
ONE

I laria sat behind the pilot of the little transporter as it entered Earth’s
atmosphere. Around her, the shuttle shook, but she didn’t pay it any

mind. Not anymore.
Instead, she was already daydreaming of being home. This was the

third mission down to the old city called Dallas – the capital of one of
the new Earth countries – in as many months. And the thrill of the de-
scent had more than worn off by now.

Her thoughts shifted and she remembered the first trip down, play-
ing bodyguard to the pilot and two scientists at the president’s request;
she’d been worried that the ship would break apart upon entry, that the
rattling was a sign that it wasn’t sturdy enough for Earth’s atmosphere.

Now that she thought about it, it wasn’t as outlandish a thought as
it sounded. Few had made this journey since The Coalition had been all
but cut off from Earth for around a century, except a few isolated ex-
peditions – one of which had resulted in her father’s death. Before that
first mission, Ilaria had never experienced things like wind resistance on
a ship, especially in a tiny class-two transporter that was little more than
two chairs in the cockpit and two rows of chairs in the back for passen-
gers.

On that first trip, despite the chain of events that had led her to be
assigned to the job, Ilaria had felt a rush of excitement. She was one of
the few members of The Coalition to come to Earth since the ‘End’ –
what the Earthborn called the outbreak of the plague that had ransacked
the planet and caused entire civilizations to crumble.
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And kept her people from ever going back to Earth without an atmo-
suit. She remembered seeing her dad wearing his when he boarded his
ship for the last time.

It was that fact that had caused her excitement to waver as she’d real-
ized that just because she was on the planet, she wasn’t free from confine-
ment. On Moon Base One, it had been in the form of the giant domes;
on Earth it was the atmo-suit. And she quickly discovered that being
forced inside a suit designed for her protection was all the more ago-
nizing when she could see other people, the Earthborn, walking around
freely without one, able to fully experience the world.

Besides that, the atmo-suits were impractical when it came to some
of the more delicate procedures she found herself doing to help out the
scientists whom she’d been assigned to protect in case things got a lit-
tle out of hand while on the ground. Things hadn’t and from the people
she’d met of the Earth country Southkey, Ilaria didn’t expect things to
get anywhere close to out of hand.

Today, they weren’t coming to run more tests, however. They were
coming to bring the Earthborn researcher, Doctor Salazar, to Moon Base
One with them. Whatever the doctor had been doing, it was apparently
legitimate enough for both of the scientists to be chattering excitedly to
each other, their voices carrying from the back of the ship.

She’d stopped listening to what they were saying before they’d even
taken off from Moon Base. She couldn’t have kept up with the conversa-
tion even if she had been hanging on every word the scientists said, not
that she cared enough to try.

She got up from her seat and walked into the cockpit. The pilot was
flying the ship over the half ruined city of Dallas. Her heart ached in
her chest at the decay that had come over humanity in the past hundred
years. They were rebuilding – kind of. Much of the old city had been re-
purposed by the military into tidy square apartment buildings that were
as dull and gray as the landscape in which they were set.

She couldn’t help but think about how depressing Earth had become.
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The pilot didn’t say anything to her upon her approach; she’d had a
new pilot every trip down so there’d been no chance to bond with any-
one. He mechanically steered the ship towards what was easily the high-
est point in the city – a set of three towers rising high above the skyline of
the rest of the world below. These were the only remaining towers from
before the End.

Ilaria’s thoughts drifted to her friends as the pilot moved the ship
closer to the center of the city to their designated landing spot on top of
one of these three remaining towers.

It had been months since she’d seen any of her friends. She could re-
member clearly the look of anger and disdain that President Martinez
had worn when he’d found out that Arsen and Jerson had taken the only
ship in the solar system with any sort of interstellar traveling capabilities
to chase after a preteen girl.

She had to suppress a smile at the thought; it still gave her more joy
than it should to think about.

Her thoughts darkened with guilt as they shifted to Ion. He’d woken
up a couple of weeks ago and she still hadn’t gone to see him. She wasn’t
sure why. She told herself that she was too busy to go to the hospital, but,
if she was being honest with herself, she knew she was avoiding him.

Ilaria couldn’t look him in the eyes and be the one to tell him that
his sister had shot him and that Arsen had run off after her, leaving Ion
behind. She knew the news would devastate him.

So she hadn’t dealt with it even though she was sure he’d found out
by now everything that had happened since he’d been in the coma.

