, my entire being shaking—I dropped my rifle and went to the closest cell, not bothering to catch my breath or let my heart slow to a reasonable pace. The alarms still blared and there was simply no time.

      I tried the keycard on the first cell door. It blessedly clicked, and the door slid open.

      The inside was bathed in darkness save for the light that streamed in from the open doorway. It took my eyes a second to adjust before I saw them—the beaten, shirtless, dirty prisoners huddled against the back wall.

      They stared at me, their reddish eyes glowing back in the light eerily as Torgoran eyes were wont to do. They only watched me, though. None of them made to move.

      “We need to move now,” I urged, “before more guards come to this block.”

      The prisoners were reluctant to leave, either because of injury, or because they didn’t trust me and didn’t think I’d succeed. Which was fair. I’d been in my fair share of prisons, so I knew that hopeless feeling. But I also knew that you should never look a boon from the saints in the eye and ignore it.

      “I’m with the resistance,” I told them. “We’re busting you out. Come on!”

      That seemed to do it. They spoke no words, but their steely gazes turned determined and they jogged out with me.

      I got to work unlocking the rest of the cells as fast as I could. The resistance members I’d already freed wasted little time requisitioning some blasters from the fallen guards. I winced when they shot the ones that were still alive. That hadn’t been my intention. Not all soldiers were evil—some were just there to feed their families—but I couldn’t stop the resistance or tell them such things. They knew all too well, after all.

      But this was war, and such niceties were thrown out. I would continue to kill as sparingly as possible, but I knew better.

      As I finished the first half of the cell block, the doors at the far end of the hall opened and in streamed an onslaught of soldiers. They opened fire immediately. I dropped to the ground. The freed resistance members returned fire, but they were outnumbered and outgunned. Staying low, I unslung the rifle from my shoulder and slid it across the hall to one of the resistance fighters hunkered down behind one of the opened cell doors.

      “Hold them back,” I yelled. “I’ll keep freeing the others as fast as I can.” The fighter nodded and picked up the gun, returning fire without hesitation.

      It was amazing how fearless they were. I had no idea what sort of things they’d endured here and in the war beyond, but no matter what, they continued to fight. The resistance was my kind of people, even if I wasn’t a lover of battle.

      Each cell had at least two people within, all of them in various stages of hunger and torture, but they were all able to stand and fight. When they heard the shooting, they were eager for it. I reckoned that some probably didn’t think they’d actually escape alive and simply wanted to kill some royals before they were taken down. I could respect that position and could certainly use that violent enthusiasm, even if I wasn’t fully on board with it.

      More soldiers arrived. By now, I’d unlocked this whole cell block and had close to two dozen resistance fighters. We still had a disadvantage, however, because we didn’t have enough guns for everyone.

      As bolts crowded the air, the resistance fighter next to me looked at me. “Thanks for the assist, but I don’t suppose you have a plan?” His eyebrows were bushy and wild as he arced them in question. After a beat, he extended his hand. “I’m Fennec, by the way.”

      I shook it. “Yan. And… yes and no on the plan. We have a destination and an escape plan, but getting there will involve us fighting.”

      “Probably wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      He got back to returning fire along with the others, though I couldn’t help since I’d given up my rifle. I kept glancing out of cover. We outnumbered the guards twenty to fourteen, but they had more guns, and I was sure even more were on the way. I didn’t know how we were gonna get out of this spot.

      Until I heard the pained shouts of the soldiers.

      I looked back. The soldiers started shouting and falling forward, scorch marks on their backs. One by one they fell before they all turned around, their backs to us. That was their death sentence. The resistance fighters finished them off until it was just us and a hallway filled with blaster marks and death.

      We all looked at one another in confusion. We hadn’t killed these soldiers. They were all shot from behind. Footsteps approached through the smoke. A black-uniformed figure came into view.

      Jax.

      Fennec raised his rifle and pointed it at Jax. “Back up, royal scum!”

      Jax did as he was told. I stood and put a hand on Fennec’s shoulder. “It’s okay. He’s with us! He’s resistance.”

      “He’s right, that’s Lieutenant Jax Navari,” said a large, bulky Torgoran with a bald head and a mess of scars running along his bare neck and shoulders.

      Jax saluted him. “Tobin, good to see you in one piece.” I strode over to Jax’s side. He gave me a grin and gripped my arm. “Glad you made it,” he said to me.

      “Same to you.”

      “You look like hell,” he said, his eyes wide as they scanned my battered face.

      “Well, if you’d pressed the button sooner…”

      “I was preoccupied with my own objectives, in case you were wondering. Kind of the whole point of this mission.”

      “Half the point,” I said. “The other point was rescuing these fine fighters.”

      Jax smirked. “Of course, and it seems you did a fine job of it. There’s a few more men in cells in the block I just came from. We can spring them and be on our way.” No argument from me. Jax stepped around me to address the fighters like the officer he was portraying. “Alright, men, scrounge up all the weapons you can and follow me. We’ll need every last one if we expect to get out of here in one piece.”

      “Yes, sir!” a few of them called.

      Hands on his hips, he surveyed the enthusiastic—if a bit bedraggled—men. “Is anyone too injured to fight or, more importantly, run?” When no one complained, he smiled. “Perfect, let’s get to it then! We don’t have a lot of time!”

      He was right, because as soon as we entered the adjoining cell block, we were met by a squad of soldiers. This time though, we outnumbered and outgunned them and took them down swiftly, though we lost a couple of men in the process.

      The large Torgoran, Tobin, and another large fighter retrieved the dead, because they wouldn’t leave them to rot here. Meanwhile, I went about unlocking the rest of the cells. These prisoners were much more receptive to our cause, having heard all the commotion and now seeing our numbers. Once everyone was free, we had close to forty fighters.

      From there, we stormed our way through the base. The soldiers scrambled to slow us down, which they did, but we overpowered them every time. Unfortunately, our casualties were slowly piling up.

      Soon we approached the main gates, but when we passed the halls that I knew led to the hangars, some of the fighters spoke up in confusion. “How the hell are we supposed to escape?” asked Fennec. “The hangar is the other way!”

      “Just trust me,” was all Jax had to offer.

      I knew exactly what he meant, though. I knew what was waiting for us. But when we rushed through the shield-less gates and onto the wide-open hill, it was empty. Our chariot had yet to arrive.

      Jax cursed.

      “What now?” I asked.

      “Return fire for now!” he yelled. The fighters were more than happy to oblige.

      Saints be praised, there were several large boulders spread out over the hill that we were able to hunker behind, though not enough for everyone to be adequately covered. Even with cover, the royals atop the walls had the advantage. With the flood lights on, it was near impossible to see them as they shot at us. Jax and the rest all did our best to return fire, but if we were hitting our marks, no one knew.

      More and more soldiers poured onto the walls and rained blaster fire down upon us. Our cover could only provide so much, so fighter after fighter went down, some with a singed shoulder, others dead on impact. Before long, nearly ten were dead or close to it, and we didn’t have any time left.

      “You’ve led us to our deaths, Navari!” someone accused as another fighter was slammed in the shoulder by a bolt and spun around.

      Jax growled but kept firing. “Not yet I haven’t, be patient!”

      I wanted to have faith, but as the minutes dragged on and the fighting continued, death closed in on us. Soon the whole base’s garrison would arrive, and we’d be even more overwhelmed than we already were.

      Then I heard it: the telltale whine of an incoming ship. Most had different sounds depending on the size and design of the engines, but this one was as familiar to me as my own voice, something I’d recognize without a second’s hesitation. Despite the blaster fire screaming over me, I raised my head and looked to the sky.

      “There!” I shouted loud enough to be heard over the firefight. Those that were already huddled in cover turned their gazes skyward, fear quickly turning to hope in their eyes.

      It descended from the clouds like the saints themselves coming to save us. A freighter, all bright greens, blues, and oranges, shaped like a bird and just as majestic. My pride and joy and the only thing I loved as much as my friends and family.

      The Sanara had arrived.
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      The Sanara swooped down out of the sky in a brilliant blaze of blaster fire that rocked the base’s walls. If they’d been prepared for an aerial assault, they may have put up some deflector shields if the old facility had them, but alas, they did not. My ship’s blasters tore through the walls and the soldiers atop them.

      The resistance fighters cheered and kept up their fire. At last, the floodlights were knocked out, and we were able to see what we were shooting.

      I locked our odds at last.

      The Sanara zoomed over the base before circling back around the land in the grass behind us. The guns kept firing at the walls and the fighters did as well, but at least now the royals were too busy scrambling and hiding to worry about escaped prisoners.

      An audible hiss filled the air as the landing pad of the Sanara opened. The ramp lowered and touched the ground, and standing on the edge of it was a truly beautiful sight for sore eyes.

      Amara, my little jade-skinned Zanthian queen. She took one step off the ramp, whipped out a small gun that expanded into a massive plasma cannon, and loosed it. With a whoosh, a ball of crackling green energy shot forth and slammed into the tops of the walls with an electric sizzle. Behind her came Elvonna, my large Elarri friend with her rippling arms and a gatling blaster that had become her new favorite toy, courtesy of the resistance. She laid down a seemingly endless stream of blue fire. Finally, there was Beleak, our feather-covered Javray. He wielded a simple blaster rifle, but he was more accurate than most. He picked off soldiers one by one.

      The three of them were practically a walking army all their own, a commando squad that the resistance had been quick to use often.

      I started running for it, waving the fighters to follow me. “Let’s move it! They’ll cover us.”

      Fennec, Tobin, and the rest didn’t need any more encouragement. As our death squad suppressed the royals, we scampered out of cover for the safety and freedom of the Sanara, dragging our dead and injured with us. I paused by the ramp to let the others go up first. I put a hand on Amara’s shoulder.

      “About time you showed up!”

      Ordinarily, I knew she’d retort with a scathing remark, but she was too focused on battle for the moment. “We were held up. Now get your rear up that ramp before I have to kick it up there.”

      Ah, there was the love bite I was expecting.

      I didn’t need to be told twice. I left her to it and went up the ramp alongside Jax. Once we were in, I looked back down at Amara and the others.

      “We’re clear, let’s go!” I yelled.

      The ship hummed to life and slowly started to rise. Amara, Ell, and Beleak all climbed aboard and ran up the ramp as it began to close. The royals took the time to return fire, but their little blasters did little against the Sanara’s shielding.

      A moment later, the ramp was shut, and we shot into the sky, gravity yanking us hard against the wall. I didn’t even care. I slumped against one of the crates that crowded our cargo hold and let out a sigh.

      Mission accomplished.

      It hadn’t gone according to plan—because when did it ever?—but it was a success, and that was all that mattered in the end.

      We received a bit of flak from the facility’s old anti-aircraft guns, but by the time they got warmed up to fire, K had us in the upper atmosphere. We lurched and shook as we broke through to the vacuum of space, and then we were free. I sighed with relief.

      Amara began to work on those that were seriously injured, while some of the others covered the dead and paid their respects, their grief finally coming through after the shock of battle wore off. It made my heart hurt. They’d lost so much during this war.

      Normally I would have had Amara help patch up my bloodied face, but she was preoccupied with those that needed help much more than I did. So, I climbed to the cockpit with Ketellin, my face still sticky with blood, and sat beside him. I felt him glance my way, but he didn’t say anything.

      As soon as I sat down, the ship went to jump. After a few more bounces between systems, we’d be back home.

      I leaned back and sighed. “How’s my baby? Didn’t give you any trouble?”

      He smirked and chuckled, the sound making his rebreather bubble. “She never gives me trouble.”

      “Good.”

      Honestly, the Sanara couldn’t be in safer hands. There was no one in the galaxy I trusted her with more than K. Though, I didn’t love that we were using her how we were using her.

      I personally wasn’t thrilled with using the Sanara so brazenly for military ops. She was very recognizable, and we were already wanted enough. Having the Torgoran Royals know her too wasn’t what I would call ideal. But she was faster than almost every ship the resistance had, so she was called to serve more often than not. It kept Ketellin very busy. He was certainly okay with it. He didn’t show much emotion, but I knew he loved proving his piloting skills.

      We stayed in silence most of the way back. I leaned back in my co-pilot seat and sighed, content to watch the stars zoom by. Peaceful and beautiful. A lot of people took extra solar travel for granted, but I never failed to appreciate the beauty of our galaxy.

      I wiped the blood off my face, but it just left my shirt stained dark. Maybe I should have cleaned up or seen someone, but I didn’t feel like getting up.

      Jax came in and sat behind me and K after he commed with the base. He sighed and I could feel the stress roll off his shoulders.

      “Well, that could have gone better,” he said.

      “It could have gone a lot worse,” I retorted.

      He snorted. “True. Always the optimist.”

      After a few more jerking jumps, the ship dropped out of her last jump and Teraxious came into view, home of their newest resistance base. The massive red-and-green gas giant loomed large, a sea of swirling storms. Of course, the base wasn’t on the planet’s surface, but on the abandoned orbital mining platform that the resistance had commandeered. It was one of dozens of resistance bases spread throughout Torgoran space and beyond.

      K brought us into the closest hangar. We passed harmlessly through the ray shielding and landed with a thud. Immediately, engineers and workers scrambled to get the ship refueled and run diagnostics on any damage. That used to be Pivek’s job, but the resistance had him focused on bigger, more important projects.

      Still, I knew that if any major issues arose with my ship, Pivek, K, and I would be the ones seeing to the damage personally.

      I joined the others in the cargo bay as the loading ramp lowered. Before we were even able to get off, teams of medics strolled in to help transport the injured and the dead. No time to waste with some of their injuries. One of them tried to lead me away, but I waved them off.

      “No thanks, I’m fine. I need to report in,” I told her.

      She was young, probably even younger than me. Surprising that she was a medic at such an age, but what did I know? Her auburn brows furrowed. “Sir, with all due respect, you look like you’ve run into a wall repeatedly.”

      Sir? Ha! Still not used to the modicum of respect I’d gained here when people learned of my criminal exploits.

      “I promise I will go to the med-bay, but I need to report to General Yularen.”

      Her eyes narrowed as she crossed her arms over chest and pouted slightly. I almost would say she looked adorable, but I could tell she had a bite to her like Amara did. Something a lot of medical types had. They took no nonsense.

      She did relent, though. “Fine, be sure that you do.”

      I saluted her. “Yes, ma’am!”

      She rolled her eyes and went to help with some of the others. I felt bad—I hadn’t even gotten her name.

      Soldiers streamed around the ship and greeted the newly-arrived freedom fighters. I never knew if all the fighters were local or part of the greater resistance, but regardless, they’d be of use. Lots of them greeted the resistance with hugs and smiles and what seemed like familiarity, though, so maybe they all knew each other already. Tobin certainly knew Jax.

      I pushed through the crowds and found Jax talking with Ell. She laughed at something he said, her muscles rippling with the effort. When her eyes found me, she blew out some air.

      “You look like a pile of sandavog dung, Goon,” she teased as she punched my arm lightly.

      “Yeah, I’ve gotten that a lot, thank you.”

      “Shouldn’t you go see a medic?”

      I shrugged. “Nah, this is nothing. Been through way worse. Need to report to Yullarin first.”

      She lifted an eyebrow and smirked. “Uh-huh, I’m sure that’s exactly what you want to do.” My cheeks flushed. She was more perceptive than she looked. But of course she wasn’t wrong. There was only one person in the war room that I had any desire to see, and it definitely wasn’t the general. Not that he wasn’t an absolute joy to chat with.

      Jax shook his head and tapped my shoulder, nodding to the exit. “Let’s go. We shouldn’t keep our betters waiting.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      “Have fun, boys,” Ell called as we left.

      Jax and I made our way through the base, through crowded corridors and grav-lifts, until we got to the central war room. I got quite a few looks along the way and I didn’t blame them. My face was probably still stained red and my shirt was dark with it too. The bleeding had stopped, but the dried blood made my face feel stiff.

      The war room was a long room dominated by a huge metal table covered in documents and data-pads and holo-projections as analysts and strategist went over things that I was absolutely clueless about. The walls were covered in maps and star logs and blueprints of military targets and all manner of other things. There were banks of monitors with more officers sifting through information. It was a hive of activity and was a bit overwhelming.

      At the head of the table was General Yullarin—tall, regal, and brimming with knowledge and authority. I didn’t think he liked me too much due to my background, but he knew I got results, so we had a mutual respect for one another. As usual, his maroon uniform was pressed and sharp.

      And next to him was Jinx, their future queen.

      She was as beautiful as ever, with her long hair looking like a glimmering ruby in the base lighting. It was held back in a messy bun with a few strands hanging defiantly over her forehead. Sweat glistened down her skin, as the base didn’t have good ventilation, but no one seemed to care all too much.

      It took a moment for them to notice us, as she and the general were deep in conversation. I only caught a few words of it, but it seemed he was trying to clue her on some finer points of military strategy. She bit her lower lip as she often did when she was deep in thought and trying her hardest to learn something.

      She really was trying her best to be the queen they so desperately wanted, even if she was barely sure if it was what she wanted.

      When Jinx turned and saw us, she broke into the widest smile and took off at a run. She left the good general mid-sentence.

      “Hey, we’re ba—” I began before Jinx threw her full weight onto me, wrapping me in a fierce hug, her arms twined around my neck. Before I could get another word out, her lips were pressed against mine, and my breath and heart thoroughly stopped in tandem.

      My arms wrapped around the small of her back. I lifted her off the ground and spun her around. Her lips smiled against mine. I may have been weak, but Jinx gave me all the strength I’d ever need.

      When I finally put her down, she pulled away with a smile, though the taste of her kiss lingered. Her eyes traveled to mine…and then to the rest of my face.

      She gasped, her hands falling away. “Yan, what happened?”

      I smirked and scratched the back of my head. “Well, as it turned out, they didn’t throw me in a cell to start. They wanted answers that I obviously didn’t have and, well…” I gestured at my face and injuries. No doubt I looked a sight. Clearly, I should have washed up while on the Sanara.

      Jinx frowned at me, but then immediately shifted her anger toward Jax. She marched right up to him and jabbed him in the chest with her finger. “Where were you? How did you let his pretty face get beat up?”

      Jax laughed and put his hands up. “I didn’t know! Besides, I was retrieving the data, as was my mission, in case you forgot.”

      “I… Well… Still.” Jinx pouted and crossed her arms before finally clearing her throat, her cheeks flushed. “Good job. Just…take care of him better next time, idiot.”

      “As you wish, Your Highness.”

      Jinx glared at him. Jax just snickered some more and walked over to Yullarin and began to speak to him, no doubt about whatever data he’d been able to retrieve. Jinx watched him as he went, eyes narrowed. They still had some issues to work out, but they were friends again, more or less. It takes a lot to get over someone kidnapping you, even if they had your safety at heart.

      Her expression softened when she turned back to me. She raised a hand and tousled my hair. “We should get you cleaned and fixed up.”

      I shrugged. “I know you like me dirty.”

      She rolled her eyes, but I could see how red her cheeks were. She grabbed me by my shirt and started to lead me away, “Come on,” she said.

      But before she could, the general noticed us and called out, “Hold on, Your Highness, he needs to be debriefed!”

      Jinx wound her fingers through my own defensively, drawing me even closer to her. It was my turn to blush. “I think that can wait, General. As you can clearly see, he’s injured and needs medical attention.”

      The general looked like he wanted to object, but then he held his tongue and inclined his head. “Of course, you’re right, Your Highness.”

      Jinx pursed her lips and nodded. “Thank you, General. We’ll be back in no time, don’t worry.”

      She pulled me out of the room so fast I wasn’t even able to protest. Not that I would…

      We took the grav-lift down to the med-bay. Jinx stood beside me, our hands still clasped. She looked ahead, her shoulders tight with tension, even though I knew she was relieved to see me.

      “You okay?” I asked her.

      She blinked, as if zoned out, then turned her head and smiled. “I’m okay. Just tired and overwhelmed by…all of this. It’s so much, but I’m not gonna quit.”

      “You should get more sleep.”

      “I need it.”

      The lift stopped and we stepped out into the makeshift med-bay the resistance had turned this space into. It was one of the former mess halls used by the miners when the station was operational. It was a low-ceilinged room with large windows overlooking the planet and the stars. The station had a proper med-bay, but it was small as gas miners had few accidents, so the resistance set up here.

      Half of the fifty or so beds were occupied, mostly by the fighters we’d just rescued. The cries of pain were loud, and the medics were frantic to save them and ease their pain. My chest constricted.