She realized she needed to get over her holdups because, when she
thought about it, no one else really understood what it had been like for
her when the Araneans attacked.

Sure, the whole Coalition was still mourning the destruction of
Moon Port with mass services being held once a week for all the newly
recovered bodies, but no one else had been there. And even though Kae-
lan had also seen the annihilation of Moon Port firsthand, no one had
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been on that Aranean ship, captured, and felt the hopelessness that came
along with it.

It was just she and Ion left, now that Jerson and Arsen were gone,
who had lived those events.

Because there were things even Kaelan couldn’t understand. True,
she was there for all the mayhem during the attack. But she hadn’t been
there while staring the Aranean captain in his three red eyes as he told
them he was going to destroy humanity.

That wasn’t something any amount of sympathizing could help
someone truly understand.

The thud of the loading ramp hitting the tower roof brought Ilaria
back to the present. She straightened herself up and thanked the pilot as
she walked out of the cockpit.

She walked in on the two scientists who had come with her on this
final journey gathering their gear. Their names were Dr. Madison and Dr.
Geoffrey, if she weren’t mistaken – which she very well could be. She
hadn’t been the most inclined to learn their names and part of her felt
guilty for that.

But after today, it wasn’t likely she’d see them again other than in
passing.

Ilaria looked down at her atmo-suit covered body, glancing up to the
display in the corner of her visor before walking down to stand on the
bottom of the ramp, her hand never straying too far from the stunner at
her hip.

There was no one on the rooftop to greet them yet, but that would
probably change in the next five minutes or so. She stared up at the
clouds as a wind strong enough for her to have to lean into it blew over
her.

She closed her eyes, imagining for a moment that she wasn’t in the
atmo-suit, but standing with no protection other than her clothes, able
to feel the breeze caressing her skin.
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Ilaria’s eyes snapped open and she shoved her thoughts back down,
walking back onto the ship. The two scientists were still gathering up
their own containers for this Earthborn woman’s various samples of the
virus. They didn’t want to risk contaminating Moon Base One with
faulty Earth equipment.

She found herself wondering, yet again, where exactly this woman
from Earth had come from and how she knew so much about the virus.
Doctor Victoria Salazar was her name and the tower they currently sat
atop was, at least in part, the lab she worked out of.

“Need some help with that?” Ilaria asked, shelving her curiosity for
the thousandth time. Doctor Madison... or was it the other one, looked
up from where she struggled to put her bag on her shoulder, and Ilaria
could see the other woman blush in embarrassment underneath her visor.

“Guess I’m still not used to working in these atmo-suits,” she said,
handing Ilaria the bag.

“It’s okay, this is the last time you’ll have to worry about it,” Ilaria said
with a small smile, hiking the bag over her own shoulder. The doctor was
quite pretty in a nerdy sort of way. She had gray eyes that reminded her
of...

Kaelan. Her girlfriend.
Instantly, the connection was gone and Ilaria walked away from the

doctor and straight out of the transporter. Her feet crunched on the
gravel as she stepped on top of the roof.

She looked around again at the gray ruins that stretched out from the
tower on which she stood. Was this what remained of humanity’s fate?
Ruins or cages.

Doctor Geoffrey walked past Ilaria toward the door that gave the
building roof access. It turned out that Ilaria had been wrong about
someone coming to meet them on the roof. That was a stark contrast
from the first time they had come here. Then, General President Horcha
of Southkey had come and greeted them all personally.

Now, there wasn’t even a bird to see the people from the moon arrive.
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Ilaria suspected, as she walked into the building and down the flight
of stairs, that General President Horcha was less than thrilled at the
prospect of The Coalition having a foothold on Earth sometime in the
near future.

Not that President Martinez seemed to care as he kept pushing the
negotiations for lands for The Coalition to settle once a vaccine was
found for their people.

Ilaria sighed and went through the door from the stairwell and into
the building proper.

Inside, it was almost as if nothing had changed in the hundred or so
years since the End. Fluorescent lights flickered above artificial tile floors,
and terrible cheap art hung from the bland, pale walls. It was as if the pic-
tures from a history book had jumped out of the tablet and were recon-
structed in front of her.

The lack of change here was deceiving, according to Doctor Victoria
Salazar. The rest of the country that had once been America wasn’t as
well off as the three towers that now made up the capital buildings of this
country. Many places had lost all power or been thrown back to the stone
age or had been completely wiped off the map. Staying alive and not re-
verting several centuries was a success by Earth’s standards.