      Jinx led me to one of the empty beds in the corner of the room away from other patients. The nurses and doctors saw us and gave us respectful nods and kept their distance. Already Jinx had that queenly effect on people. It was weird to see. I even saw the young medic from earlier. She gave me a curt nod, which I returned. See? I told you I’d come.

      I sat on the bed and waited while Jinx talked to a medic, who led her over to some supplies. It felt so quiet in our little corner, as if we were in our own little world away from the pain of the others. But I knew that wasn’t true. Still, I appreciated the privacy. Jinx returned moments later with some biogel, as well as disinfectant spray, water, and some wet rags.

      Before I could say a word, she sprayed the disinfectant on my face and started cleaning my wounds. I winced and yelped from the suddenness.

      “Ow!” I protested.

      “Oh, stop being such a crybaby,” she said, so much like Amara. She had helped her a lot with medical duties aboard the Sanara, so it made sense that she’d pick up on Amara’s bedside manner.

      Once the disinfectant took hold and the stinging went away, she started cleaning my face, the blood from my nose and mouth and temple and from the cuts along my cheeks. I was a mess and I again wondered how awful I must have looked. As gentle as her touch was, every bit of it hurt. I’d been fine with it before, but now that my adrenaline had long worn out and I was getting proper treatment, it was hell.

      But I endured it because I craved her touch no matter how painful it was.

      When she was done cleaning my skin, she applied a layer of biogel over my wounds. I waited for it to seep into my skin as she walked away to dispose of the dirty rags. By the time she returned to my side, the biogel was already dry. I could feel it beneath my face, starting its healing. It itched.

      “How are you feeling?” she asked. She cupped my face in her hands. I wouldn’t admit that even that slight touch hurt my jaw. The biogel was definitely working, as it usually started out by making injuries more painful before fixing them.

      “Oh, you know, just hanging in there.” I grabbed her by the waist and pulled her to me. “I don’t mind the view presently, though.”

      She smiled sweetly at me, and it made my heart race as it always did. How did I go years with this girl by my side, my best friend in all the galaxy, and not realize how amazing she was?

      Maybe I was the idiot that Amara always claimed I was.

      Jinx leaned her forehead against mine and took a deep breath. “You need to stop coming to me all bloodied. You’re taking years off my life.”

      “I’d hate to do that.” I licked my lips and closed my eyes while I took a deep breath. “Sorry I worried you. I should have cleaned myself up before I came to see you.”

      She stepped back and frowned. She grabbed a stool and pulled it close so that we were sitting knee to knee. “I am not so weak, Yan. We are at war. I will see you bloodied and injured again and perhaps you’ll see me in such a way too. We’ll both be in danger again before this is over. That’s something we have to accept. Do not feel guilty about getting hurt doing the right thing just to please me. Don’t you dare.”

      I scratched the back of my neck. “S-sorry. I’ll try not to.”

      Her pouty frown curved back into a smile. She leaned close and kissed me. “We’ll be okay as long as we have each other, you know that, right?”

      My cheeks strained from how big my grin was. I leaned my forehead down and rested it against her collarbone.

      “Yeah, I know.”

      And I believed that.

      For years, I stole and fought and struggled—all to save my family. They were safe now, freed of their debts and safe in seclusion. Now Jinx was my all. Everything I did was for her. She knew that.

      And I wouldn’t have it any other way.
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      Jinx

      

      I sat upon a throne of gold, studded with rubies and ancient runes, a throne that emanated with power. I lounged in it, legs crossed, my head propped against my palm, as if I was bored.

      But before me wasn’t a throne room. It was an empty, rocky expanse, surrounded by dust and fire and death. At first, I only saw the skeletons that littered the ground, cracked and withered by wind and rain and time. Hundreds of them, all looking to the sky with their black empty eye sockets, jaws slack and open and broken.

      Then I blinked, and they were no longer skeletons.

      They were people I knew. Amara and Jax and Ketellin and Pivek and everyone in the resistance, hundreds of golden-skinned Torgorans, their reddish hair shorn and necks burned from slave marks. They all looked at the sky, eyes wide, scars of old tears streaking down their cheeks.

      My heart stopped, my breath constricted, my chest hurt. What was this?

      This is your future, said a deep and ominous voice.

      I looked around frantically for the speaker, but again, I was the only living thing in the world of death. As my eyes darted in terror, they stopped at my feet—where I found Yan’s lifeless eyes staring right at me. Bloody tears trailed down his face.

      Why did you let us die? he suddenly asked. And then an old steel sword from ancient times burst forth from his chest in an explosion of blood that drenched me to my very core, seeping into my skin and bones and very cells.

      I screamed.

      

      And I bolted awake.

      I gasped for air, eyes wide, as I was thrown back to reality. I was in my room on the mining base. It was a wide metal space sparse with furniture—since I don’t have much—and with two large windows in the corner that looked out into space. I’d wanted to keep sleeping in my small cabin aboard the Sanara, but Yullarin and some of the other officers were very insistent that I sleep here where I could be properly protected.

      I was their princess and future queen, after all. I understood.

      But room or no, they couldn’t save me from my nightmares. This one was different from my usual flashbacks of my time as a slave, where I’d wake up screaming, remembering every lash of a whip and every second of the brand that still scarred the skin of my neck.

      No, this was something worse.

      Sweat ran down my naked flesh as I tried to calm my sprinting heart and frantic breathing. Yan stirred beside me. His eyes crept open—until they took note of my distress and then they flew open. He sat up and immediately put an arm around me.

      “What’s the matter?” he asked in an urgent and concerned whisper. “Nightmare?”

      I gulped, swallowing my words and bile that threatened to come up. I nodded, not trusting my voice. Yan knew the drill. He’d been comforting me during my nightmares for years. Whenever I’d wake up in a screaming fit, he’d be there to hold me and console me back to sleep. Sometimes I wouldn’t even realize I was awake. Sometimes I’d forget and he’d say nothing to me about that night.

      But I knew what he did for me, and it all made me love him even more.

      Yan pulled me close, his arms wrapped around my back. His hands traced the scars along my spine and made my flesh tingle. I pressed my face to his neck and cried and he shushed me and made comforting cooing sounds that always calmed me.

      “It’s okay,” he said. We fell back against the pillows, limbs tangled together, flesh to flesh. I leaned up slightly so that we were nose to nose, sharing one space.

      I gave him a soft, lingering kiss. His lips were soft. “Thank you,” I whispered.

      He smiled, but he couldn’t hide the concern in his eyes. “This was different from your usual nightmares.” It was a statement, not a question.

      I closed my eyes and pressed my forehead against his. “Yeah, it was.”

      “What about? If you don’t mind my asking… Worse than the usual?”

      “That’s a difficult question to answer. I wouldn’t say it was worse, but it was painful in the different way.”

      “Then tell me.”

      I licked my lips and took a deep breath, then explained the dream. It sounded more insane when I said it aloud, but the fear that it put in me didn’t go away. The fear that I wasn’t right for this resistance, that I wasn’t a queen. I didn’t know how to lead, and I was terrified that I was going to get everyone I knew and loved killed, and it would be entirely my fault.

      Maybe the dream was ridiculous and overdramatic, but the results were a very real possibility. I was just a former slave turned thief that knew nothing of politics or strategy or how to govern or negotiate. I was going to do my best and such nightmares wouldn’t deter me from the path that Materelle had set out for me, but that didn’t mean my fears were unfounded.

      Yan chewed on all the details of the dream. I didn’t list all my fears, but it was pretty obvious from the nightmare. It wasn’t an overly intricate metaphor.

      “Well, can’t say that isn’t some distressing imagery,” he said.

      “Yeah, tell me about it.”

      I tucked my knees to my chest beneath the sheets and raked my fingers through my hair. I shook as the fear and uncertainty seemed to crash back on me all at once.

      I couldn’t stop the tears, as much as I tried my hardest to keep them back. “Wha-what if I get you all killed? I don’t— I don’t know what I’d do. I don’t think I am ready.”

      Yan put his hands on my shoulders and gripped them tight, steadying me. “Jinx, it is okay. You’re right, you’re not ready, not yet, but no one in their right mind should expect you to be! You weren’t raised in a palace with the finest tutors for your whole life. You went through hell, more than anyone, even me, but that gives you experience, things that will help you when you are ready for the mantle.”

      His arms slid off my shoulders, down my arms, and then gripped my hands. He gave them a squeeze as he smiled sweetly at me. “I will be by your side the whole way, and so will all our friends. We won’t let anything happen to you, and we’ll keep you on the straight and narrow.”

      I blinked away tears. His smiling face made my heart swell. Still, he didn’t put me fully at ease. “But what if I make mistakes?”

      He laughed. “You’re going to make mistakes, idiot, but everyone does! You just have to learn from them.”

      “Don’t call me an idiot when I’m crying and you’re trying to comfort me!” I said, trying to be mean, but I couldn’t stop my laugh. Yan just smiled even wider.

      “Sorry,” he said warmly. He reached out and put a hand on my cheek. I covered his with my own. “You don’t need to worry about this right now. Everyone is going to help you. You’ll have generals and advisors who know what to do to. You won’t be alone. You’re never alone, so don’t try to bear this burden all by yourself, okay?”

      That just made me cry even more. I grabbed him around the waist and buried my face against his neck and cried.

      “Thank you, Yan. I don’t deserve you.”

      He held me tight. “No one does. I’m just a gift to this galaxy.”

      I laughed and pulled away from him. I punched his shoulder. “Don’t ruin the moment with your nonsense.”

      “But you love my nonsense.”

      My cheeks heated. “I do.” I leaned in and kissed him. “And I love you.”

      Yan always knew how to make everything better. He never failed in that regard. Say what you would about him, about any of his faults, but he cared about his friends and family. Once earned, his loyalty was for life and there was nothing he wouldn’t do for the people that he cared about.

      So when he said that he’d be with me every step of the way, no matter the hardships, I knew he was telling the truth.

      Feeling better, we laid down again, cuddled against one another, and went back to sleep. I didn’t have any more nightmares that night, or even for several nights after.
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      Yan

      

      I went to the communications deck of the station and—with permission—was allowed to use one of the private holo-booths so I could contact my family. No doubt they’d monitor the feed to make sure I didn’t contact anyone I shouldn’t or give out information I shouldn’t. I didn’t particularly like being monitored, but this was a sacrifice I had to make to be able to stay by Jinx’s side.

      It took a few minutes after punching in the appropriate frequency for my call to connect. We were in an old station after all. But finally, it got through.

      Rago appeared before me in splendid color, if not a bit scratchy from the old tech. My oldest friend. He was Korgan, so he was huge, with arms and legs like slabs of stone. Rough orange skin, hands that could cover my face and feet as wide as my waist was round. Every bit of him was large, except for his square head that seemed much too small perched atop his chiseled neck.

      “Hey, Yan,” he said.

      I waved at him. “Hey, friend, how goes it?”

      He scratched his head. “It goes… Everything is kind of in chaos right now. Gedon has been cracking skulls.”

      I frowned. “Why? What’s happened?”

      “Nothing you need to worry yourself over, just some info leaking that shouldn’t have is all. But I’m fine, so please hold your concern.”

      “Huh, and here I thought Gedon had a tight leash.”

      Rago snorted. “Oh, he does, but he isn’t omnipotent, as much as he likes to think so sometimes.”

      I laughed. “Well, is there anything I can do to help?”

      “Not really.” Then he pursed his lips and pondered for a moment. “Well, there may be, but you’re busy with more important things, fighting for a worthy cause now, so I wouldn’t want to trouble you.”

      “True. But you’re sure?”

      “You’re not the only or best thief in the galaxy, Slim-Hands. Gedon has other contractors to turn to.”

      I pouted and crossed my arms. “How dare you, sir.”

      He laughed, a full hearty sound that was his truest form of joy. It had been a while since I’d heard it, though we’d made each other laugh too many times to count throughout our lives. We’d gone our separate ways, but those old bonds would never be broken.

      Rago settled down. “So, I suspect you want to talk to your family now?”

      “Naturally.”

      “Right then. I’ll give you some time alone.”

      His image flickered out of existence for a second, and I was bathed in the dim gray light of the room, the only illumination coming from the various buttons and small lights. But then, three new holos sputtered to life before me.

      I couldn’t help the smile on my face when the images of my family stared back at me.

      Mom and Dad jostled each other playfully to see who would be front and center. My heart raced. It had been more than a decade since I’d seen my mom so alive, so filled with obvious joy and no noticeable pain. Since she got her illness, it was constant pain and sickness, but it was clear already that she was getting better. It was enough to make me cry, but I admirably held in my tears.

      Dad eventually conceded and let her be in front. He stood to one side, and my sister Lyra came around and flanked Mom’s right. All three waved at me.

      “Hey, Yan,” they all said almost simultaneously.

      I waved back and laughed, my smile big and wide and cheek-straining. “Hi.” It was so good to see them. I wished Jinx could have been with me, but the general wanted to see her, and this was the only time I could manage to schedule to talk to my family. I wasn’t going to miss it.

      “How are you?” Mom asked.

      “Everything’s fine on my end.”

      “That’s good to hear,” Dad said.

      “How’s Jinx?” Lyra asked. “How long until you all are finished helping her?”

      I didn’t tell them that I was now working for the Torgoran Resistance, more or less fighting a war for freedom, putting myself into even more danger against an enemy far fiercer than a simple crime family. I didn’t tell them, because they’d just ended a lifetime of stress and worry and didn’t need any more of it. So I lied to them and told them that we were helping Jinx track down her long-lost family. An admirable goal that wouldn’t get any second-guessing.

      It didn’t matter that we already knew who Jinx’s family was. They were the former king and queen and were unfortunately very much dead.

      I shrugged. “We have a few leads, but we’ve run into dead ends more often than not. Jinx tries not to let it get to her, but I can tell it’s eating at her. But she’s strong. We’ll be fine.”

      “Well, I truly hope she finds her family,” Mom chimed in. “She’s such a sweet girl. She deserves to find happiness.”

      “She does.”

      We settled into silence as a lull in the conversation came over us. I looked to my sister, who hadn’t said much. “Your new job is treating you well?” I asked.

      Lyra smiled brightly. Her long black hair was pulled back in a messy bun and a few strands fell over her forehead, but she was still the most beautiful person I knew. Okay, aside from Jinx. Her smile had gotten me through so much as a child. I missed seeing her every day, maybe even more than I missed Rago.

      She nodded. “Yeah, it’s mostly analysis work and can get a bit boring, but it’s more money than I’ve ever made in my life, so I’m not about to complain.”

      “Course not, you better not! Making big digits legally? Sounds like a dream!”

      Lyra laughed. “Yeah, it’s refreshing.”

      We talked for another ten minutes or so, Dad explaining his new job working the docks of their small spaceport town, and Mom was feeling well enough to start making Goonish jewelry like she used to. She hoped that when she had enough that there would be enough of a demand so she could make some money. My chest hummed with happiness at seeing them so happy and fulfilled. Their battles were over. Mine were not, but that was okay.

      Eventually, it was time to say good-bye. I couldn’t hog the holo-booth all day, as much as I would have liked to.

      They all huddled together, Mom’s arms pulling them tight as tears glistened in her eyes. “We’re so proud of you, Yan,” she said. Dad covered her hand with his. “We’re both proud of you.”

      Tears stung at my eyes as well, but I hoped they couldn’t see them over the holo. “Thanks, Mom. Dad.”

      Everything I’d done in my life—all the crime, all the terrible things and all of the good, all the pain I’d endured, all the people I crossed, the enemies I made—had been done for them. To save them, to give them a better life free of debt and pain and having to fear the mob.

      It took everything out of me. I gave up so much for them, but it was worth it. They were safe now, hidden away from those that might do them harm. They had the life that I’d always wanted for them. Even mother’s sickness was getting better. Perhaps it was the lack of stress and worries that did it, or the readily available medicine that they finally had, but it still felt like a miracle.

      Of course, I didn’t say any of this. And they had no idea how I’d struggled for them. They knew what I did, more or less, but they had no clue the true scope of it, what my crew and I had gone through. And that was fine. They didn’t need to know. They didn’t need to feel guilt or give me their thanks. They were my family, my flesh and blood, and I would do anything for them. I’d do it all again too.

      So there was no need for gratitude and tears. It was enough to see their smiling faces.

      “We miss you. Come visit us soon, son,” Dad said, trying to smile and not cry.

      I swiped at my eyes and grinned. “I miss you too. I’ll try to find some time to visit soon. I’ll bring the whole gang too.”

      “That would be great.”

      Maybe one day, if and when Jinx led the resistance to victory and secured her spot on the throne, maybe then we could move my family to Torgor, and we could be together as a family.

      But until that day came, this was how we had to communicate. That was fine for now.

      “Take care, Yan,” Mom said, voice quivering.

      I gulped. “You too.”

      The three of them smiled and waved their good-byes. It felt like there was so much left unsaid. A part of me wanted to tell them everything. Tell them of my whole life, every bit that they’d miss, the good and the bad, and they could do the same. But we just didn’t have the time for such luxuries.

      It was something to look forward to one day.

      A moment later, the holo crackled back to life and Rago’s imposing frame returned to view. “Enjoyed your talk?”

      “I did, thank you, Rag.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      I nodded. “Well, if that’s all then I better get—”

      “There’s something else, Yan,” Rago said, his voice suddenly serious. I frowned. That didn’t sound good.

      “What is it?”

      He gulped and wringed his beefy hands together. “I’m afraid that your bounty from the Elexaes has gone up substantially. And there’s also now bounties out for Amara and Jinx as well. So it would seem that your hopes of Xarren Elexaes untimely demise were false.”

      My heart sank. In all honesty, I knew deep down that it wouldn’t have been that easy—that Xarren would have just died and that would be the end of it. All debts paid, family safe, me and my friends free of looking over our shoulders. Even if he’d perished, one of his lieutenants would have risen to power and kept up the hunt.

      But him being alive was a real bummer. Still, a part of me had expected as much, so I wasn’t devastated, even if it wasn’t ideal news.

      I leaned back and folded my arms behind my head. “Well, I can’t say I’m shocked. I’m never that lucky.”

      Rago laughed. “No, you’ve never had good luck. It’s astounding you’ve had so much success despite that.”

      “I wouldn’t call my life a success so far, but fair enough.”

      We shared a laugh, even though the news was anything but funny. Laughter had always been our favorite coping mechanism.

      When we settled down and let the impact of his dire words coalesce over us, I took a deep breath. “I should probably let the others know about all this. No doubt they’re not going to be very happy.”

      “No, I wouldn’t imagine so.”

      I nodded. “Thanks again, Raggy. For helping my family and watching out for them.”

      He shrugged, his smile wide. “Your family is my family. Always and forever. You know that. It’s no problem at all.”

      He was right. I was lucky to have such a loyal and amazing friend, even if we didn’t see each other much anymore. Huh, maybe I do have some luck!

      I stood from my seat. “Thanks for the tip too. Hopefully the resistance can keep us safe.”

      “I can’t imagine Xarren will be as willing to come after you if he finds out where you have been hiding out, but it won’t dissuade him completely.”

      “No, unfortunately not.” I shoved my hands into my pockets and gave my big orange friend a smile. “It was good talking with you, my friend. Thanks again.”

      “Anytime, Yan. Truly.”

      “Stay safe out there.”

      “And you as well, especially now.”

      I nodded, though I couldn’t manage a smile at that last bit. “Later.”

      Our call ended. Rago’s broad holographic image flickered and disappeared. I stood still for a moment as all the implications of that conversation rolled through my brain. I raked both hands through my hair and groaned.

      I really do have the worst luck.

      I needed to tell the others. Before I went to tell Jinx and Amara though, I thought that maybe I should do some more research. So I went to the data center in the base and had one of the analysts help me look up some of the intergalactic bounty boards. They were skeptical, but I was able to twist their arms enough.

      Once I was on, I was able to easily look myself up. Yup, bounties from the Elexaes, the Kingdom of Torgor, the Elarri Empire, the United Hegemony, and from half a dozen other independent systems and a few other smaller crime syndicates. I was popular. Had a talent for ruffling the wrong people’s feathers.

      But I didn’t come here for me.

      I looked up Jinx and Amara, who had the same few bounties as before but now with a hefty Elexae bounty as well. I didn’t stop with them. I looked up my whole crew. K, Pivek, Rayvan, Beleak, Jax, and Ell. When the results rolled in, my heart dropped, and my arms suddenly felt heavy.

      None of us were very lucky. Now they definitely needed the news.

      I used my small personal wrist-comm to call them all together on the Sanara for a meeting. I got a few grunts of disapproval, namely from Jax and Amara, but they relented when I told them it was urgent.