It only took a couple of turns down the hallway before they were in-
side Doctor Victoria Salazar’s personal lab.

When they entered, she was busy carefully wrapping up the last of
her samples as the man Ilaria recognized as the general president spoke
to her in a low voice.

Both Earthborn looked up as the Coalitionists finished entering the
room.

“Good day, Doctor Salazar, and a safe journey,” the general president
said loudly enough for everyone else to hear. He left the room, giving
Ilaria and the two doctors a stiff nod as he passed.

“Charming man,” Salazar said as soon as the door had closed behind
him. She wore the biggest fake grin that Ilaria had ever seen, and that
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was saying something considering she had grown up watching her moth-
er perform as a politician.

“I’m overwhelmed by his hospitality,” Ilaria said, sarcasm dripping
from every syllable.

Salazar smiled a tiny smile that just tugged at the corner of her
mouth, her eyes twinkling. Ilaria could tell she approved of the com-
ment. She had no idea why, but the approval made her happy.

Salazar herself looked like a person out of time. Her tan face was one
of a woman who could be in her twenties, but her whole demeanor said
that she was much older and had just been graced by good genetics. She
wore little makeup, but what was there was executed with skilled preci-
sion like everything Ilaria had witnessed her do.

The only thing about her appearance that in any way alluded to
Salazar’s true age was her gray and white hair that was neatly done up in
a bun, not a single strand flying loose. She wore red-rimmed glasses in
front of golden brown eyes and a lab coat over any clothes she might have
had on underneath.

“What do you say we get this show on the road,” Salazar said, gestur-
ing to the pile of samples on the desk.

Doctors Salazar, Madison, and Geoffrey went to work loading all of
the samples into the biohazard bags that they had brought with them –
the only ones The Coalition seemed willing to trust with such a poten-
tially dangerous cargo. Once they had loaded up their bags, careful to fol-
low all the safety procedures – Ilaria was sure – they handed Ilaria back
the bag she’d been carrying.

Ilaria held the bag gingerly. She couldn’t help it. She still felt uneasy
being this close to a plague that had killed a planet, no matter how well
it was supposedly contained. Especially when she knew she was one hor-
rible mistake away from being infected.

Ilaria led the way back down the hall and up the stairs to their ship.
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The minute she stepped foot on the roof, she could sense something
different. She could hear a rumble of sorts coming from somewhere far
below.

“What is that?” she asked, looking around for the source of the
sound, but not finding one.

“I’m not sure,” Salazar said. “But it doesn’t sound good.”
“Get in the transporter,” Ilaria ordered the scientists, handing off her

bag. She took a step toward the side of the building.
Before she could take a second one, a machine flew up. Ilaria vaguely

recognized it from history books as a helicopter, but she didn’t stand
there watching it for long. The machine pulled to the side and Ilaria
made eye contact with a man holding a gun.

Someone hit her in her side and she went down right as the sounds
of an explosion went off. She heard the bullet hit somewhere, ricocheting
away, but she was only aware that it had missed her.

Wincing, Ilaria rolled the person who’d tackled her to the ground
and realized it was Doctor Salazar.

“We should go,” the woman said with urgency in her voice.
Ilaria ignored her; she aimed her stunner at the man who’d fired at

her and shot back. His body seized up as the blast hit him and he fell over
the side of the helicopter, to the top of the roof several feet below.

After that, the helicopter took off, leaving their man in the dust.
Almost as if in a trance, Ilaria walked over to the crumpled form of

the man on the ground, ignoring Doctor Salazar’s suggestions that they
leave. Her stunner shot had been from quite a distance so the effects were
weakened.

Ilaria wasn’t surprised at all to find that, though he was winded and
disarmed – his rifle had landed several yards away – the man was still
conscious when she made it to him.

“Why did you attack?” Ilaria demanded, placing her boot on the
man’s chest, preventing him from moving.
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“You’re not welcome here,” was the man’s response. He winced as
Ilaria dug her heel into him.

“We were just leaving,” she said, annoyed that she’d been kept here a
minute longer than necessary.

“Not just you,” the man sneered. “Your people. Moonwalkers aren’t
welcome in Southkey.”

“We don’t want anything from your people,” Ilaria said.
The man found that funny somehow and he laughed. “Where do you

think you are going to put your cities?”
Ilaria took her foot of the man’s chest in disgust, turning away from

him, but then she heard something else. This coming from the ground far
below.