      They all sounded like they were in a good mood. In fact, the entire base was more or less in a state of relaxation. We’d just rescued all those POWs, as well as a few other missions had returned successful as well. I was unsure how the war went overall, but for our base, things were successful at the moment.

      And here I was about to bludgeon it.

      Everyone gathered on the Sanara like old times. They were joking around when I entered, but they settled down rather quick when they saw my expression. Which was a shame because I truly hated being the bearer of bad news. I was meant to be the life of the party, not the buzzkill.

      Jinx immediately crossed the space and put a hand on my arm. “Something wrong?”

      I snorted. “You could say that, yeah.”

      “What is it then, don’t be shy,” Rayvan said with a joking lilt to her voice. She wouldn’t be smiling in a moment.

      I shoved my hands in my pockets and took a deep breath. “I had a holo-call with my family… They’re doing great, by the way. Gave them your regards.” That got some chuckles. I cleared my throat and continued. “Before I got off, Rago gave me some bad news. And, well… It would seem that our lovely friend Xarren Elexae did not do the decent thing and die. He’s alive, and very much pissed at us. He posted a new bounty for me, which has gone up by quite a bit, as have the bounties for Jax and Ell.”

      Ell cursed and spit. “That skiiving little—” She crossed her arms and huffed. “I can’t believe I used to work for that scum.”

      “This isn’t ideal news,” Jax agreed.

      “Why do I feel like there’s more to your news?” Amara asked.

      I winked at her. “Because you’re an astute woman.” I cleared my throat. “He’s also posted bounties for you, Amara, as well for Rayvan, Beleak, and you,” I said, looking Jinx in the eyes.

      They didn’t curse. Just stunned silence. Well, Rayvan whispered some choice words but that was it.

      “Well, what else is new?” Amara finally said, sounding thoroughly unimpressed. Of course, she had plenty of bounties on her already, as did I and Jax and even Jinx had a couple. I couldn’t vouch for Beleak’s past, but he struck me as the type that had gotten into trouble a time or two. Pivek and K were in the clear. They were always on the ship, so they didn’t garner the attention of a bounty as individuals. Though, the Sanara was certainly recognizable and wanted, just like us.

      That made taking her out for missions even more dangerous now.

      Jinx straightened beside me. “I’ll let General Yullarin know about this, if he doesn’t already,” Jinx said. She was calm and composed, like a leader should be in a time of bad news. See? She has some of it in her.

      Jax shook his head. “You don’t need to bother doing that.”

      “Why not?” Rayvan asked. Her voice cracked a bit. She seemed the most worried of all of us. I didn’t think she’d ever been wanted before. “Shouldn’t something this important be for them to know as well?”

      “No, I mean he will already know. We monitor all in and outbound communications, so they will have the transcripts of Yan’s conversation. Once more, we have agents searching the extranet for hits on Jinx and other people of note and importance to the resistance. It’s likely they knew about the bounty before even Rago.”

      I hadn’t considered that, but it made sense. If any bounty hunters or royal channels put out any info on Jinx, or somehow got a trace of her whereabouts, the resistance would want to know.

      “What can the resistance do about this?” Jinx asked.

      Jax sighed. “Not much, I’m afraid. We’re not an official entity, so we can’t exactly negotiate, and even if we could, there’s hardly anything we could give to the Elexaes that we’d want to give to them. We won’t give them weaponry, digits, or any of us.”

      Rayvan grunted. “So, we’re just fugitives from bounty hunters for the rest of our lives?”

      “No. If and when the Elexaes learn that we’re with the resistance, he’ll be more hesitant to send people after us. After all, we do have military power that can stand against them. We are not an easy target. Still, we’ll need to be more careful when we’re abroad.”

      That’s all we really could do, unfortunately. I clapped my hands together. “Alright, let’s try not to let this get us all down. We’ve survived worse, and we got a hell of a lot more people on our side now and resources to work with. If those bounty hunters wanna come for us, then they’re in for a fight!”

      Ell whooped and punched her fist into her other hand. “Yeah, let them try to get me. I’ll make them regret it.”

      “They haven’t caught us yet, so they can keep on trying,” Amara agreed.

      I smiled. “That’s the spirit! Now, dismissed. As you were, or whatever.”

      Everyone snickered and slowly broke away. I was glad for them to leave in good spirits, but I couldn’t. I believed what I said, but still, it was just the thought of having to deal with yet another thing. We couldn’t just leave the Elexaes and be done with it? No, that would be entirely too easy for my life, and saints knew I was unlucky.

      But I couldn’t worry about it now. All I could do was keep on fighting and keep my friends safe.
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      Jinx

      

      I dreamt of my old life again. I felt the whip again, heard all the screams, saw the families torn apart, saw the tears. All the blood, all the pain.

      This time, though, I didn’t wake up screaming. I woke with a start, but I was silent. Drenched in sweat, my heart racing, I buried my face in my hands and took a deep breath. One…two…three…and gone. I let out the breath. My heart returned to normal and my breathing calmed.

      It was then that I noticed Yan was not in bed. The sheets were a mess, and his shoes were gone. I thought that was odd until I looked out the window and saw the sun peeking out from behind Teraxious, signaling the morning. In fact, usually I was awake before it dawned, so I was actually late. That was confirmed when I slipped on my wrist-comm and saw the time. I cursed. The general would be annoyed with me.

      But why didn’t Yan wake me up?

      I got my answer not five seconds later. The door whooshed open. I yelped and made to cover myself with the sheets, but relaxed when I saw it was Yan. He snickered.

      “Relax, it’s just me. Nothing I haven’t seen before.”

      My face burned, prompting me to hide it behind the covers. “Y-yeah still… You should knock!”

      That just made him laugh harder. That would have made me mad, but the sound of his laugh was like fine wine—it just got better over time. I twirled in the covers until I was on the edge of the bed. I reached down and plucked my shirt from the floor and pulled it on.

      “Aw, come on, don’t deprive me of such a lovely sight,” he protested.

      “You are so immature,” I said, but then I noticed what he held in his arms. A tray of food. My eyebrows lifted. “What is this?”

      He shrugged, smiling. “I figured you were extra stressed. What with the new nightmares, the old, and the new bounties? Thought you might like some breakfast in bed.”

      My cheeks heated. “I— Yeah, thank you.” So that’s why he didn’t wake me. I thought it best then not to let him know that I had my usual nightmares while he was gone. At least I hadn’t screamed. If I had, the guards would have rushed in and gotten a good look at my nakedness, and frankly I didn’t need that sort of embarrassment.

      Yan came to my side and placed the tray over my lap. The breakfast itself wasn’t very impressive—some green juice, pasty porridge, and a few slices of a blue and orange fruit that I didn’t have a name for—but it nonetheless looked appetizing. I may have been the queen-in-waiting, but I didn’t want any special treatment.

      Though, it hardly mattered because they didn’t have the resources to get a high society meal every time I was hungry. So this would do just fine.

      I took my time, or tried to, but truthfully, I was famished. I’d forgotten to eat dinner the night before, all caught up in all the news. Yan watched me with an amused smirk, far used to my piggish appetite whenever I was really hungry. I paused, feeling guilty that he didn’t have anything.

      “Want some?” I asked him, offering the fruit. He waved me off.

      “I snacked while I was fetching your meal. No need to worry about me.”

      I was skeptical, but I didn’t think Yan would lie to me, so I took his word for it. Besides, he skipped breakfast plenty.

      When I was finished devouring the meal, I belched loudly, and we both laughed, because that was not a very queenly thing to do. But I wasn’t going to change who I was around Yan, no matter how much that might annoy some people.

      “Thank you,” I told him, taking his hand and giving it a squeeze. “It’s my turn to return the favor, so get ready.”

      “Oh no, you don’t have to do that. You are the queen, and I will happily wait on you.”

      I rolled my eyes and gave his shoulder a shove. “Knock it off with that queen nonsense. Don’t treat me differently.”

      “I would never dream of it,” he said with a toothy grin. Then, it faded to a pursed lip line. He raised an eyebrow. “You are queen, or will be. That will change things. You may have to be different around me.”

      “Not if I made you my king,” I muttered, not seriously, but then the idea settled over us, as did a heavy silence. I hadn’t put much thought into how my new standing and relationship with Yan and my friends would change. Queens couldn’t always marry who they wanted. It was all about political alliances.

      “Do you think they’d let me? Be your king, I mean,” he whispered.

      My eyes fell to the tray. “I don’t know,” I whispered back. I wouldn’t let them push Yan away, though. Whether he would be the official king, or my official consort, or just a concubine I had to sneak into the palace, I would be damned before I let anyone force us apart.

      Before we could dwell further on this not-so-joyful topic of our future, my wrist-communicator buzzed. Yan leaned over and retrieved it from where I left it on my nightstand. He handed it to me.

      “Hello?” I answered.

      “Your Highness,” General Yullarin said from the other end. “Good morning, I pray I didn’t wake you.”

      I smiled. “No, sir. I was already awake. What do you need?”

      “There is some new intel we just obtained that we should discuss at once. Please report to me in the war room once you are ready.”

      “I’ll be there.”

      “And I shall be here waiting, Your Highness.” Then the connection broke, and it was just me and Yan.

      He stood. “Couldn’t tell if that was good news or bad news. The man is good at masking his emotions.”

      I shrugged. “It helps being a military commander to hide your true feelings. Come on, let’s get dressed. We shouldn’t keep him waiting.”

      Yan tried to walk away, but I grabbed him by his shirt and pulled him into a kiss. His lips curled against mine, both of us smiling with contentment. “Thank you, again, for all you do for me.”

      He pulled away, his pale Goon cheeks flushed. He scratched his head, grinning wide. “I’d do anything for you, Jinx. I know you know that.”

      Oh, I definitely did.

      I got dressed and brushed my teeth and all my other daily hygienic requirements along with Yan, and then we left and made our way to the war room. I wasn’t too far away, as the general wanted me close by. Truthfully, he could have simply come to my room and asked me to join him, but he was a general, so he didn’t have to do that.

      When we entered, the room was abuzz with activity, officers and analysts running about, going over planetary maps and star charts, planning attacks and all that fun military stuff that I didn’t know much about. The general and Jax were teaching me here and there, but they usually had more important matters to occupy their time. It was up to me to learn on my own, which I tried to do.

      General Yullarin had his arms folded behind his back, as always, looking stern, as always. But Jax stood next to him and looked distressed. When his eyes found mine, the distress didn’t ease at all. In fact, it got worse.

      I frowned. “What’s going on?”

      Jax licked his lips and opened his mouth to speak, but Yullarin coopted his chance. “We received some intelligence that you might find noteworthy, Your Highness.”

      I gulped. His tone was flat and didn’t betray a lick of emotion. But judging by Jax, it wasn’t good. “Alright, what is it, General?”

      He started to speak, but this time Jax interrupted him with a hand gently against the general’s chest. “G-general, if I may? I feel it would be better if I said it.”

      Yullarin glared at Jax briefly, but that flash of emotion disappeared just as fast. “Very well, Nazari.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Jax turned to me fully. My arms tensed and pebbled. I could feel Yan’s anxiety at my side, expecting awful news just like me. We were used to it. The hits just kept on coming.

      Jax took a deep breath. “We have gathered new intel from Callos Prime.”

      I froze. My heart stopped. Callos Prime. The world that I had spent years in toil and slavery, the world where I was broken, shattered, rebuilt, and shattered again, where the worst pain of my life lived and haunted me every night. No, this was much worse than what I thought he was going to say. Jax had spent time there too, but only a couple of years. I was raised in that hell.

      My lips felt heavy. My tongue was like a foreign object in my mouth, unable to form any words. I could feel a panic attack coming. I hadn’t had one in a while, but I was due, wasn’t I? But then, Yan’s fingers laced through mine and gave me a tender squeeze. I looked at him. His eyes were intense on mine, but so, so kind. His lips curled in a smile.

      “It’s okay, Jinx. I’m here.”

      I calmed. My heart beat. My lungs sighed. My tongue returned to normal. I smiled at him and squeezed his hand back. I mouthed the words thank you, then turned back to Jax.

      “What do you have to report on that…dreadful place, Lieutenant Nazari?”

      He pursed his lips, as if deciding if he should tell me or not. He didn’t have a choice, so he pressed on. “It appears that, since your time there, the slave labor has sextupled in size across the planet. Millions of Torgorans, dissenters sent to work as punishment. And…”

      My heart started to race again. “And?”

      “They are on the verge of a full-scale slave rebellion.”

      I gulped and took a step back. That was certainly news. It was the dream of every slave to raise their tools in defense, to take up arms against their masters that treated them like they were worse than property, like they were filth. When I was little, I’d sometimes heard some of the older men talking about such things, but it was never real, just pipe dreams.

      But apparently, it was finally happening.

      I licked my lips and tried to calm my breathing and pounding heart. “What does this mean for us?”

      “This is a tremendous opportunity for us,” Yullarin said. “This would add millions to our cause and strike a crippling blow to the royals’ economy. Not to mention the symbolic victory.”

      I crossed my arms and bit my nails, something I did when I was deep in thought. “How has the rebellion gone so far?”

      “It hasn’t. It’s only in the planning stages, as far as we know.”

      I turned to him, brows furrowed. “Then how do we know about it? I thought this was an ongoing campaign?”

      Jax circled around the table, pressing some buttons on the holo-display. A few planets blinked to life. “We have informants planted among all the major slave colonies throughout Torgoran space. For this precise reason. We have men there to incite rebellion, stir up discontent, so our resistance can grow, but only if the slaves have the means. We don’t push where needless lives will be lost.”

      “I’m sure many would rather die fighting for a hopeless cause then live out their days in hopeless bondage,” I shot back. I know that was what I would have chosen.

      “Maybe, but still, we can’t put women and children to suffer for those who would die in such a fashion.”

      I supposed he was right.

      “The rebellion is forming in secret,” the general continued. “But we don’t have a lot of details. We need to find out who the leaders are and help them. This could be the first big clash of this war.” The general folded his arms behind his back and paced away from the table.

      “The Hegemony and United Systems like to turn a blind eye to slavery within Torgoran and Imperial space, because it’s spread out and not so large for the most part, but something like this could get their attention and potentially sway them to our side.”

      That was quite the claim. Yan thought so too. “Would they, though? Mind you, I don’t know my history too well, but there hasn’t been war between any of the alliances in centuries, right?”

      “Right,” Jax answered. “And it would remain that way. It’s doubtful either the Hegemony or United Systems would devote their full war machines to our cause, declaring open war on the Kingdom of Torgor, but they could provide us with weapons, supplies, safe shipping lanes, intelligence, even manpower. All things we desperately need.”

      “All things we need to win this war,” I said, finishing his thought.

      “Which is why we need this rebellion to form, and form well,” the general added.

      So there it was, the goals laid out in front of us. The question was now, what did we do about it? How did we aid the fledgling rebellion? Sending full battalions of troops off the cuff probably wasn’t the smartest thing, especially when we didn’t know all too much. But there was one thing I knew of—something in the pit of my gut that I knew I had to do.

      “I want to go down there,” I blurted out. “I want to help lead this rebellion.”

      They all looked at me like I was mad. It was stunned silence for several lingering seconds as the trio processed my claim and the implications of it.

      “Y-your Highness, it is much too dangerous,” Yullarin said, trying to contain his emotions, though I could tell he wanted to yell. “We cannot risk you down there.”

      “I agree,” Jax and Yan both said at the same time. They looked at one another, then back at me.

      “It will be a warzone down there,” Jax added.

      “I’m well aware,” I shot back.

      Yan put a hand on my shoulder. “Are you sure you want to go back there? To the place that…” He gulped, unsure if he should mention my nightmares and panic attacks. “…the place that has caused you so much pain?”

      I covered his hand with mine and smiled sweetly at him. “It’s because of that pain that I need to do this.” I turned to the general, Yan dropping his arm. “If I’m going to be queen someday, then the people need to believe in me, need to know that I will fight and die for them. If we’re successful here, the news of this would race across Torgoran space. It will spur rebellions everywhere. And if they hear that the true queen is leading the people? Think of what that will do!”

      Yullarin saw the truth of my words—I could see his resolve wavering. He knew I was right. I would be at risk, but he knew that the resistance wouldn’t be able to hide me away the entire war. Eventually, I had to emerge, and this was the time to do it.

      He ran a hand over his head. “I… I hate to admit it, but I fear you may be right.”

      “General!” Jax exclaimed. Yan said nothing, but I felt his gaze burrowing into me.

      “Do you fault a single thing that your queen just said, Lieutenant?”

      Jax frowned. He looked from the general to me, his gaze lingering, fearful. Fear of losing me. But then he sighed and turned back to Yullarin. “No, sir, what she says is sound. But it will be wildly dangerous.”

      Yan snorted. “Yeah, that’s an understatement. It’s way too dangerous!”

      “You won’t stop me,” I said, scowling.

      Jax came to my side and faced the general. “If she is so set on this, and if you’re okay with this, then I request to join in the campaign on the surface,” Jax said.

      Yullarin looked him over and smirked. “Permission granted.”

      “Me too!” Yan said, standing at my side. Then he straightened and stammered, “Sir.”

      The general wriggled his lips. “I’m afraid I’ll have to deny that request.”

      “What, why?” I asked. “I need Yan by my side. We always keep each other safe and grounded.”

      “I understand that, Your Highness, but you have to understand the environment you’re walking into down there.”

      I crossed my arms. “Explain it to me, General.”

      He sighed and rose to his full height. “Unlike other Torgoran worlds, Callos Prime’s slave force is comprised entirely of Torgorans. Yan is a Goon and would stick out too easily. We need you, Jax, and your team to identify the infantile rebellion leadership and collaborate with them. When the fighting truly begins, I will allow Yan to join you, as will more of our troops.”

      What he said was reasonable of course, and I knew he was right, but that didn’t mean I had to love it. I swallowed hard and turned to Yan. “I’m sorry. He’s… He’s right.”

      Yan looked at me as if I’d slapped him across the face. “You can’t be serious?”

      “I don’t like it either, Yan. I would love nothing more than to have you there by my side, but we have to handle this carefully. Please understand. I have to do this.”

      He grimaced, chewing his lip, his shoulders shaking. It hurt me to see him look at me like this. “You’re asking me to let you go to that hell hole, put yourself at the mercy of the very monsters that brought you so much pain, and not be there to protect you?”

      Ignoring Jax and Yullarin’s stares—as well as a few of the other officers and analysts—I grabbed Yan’s cheeks and pulled him forward so that our foreheads were together.

      “Listen to me,” I told him. “I need to do this. I need you to trust me, to believe in me. If I am to be queen, to lead my people someday, then this… This is something that I have to do.” I kissed him. “Please be okay with this.”

      Yan pulled away from me, his arms dangling at his sides. “I… I can’t promise you that I’ll be okay with this. I know I can’t stop you, though.”

      He turned and walked out of the room. My heart ached for him to come back, or for me to run after him. I didn’t want this to pull us apart. I took a step to go after him, but Jax stopped me with a hand on my shoulder.

      “He’ll be alright. He’ll see reason.”

      My shoulders slumped, the ache in my chest not lessening. “Yan is light-hearted, but he can be the most stubborn person I know.”

      “Yeah, well, if anyone can convince him of something, it’s you.”

      Jax was right about that. I was probably the only one, even amongst the crew, that truly had the ability to make Yan do something he’d set his mind to not do.

      “Regardless of his permission, we need to do this and do this soon, Your Majesty,” the general said. “You leave in an hour. I suggest you gather what gear you’ll need and say your good-byes to your friends. It is unclear when you may see them again.”

      If I ever do… I thought, but shook that morbidity from my mind. Materelle would preserve me. I’d make it back to my friends.

      Jax and I said our farewell to General Yullarin and then left the war room. We rode down the lift in silence, both of us contemplating the coming mission and what it would mean not only for us—going back to the place we were first enslaved—but also what it would mean for the resistance and the galaxy and Torgorans everywhere. This could be where the war truly began.

      We stopped on my floor. Jax’s quarters were still below. He pursed his lips and tried to look reassuring. “Go get ready. And try to talk to Yan. I’m sure he’ll listen to you.”

      I nodded, hoping he was right. Then he left.

      I stood completely still in the hallway, trying to collect myself as I took a deep breath in and out. A few soldiers and workers passed me and gave quick bows and stammered out a greeting. I swear I would never get used to that.

      Steeling myself for the conversation and argument I might be about to have, I strode forward to my room.

      Yan was there, thank Materelle. I wouldn’t have to hunt him down with what little time I had. He stood with his back to me as he stared out the window at the stars beyond.

      The door slid shut behind me with a swish. I took a tentative step toward the boy I loved. I could see the strain in his shoulders, the tension in his muscles as they moved beneath his shirt, his arms unfolding.

      “Yan,” I said, my voice light.

      He turned to me, and my heart just about cracked. Tears streamed down his cheeks. “Please don’t go,” he croaked. The strain in his voice just about broke me.

      I strode over to him, tears threatening me too. I threw my arms around him and we both cried. He slumped against me, and it was me holding him, different than all the comfort and support he’d shown me for so long. I clutched him tight to me and wished against wish that I could bring him with us.

      “I’m sorry,” I wheezed, pressing my wet eyes against his shoulder. His hands gripped my shirt tight.

      “Please, Jinx…”

      I pulled back, so that his glistening eyes could see me. He was so beautiful, and I didn’t want to hurt him. I gulped.

      “I need to do this. I know how dangerous it is. You’re worried about what this place will do to me mentally and physically. I know. But I’m strong now—so strong—thanks to you and Amara and everyone we love.”

      Yan released me and slumped against the window. “I know you’re strong, Jinx. Saints… You’re stronger than anyone I know, but I— I just can’t imagine not being there with you.”

      I sat beside him and took his hand in mine and squeezed. Our eyes were on the door, but I doubted either of us were really seeing it. No, our minds were far away, watching memories of pain and suffering.

      “I just don’t know what I’ll do if I lose you,” Yan said.

      “You’re not going to lose me. I’m gonna come back to you, Slim-Hands.” I pulled his hand up to my face and gave it a kiss. “I promise.”

      He tried to smirk, but I could tell it wasn’t totally sincere. There was so much hurt behind it. “We’re at war, Jinx. We can’t make promises like that. People die and…nothing in this life is guaranteed.”

      I stiffened at the truth of his words, however bleak they may have been. My hand fell away from his and my gaze fell to my feet as I hugged my knees to my chest.

      “You’re right,” I told him. “This war could take us at any time, but it’s exactly for that reason that we need to not worry about each other. If we live in fear this entire time, we’ll make mistakes, which is something we can’t afford.”

      “Hmm.”

      I leaned on my knees, took his face in my hands, and kissed him. His lips were soft and so desperate. “I’m okay to be okay. Alright? It isn’t a promise, but I’m telling you I’ll be okay. I need you to be okay.”

      “I can’t promise that either, but…but I’ll try.”

      I bonked my head against his affectionately. “That’s good enough for me.” We breathed each other in, both of us smiling lightly. I didn’t want this moment to end. I didn’t want to leave this boy. But I had to.

      “Now I need to get ready.”

      “Okay.”

      Yan didn’t leave. He just sat quietly while I changed and packed some things. Once I was finished, he came with me wordlessly as I went to see my friends off. Or for them to see me off.

      The Sanara and several of our friends were off base, so I couldn’t say good-bye to K, Pivek, Amara, or Ell, but Rayvan and Beleak were still present. Beleak gave me a solemn hug, but he seemed, for him, pretty confident in our abilities. Rayvan was the exact opposite. She may as well have thought I was jumping to my death. Her lack of confidence wasn’t very reassuring. Even Yan wasn’t that bad.

      I eventually peeled her off and made my way to the hangar with Jax.

      There was a squad of six soldiers waiting for us by a sleek transport that clearly wasn’t a regular resistance vessel. It must have been our cover. It was the type of ship that someone who was wealthy enough to buy slaves would own, which—along with the planetary codes we had—would get us through the port authority.

      Yan and I embraced one last time, kissing passionately. I didn’t want to pull away. Our kiss was deep and filled with words left unsaid. I told him that I’d be okay, that I’d come back, but in that moment, I knew those words must have been hollow to him. We were flying off to one of the worst places in the galaxy, a place that had scarred me in dozens of ways, scars that would never heal.

      “I love you,” I whispered, pulling away, our lips still just a breath apart.

      He swallowed. “I love you too.”

      A lone tear rolled down my cheek. Yan reached up and wiped it away. I managed to give him a smile.

      Jax told me it was time to go. He gave Rayvan a hug and Yan a handshake, and then he was up the ramp to the ship and disappearing inside.

      I stood on the ramp to the transport as the handful of soldiers the general and Jax had picked out filed in. I looked back. Yan stood there, hands in his pockets, with Rayvan. His stare was stalwart, strong, determined, even if there was a deep sadness behind his eyes. A voice inside told me to just run to him, grab him, and take him aboard the transport. But I knew I couldn’t.

      Meanwhile, Rayvan seemed to be more emotional.

      I gave them both one last smile and wave, then I joined Jax and the rest aboard the transport. The ramp closed and we took off, blasting away from the station.

      Toward the place of my nightmares.

      Knowing full well that there was a chance, even if I didn’t want to admit it, that I would never return.
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      Jinx

      

      We came out of jump and there she was: Callos Prime, the place of nightmares, of endless suffering and pain.

      Too bad it was wrapped in such a beautiful appearance.

      It was a temperate world, a perfect colony. Comfortable temperatures, gravity well suited for the human races, soil that was perfect for the cash crops of Torgor. When you were looking for a planet to settle on, Callos Prime was the very best you could ask for.

      Again, it was a tragedy that such a pristine paradise of a planet could be home to such a darkness. It was paradise to few and hell to many.

      Jax stiffened beside me, his arms crossed, face scrunched as he thought back on his own terrible memories here. We came here at the same time as children, but after a few years, Jax was sold off-world, and I didn’t see him again until recently. No doubt he endured different horrors elsewhere, but he had no clue what sort of things I’d experienced here.

      “I can’t believe we’re back,” he said.

      “Yeah.”

      Sarvana, our pilot, took us in, nice and steady. She wasn’t a slave and would just be dropping us off along with our squad. We’d meet up with our contact once we were planet side, and then things could begin. I was ready for this, or so I told myself. My stomach still quaked just looking at the large blue-and-green jewel before us.

      Several stations orbited the planet, as well as some light corvettes that could be used for minor criminal exchanges. No doubt the Royal Navy was a quick hyper jump away.

      As we approached, our comm buzzed.

      “This is Callos Prime Port Authority 77-UZ, please transmit landing codes.”

      Sarvana cleared her throat. “This is Civilian Shuttle Dianance T11. Sending landing codes now.”

      She flipped a switch and input the code that he had hastily scrawled to a note beside the console. That didn’t seem wise to me, but I wasn’t a soldier so what do I know. Once the code was through, there was a long pause. We held our breath. If our code was expired or invalid, we wouldn’t be able to get through. Best case, we’d have to turn around and retreat back to base. Worst case, they blew us out into the cold vacuum of space.

      Either way, the slaves of Callos Prime would be on their own. That was unacceptable too, so we waited and prayed to Materelle that the codes would work.

      Finally, after the silence began to grow stifling, the comm buzzed again. “Shuttle Dianance T11, you have been cleared for landing. Welcome to Callos Prime.”

      “Much appreciated,” Sarvana replied with a relieved smile. We all let out a breath. The first obstacle was out of the way.

      I turned to Jax. “How did we get those codes?”

      He didn’t look at me, his eyes still firmly on the approaching hellscape. “We have codebreakers and hackers working around the clock doing their best to get in, around, and through the royals’ systems. When digital means fail, we have specialists attempt to steal the data manually. A lot more dangerous, but sometimes it is needed.” He paused and looked at me, his lip curled in a slight smirk. “Our friend Yan was the one who stole these for us.”

      “Oh. I didn’t know that.”

      Jax shrugged. “Yan wouldn’t have known that these codes were in there. It was a mess of data.”

      I nodded, though my mind was thinking back. Yan had left shortly after we’d formally joined the resistance. His first mission with them. I had to stay behind, much to his and my dismay, but there wasn’t a thing either of us could do. Worked out fine, though. The mission went off without a hitch, which was a rarity for Yan.

      Still, he proved right away how valuable an asset he could be for the resistance.

      Sarvana’s grip on the stick tightened as she leaned back to yell at us and our soldiers strapped in back. “We’re about to enter the atmosphere, everyone hold on and don’t you dare puke on my transport!” I smiled. She turned to me. “You might want to strap in too, Your Majesty.”

      I nodded and did as she said. “Sarvana, I told you to just call me Jinx while we’re on mission. The formality makes me uncomfortable.”

      She pursed her lips. “Sorry, ma’am, I’ll try to stop. It’s a habit.”

      I wasn’t crazy about the ma’am either, but it was better than Your Majesty. Ma’am was at least regular for any woman of age or authority.

      The ship suddenly shuddered as we broke through the ozone and upper atmosphere. I closed my eyes and gripped my straps. I wasn’t one to get sick from this, and I’d been through it countless times aboard the Sanara, but it still wasn’t pleasant. I’d found closing my eyes helped.

      We shook violently, my skull rattling around in my head. Callos Prime had a thicker atmosphere than a lot of places, so it took a bit longer to bust through. Several of our soldiers cursed behind me.

      Only once I was sure my eyeballs wouldn’t push past my sealed eyelids and bounce out of my skull did we finally break through. I breathed deep. Thank goodness. I opened my eyes and looked upon the beautiful world with such an ugly history.

      We zoomed over gorgeous white-capped mountains bathed pink and orange in the dying sunlight over the southern horizon. Vast forests of pines and blue-leafed cepifores stretched on below, hiding all sorts of exotic life. Flurries whooshed against the window.

      Ah, snow. Something I dreaded.

      It was winter on this hemisphere, but that didn’t stop the masters from keeping their slaves in the fields. There were plenty of winter crops that needed harvesting.

      We got our first glimpse of that a few minutes past the mountains.

      Large fields dominated the landscape with perfectly lined rows of crops in the hundreds. It was nearing sunsets, but there were still hundreds of gold-skinned slaves toiling below. I leaned over the console so I could get a better look at the ground. We were high up, but I saw too many bare arms. They’d catch their death—a very avoidable one.

      One of the worst aspects of it all was that there have been technologies available for centuries that could quickly and easily harvest the crops without the need for any physical labor, but this slavery wasn’t about profit or efficiency. It was about power and putting people in their place. Besides, there was such an abundance of resources throughout “civilized” space that slavers could afford to take their time if need be.

      It was madness, but these people were evil, so they didn’t care for the lunacy of it all.

      Jax put a hand on my arm, and it was only then that I realized I was gripping the console so hard my knuckles had gone white. I breathed and leaned back, blinking back my anger.

      “I understand,” was all he said.

      I cleared my throat. “Yeah.”

      We flew over several large plantation houses, built from imported marble and trimmed with gold, a monument to the wealth of those inside. I wanted nothing more than for Sarvana to angle us down and crash through those hideous monstrosities, but that was a selfish and childish fantasy. Once the real war began, we’d have plenty of opportunities to blow them sky high.

      And I would relish that opportunity when it was handed to me.

      We kept flying, past the fields and the mansions and the slave houses and even the nearby town. This may have been a planet owned by the wealthy, but regular people lived here too. Would they be with us or against us? I didn’t know. Not everyone could be a slave, but that didn’t mean the non-slaves lived a perfect life.

      Sarvana put us down in the local port. Jax told me that the rebellion leaders were hiding in some of the abandoned mines, but we couldn’t simply fly there. That would have been a beacon to the masters.

      No, we’d meet with our contact in town and get transportation to the hills.

      We landed in a small hangar, definitely not one befitting a nice shuttle such as ours, but it didn’t really matter. She wasn’t going to hang around for long once we were gone. It was still nicer than many of the dozens of seedy spaceports I’d been to in my time with Yan and the others. The place may as well have been a resort.

      I undid my restraints and took a deep breath. Jax reached over and gripped my wrist.

      “You okay?” he asked. His eyes burrowed into me, trying to find any sign of that terrified girl who woke up screaming every night from memories of this place.

      I looked forward and nodded. “I am, for now.”

      “Wish I could say the same.” He let go of me and sucked in a breath. “Just being here makes my blood boil.”

      “How do you think I feel?”

      He smirked. “Fair enough.” He stood and adjusted his collar. “Come on, don’t want to idle for too long, lest someone see a bunch of soldiers that don’t belong.”

      We and the rest of our soldiers stood on the exit ramp after bidding farewell to Sarvana. The ramp lowered, and we found that we had a welcome party.

      It was three men, all Torgoran. One wore the sleek, golden uniform that I knew so well. An enforcer, one of the guards that roamed the boundaries of each estate. They kept slaves from escaping and delighted in torturing people for information. He had a long mane of bright red hair and a scarred jaw that clenched as he saw us. There was a shock-whip on one hip and a heavy blaster across his back.

      In the middle was a man a bit older than Jax, with brown hair that fell in greasy strands. He wore tattered rags and a heavy collar around his neck. Unlike other slaves, his eyes were focused and full of life and defiance. A heavy satchel back rested over his shoulder.

      The final man was a middle-aged Torgoran with a gut and a graying mustache, though beyond that he was a yellowed, wrinkled civilian in a regular vest and slacks. Maybe townsfolk.

      I didn’t know these men, and Jax hadn’t said anything about our contact meeting us at the port, so immediately all our soldiers raised their blasters. Even I brandished the blaster pistol at my hip. The men put their arms up, alarmed and terrified. This was not the response they were expecting.

      Jax pushed passed us and came to their defense. “Woah, easy, everyone. These three are with us.”

      The confirmation thoroughly defused the tension. Everyone released a relieved sigh and returned their weapons to their holsters.

      The enforcer ran his gloved fingers through his thick locks. “You didn’t think to inform your men that one of us would be dressed as an enforcer, Nazari?”

      Jax crossed his arms and scowled. “I would have, but none of you thought to comm us that you would be meeting us here straight away.”

      The slave cleared his throat and scratched at his collar. “I’m afraid that’s my fault. We ran into a snag with our comm unit. It’s fixed now, but we thought it better to just be here rather than leave you waiting at the rendezvous site. Didn’t want to spook you.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said, stepping forward. “But be glad none of us has an itchy trigger finger.”

      He cocked his head and smirked. Yep, definitely not a regular slave. “Well, getting shot would certainly be better than a lot of things that go on here.”

      “Oh, I can imagine.”

      Jax watched the exchange with a measured degree of amusement. He put a hand on the slave’s shoulder. “This is one of our informants, our main contact inside the slave rebellion. Maxen.”

      “Hi there.”

      “Maxen, Jinx. Jinx, Maxen.”

      “Nice to meet you, little miss.”

      Jax stepped back and ushered the enforcer over.

      “I’m Semmi. Our eyes and ears within the estate.”

      I greeted him too. There was something about him that made me really watch him. He hadn’t been a slave himself obviously, but something told me that in order to keep his cover, he’d had to do some unspeakable things. There was a deep horror behind his easy smile. It wasn’t apparent to the others, but I knew true horror, and I could see it in people’s eyes.

      “You okay, miss?” he asked me, an eyebrow arched. I blinked.

      “Y-yeah, sorry. Spaced out for a second.”

      Jax stood behind me, put his hands on my shoulders, and gave them a massage-like squeeze. “She does that.” I flushed. Then he made me look at the round townsman. “You I don’t know.”

      The man cleared his throat, his mustache wiggling. “I-I am Tavo. I’m a local pub owner.”

      “What, uh, what is his purpose here?” Jax asked, turning to Maxen.

      It was Semmi who answered. “Tavo’s bar is a popular spot for a lot of the enforcers and taskmasters to grab a drink between and after shifts. He gets a lot of important info for us, things that I can’t.”

      “Why are you helping us?” I asked him. He wasn’t a slave, and if his place was popular then he must have been making a decent living. Of course, to anyone with a conscience, money wouldn’t matter over human suffering. But life was cruel and filled with even crueler people.

      “My, uh… My brother was my partner for the longest time. We inherited the bar after our pop passed. Neither of us were pleased with the way the slaves were treated. This planet wasn’t always a center of slavery, you see…”

      I actually hadn’t known that. All the slaves I knew from my time here had been from off-world like me. If there were any locals, I didn’t know them.

      Tavo continued. “I just… I just wanted to keep my head down, for my son and wife, but Tavek wasn’t satisfied with that. We went our separate ways for a time. That is until one day, I received word that my brother was to be executed for helping slaves escape.”

      The man dropped his gaze, clenched fists shaking at his side. “I watched as they hung him, along with some of his companions. I never got to say my good-byes or apologize. The last words we said to each other were out of anger.” He paused, his lips trembling. “He saw me, in the crowd. Right before they pulled the lever. He smiled. And then that was it.”

      Tears came to his eyes. None of us said a word, the silence heavy. I got the feeling that this meeting wasn’t supposed to go this way either, but here we were. I understood his pain. I reached out and took his hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. I didn’t fault him for not wanting to help at first. One must put his family first, then help only if they can do it safely.

      His eyes locked on mine. He seemed older, probably even older than what my parents would be.

      “Thank you, Miss Jinx.” He wiped his eyes. “Anyways. My wife took our son and left. I wanted to go with her, but I knew I couldn’t just leave. That would dishonor my brother’s memory. So I help the slaves when I can, the resistance too, whenever they come calling. Which isn’t often.”

      Jax pursed his lips. “I’m sorry for your loss, Mr. Tavo, but I appreciate all the help you can lend. We’re gonna need as much of it as we can get.”

      “I’ll do all I can, sir.”

      Maxen clapped his hands. “This has been a very touching meet-and-greet, but we knocked out the cameras and don’t have much time before they come back on, so it would be smart to boogie on out of here.”

      Boogie on out of here? How did he not get caught in the fields or wherever he worked? That kind of cheerfulness would get him killed by a taskmaster. Maxen must have been one hell of an actor. Materelle only knew what would happen if he wasn’t.
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      We exited the hangar and crammed into a large cargo speeder parked outside. In the front was Semmi and Tavo, while the rest of us were packed in back like pressurized callafish. I could hardly move, wedged between Jax and the wall.

      The speeder rumbled to life, lifting off the ground, and then we were off.

      The ride was a silent one, as everyone was a bit apprehensive of being caught. Some of the men whispered amongst themselves, but I didn’t hear any of it.

      Eventually I did get restless and asked Jax some questions about the mission, or whatever little bit he knew and deemed it necessary to share with me.

      “Where is the rebel base?” I asked him. But it was Maxen who answered from the other side.

      “One of the old, abandoned mines of course, one of the few places the enforcers don’t want to go.”

      Callos Prime was rich in almost every resource imaginable, which was why it was such a crown jewel of the Torgoran Kingdom aside from Torgor itself. Along with the perfect weather and soil for countless cash crops, the planet was rich in minerals and precious metals used throughout the galaxy. From simple deposits of iron and coal to illerax crystals, there was as much a bounty beneath the surface of the planet as there was above. Maybe even more so. I was thankful I’d never had to work the mines.

      “Why don’t the enforcers want to go there?” Jax asked.

      “Because they’re old illerax mines.”

      I nodded, even though the answer wasn’t aimed at me. It all made a lot of sense then why they were left alone.

      Illerax crystals were used to power many types of blaster weaponry throughout the stars. A beam of light was shot through the crystal, which created a superheated particle that was the very blaster fire that had transformed warfare millennia ago.

      The problem with harvesting illerax crystals was two-fold. The crystals secreted a noxious gas that was deadly over long periods of exposure—the gas being one of the qualities that helped ignite the crystal upon firing a blaster. So the caves the crystals were found in were basically just gas champers. They wouldn’t kill you immediately, but spending weeks down there would be your doom.

      The second problem was the fact that some crystals—not all, but enough—were so volatile that if struck the wrong way, they would shatter and explode, which of course ran the risk of igniting the gas.

      It was a powder keg of dangers stacked on top of one another.

      Of course, there was machinery that could do this effortlessly, with precision, without the risk of suffocating or exploding. But did the slave masters use these machines? No. Again, it wasn’t about efficiency. It was about power.

      What better way to do that than to make worthless slaves mine these deadly crystals by hand?

      Still, if this mine base was an abandoned illerax shaft, that would work to our advantage.

      We rode along in general silence for a while, the only sound the rumble of the speeder and the soft whispers of my fellow soldiers. I think most of us were too nervous to have a normal, spirited conversation. Even Adax, the burly soldier across from me that never failed to have a smile on his face and words in his mouth, was uncharacteristically quiet.

      Before long, we started to slow, and I became excited to stretch my legs, but then the small divider between the front and back of the speeder opened and Tova spoke.

      “There’s a checkpoint up ahead. Must be new. Everyone stay still and stay quiet.”