Curious, she walked over to the edge of the building and looked
down. There was a crowd of people surrounding the tower, more than
she would have expected given the small numbers of Coalitionists. There
were about two hundred Earthborn down there and they were holding
up signs that were too far away for Ilaria to read. But she could hear that
the people were chanting.

It took a minute, but Ilaria was finally able to make out what they
were saying and her breath caught in her throat as the words were repeat-
ed over and over:

“Moonwalkers have to leave. We are not your colony.”
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TWO

K aelan gazed sadly through the observation glass at the form of
Commander Fawcett sitting alone in her cell. The woman was eeri-

ly still, staring intently at the blank wall in front of her, seeming more a
statue than a living person. She barely moved for a breath.

Kaelan suspected the commander knew she was being watched, but
maybe that was just her paranoia talking.

Behind Kaelan, the door slid open and she heard the footsteps of
someone entering the tiny, dimly lit room. She didn’t look back. It could
only be one person.

“How did the tests go?” she asked the dark-skinned man who had
come to stand beside her.

His sigh revealed how tired he actually must be. “They gave us a
whole lot of nothing useful,” he said. “The legs of the Spider are wrapped
around the patient’s brain stem. There’s no way we can surgically remove
it without killing her.”

Patient sounded like an oddly cold and clinical choice of words for
the man to use in reference to Commander Fawcett, but Kaelan didn’t
say anything. It wasn’t her place.

She sighed just as the man had. It’d been a long few months since the
round-the-clock work on trying to get an alien out of The Coalition’s top
military officer began.

“Ilaria isn’t going to be happy,” Kaelan said as she finally tore her eyes
away from the commander and looked up at the man.
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Ronald’s brown eyes were gentle despite the pain they held. “As
much as she likes to pretend, my sister isn’t alone in that,” he said.

Doctor Ronald Fawcett continued looking back at her. He looked
like Ilaria, Kaelan thought not for the first time since they’d met. The
same cheek bones, the same jawline. Their noses were different; Ronald’s
was much slimmer than his sister’s or even their mother’s for that matter.
Kaelan could only assume he got that from his father.

They both looked back to his mother, who sat as still as ever. “So
what’s next?” Kaelan asked.

From the corner of her eye she saw Doctor Fawcett shrug. “We’ll
have to come up with more some tests from the samples we took today,”
he said, his voice wavering as if he was having a hard time finding the con-
fidence he usually carried.

Those were words he’d repeated often in the past three months:
“More tests.” He’d gone through test after test after test on all those af-
fected, trying to locate a weakness in the Spiders, as the doctors had tak-
en to calling them, but they had found none.

Kaelan nodded. “And The Guard members who have also been af-
fected?” She didn’t want to ask. She had friends who’d been arrested with
Commander Fawcett. People whom she’d gone to The Academy with.

“They’re doing just as well as she is,” Doctor Fawcett said warily as he
gave her a sideways glance, gauging her reaction.

Quiet fell between them for a moment as Kaelan struggled to get
her emotions in check. It was hard, but she sensed that Doctor Fawcett
needed someone to be strong. Even if it felt like she couldn’t mourn her
friends because his mother was in the same position.

Losing family trumped losing friends.
Still, memories came to her mind of her friends like Calvin whose

face would turn as red as his hair when he was teased. Or Frank who
could drink any of them under the table. Years of friendship and they
hadn’t acknowledged her when she’d gone to visit them after their arrest.
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Tears were prickling the corners of Kaelan’s eyes when Doctor Faw-
cett spoke, breaking the silence.

“We’ll find a solution for this,” he said. It wasn’t so much said with
confidence, but as if Ronald needed it to be true to keep going.

Kaelan gave him a weak smile. “I know we will,” she said with more
confidence than she actually felt. She had to give him something to latch
onto, even if it was something as small as her belief in him.

The words still felt wrong. Kaelan should be comforting him, not
the other way around. He was the one who had a mother infected by an
Aranean. The one whose mother was a prisoner in her own body.

If she was even still in there, a dark part of Kaelan’s mind said to her.
She shoved the thought down, repulsed by herself. There was no reason
to start giving up hope yet, no matter how long they’d been working with
no results. Medical miracles happened every day.

They watched the commander for a few more minutes, quiet once
more.

“We should leave,” Kaelan said, breaking the silence. “It’s got to be
hard for you, seeing her in there.” She didn’t mention that it was equally
hard for her because all she could see was Frank and Calvin’s coldness re-
flected in Commander Fawcett.

“It isn’t easy, I’ll give you that,” Doctor Fawcett said gratefully, turn-
ing to leave.