      Ice ran through my veins. A checkpoint? I hadn’t thought we’d run into any trouble with the local authorities until after we got in with the rebels. If this didn’t play out our way, it would derail the entire mission.

      My hand instinctively went to my blaster pistol and brought it out, my hands shaking. Jax grabbed my arm and held me firm, his eyes solid.

      It’s okay, he mouthed. I took a deep breath. I had to believe him.

      The speeder slowed to a stop. Everyone froze. We couldn’t see out the back door, but Tavo left the divider open, so I could hear the goings-on outside with Semmi and the checkpoint.

      “Ah, Semmi,” said a high female voice. “What are you doing this far out?” It must have been another enforcer that knew him.

      “I’m off the rest of today, just a weird quirk in the schedule.”

      “You’re lucky, but you didn’t really answer my question.” There was some amusement in her voice, but not enough to cover the suspicion. My heart raced.

      Semmi cleared his throat. “You know Tavo here, yes? Owns the pub? I was just having lunch and he got an invoice to deliver some barrels of mead to the Palatos Estate. I offered to help him out, ease his stress, ya know?”

      Silence, the female enforcer considering. “You have a receipt for that invoice?”

      “Of course!” Tavo exclaimed, sounding happy to contribute. Better than the blustering, nervous mess of earlier. Good to know he found his courage in tight situations. I could hear him rustling through his bags. “Here you go,” he said.

      Another pause as she read over the invoice. I had no doubt that it was a forgery, a hack in the system, but apparently, slaves or no, they had some good technicians if they could fake invoices and hack port security systems and cameras. That made me feel a lot better about our chances going forward.

      Finally, she spoke. “Everything seems to check out.” Another pause. “Hope to see you back this evening, Mr. Tavo. Wouldn’t want to have to go somewhere else for a drink or two.”

      Tavo chuckled. “Of course not, I would hate for that myself.”

      “Carry on you two. Materelle esh valaven bak.”

      “Valaven ockwei Materelle kas,” they both replied, if not a bit shakily.

      Then the speeder was on its way again, and I allowed myself to breathe. It didn’t help my racing heart too much, though.

      “Sorry about that back there,” Semmi called from the front. “I had no idea they’d set up a new checkpoint on this road.”

      “Probably because of the increase in smuggling and bandit attacks along the road lately,” Tavo added.

      Jax scoffed beside me. “That’s just what we need. Bandits. Well, they’ll be in for a rude awakening if they attack us, that’s for sure.”

      “Let’s just hope we can avoid that,” I told him.

      Thankfully, the rest of the way was uneventful. After maybe ten minutes, we moved off the main road and zoomed along some old forest paths. Or so I assumed from the constant bumping and jerking. The only time I’d ever ridden in a speeder that felt like that was when Yan, Rowan, and I were fleeing from authorities, trying to lose them in a dense forest. We ended up crashing, but we did lose them.

      The doors in the front swung open and banged shut. Semmi slapped the side of the speeder a couple of times. “It’s safe to come out now. We’re here.”

      With a gulp, I filed out along with the others.

      We were on a hill of scarred earth, all mud and rock and rusty debris. Old tree stumps littered the area, and the grass was yellowed and dead. It looked like it had been dead for a good long time. Thankfully, beyond the old metal fence of the perimeter below, the trees grew so tall and thick that it wasn’t like we were very out in the open.

      I turned toward the hills behind me. They were all rock, busted browns and cracked gray rock with several tunnels leading in. Old hover excavators sat idle, covered in rust and grime. So, this was an abandoned mine.

      Semmi pulled off a glove, brought his fingers to his lips, and whistled three times. A moment later, a whistle returned, high above, though as hard as I tried, I failed to spot anyone, but that was good. Glad to see the rebel slaves had good lookouts.

      “Come on, let’s head on in,” Maxen said, taking the lead.

      I was a bit apprehensive, entering an abandoned illerax mine, but I breathed a sigh of relief soon enough. There were no more exposed crystals here, so there wasn’t any gas, or so little that it didn’t warrant anyone using masks. And since no one was actually digging for the crystals, we didn’t have to worry about them igniting randomly.

      The farther in we went, the more I started to remember my life as a slave.

      I’d heard of this place when I was still a slave here. There had been a massive explosion after some of the crystals broke and ignited. Many tunnels had been caved in, including the main hub. The estate sealed off the rest and closed the mine. Almost a hundred slaves either died or were trapped in here, left to die slowly. Did the masters try to rescue them? Of course not.

      I hadn’t known very many from the mining crews since they lived in separate quarters, but I knew people who knew them. It had been a blow to our entire community.

      Symbolic, then, that we were back here.

      We went deeper until the tunnel opened into a very large cavern, which, by the looks of things, must have been the heart of this place. There was rubble everywhere, but it was mostly pushed to the walls. Old machines covered in rust and age were pushed aside as well, relics from the past. But it wasn’t those things that caught my eye.

      It was the mass of people. The mass of slaves.

      Everyone present was a slave. Most still had on slave collars and ratty winter clothes that I doubted would help much in the cold. My thick coat was so warm I’d barely even put a thought into the weather. But I remembered those bitter winters. They weren’t too cold in the grand scheme of things, rarely getting far below freezing, but that hardly mattered when you worked the fields all day, covered in sweat and barely a layer of wool clothes.

      There were some that were dressed better—in thicker, finer layers—though still had a collar. Then there were those that didn’t have a collar at all, but they were very few, and all of them still had the scars marking them as a former slave.

      I surmised that there were two groups: the freed slaves actively trying to build this rebellion to free everyone and then the current slaves. There were women and children amongst the ones in the rags. The well-clothed ones must have been freedmen working in the rebellion, because they passed around blankets, food, and water. The people in rags looked dirty and exhausted, as if they just came from working the fields and mines.

      Of course, all that ceased when we came through.

      Every set of pained, sorrowful eyes flew to us. We were clearly outsiders, clean, well fed, lacking slave scars—though we all had scarves so you wouldn’t be able to tell—and of course, we had blasters. No slave was allowed to wield a weapon, and I doubted that even the members of the fledgling rebellion here had very many guns.

      There was some suspicion, but enough of them recognized Maxen and Semmi, though the newly-arrived slaves saw his uniform and visibly cowered before one of the freedmen could reassure them. I recalled how terrified I was of the enforcers. You give them one wrong look, or even stare too long, and they’d take out your eye, whip you, or worse.

      At the far end of the room was a large group of freedmen, all in heavy coats and armed with blasters, much like us. They turned at our approach. Most still had their collars, and they were filthy as could be—so, not exactly like us.

      One of them stepped forward. A man in his third or fourth decade with a balding head and chiseled jaw. Heavy bags hung under his eyes. He looked us over.

      “Welcome back, Maxen, Semmi.” They exchanged handshakes, smiles, and greetings. “These are the resistance fighters you contacted? I thought we’d be getting a bit more.”

      “Sorry, Rylo, this is all they sent for now,” Maxen said, sounding chipper yet apologetic at the same time.

      A large woman with red dreadlocks and arms as big as my thighs stepped forward. She hefted a gatling blaster over her shoulder. “What’re we supposed to do with so few? We need men.”

      “Palla, just relax, okay—”

      “Don’t tell me to relax, Maxen. You know I hate that.”

      He pursed his lips.

      I tried my hand at soothing the situation.

      “We came here to assess the current circumstances of the planet and your rebellion. We could not just jump in blindly to the situation, no matter how eager we may be to help.”

      Both her and Rylo watched me with narrow eyes. “And what make you of the situation now?”

      I swallowed. “Well, I can’t say for certain yet. I mean, we just got here, but I think we’ll need to do reconnaissance and see how many slaves you have for the fight, so I—”

      “I’m sorry, who are you, girl?” Rylo demanded. I wasn’t very fond of his tone, but I managed to stick my chin out and stand my ground.

      “I’m Jinx. I’m here to lend you a hand.”

      He crossed his arms, looking me up and down. He was not impressed. “Maybe you are with the greater resistance, but that means little to me other than you have resources we need. And who are you to presume command over us? You’re just a child.”

      I grimaced. I did not like being talked down to. Stepping atop some of the rubble, I came to rise over him and everyone.

      “I am Jinxenna Taolin, daughter of King Jixen and Queen Venya, rightful ruler of Torgor, and I am here to help you win your freedom.”

      The din of conversation throughout the cavern suddenly ceased, every last word falling silent on hushed breaths. That stunned them all for a moment. I could see recognition on some of the older one’s faces as they saw my mother and father in me. Whispers rushed through them as they confirmed this amongst themselves. But my identity wasn’t the end of this argument.

      The woman, Palla, who was definitely old enough to remember my parents, huffed and put her hands on her hips.

      “I am pleased to know that some of the Taolins survived the coupe, but I can hardly see why this would matter to us. You are not on the throne anymore. You hold no power.”

      Rylo echoed her skepticism. “Yeah, maybe we don’t want a queen. What have the royals ever done for us except enslave and kill us?”

      That felt like a personal shot at my parents. I barely remembered them, but I knew they were good people. They had to be, right?

      “My parents, your rightful king and queen, loved all of you. You can doubt and hate the current regime all you want, but do not doubt them and do not doubt me.”

      “What good did their love get us or them?” someone shouted. “They’re dead.”

      The room descended into arguments, yelling, curses. Rylo raised his voice over the others and seemed to reconcile what a lot of them were thinking about me.

      “You may call yourself our queen, but what does that matter? We need a leader who can understand our position, who knows the fear, the realities of our lives, who knows what is at stake for us and all enslaved Torgorans across the kingdom. You, who’s just a mere girl, what could you know of our pain, of our struggle?”

      I glared back at him. Fists clenched, I held my chin high and defiant, raised a hand, and pulled down my scarf and thick collar. As the light caught my exposed flesh, they all gasped, their angry words rushing out of them like air into a vacuum.

      If it wasn’t clear before, it was then. I had the same mess of scars around my neck as all slaves did.

      “I know perfectly well what you have been through, for I have been through the same. For ten long years, I toiled on this very planet, watched friends beaten, whipped, raped, killed. I saw it all, had it all done to me. So do not stand there and think I don’t know pain. I was raised in this hell.”

      My heart was racing, and I realized that my arms trembled. I had no idea what I must have looked like to them, but their eyes were all on me, wide as could be, their lips all pursed. Jax put a hand on my shoulder and squeezed, offering me some comfort.

      “It’s okay,” he whispered.

      I covered his hand with my own and tried to syphon all the strength I could. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. When I opened them, I continued, “I did not ask to be queen. It was not something I wanted. It’s something I’m still uncertain of, that leaves me awake every night in fear that I might fail you. But I also know that I cannot allow our people to suffer as they have these many years. To do nothing would be worse than betrayal. So I have come back here, to the place of my nightmares, to bring you out of your bondage, so that the royals know that their time is over! Please, let me lend you my hand.”

      My breaths were heavy, my heart thumping loudly. The room was completely silent as they watched me. I’d taken a step toward them, so that they were a mere arm’s width away. The crowd was large, and some so tall that collectively I felt so small.

      Rylo kept his gaze locked on mine as he took a knee. “I will fight with you, Your Majesty.”

      “As will I,” said another woman as she too took a knee. One by one, they took a solemn knee and bowed their heads, which made my breath hitch. My heart was just about ready to explode with relief and joy.

      Finally, they were all kneeling, their heads bowed in deference to me. I’d seen the admiration of the soldiers at the resistance base, but never had I seen this, true admiration and respect. Understanding. Many of the resistance didn’t know the hardships of these people, of all enslaved.

      These were the people I strove to help, to save.

      They raised their heads and stared back at me, their gazes like a river washing over me. They raised their fists high, and those with blasters raised them over their heads.

      “All hail Queen Jinxenna the Unchained!” Rylo declared.

      They all took up the chant. “Jinxenna the Unchained!”

      I wasn’t so sure I liked the title, but I had little doubt it would be an inspiration. It was a good name—one that had meaning and forged a fire of hope in people. I still wasn’t sure about my position, but I was glad to be doing some good already.

      Jax leaned in and whispered into my ear. “Good job, my queen.”

      I smiled.

      For the first time in a while, if ever, I truly felt the crown upon my head. I truly felt like the person to lead my people.
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      For the next fortnight, I acclimated myself to the new rebels. We went over plans, over the where and when of everything. It felt like a terrible coincidence that we would be striking at the Marrow Estate, the very one that I toiled under. Was Madam Galena still there? Probably. It hadn’t been that long since I escaped.

      Was it fate? Had Materelle brought me back here for retribution?

      It felt like it. There were hundreds of estates across the planet, all ripe with discontent and rebellion. Of all of them, I was chosen for this one. I had thought it was a possibility, judging by the location, but there were two other estates nearby that we could have struck at.

      I was suddenly glad that Yan wasn’t here with me or at least didn’t know that we’d be hitting my former masters. He’d be too worried about my mental wellbeing to function. Which of course I didn’t blame him for. I loved his concern.

      But I was a queen, and I was a fighter. I needed to do this without having every single person fuss over my safety. I knew the risks.

      It took me a while to learn my way around the mines and the caves they dug in the years since my escape. With Jax or one of my soldiers always in tow, I wove through the labyrinth of corridors. I learned that they went on for miles, going all the way to the estate. They were working on digging beneath the slave barracks, but the soil there was too loose. They couldn’t risk destroying the whole thing with an inadvertent cave-in. Still, it was good to know that, should it come to it, we could fight well in these caves. The enforcers would be hard-pressed to overwhelm us with numbers.

      Throughout the days, when I wasn’t exploring or going over the war plans, I took the time to go over to the groups of mothers and children, who were free for now but not soldiers. Even though they weren’t slaves anymore, their branded collars peeled away, they still looked despondent, hollow. I understood. No amount of freedom could wipe away the horrors and the pain. Especially for the children, whose whole life had been in that hell.

      But whenever I came by to see them, they lit up, their eyes and voices suddenly filled with hope. It was like they were seeing Materelle herself come to save them. Seeing them so happy made my heart swell, though it brought with it the sobering weight of pressure, the mantle of responsibility that was my crown.

      These people saw me as their savior, and I had to deliver that. Not just for their sake, but for mine.
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      It was hours before dawn when they woke us. I was jostled out of my cot where I slept with the other women. I looked up through sleep-crusted eyes. Jax stared back at me.

      “It’s time.”

      I nodded. Clarity came to me quickly. The finality and weight of the day smacked me hard awake. No more waiting, no more planning, no more agonizing over what to do or what could go wrong. It was time.

      Jax left the room. Palla came in a moment later with several bundles of clothes. I recognized the ratty, dirty fabric immediately—slave clothing, though calling it clothing was being overly generous. It was more holes than fabric.

      She handed me a pair of trousers and a shirt. “Once you’re dressed, go join your squad, Your Majesty.”

      “Okay.”

      Palla passed around rest of the “uniforms” to the other women. They’d all be part of the fighting. All were relatively young and strong. The mothers were staying somewhere wholly separate and wouldn’t be a part of the coming bloodshed.

      I changed as fast as I could. I stripped off my warm jacket and pants and pulled on the thin, ripped, filthy slave rags. They were scratchy and uncomfortable, and though they covered every inch of my skin below my neck, I knew it would barely offer a modicum of warmth.

      Just like I remembered.

      Once I was done, I left the other women behind and went to find my men. They were all waiting in the main chamber, talking nervously. Jax saw me and motioned me over to him. He frowned when he saw my outfit. Probably sad that he had to see me in it again. I didn’t blame him. Couldn’t say I was thrilled about the prospect either.

      Maxen cleared his throat. “Alright, everyone seems changed. You all look like proper, beaten down, depressed slaves.”

      That elicited not a single smirk or chuckle from any of us. But that did not deter Maxen in the slightest. Materelle, his demeanor was impressive.

      “Now, before we go, there is, uh, one more piece. Time for the most important bit of the outfit.” He pulled out some metal collars. “Here, put these on. We’ll need them to truly blend in with the slaves.”

      They were slave collars, the kind that all slaves wore, only they were supposed to be branded to our necks. They made everything about life uncomfortable. Swallowing was labored, breathing was harder, sleeping was miserable. They were heavy, so you couldn’t lift your head in defiance.

      I stiffened at the sight of it, my hand going to my scarf and the bundle of messy flesh beneath. I swore I’d never wear one of these again. But that promise would have to be broken.

      Of our five soldiers, only Rekka—a boy younger than me—had the scars of a slave. He looked just as apprehensive as I felt. The others were more accepting. I walked over to Rekka and put a hand on his arm. He jolted, his eyes pleading.

      “It’ll be okay,” I said in a low voice.

      He nodded with a gulp. “Thanks, Your Maj— I mean Jinx.”

      I gave him a warm smile. “I won’t let anyone give you a permanent one again, I promise.”

      Rekka smiled right back, and it warmed my heart beyond words.

      There was a part of me that was still a bit skeptical, though.

      We unclasped the collars and put them around our necks. They were tight, uncomfortable, but they’d been retrofitted so that one wouldn’t notice the hidden hinges that allowed them to be opened. So, if we were seen by a master, they wouldn’t think anything of it.

      Now, if they did recognize us, that was another issue, but there were so many slaves that it would be hard for each individual taskmaster to know every face.

      Here I was. Back on Callos Prime, in slave garb, with a collar around my neck. I may as well have been back in one of my nightmares. I was almost ready for a whip to sound and for searing pain to shoot through me and send me to the floor in a puddle of tears and blood. But that didn’t come.

      This was no nightmare. This was real, but this time, I had Jax with me, and good reliable men. We were here voluntarily because we would free the people of this world.

      The plan was relayed in its entirety, so that everyone was on the same page, and then we were divided up. Marrow Estate was the biggest in this area, but the other two nearby would also be hit on this day. These mines were centrally located, and our men could get to all the estates fairly easy and fast.

      But the main priority was Marrow. She had the largest number of slaves, and the cruelest enforcers.

      I could attest to that.

      From there, we took off down the tunnels toward salvation.

      The plan was simple. We’d travel by tunnel to the edge of the perimeter, then Maxen would remotely knock out the sensors in that sector and we would sneak onto the estate. From there, we’d stay in the darkness and go to the barracks. Inside, we’d wait until morning and head into the fields with the regular slaves.

      Callos Prime production was all about sheer overwhelming numbers. Their operations weren’t terribly efficient, so they wouldn’t notice a few new faces here and there. They didn’t even see us as people anyway, so it wasn’t like their eyes were lingering.

      Once everyone was in the fields, the attack would commence.

      “For weeks, we’ve been smuggling in blasters and other weapons into the fields,” said Rylo when I’d asked about the plan a while back. “We buried them amongst the crops. We have a way to disable small sections of the perimeter sensors so we’re able to slip in under the cover of darkness.”

      I frowned at him. “If you can do that, why not just have all the slaves escape?”

      “There are far too many for that, Your Majesty.”

      “Please don’t call me that while we’re on mission.”

      He stammered. “Y-yes, sorry, ma’am.” He cleared his throat. “As I was saying, the night patrols are too numerous. And they check the quarters every few hours. We’d never be able to get everyone out in time and far enough away without them being able to catch us.”

      “The only way to free everyone is to take down the whole estate.”

      Semmi gave his opinion. “The enforcers might be dull when it comes to spotting a new face, or forgetting one, but they’re very perceptive when it comes to movement. They would definitely notice large groups sneaking out at night.” And since he was an enforcer, I took his word for it. I wanted to free everyone fast, but I conceded that it wasn’t realistic without the full-scale uprising.

      “We do help one or two people escape once a week,” Maxen said, trying to add some optimism. “There’s so many that they usually don’t notice, but too many would draw attention and too frequently would be obvious. That’s why we’ve been at this for months.”

      I nodded. “Well, let’s hope it doesn’t all go to waste.”

      “And if this attack is successful, it may ignite a rebellion across the planet,” Jax added. “If that happens, the full might of the resistance will descend to back you.”

      That was the plan. We needed the slaves to rebel themselves, to show the others that they could do it. We needed the whole planet in rebellion, because without them, the resistance simply didn’t have the manpower.

      Now here we were, walking briskly through the dimly-lit mine shafts and tunnels that ran beneath the tortured ground of Marrow Estate.

      With each step, my heart beat harder. Each step made my throat constrict and my breath hitch. Each step brought me closer to the place where I’d endured so much pain. The place of my nightmares. A place I never dreamed of returning to under any circumstances. Yet here I was.

      I clenched my fists. No, I was back as a conqueror, a liberator. Things would be different. I was not some weak little slave girl.

      I was a queen.

      It was unclear how many miles we walked down those tunnels, but by the time the cave sloped up and ended, my feet were sore. I suspected everyone felt similarly, though the former slaves were probably used to the walk. I frowned. Couldn’t let that slow me down when the fighting started. I could handle a little foot cramp.

      The tunnel narrowed to a point and sloped into a small wooden hatch where beams of moonlight peeked through. We’d been in darkness for a while now, the only lights coming from small glow tubes that had been tossed against the walls at various intervals. They couldn’t have anything too bright or someone could stumble upon the entrance—no matter how well they tried to hide it.

      Jax went first and pushed the hatch open. He peeked out for a moment and looked around. My breath ceased, suddenly panicking that the enforcers would somehow be waiting there to catch us. But then Jax looked back down at us and motioned us forward.

      “Coast is clear. Let’s get a move on.”

      We all climbed out as fast and as quiet as we could. We were in a thick forest, the area dominated by tall pines and thickets of bushes and shrubs. The ground was layered with pine straw and a thin sheen of snowflakes. It must have snowed during the night. Not enough to be a hindrance thankfully, but enough to be noticed. As it was, the air was sharp and cold and bit at my skin beneath my rags. I missed my warm jacket already.

      Blue moonlight speared through the canopy above, lighting our path, though the dark was still oppressive. The hairs on my arms tingled and I swear it felt like we were being watched, that any moment I’d spy an enforcer, but again, I figured I was just being paranoid.

      Snap out of it, Jinx!

      Maxen and Jax led the way, their gaits determined. I fixed my gaze at Jax’s muscled back and followed him, without any other thought. That was the best I could do to keep my mind off what was to come.

      Before long, we came to the edge of the tree-line. Beyond was an empty stretch of grass and dirt about thirty yards long separating us in the forest from the perimeter sensors and the vast farmland beyond.

      Even in the dark of the early morning, I could see the long hills covered in crops, and far, far beyond it all was Marrow Manor, lit up with brilliant light, even in the dead of night. A four-story abomination of stone, marble, columns, and gawdy ornaments. Under normal circumstances, I’m sure the architecture was actually nice, but when I saw it, I only wanted to vomit or hurl a rock through one of the many windows.

      Or burn it to the ground.

      Maxen pulled a small device from his pocket that looked no more than a pebble in his palm. He strode cavalierly across the lawn and into the open. One by one, we all followed him. I was more than reluctant. Even in the dark, I hated being so exposed, but if he was so sure of himself, I just had to trust him.

      The perimeter was a low wall of concrete that ringed the entire estate for miles around. It was knee high at its tallest and to the naked eye, it didn’t seem all imposing, but if you were to focus on the air above, you’d make out a shimmer in the air, like a distant mirage. This was the sensor, and anything passing through it would alert every single enforcer to your location.

      We certainly didn’t want that.

      Maxen took a knee next to the concrete barricade and played with his device, his tongue sticking out like a kid hard at play. His eternal positive demeanor was a joy to witness, especially in a world like this one.

      After a long silence that got heavier by the second, Maxen smiled. “Aha! There we are.”

      There was a beep, and a whoosh sound that reminded me of air leaving a tight space. When I looked at the wall, I didn’t notice the shimmer anymore, but again, it was dark and hard to see even in the best conditions. I didn’t exactly want to trust my eyes.

      “It’s disabled?” asked one of the women, who must have never done this before.

      “You bet! Watch.”

      Maxen put his hands on the concrete divider, did a handstand on top of it, held himself up dramatically for several seconds before final letting himself down on the other side from us. He stood with his hands over his head and did a flourish and bow.

      “See? Totally safe! If it had gone off, we’d hear the alarms already.”

      Several of the soldiers chuckled at that overly dramatic display. I smiled too. I was glad to see everyone in good spirits. We’d need every bit of it before we waded into the hell that would be this day.

      We followed Maxen over the wall and into the fields. When it was my turn, I hesitated when I put my hands against the cool concrete. I still felt like this was too easy. Materelle is watching, trust in her, I thought, trying to give myself encouragement. With a deep breath, I vaulted over it and joined the others.

      Acres and acres of sleseed bushes were ahead of us. Thousands of rows of it, tens of thousands of plants. Sleseeds were bushels of nuts that grew on this world, and they could be used for a myriad of things. Fried, grilled, boiled for eating. They secreted an oil that could be used in things from cooking to tech work. It was a very versatile plant and was in high demand throughout the galaxy.

      The untold millions of little orange seeds I had to pick in my years here… I still couldn’t eat them, even though I’d been told by all my friends that they were delicious.

      Thankfully, sleseed bushes were tall and thick, so they obscured us from view as we rushed though the fields. We may have been through the perimeter, but enforcers did patrol all through the night on the lookout for escaped slaves. They patrolled the sensor fence and through the fields. As we dashed through the rows, I could occasionally spot the distant glow of an enforcer with his maglamp glowing bright atop a large ursgran—the mounts they rode all the time.

      None of them were close. As long as we stayed low and stayed quick, we were fine.

      We ran for what felt like another mile, though it was hard to gauge distance when we were in the fields. The bushes suddenly stopped, and we came to a high fence. Even from a few yards away, I could make out the distinct buzz of electricity cackling from the wire mesh. One touch and we were done for.

      Maxen cursed as he fumbled with his little device. “I’m not connecting with the fence,” he said in a fierce whisper that was so different from his usual cheery tone. He scowled. “I don’t understand. I’ve tested on this before and it worked fine.”

      A warning blared in my mind, that sinking paranoia that we were found out. I had to get it under wraps. I was useless to us if I let it control me.

      I took a deep breath and centered myself. “So, what does this mean? Is the plan ruined?”

      He shook his head and deposited the device back into his pocket. “No, it just means we have to go through the gate to the slave holdings.”

      “Which means there will be a guard,” said Rylo behind me with a groan to his words.

      “Yes.”

      “What do we do then?” asked one of my soldiers. Sounded like an older one named Cham.

      Maxen fixed his gaze straight ahead. “Let’s figure that out when we get there.”

      With no other options we could think of, we followed him along the fence, staying low and close to the bushes so we wouldn’t be spotted from a distance. The fence curved away from us as we moved, which made me nervous, because at any moment someone could appear around that electrified bend. That was why we had to stay as quiet as could be, so if there was someone, we’d hear them coming.

      After walking north along the fence for a while, the tall wooden slave barracks to our left, Maxen held up a fist. We stopped. He looked back at us and put a finger to his lips, urging our silence. We didn’t need to be told twice.

      I inched over to him and peered out at the gate ahead. The gate was tall and metal, a construct of mesh and metal scaffolding and barbed wire that didn’t look at all appealing. Mounted floodlights bathed the area in bright light, but we’d known that for a while. It was a giant beacon in the night. Kinda hard to miss.

      Beneath that was the gate itself—two thick metal doors that were no doubt as electrified as everything else. The prospects of our getting through were looking bleaker by the second. We’d have to deal with a guard, and with the lights, and the gate.

      There was a guard there, and we feared he saw us when we got too close rounding the curve to the gate, but when he didn’t move, I gave him a closer look and smiled at the result. The enforcer was asleep, which was just about the luckiest I’d ever been in this place. I honestly didn’t know what the plan would have been had he still been awake, but I was glad to not have to think about it.

      “I hope you have a plan,” I said in Maxen’s ear.

      He grinned at me. “I most certainly do.” He pulled out his little device again. Up close, I could see there was a small blue screen with numbers and text scrolling across it. Beneath was a small dial and a tiny keypad. Maxen pointed the device at the lights and then slowly turned the dial to the right. There was a high-pitched whine that came from it.

      The lights began to flicker.

      Which was good, because that way when one of the patrolling enforcers saw it, they’d assume it was a normal power outage and not a deliberate sabotage. When it finally went dark and the buzz of the fence died, we didn’t hesitate. We rushed forward.

      It was hard to see in the darkness, but that just helped hide us, so I tried not to be bothered by it. Jax ordered our men to open the gates as quietly as they could. Meanwhile, he went behind the guard and choked him out until he was not just sleeping but properly unconscious. Didn’t need him waking up while we were in the middle of our infiltration.

      I worried that the gate would groan or rattle when they opened it, but Materelle was watching over us, because it opened without a peep. Once it was, we slunk through and made for the nearest building, closing the gate noiselessly behind us. There were spotlights along the fences nearby, but they stayed trained elsewhere.

      This was where we all parted. We needed to divide into the different barracks so we could blend in during the work in the coming dawn.

      As the men and women both started to stick to the shadows and go to their agreed-upon assignments, Jax stood before me, his eyes looking around nervously. Then his gaze was on me, and I could tell that he didn’t want to leave my side. I understood his trepidation. Every time we were separated, it seemed like something bad happened.

      But I would see him in the morning, and we would light this rebellion afire.

      He opened his mouth to say something, but then thought better of it and pulled me into a tight hug. He was strong and steady.

      I squeezed him back, my nose buried against his chest. I didn’t want to leave him again. I tangled my fingers in his shirt and held him fiercely. He was so warm against the winter air, and smelled so familiar, and I didn’t want to think about what might happen to us tomorrow.

      Finally, he released me and stepped back, finding his voice. “I’ll see you out there tomorrow, okay? Stay hidden and try to stay out of trouble.”

      I wanted to make a cutting remark about who got in trouble more, but I found I didn’t have the stomach for it.

      All I could manage was, “Same to you.”

      Then, with pursed lips and a solemn nod, he disappeared around the corner to join the others.

      I waited a beat, until I was certain that no one had been spotted, then joined the rest of the women.

      There were a little more than a dozen of us. Most of their jobs were to help evacuate the mothers, the children, and the elderly and injured when the fighting started. Not me, though. I would be in the thick of things, for better and worse.

      We divided amongst the several barracks. I wished them good luck, then slipped into mine with another woman, Nixa, at my heels. I took a deep breath and pulled the door open. It squeaked, the hinges rusted. I prayed no one heard that.

      The inside was exactly as I remembered. Long and narrow, iron-framed bunkbeds shoved against one another, the ceiling high, the windows higher. Barely any ventilation or heating, just enough to keep everyone alive during the extremities of the seasons. The space was barely appropriate for maybe two people, but there were more than fifty women and girls jammed together in here.

      Our entrance did not go unnoticed. Heads peeked up from beds all around. Maybe a dozen or a little more. Enough. The tired and terrified that looked back at us weren’t surprised. The slaves of the estates had been told in no uncertain terms that the uprising was coming and coming soon. Not everyone could know of course. Too many lips and the secret would get out. There were always those slaves that sold out their fellows in hopes of garnering favor with the masters.

      That was what worried me the most about this whole venture. There was no telling who could be serpent hiding with the flock.

      But that would be me being paranoid. It was almost impossible to stop a snitch from amongst this many people. We had to have hope that, since we’d yet to be caught, we were in the clear. I had to trust that everyone here was on board with their own salvation.

      I nodded to everyone that was looking, trying to seem reassuring. Some of them went back to sleep, unbothered. One woman stood and came to me. She was incredibly tall, with muscles arms that bulged out of her tattered shirt. Her long black hair fell around her in messy, greasy strands.

      “Are you with the rebels?” she asked, eyebrow raised as her gaze scanned me up and down, appraising me.

      I went straight and fixed her with a confident look. “I’m with the resistance. The greater resistance.”

      The woman’s breath caught. “They’re here to help us?”

      I pursed my lips and shook my head. “Not yet. Well… They sent a few of us to assess the situation and help, but it’s their belief that you must first rise up for yourselves, send a spark of hope across the planet. Then we shall send the full brunt of our forces to reinforce. We need the manpower of this planet to make it work.”

      That answer wasn’t very satisfying, I was sure. She nodded. “So, the time has come then?”

      “Yes. Tomorrow, we strike back.”

      She crossed her arms and looked around at all the sleeping forms. “I’ll tell everyone that’s already up to date with things. I’ll have them ready.”

      “Good. Thank you.”

      The woman smiled and offered me her hand. “I’m Taxanna, by the way.”

      I took her hand and shook. Her grip was hard, her hands callused and rough like mine. Slave hands. “Jinx. A pleasure.”

      “There aren’t any beds available, I’m afraid. We already have a few people sleeping on the floor. It won’t be comfortable, but you should try to grab a few hours before they wake us at dawn. It should help.”

      I nodded. A few hours were fine with me. That was all I needed. After years of frequent nightmares leaving me starved of sleep all the time, having a couple of solid hours may as well have been a whole night’s worth.

      So, Nixa and I found a corner to wedge ourselves in and fell asleep beside each other, noting that when we woke, we’d be in for one of the greatest, or worst, days of our lives.
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      Dawn came with a terrible ringing outside. It was a sound I was all too familiar with: the call for work. A daily alarm that sent the miserable to their misery. Nixa and I stirred and came to our feet. The slaves around us were more alert, more used to this, their bodies adjusted to the hours. Mine wasn’t. It used to be, but thankfully, I’d gained my freedom from this unholy sound and what it entailed.

      Many of the women around us looked at me and Nixa pointedly. Some had hope, some had concern, and some had confusion. None confronted us though, and that was all I asked for. We just wanted to blend in. We were all given large baskets that we wore on our backs for the sleseeds. You’d wear them until they were full, then return to the nearest drop zone with your haul, empty it, and do it all over again. It was miserable, like everything else. I remembered how heavy it was—like carrying a person on your back when the basket was almost full.

      This was something I’d have to endure again. I caught Taxanna’s eye as we exited the barracks. She gave me a nod of reassurance.

      It was still dark outside when we stepped into the cool morning, but my eyes adjusted. There was enough golden glow coming over the horizon to see by. Hundreds of my fellow Torgoran slaves streamed from the barracks, all slump-shouldered and haggard. They all looked hollow and gone inside, and those looks threatened to break me.

      I hoped that it was just a ruse, that they knew of our attack and were just staying despondent to not arouse suspicion, but a part of me knew that was foolish. What I was seeing wasn’t some brilliant work of acting, it was genuine hopelessness and despair.

      This was exactly what we were here to fight for.

      We filed in with the hordes of slaves. All around were enforcers atop ursgrans, large, gray, leathery-skinned animals native to Callos that were used for transportation quite often when a speeder or ship were unavailable. They were a favorite of the estates.

      All the enforcers surveyed the crowd with intense gazes, blasters slung in one hand, a shock-whip on their opposite hip. I kept my head down. I didn’t know how closely they were looking, if they were even cable of recognizing slaves they did and didn’t see often. I didn’t want to find out.

      I spied Rekka and Palla and others from the rebellion, but they were near drops in a sea of misery. Suddenly, I didn’t feel so confident. We had the numbers certainly, but did everyone here have the conviction to fight? The plan would be nothing if when we started to fight, they just stood back and watched.

      That would lead us right to the hangman’s noose.

      I couldn’t worry about that now. I just had to hope and pray that when we took up arms, the slaves would join us. I trusted that Maxen and Palla and Rylo, and everyone else within the rebellion, had planted the seeds and gave them the light and water they needed to bloom.

      We passed through the gate. Nothing was amiss. The buzz was back. They didn’t know that anything had happened. I hope so anyway. We dispersed into the fields, baskets at the ready. Taxanna knew the drill, so she led me and Nixa down a row and left us there to start harvesting. We left several feet of space between us. Enforcers didn’t like slaves being close and talking, because of course not. Couldn’t have slaves make the time go by with a pleasant conversation, or Materelle forbid, talk about a revolt.

      I started to pick at the sleseeds on the bush in front of me. Sleseeds were a pain to pick, because they came in little pods like peas, but they were hard to open and left a lot of people with cracked nails and bleeding fingers and torn skin.

      Were there tools that could help? Yep. Were there machines that could do this whole harvest without a single slave? Yep. Were either implement present and available for use? No.

      Callos Prime wasn’t about efficiency. It was about cruelty. And it just fueled my anger.

      Footsteps sounded to my left as I popped open the first pod and emptied the sleseeds into my basket. I cursed, my nails already annoyed and pained.

      “Jinx,” hissed a voice. I turned. It was Jax, along with young Rekka at his heels. Behind them were some slaves that weren’t paying attention to us.

      I almost yelped with relief. I hadn’t expected to see him until fighting. I was glad to see him now, though.

      He took up position beside me and started to peel the pods. We stayed silent for a few moments, just working, not arousing any suspicion. Then, he spoke in a hushed whisper.

      “We go live in two hours, at the midmorning bells.”

      I nodded. “Sounds good.” I fell silent and continued to peel, but I dug my shoe into the dirt at my feet. It was loose. “You’re sure we’re in the right spot?”

      “This is where we buried some of the guns,” said Taxanna on the other side of Nixa. “The others have led our men to the other buried blasters. Everyone will be in position when the time comes.”

      “That’s a relief,” I said.

      “Let’s just hope that it’s enough.”
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      So we toiled away for the next couple of hours. It didn’t take even ten minutes before I was drenched in sweat. It didn’t matter that it was winter and the air was cool, the constant movement and the sun on our backs made us work up a consistent sweat, so somehow I was exhausted and hot and feeling the nip of the winter wind.

      I had not missed this feeling.

      Despite that, the work wasn’t all bad. Mind-numbing, tedious, busy. It would have been worse if I was still a slave, but I knew there was light at the end of the tunnel. I knew that this was necessary, so I endured this like I endured all other things.

      It was a tough time, but it was something that I’d dealt with before. Before long, my fingers ached, but they were in a steady rhythm, so my mind was able to wander to the upcoming fight.

      So close, I thought. So close and the battle would start. The fighting and the deaths would start, and the revolution would be kicked into a new gear. Was I ready for this? To lead, to fight and kill? To die perhaps? I was uncertain. I knew I’d gladly give my life for this cause, no matter how important I was. Did I want to, though? Not really.

      The revolution needed me. I knew that. I was to be queen. My people needed me. My friends needed me. Yan needed me. But I would still put my life on the line. No question. A ruler should be willing to fight and die for their subjects.

      I just prayed it wouldn’t come to the dying part.

      Whenever my resolve wavered, I would hear the distant crackle of a shock-whip, followed by a sharp cry of agony from some poor slave. There would be some evil laughs from the enforcers watching. Then it would be back to the silent din of hundreds at work.

      Yes, I would definitely do what I had to for these people. There was no other choice.

      Finally, the time came. The midmorning bells chimed from the manor. There were no actual bells of course, it was just pre-recorded audio that was blasted from the fence-mounted speakers all throughout the property. It was used to keep slaves from getting into a lull. It was some psychological nonsense.

      But today, we would use it to our advantage, because the midmorning bells were often used by the enforcers to take breaks, get some water, relieve themselves, what have you. It was when they were most distracted, and that was when we’d strike.

      The two nearest enforcers saddled atop their mounts turned west toward the gates and went away. I looked at Jax and Rekka down the row from me. They both nodded. It was time. I gulped. My hands trembled as I dug my fingers into the dirt. The soil was loose and warm to the touch. Still, they buried the blaster well. I had to dig for almost a minute before I felt the cool metal against my fingertips. By then, dirt was caked to my hands and had been lodged beneath my nails. No matter. I pulled the blaster free.

      In my arms, it felt so light, lighter than I was used to. So innocuous, like it wasn’t about to end lives. The flash of past battles and fights flitted through my mind. The panic, the fear, the sorrow, all of it crashing down on me. I’d killed before, and I hated each time. I remembered their eyes, their pain, their loss. They haunted me, just as my time as a slave did.

      I didn’t want to kill again, but I had to—to free these people and give them the lives they deserved.

      Taking a deep breath, I pinched my eyes shut and willed those thoughts and memories away. I was a different woman now. I was brave, I was strong, and I would fight for my people, no matter how gruesome and unpleasant.

      The rebellion was now.

      With one last look at Jax, his eyes fierce as they burrowed into me, I pursed my lips, my grip tight on my blaster, and rose from the row of sleseeds. The butt of my blaster rifle felt snug against my shoulder.

      I saw the nearest enforcer, coming from the northern fields. He rode atop one of the ursgrans, its gray skin glistening with a sheen of sweat. The enforcer’s bored gaze listed over to me. His eyes met mine for a split-second. His were brown, deep brown. They widened when he saw my weapon.

      I pulled the trigger.

      The blaster bolt slammed into his chest and knocked him off the ursgran.

      The others rose around me, weapons raised, and opened fire on our masters.

      He was dead; I had killed him. My arms shook, but I didn’t let it deter me. I’d taken a life, but this was war, and that was the end of that. I would do what I had to do.

      The fighting bloomed out from all around us. The slaves took up arms, their guns brandished. Maxen had explained that they’d smuggled in and hidden close to a hundred blasters. There were hundreds more slaves beside the fact, so we had numbers.

      Jax and I advanced through the rows of sleseed bushes. We had the advantage of cover. The enforcers atop their ursgrans were easy targets. It helped that the confusion had thrown their entire operation into disarray.

      I was numb to everything. I just moved, aimed, fired, kept moving. The zing of blaster fire was everywhere, the smell of scorched earth and flesh pungent in my nose. The cries of the dead and dying were loud. Too many. The enforcers were less, but they were bettered armed, better armored, and better trained aside from us resistance fighters. Still, we pushed on.

      We fought to the first break in the fields, to a long grassy lane that bisected the different fields. There was a convenient wall of full baskets that we hunkered behind.

      As we exchanged fire, Jax breathed heavy and took me in with his eyes. “How are you holding up?”

      I swallowed, trying to moisten my dry throat and mouth. “F-fine.”

      “How is everyone else doing?” asked Nixa beside me. Her eyes were wide, and she looked terrified. I had to wonder if this was her first bit of action for the resistance. I didn’t think they’d send someone so green to such a crucial mission. Or maybe it was she’d never killed before. I could certainly empathize.

      “Hard to say,” Jax yelled, then returned fire. “Unfortunately, we have no system of communication. All we have is sheer numbers and clear assignments.”

      And our assignment was to liberate the house slaves, who were mostly older women and young children. We also had to capture the manor and the house master or madam. Which happened to be my old master, Madam Galena.

      I scowled. We had a long way to go.

      We continued fighting through the fields, our progress fast. The enforcers’ numbers were dwindling, and others were being drawn to other parts of the estate. With our squad of trained soldiers, we made it through this sector and through the next gate, which we simply blew through. We found ourselves before the front lawn of the manor.

      This would not be so easy.

      Enforcers streamed out of the manor and came our way. They deployed portable grav-tech covers and opened fire on us. We didn’t have such luxuries. Thankfully, there were a few speeders parked along the drive that we could use. We took as much cover as we could, though none of it was ideal.

      The shooting lasted for a while, with neither side making much headway. There were more of them now and we were pinned. In the distance near the barracks, I could see a shimmering blast and boom of a concussive cannon. I gulped. That wasn’t good.

      Jax frowned as he caught his breath. “That’s more manor security than we were expecting. And where the hell is Semmi?”

      Both good questions and observations, but we were given no time to answer them, because a new, ominous sound reached our ears—one that potentially spelled our doom.

      The whoomph of a descending engine resounded. I looked to the skies, and my stomach dropped. Five large black transport ships dropped from the sky and hovered over the far eastern perimeter. They looked big enough to hold two dozen enforcers each. Reinforcements. How did they get here so quickly?

      Jax cursed, then popped out of cover and fired off a few more shots.

      “This isn’t good at all,” he said, scowling deep.

      I shook. No, this wasn’t good.

      Rekka popped up to fire, and a bolt slammed into his chest. He gasped and fell back. Dead. Eyes blank looking at the sky, a smoking hole in his chest. I choked on a sob. Nearby, another yelp of pain, and I looked in time to see Palla crumble to the ground. Taxanna was near her, frozen with shock and fear.

      Jax put a hand on my shoulder. “We have to fall back.”

      I knocked it aside. “No, we’re so close, Jax!”

      He looked at me as if I was mad. Maybe I was. This was my first full-scale battle, and I was blinded by death.

      “Jinx, we’ve lost our main advantages of surprise and numbers, we have to fall back. I’m sure by now we’ve gotten plenty of the nonfighters to safety. We can regroup and call for the reinforcements.”

      I shook my head. “No. They’ll be able to regroup and get us before then. We can end this if we take the mistress of the house! Was that not the plan? To burn the manor to the ground? A literal beacon for everyone on this planet to answer?”

      “That was before our plan was clearly compromised, Jinx!” He gritted his teeth and answered the volley of blaster bolts zipping overhead with his own. “There wasn’t supposed to be reinforcements, at least not so quickly. The nearest manors should be dealing with their own revolts right now. Everything was supposed to be synchronized.”

      He was right, so what had gone wrong? Had we been betrayed?

      Still, we were right here. The manor loomed overhead with its gaudy architecture laughing at us, a monument to all the suffering this wretched excuse of a planet had wrought.

      With a grimace, my whole body tensed and strained, I erupted from cover and ran ahead, right at the manor.

      “Jinx!” Jax cried with clear panic in his voice. I didn’t stop.

      It was madness, I knew, but I couldn’t stop my legs. Before I knew it, I was in the open, running for all I was worth, my tired feet carrying me over the immaculately-polished drive at the front of the manor. Blaster bolts rushed around me. Enforcers turned to me. I shot, and shots behind me zipped by, assaulting the enforcers.

      What am I doing? Am I insane?

      I didn’t stop my frantic dash. Jax yelled, begging me to stop, but I kept on. I had to get in there. I had to free the slaves. I had to make Madam Galena and the entire Marrow Clan pay. I wanted to burn this place to the ground and dance in the ashes.

      It felt like I was in one of slow-motion action sequences from popular extranet vids. My body moved without my thinking. An enforcer would pop up out of cover and my blaster would already be aimed his way. My finger would squeeze the trigger. The chamber would glow bright, and red bolts of blaster plasma soared free. One missed, two…then the third hit home, hitting their shoulder and turning them around.

      On it went with another and another, until I was clear of the line of enforcers and running free, the large stone steps of the manor entryway before me. There was still firing between both sides, enforcers dropping around me, but more fired from my peripheries. None of them at me.

      My comrades’ voices were still clear at my back, close behind. We were doing it. We were taking the front porch! I kept running.

      There was a BOOM right on my heels that threw me forward and made me stumble. A blast from a concussive cannon. I heard cries of pain, but I was too dazed to discern who they belonged to. I kept on. It was like I was watching myself being piloted by someone else. I just was. I just moved. My animalistic drive for survival urged me forward.

      Finally, I was on the front steps, charging up the smooth stones. Then I was at the front doors, the massive edifice of thick dark wood etched with obscenely intricate murals of Marrow family history. I pulled the door open and rushed in.

      The inside of the manor was exactly as I remembered it. I wasn’t always a field slave. Most of my torment came as a child when I was too feeble to work the fields, so I helped the house slaves with cleaning and laundry and other house chores. This was where the madam and her children tormented me and the other kids. The physical pain wasn’t always as bad as the whippings and burns, but it was no less horrific.

      I’d never forget this place. The walls were still paneled with polished wood. The ground was a mosaic of tiles depicting a burning sun and a host of clouds and heavenly figures splayed around it—because the Marrows believed themselves to be the center of the universe.

      Paintings framed the walls, as big as doors, long landscapes in solid gold frames. The grand chandelier above me was massive, half the size of a fighter. Also made of gold and covered in multicolored crystals that Madam Galena had scoured from across the galaxy. It had been a pet project of hers, searching the stars for the rarest gems, buying them at auctions and black markets or wherever she could find them to add to her collection above, a show of wealth and power for whoever decided to grace her halls. And from the looks of things, her collection had grown in my absence.

      I walked several steps and shivered at the silence. There was no one. No slaves, no enforcers, none of the family, just an empty foyer. My eyes twitched at every doorway and hall, of which there were many. The grand staircase in front of me led up to the master suites, but the hall beyond was darkness.

      Something wasn’t right. My sweat-dappled arms suddenly pebbled, on alert. Beyond the thick walls and windows, the battle raged outside, but it sounded distant, concussive blasts and yelling that sounded more like they were far in the fields than on the front lawn.

      Was that just sound distortion, or had my comrades been pushed back? Did I have no help coming? I realized with a start, as my adrenaline finally faded from my system, that Jax and the others had not yet joined me. I was alone. Were they… That blast on my heels, the cries of pain… Materelle…

      Please let them be okay!

      I took a step toward the nearest window to look outside, but a chuckle took my attention.

      “Little Jinx,” said a cold, grating voice behind me. I went completely still as a shiver clawed down my back. I knew that voice. Often heard it in my nightmares. It cackled. “I can see from that reaction that you remember me.”

      I turned, and there she was, the architect of my torment. Madam Galena Marrow, Baroness of the Marrow Estate, and the most powerful woman on all of Callos Prime. She stood languidly at the top of the stairs, one velvet-gloved arm resting on the banister.

      She looked like she had not aged a day in the seven years since I’d last seen her. In fact, I’d wager she’d lost a few wrinkles on her cheeks. Her hair was coiffed and puffy, a bright orange with only a few stubborn white strands peeking through, which was a statement. She had the resources to have perfect hair, but she left some gray so people knew not to take her lightly.

      My former master started her descent toward me. Her crimson dress, a flurry of silk coming out in an explosion of bows and trim, fluttered and swayed as she came. She always wore such gaudy things, no matter the occasion. To dinner, to ride the fields, to put a slave to death, or to whip a child.

      Always with her damned dresses.

      I thought I’d have a bit more composure, but I couldn’t rein in my rage. I roared, tears pricking at my eyes, and fired at her. A blaster bolt of blinding red tore from my gun. It went right through her chest.

      But nothing happened. She just smiled and kept coming, the scorched hole in the carpeted step behind her simmering. Suddenly, her whole visage shimmered, and I knew then that she was just a holo-projection—an exceptionally lifelike and expensive projection.

      She clicked her tongue, snickering. “My dear, you will have to try a bit harder than that.”

      Foolhardy as it may have been, I raged and kept on firing at her. At her chest, her head, every bit of her, but each bolt passed through her image harmlessly. The holo flickered with each impact, but I may as well have been a gentle spring breeze blowing against her cheek. She smiled.

      “My, my, so much anger inside of you. I can’t imagine what that’s from.”

      “Shut the hell up, you kalapesh. I’m gonna wipe that smile off your bakala face and shoved this blaster down your throat.”

      “Such filthy language. Elarri curses. My, you’ve been around, I see.”

      She descended the steps until she was level with me—or just about. She was a tall woman, even without heels, but with heels on now and with her towering hair, she loomed over me with that sharp nose of hers and hawk-like gaze shrouded by makeup.

      I spat at her feet, even if I knew it wouldn’t touch that dress. “Bacqon leck.”

      Madam Galena actually flinched at that one. Admittedly, it was the worst curse I knew from any language. Not kind at all. It would have made Yan blush, and he was a swearing connoisseur.

      “I thought we raised you better.” She tsked and shook her head, heavy eyelashes batting with disappointment. “You betray your own cause, debasing you savages with such improper manners.”

      “You betray your own people, putting innocent people in chains and working them to death!”

      She waved that off. “No one is truly innocent.”

      “Even the children? I was a baby!”

      “Perhaps, but remember the sins of the parents foster pain in the child.”

      That was an old proverb that an evil, slave-holding pile of fecal waste like her shouldn’t have been using. My sins involved stealing to survive, but hers were far worse. She had no right to preach to me and condemn children to a life of slavery for some perceived slight of their parents.

      “Why don’t you come out and face me, Galena, if you’re so happy to see me again.”

      Her face betrayed no emotion other than amusement. “I’d loved to give you a hug and kiss, but I’m afraid that isn’t possible.” She tapped the side of her head and her left eye suddenly appeared green. She had an optics implant and was reading something in her vision. Then the light went away, and her focus was back on me.

      “Well, I’ve thoroughly enjoyed this lovely reunion, but alas, I must confess that I have some things to do. I’m a busy woman, after all. I run the largest estate on this planet, as you know.”

      With a smile so smug and wicked that it made my blood freeze, she raised her gloved hand and snapped her fingers.

      Suddenly, enforcers appeared from out of nowhere—a dozen of them, all with black carbon mesh armor and blaster rifles aimed at me. My arms trembled. I couldn’t help but drop my gun and drop to my knees. They knew. We lost. I lost.

      Madam Galena cooed, her hands over her heart in a show of mock sympathy. “Oh, my sweet girl, you look so beaten.”

      The bulked security. The fast reinforcements. Madam Galena knowing to use a holo. These enforcers ready to ambush me. The house cleared of people. It all clicked into place.

      “How?” was all I asked.

      “How what? You must elaborate.”

      I didn’t. Galena got the gist. She smiled wickedly. “We have eyes and ears everywhere. Did you truly think this foolhardy plan of yours would succeed?” she laughed.

      My mind was awash with grief, confusion, rage, sorrow, and every other negative emotion one could possibly have. I clenched my fists and seethed.

      “So you just let your men in the fields die like that? You don’t even care for the people that are actually here to protect you?” It shouldn’t have mattered to me, but the fact that she so callously threw her own men away ate at me, among everything else that she ever did.

      She actually frowned. “I’ll admit, we didn’t know every facet of your plan. Burying the guns in the fields, that was a good trick. Unfortunately for you, we knew enough.”

      We were betrayed.

      I knew a slave had sold us out. It wasn’t just my paranoia. That had to be it. Or maybe… Semmi?

      I wanted to know desperately, but it was doubtful she would answer. I couldn’t simply ask if it was Semmi either. If he wasn’t the traitor, then I’d be outing him. Curious, though, that I hadn’t seen him at all in the fighting. He was supposed to meet us in the courtyard, but he never showed. Which meant he was either dead, captured, or the traitor. None of those were ideal.

      What happened to my friends outside, to the rebellion and all the slaves and all the women and children that we tried to rescue? Were they all dead? Captured? Did the enforcers know where the base was?

      The terror of these questions cascaded over me.

      Galena cooed, “It’s okay, sweet Jinx. Don’t you fret. I’ll take good care of you again. You’ll be my honored guest. After all, what kind of host would I be if I didn’t treat royalty well?”

      That one sentence may as well have been a blaster bolt straight to my gut. The wind was knocked out of me as alarms blared in my mind. She knows… No. She knew. From the smug look of triumph on her face, I could tell that she’d always known

      If that was the case though, why had she let me live all these years? She could have killed me or sold me to the king for whatever price she wanted. So why? Why? Was she the one who informed them that I was alive? Was she the reason why those bounty hunters found me, why I was dragged back into this hell of a life?

      She was amused by my look of bewilderment. She chuckled, covering her mouth with her dainty gloved hand. Such a delicate little hand that could inflict so much pain and suffering.

      This was it. It was over.

      She flicked her wrist nonchalantly. “Take her away. Be sure to make her comfortable.”

      The enforcers didn’t say a single word, they just silently advanced on me. I didn’t move, I couldn’t move. There was nothing I could do. Against my best efforts, tears rolled down my cheeks and splashed against my pants.

      I’m sorry, Yan, was the last thing I thought, a single tear rolling down my cheek, as the enforcers surrounded, and the butt of a blaster smashed into the back of my skull, sending me careening into the dark abyss.
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      Two weeks. Two weeks I’d waited, and we hadn’t heard a single thing from Callos Prime, not a peep from Jinx or Jax. I had no clue what was going on with her, and it drove me mad.

      Every night, I dreamed of Jinx—of her smile and her laugh and her kisses—and every night, that dream devolved into a nightmare of fire and blood and I woke up in drenched in sweat and gasping for breath. I’d reach over to grab Jinx only to remember that she wasn’t there. She was lightyears away, on the planet of her slavery, in chains again, trying to start a war.

      And I was just supposed to be okay with that.

      I respected that she had to do it. I believed in her, in her strength and all she’d done to that point, at how much she’d grown, but this was different. She was in real danger and I was just stuck on this stupid base twiddling my thumbs, hoping for any bit of news, praying to the saints that it was good.

      I kept trying to talk to the general, to get some sort of task or mission to keep my mind occupied, but they stopped letting me into the war room to see him, or he was elsewhere and not to be disturbed. It seemed all my privileges before were strictly due to my relationship with their queen, and with her absence, those privileges were revoked.

      Figured.

      So instead, I went to the makeshift gym they’d set up and pounded away at the sparring dummies. I wasn’t very strong, as us Goons were notoriously weak-boned and thin as a race. But even so, it was the best way for me to blow off steam.

      Punching and punching and punching and kicking and grunting, all my anger and frustrations flowing out of me in messy torrents.

      My fists hurt. I was hitting the dummy so hard that the padding was fraying, and my knuckles were banging against the metal frame beneath, but I didn’t care. I just kept at it, ignoring the stares and gossip of the soldiers training nearby.

      I wished I could go to my ship, my home, play cards with Pivek, or just fly around with K, or share a drink with Rayvin and Ell—because they had some wild Elarri drinking games I’d grown fond of—but my crew had been sent on different missions due to their experience, and somehow I was the only one left behind.

      Which was most infuriating because I was perhaps the most skilled of all of them. It was my ship, my crew, my friends, my queen.

      And I was just here. Alone.

      I swung again, and in my rage, I missed the dummy completely and hit the metal wall right behind it. I cursed and dropped to my knees, cradling my hand to my chest, the bones of my knuckles vibrating with pain. Great, something else. What a surprise.

      “You’re not having a good day, are you?” said a voice behind me. Amara. I sat back.

      “That obvious, huh?”

      She smirked and sat beside me. I hadn’t seen her in a solid month. With her having past revolutionary experience and vast weapons knowledge, she was one of the resistance’s new favorite toys…along with my ship.

      “You should probably let me take you to the infirmary to look at that. No doubt you made a mess of it.”

      I shrugged. “Probably.”

      She sighed, her shoulders sagging. “They told me about Jinx’s new mission. I’m sorry.”

      “I just feel so helpless.”

      “I almost picked the general up and tossed him against the closest bank of monitors when he told me, I was so furious.”

      “You should have. I would have busted you out of the brig.”

      Amara chuckled. “No brig could hold me, Yan, you know that. No help needed on your end.”

      “Maybe, but I love a good prison escape.”

      She nodded, then stood, bending over to flatten the seams and creases of her pants. She grabbed my good hand and forced me to my feet. “Come on, idiot. Let’s get you fixed up.”

      I didn’t argue, resigning myself to her care. There was no arguing with her once she was in medic mode. Then again, there was little use arguing with her under any conditions. That was usually a losing battle. Did I still argue with her almost every chance I got? Of course, but that was more for my own entertainment than trying to get my way or prove my point. She was just fun to verbally spar with.

      Amara said nothing as she dragged me to the infirmary. By then, the pain really began to seep into my hands. Both of them throbbed something terrible, but the one I’d smashed against the wall was like a searing ball of flames—as if I’d stuck it into a smelter and held it inside the plasma coals.

      We barged into the infirmary, though none of the medics and nurses made a fuss of it, since most of them have become acquainted with Amara and her no-nonsense style, as well as her medical ability. She would have been a valuable medic, but she had far more value as a soldier.

      The infirmary was busier than usual, due to the recent string of combat missions the resistance had undertaken. Some were from ongoing campaigns, while others were new—attempts to draw the royals’ eyes away from Callos while the rebellion there began. There were a lot of injured, though I didn’t spy too many that seemed to be in life-or-death battles.

      Amara pulled me toward the back where there were a few spare beds. “Sit,” she ordered. I’ll never grow tired of her lack of bedside manner.

      I sat, and she took hold of my probably-broken hand. She prodded at it, moving my fingers up and down, pressing on my knuckles. I winced with every little touch. I got no apologies. “Yep, a few broken knuckles.” She dropped my hand and groaned. “You refuse to make things easy for me.”

      “I don’t recall asking you to do this.”

      “I can’t have you wasting these medics’ valuable time when they have real soldiers to deal with it.”

      I was about to argue that I was a real soldier, but was I really? Maybe that was the problem. I was a thief, a conman, a delinquent, playing soldier in a war I had no business being in, with a woman, a queen, that I should have had no realistic chance with. Saints, what the hell am I doing?

      She retrieved some biogel. Thankfully, one of the perks of being part of a military movement was they had a ready supply of medical equipment that I’d otherwise had to ration aboard the Sanara with my crew.

      My hands quickly soothed, the pain numbing to a distant ache as long as I didn’t move them too much. I knew the bones would begin to heal before long, which would be a fun experience as always.

      Once I was more or less taken care of, Amara sat next to me on the bed and leaned back on her hands, kicking her small jade legs into the air.

      “What’s going on with you, Slim-Hands?”

      I didn’t want to talk about it, but I supposed it was doing no one any good having me rage in the gym and break my hands, so I had to vent to someone. I told her about how I’d basically been grounded, how everything in my life had been whisked away from me, my friends and ship and my identity as a thief.

      I mean, what was I doing in this resistance just sitting around waiting for the girl I loved to hopefully return alive and well? I was Yan Slim-Hands, galaxy-renowned thief! I had bounties in every galactic society amongst the stars! My skills were being wasted and no one in this damn rebellion seemed to appreciate that fact.

      Amara released a breath. “I know how difficult it can be to deal with the rigidity of a military unit, how they don’t always utilize you to the best of your abilities.”

      With a huff, I laid back against the bed and stared up at the fluorescents above, even if they hurt my eyes. “Do you know?”

      When she didn’t answer right away, I sat up and looked at her. Amara was staring at her hands, her mind far away. “Did I ever tell you why I left all those skirmishes in the Confederacy behind?”

      I shook my head. She hadn’t. I’d always been curious, but in the past, Amara had always been reluctant to open up about her military days. It was obvious there was a lot of pain there, and I didn’t want to open old wounds if I didn’t have to. I didn’t need to know more about her past to know how loyal she was, to know that she was a very good and caring friend and person, even if her outer shell was a little hard to crack.

      But now she was volunteering that information. I wouldn’t take that for granted.

      Eyes on her hands still, she continued, “Mothona and Beenum Minor both declared their independence from the Hegemony, which naturally those skin-bags didn’t appreciate. I was a mercenary back then, a hired gun. I’ve fought in small conflicts around the stars for many, many years, but one of my friends was from Beenum Minor, so we all joined up for his sake. I killed many for that cause. Mission after mission, all for their freedom. Very much similar to what I’m doing now. But none of us were in any sort of command, not him, not me, not any of my friends. We were sent where the rebellion wanted. Sometimes I didn’t agree with it, but I did what I was told.”

      She paused, taking a deep breath. “One day, we got intel about a Hegemony prison. We were to hit it, because it was their main prison on the planet and was where most of our POWs were kept.”

      I gulped, seeing the parallels to this resistance so obviously.

      “It was obviously a trap. The intel was too good to be true, the guards off rotation for a holiday, the way we got the intel…all of it. They didn’t think they needed me. They left me behind. I told them that they were making a mistake, that my skills were wasted doing a stupid escort mission.

      “All my friends—every last one of them—were killed on that mission. A few were captured and we…” Amara paused, choking on her words. “We found them later, once we finally managed to liberate the place for good. I found them all dead in their cells, evidence that they’d been brutally tortured.”

      She fell into silence. I didn’t know what to say. All I could do was look at my feet. I didn’t know what lesson I was supposed to take from this, because she was just validating my fears—that I’d lose Jinx, knowing I could have done something to help her.

      I licked my lips and looked at her. “What happened after that?”

      “I left. Packed my gear and vanished in the night. They were the only reason I was there, even if I’d empathized with their plight for freedom, but they’d lost my trust, my will. I couldn’t be part of it. Both systems eventually succeeded in their efforts to gain true independence, and they joined the Confederacy. But some of the leaders I’d called mentors and friends who I fought with rose into positions of power and were so mad that I left that I still have bounties there.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Amara dropped her hands and stood, her back to me. “The point is, I know what you’re dealing with. I know it’s hard, but this is war, and you need to be prepared. Because war doesn’t care about you or what you love.”

      “That’s a very cheerful sentiment, Amara.”

      She turned to me and smirked. “I mean, you need to stand up to those officers who think they know what they’re doing and think they know your worth. Because guess what? They don’t. And you have more leverage than you think. Remind them of that. Imagine what would happen if you left. I think it would be a lot harder for them to keep their queen happy or keep me or the Sanara or the others happy.” Amara put a hand on my shoulder and squeezed. “Let them know your worth. Even if you have to hurt some feelings.”

      I nodded. “Thanks. Now I just need you to knock the guards at the war room out so I can actually get in there to say all that stuff.”

      She smiled. “It would be my pleasure.”

      My wrist-comm chirped. I groaned. I was in no mood to talk to anyone in the resistance, but I knew they’d keep trying me if I didn’t answer, so I swallowed my anger and clicked the receiver.

      “Hello?”

      “Mr. Yan,” said a voice I didn’t recognize, probably an analyst or officer.

      “How may I help you?”

      “General Yullarin requests your presence in the war room.”

      I wiped a hand over my face. The general was the last person I wanted to deal with. “Is it possible that this can wait? I just broke my hand and the biogel hasn’t kicked in yet.”

      There was a pause, as if the person had stepped away to ask the general that very question. I knew the answer if that was the case. “I’m afraid it is urgent.” There was another pause, but I could still hear them licking their lips, parsing their words. “We’ve received word from Callos Prime.”

      I was on my feet and running out the infirmary before the officer or Amara could say a word.
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      Maybe I was being dramatic, or making a fool of myself, but I sprinted through the halls of the station, jumping past people in the way, doing my best to not take any one out, but I would not be stopped. Amara was on my heels, yelling for me to calm down, but I didn’t listen. She may have had the strength of a hundred men, but she didn’t have the speed of them, and I’d always been far more agile than her.

      Of course, she caught me when I came to the grav-lift that would take me to the war room on the upper levels. I sucked in a breath.

      “Urgent is never good,” I said, trying to calm my racing heart. “Good news is never urgent. Always bad news.”

      Amara shook her head. “You don’t know that, Yan.”

      I didn’t grace that with a response. Instead, I stepped into the lift and rode it to the top. Moments later, I was standing before the closed doors of the war room. Two crimson-uniformed resistance soldiers stood guard on either side. For these last two weeks they wouldn’t let me through and would hardly say a word to me other than to tell me to piss off. But this time, they opened the doors for me and let me through.

      I left a few choice curses hanging on my tongue.

      The war room was more abuzz than usual, with more officers huddled around holo-charts and monitors. A large projection of Callos Prime dominated the middle of the room from the central projector. General Yullarin stood near it, looking up, arms crossed as he stroked his chin. An officer stood beside him, reciting from a data-pad in their arms.

      When Amara and I entered, his attention turned to us, and he dismissed the attendant, who saluted and went over to some of the charts.

      “Yan, Amara,” he said, his gruff voice betraying no hint of emotion, as usual. The war could be over, win or lose, and he still wouldn’t show anything.

      I forced myself to salute, even though I really didn’t want to. I wanted to curse him out and punch him, but that wouldn’t have been wise.

      “General,” I said. Amara saluted too. I gulped. “You…you have word from Jinx?”

      He didn’t answer right away. Instead, he gave us his back and walked a couple of steps. I could see the tension in his muscles pressing through the tight hems of his uniform. No… This wasn’t good news. Of course it wasn’t. I didn’t get good news.

      “General!” I exclaimed when my patience frayed too thin.

      “Yes, Slim-Hands, we have received word from Jax.” He emphasized our friend’s name, the meaning very clear. They have not heard from Jinx. Which could only mean…

      The general finally faced us again, his shoulders sagging with the weight of his entire people. I tried to have some sympathy. I had no idea how hard this was for him, for this whole movement. I was just worried about the girl I loved, but this was more than that for everyone here.

      Still, the general could have been straight with me. That was all I wanted, just some damn common curtesy.

      “Lieutenant Nazari managed to make contact,” the general said before taking a long breath. He really had a way with building suspense. “The slave rebellion has commenced, but their first large-scale attack ended in failure. Many slaves were killed, and the main force and leaders have fled into the mines that they made their base in.” He paused.

      “What about Jin— I mean, Her Highness?” Or was it majesty? I wasn’t good with royal terms.

      The general looked stricken, a look that sent dread surging through me. “I’m afraid that our queen has been taken captive, along with several other slaves.”

      No. Saints, no.

      This was a nightmare. This was the worst thing I could think of. Jinx now returned to the evil hands of the people that had scarred her so thoroughly. Saints only knew what kind of sick and awful things they would do to her, especially if they learned her true identity. Best case, they’d torture and make her a slave again. Worst case… Well, I didn’t want to even entertain that thought because it was enough to make me want to hurl.

      Clenching my fists, I glared at Yullarin. “I don’t care what you have to say, but I am taking my ship, and my crew, and we are going to rescue Jinx. I will not leave her down there with those monsters. And if you think—”

      “I agree,” the general said.

      I stared at him, mouth agape. “Y-you do?”

      “Do you believe we would simply leave our queen—a girl we’ve searched, hoped, and prayed for, for years—to just die alone? I think not. Materelle would damn us all if we suffered such a decision.”

      It was good to hear that. I knew he cared for Jinx, but I also knew just rushing into a potential warzone wasn’t the most strategic thing to do. But I supposed rescuing the queen trumped all arguments of pros versus cons. They couldn’t abandon her. She would be the face of the resistance, of the Torgoran people, and they could not afford to lose her.

      And I could not afford to either. If I lost Jinx, I…

      No, relax. You won’t lose her. I had to stay positive.

      I pursed my lips and nodded to the general, trying to appear appreciative. “Glad to hear it, General. When should we leave?”

      Yullarin walked over to some charts and a holo of Callos Prime. “I’ve already sent clearance to the hangar bay for you to take off. Leave as soon as you can.”

      “Sir,” I said.

      “General,” Amara said, stepping up beside me, arms folded formally behind her. “Will we have any backup?”

      He turned back to us. “Yes…but not right away. We don’t have the queen’s exact location, but Nazari said he was working on it. I’ll relay his frequency once you take off. Contact him, and once he gives you the location, hit it as hard as you can.”

      “Wouldn’t that risk the queen?”

      “I don’t want you to blow it sky high, Miss Amara, I want you to attack. But if you have issues with that, perhaps you can coordinate something better with the lieutenant and the Callos rebels. In case you can’t tell, we’re a bit desperate.”

      “Understood. Sorry, sir.”

      “Apology accepted.” There was a lightness in his gaze, something I wouldn’t have expected in such a tense time, but I was glad to see he wasn’t a complete emotionless automaton. “We will scramble a battle group to aid you, but that will take a bit of time, and though I’d like for you to delay, I know that would be too much to ask. Her Majesty means a great deal to us, for our people, but you are her family, so she must mean even more.”

      That was the nicest thing he’d ever said to us. Hell, it was the first time he’d ever really acknowledged how important we were to Jinx.

      “We’ll get her back, General,” I said, trying to sound as confident as I could. “You have my word.”

      “I know you will.” The general gave us a respectful bow. “Dismissed. Go get our queen.”

      “Yes, sir!” Amara and I said.

      We didn’t waste any time rushing from the war room. We didn’t bother to say a word to one another, though I did call ahead to Ketellin to get the Sanara ready to fly. He didn’t question my orders, knowing I would fill him and everyone else in once on board. I commed everyone to make sure they were aboard as well and not out and about. Of course, Rayvan and Beleak were playing cards in the mess, but they didn’t hesitate to return.

      Within a few minutes, we arrived at the hangar, which was already abuzz with frantic activity as pilots scrambled to their fighters and resistance fighters filed in heading to the nearest transport. They made good time, but it would be a few minutes. I was happy to know that come our attack, they’d be right behind us.

      The Sanara was docked toward the front, near the shielded bay doors, along with the Diego. We didn’t take that old junker out much, since she didn’t fight too well, and the resistance had other transports. We’d only stolen it out of necessity. For all I really cared, the resistance could have her. She was reliable and sturdy, but my crew had no use for her.

      Without any words, we marched aboard my ship and took our seats. The Sanara hummed to life, all ready for us to go. I was barely in the cockpit when I told Ketellin to go.

      “Punch it. Jinx doesn’t have a lot of time.”

      He nodded and took us out.

      I took a deep breath beside him. I’d kept my cool for a while as I gathered my people for this mission, but now that we were on our way, my pulse jolted, pounding in my ear. This was what I feared most, losing Jinx to this war, and it was going to happen if we didn’t get there in time.

      Once we were far enough away from the station and Teraxious, Ketellin put us to jump.

      I stood and raced down the hall to the holo-terminal.

      The others were waiting for me. Pivek, Ell, Rayvan, Beleak, Amara. All of them looking as bleak and shocked as I felt. We all knew something like this could happen, that could even happen on this mission, but I guessed we all felt our luck would hold for just a little while longer.

      They said nothing as I came to the holo.

      “What was the frequency code for the rebels on Callos?” I asked. I needed answers from someone on that planet, and I needed them right away.

      “Here, I’ll put it in.” Amara pushed me aside and typed in the frequency, her fingers dancing across the console. It was amazing how she could memorize long codes like that. I was useless with that. Most of the time. When she was done, she initiated the call and stepped back.

      There were a few short beeps, then a delay, before a buzz sounded. The holo did not come on. Instead, just a gargled voice over audio comm came through. I supposed that was to be expected. How would a bunch of slaves have a holo-terminal?

      “H-hello? May I ask who is speaking? How did you get this frequency?”

      “This is Yan of the Sanara. We’re with the resistance. Is Lieutenant Nazari there? I need to speak with him urgently.”

      “Oh! Y-yes, sir, right away.” The comm went dead, nothing but static for several long moments before the line beeped back to life. “Here he is,” said the voice. There was a shuffling sound as presumably Jax took over.

      “Jax, is that you?” I asked.

      Jax’s voice rang through the comm, his breath sounding ragged and tired. “Ah, Yan, it’s… It’s good to hear your voice.”

      I put my hands around the console. “Same to you, my friend. Now give me details. What the hell happened down there?”

      He recalled the entire string of events that led to Jinx’s capture and their retreat. The ambush had gone off without a hitch at first. The slaves undercover in the fields brandished their weapons and fired upon their masters. More slaves joined the fighting, taking courage from their free siblings.

      But they’d miscalculated. The force that responded was much larger than it had any right to be, almost as if the enforcers knew that the rebellion was coming. They were still trying to figure out what had happened, so on top of everything else, they may have a traitor in their midst.

      When the enforcers broke the rebels’ advance, many retreated back to the mines, scattering through the maze of tunnels. Others fled to the woods, where they either were captured or disappeared. The whole estate was in an uproar, and apparently estates across the planet were cracking down on their slaves.

      Jinx and Jax were separated by a blast from a concussion cannon. Jinx then led her men to the mansion to try to free the house slaves, but everything fell apart and she was captured.

      I pinched the console, my teeth gritted. Amara scolded me, but I ignored her. “How could you let that happen?” I demanded.

      “You think I wanted this to happen? We were in a battle, Yan! Blaster bolts flying, concussion cannons and plasma balls all through the air, people dying all around, women and children alike caught in the crossfire. It was hell. Don’t presume to know what you’re talking about.”

      I raked my fingers through my hair. He was right, and I knew it, but I still could only barely contain my rage. “You’re right. I… I’m sorry.”

      Jax took a deep breath, already past his anger. “I was pushing up with her. She was mad, rushing at the manor blindly. Covered her as best we could, trying to follow her. I was right on her tail, but next thing I knew, I was thrown through the air. A blaster bolt hit my leg. I couldn’t move. It was chaos. A few soldiers continued on with her, but more and more enforcers showed so we were forced to fall back. Pushing forward would have been suicide. So, if I’m being honest, I… I don’t even know if Jinx is alive. I only reported that she was captured because I can’t bear the thought of the alternative.”

      The pain in his voice was palpable.

      I cursed and pinched the bridge of my nose to keep my terrified and angry tears from spilling. “I just… She has to be alive. There’s no way she isn’t.”

      “We can’t know that for certain, Yan.”

      “Well, we can’t sit back and presume that she’d dead either. If she is still alive, which I fully believe, I’m terrified of what they’ll do to her—especially if they find out who she is.”

      He sighed. “Me too.”

      Pivek clacked over to me, his massive frame standing over me. His claws signed rapidly. ‘We will get little Jinx back. There’s not a chance we will let them hurt her.’ He put an arm around me.

      I nodded, trying to smile. Pivek was not an overly affectionate type, but he was as loyal as they came and would do anything for his friends. We all would.

      “Thanks.”

      “We’re gonna bust in there and get her back, and kill all them slavers for good measure,” Ell added with a wicked grin that was downright scary.

      One of the consoles started to beep. Jax’s scratchy voice sounded. “Maxen’s connecting us through video. I didn’t realize he’d fixed it.”

      Pivek and I walked to the video monitors. I flicked the switch and the black screen buzzed for a second before Jax appeared. A bit hazy and staticky, but that was to be expected. It looked like he was in a cave. There was a flurry of activity behind him. I could see several people that were bloodied and dazed.

      Jax looked at us with hope, but even I could see that he looked like a hell-ridden mess through the monitor. Dirt and dried blood caked his face and hair, and his clothes, which appeared to be little more than the slaver rags I’d once found Jinx in, were torn and singed. In conclusion, he was about as messed up as I had expected.

      I couldn’t begin to imagine what he’d seen. I’d been in firefights before, too many, and seen death—again, too many—but a full-scale battle? I’d yet to enjoy that particular horror, and I wasn’t looking forward to it in the slightest.

      But this was war.

      “We’re on our way, my friend. We’re gonna get her back, don’t you worry. We’ll have a fleet of resistance ships on our tail soon enough too. We’re gonna take that skiiving pile of a planet.”

      Jax pursed his lips and tried to look encouraged. “Let’s hope it’s enough to spark rebellion across the planet. We won’t be able to take it otherwise.”

      I nodded. “All we can do is hope and pray for now.” I folded my arms behind my back and gave him a brave expression, though on me, I was unsure how confident it looked. “Good luck, Jax. Stay safe.”

      “The same to all of you.”

      The vid call blinked out, and it was just me and my crew again. I turned back to them, who looked at me with hopeful eyes, though there was some trepidation there too. Other than Amara, none of them had flown into a literal warzone before. Well, I didn’t think they had. Beleak, there was no telling.

      Amara put an arm around my shoulders. “We’re going to get our little queen back, Yan.”

      My eyes went to my feet. “I’m more concerned with what they’ll do to her before we do.”

      “She’s strong, tough, tougher than any of us. She can endure whatever they throw her way. You have to believe that. Jinx will survive, and we’ll save her.”

      I did believe her. Jinx would endure anything, but that didn’t mean that she had to. Just because someone could go through suffering and come out the other side didn’t mean I had to be okay with it. Jinx had endured enough in her life. I aimed to make sure she didn’t have to deal with that pain anymore.

      The ship shuddered out of one jump before skipping into the next. My stomach lurched for a moment before settling. Ugh. My stinking nerves. Amara gave me a sympathetic smile then retreated to her quarters. The others dispersed as well, probably to get some much-needed rest or do whatever preparations they needed before we came to battle.

      Me, I just shuffled to the cockpit like a walking corpse. I had hope in my heart and determination blazing through me, but neither would extinguish my worry for Jinx. All I could do was hope and pray that the saints were watching her—or Materelle, or whatever gods existed that wanted to throw us a bone.

      In the cockpit, I took my copilot seat beside Ketellin. He regarded me coolly, offering me a flicker of a smile, which was just about the peak of affection from him.

      “A few more hours,” he said in his gurgled voice.

      I nodded. “Thanks.”

      “We’ll get her back. She is our queen. We will not let her suffer at their hands.”

      That was about the most words I’d ever heard him string together. I loved my amphibious friend, but speaking was not something he did very often—at least not at length.

      “Let’s hope you’re right,” I said, collapsing into the seat, my head back against the rest.

      He grunted in acknowledgement then turned his gaze forward at the vastness of the void beyond. I turned my gaze that way too, drinking in the passing stars and colors. Space truly was a wonder, a beauty. Magical. If only I could have enjoyed it.

      There was no use worrying about this. I had to have some faith in my friends and in the girl I loved. She was strong, as Amara said. And we would get there before anything terrible happened. I had to believe that with all my heart to keep from going mad.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath as my ship rumbled in its next jump.

      Just hang on, Jinx. I’m coming for you.
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        Thank You For Reading

      

      

      Thanks for reading The Torgoran Revolt, the second book in the epic Plundering the Stars series. The adventure has really taken an unexpected turn, hasn’t it?

      One thing’s for certain, the galaxy will never be the same again. And hopefully that’s a good thing.

      

      The last story in the series is will be released later this year. Keep an eye out for it on Amazon. And while you’re waiting, check out all the other stories we’ve published. You sure to find more out of this world stories.

      
        
        Check out James David Victor’s books on Amazon:

        amazon.com/James-David-Victor/e/B073XH6BF6

      

      

      

      Before you go, it would be awesome if you left a review for me. I really enjoy reading reviews and hearing from readers.

      

      Lastly, if you would like to be notified whenever I release a new book plus learn about all kinds of special offers, you should consider signing up for our Science Fiction Newsletter. The details are on the next page. You will get a free story when you sign up.

      

      
        
        Thanks again. Now, turn the page and check out the Science Fiction Newsletter!
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