They walked out the door and entered the painfully white hallways
of the biological research center. White floors made of hexagons reflect-
ed the white light that shone from the ceilings.

They walked down the hallway in near silence, the only sound that of
their feet on the floor. Words seemed to elude Kaelan. What did some-
one say in these situations?

Thankfully Doctor Fawcett broke the silence for her.
“You know it’s quite incredible the Spiders can form a bond with hu-

mans at all,” he said. “Their genetic makeup is so different from ours, that
it almost isn’t possible.”
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“But it is,” Kaelan said dryly. “Lucky us.”
He didn’t seem fazed by her words. “I can’t wait to study the Spiders

more,” he babbled on. “Just think about the growth in our understanding
of biology as a whole.”

He continued to speak, and Kaelan didn’t interrupt him. She knew
he was throwing himself into the science of the Spiders because it helped
him cope with the fact that it was his mother he was trying to save. She’d
seen similar tactics with Ilaria throwing herself into the mission Presi-
dent Martinez had given her. Both throwing themselves into their work
to keep themselves from having to dwell on their emotions.

Kaelan didn’t hold their work against them. Who was she to judge
how they dealt with the situation? Both her parents were safe at home in
Moon Base Two.

They meandered their way down the halls, not really having a desti-
nation in mind.

Until they turned a corner and came to stand abruptly in front of
Ilaria.

Ronald’s good-natured face immediately tensed up. It was the first
time he’d seen his sister in over a month; Ilaria had made a point of that.
And before that encounter, it had been years.

Ilaria didn’t even bother with the niceties. “How’s the commander?”
she asked.

“The same as before,” her bother replied stiffly.
Ilaria snorted in disgust. “You’d think with all the recent advances in

technology, it wouldn’t take three months for you people to take a fuck-
ing parasite out of her head.”

“Ilaria, it’s not that simple–” Kaelan started, but she silenced herself
at Ilaria’s glower.

“I’m going to see my mother,” Ilaria said, shoving past Kaelan. “Don’t
bother joining me.”

She stormed off down the hallway in the direction that Kaelan and
Doctor Fawcett had just come.
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Kaelan let out a long weary sigh.
“I feel like I should apologize for my sister’s behavior,” Doctor Faw-

cett said. He rubbed his head as if trying to find a use for his hands.
She waved him off. “It’s fine, I’m the one who signed up for this,” she

said, trying not to let on how much Ilaria’s words had stung. “I’ll see you
around.”

Kaelan chased after her girlfriend, beating down her frustration that
Ilaria had yet to recognize the fact that Kaelan was hurting too.

She found Ilaria inside the observation room in almost the exact spot
Kaelan had just left. Ilaria was staring in silence at her mother, her face
pulled down in defeat.

“I thought I told you not to come,” Ilaria said, her voice angry as she
looked back at Kaelan entering the room.

“You know I’m not good at staying away,” Kaelan said with a small
smile. It was all she could muster with as wounded as she still felt.

Ilaria rolled her eyes in disgust and looked back through the glass to
her mother in the other room. “She wasn’t the best mother,” Ilaria said
so quietly it was almost to herself, then she let out a dark laugh. “No, she
definitely wasn’t that.”

“But you loved her,” Kaelan said, slowly approaching Ilaria as if her
girlfriend were a timid animal and any sudden movement would spook
her and send her running.

Ilaria scoffed, “I don’t know if I loved her so much as just wanting to
do something that would make this woman respect me. Even if it was on-
ly slightly.”

Kaelan was silent for a moment. She wanted to say that Ilaria’s moth-
er had been proud of her and respected her. But she honestly didn’t know
if it were true and she was terrible at lying.

“You know the hardest part about all this?” Ilaria said, breaking the
silence.

Kaelan cleared the emotion from her throat before she spoke. “What
is that?”
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Ilaria looked over to Kaelan. “I keep finding myself hoping that when
we take the Spider out, we’ll find out my mother hasn’t been in control
of her actions for years.”

Kaelan shot Ilaria an sympathetic look. “But then would she really
have been your mother?”

Ilaria shrugged and looked back at her mother, her expression dead
except for the slight tremble in her bottom lip as she spoke. “And maybe
I’ll find out that the Commander Fawcett actually cared about me and it
was the Spider that treated me like shit for all that time.”

Kaelan noticed the rest of Ilaria was trembling as well, her hands
clenched into fists at her sides. “I’m so angry,” she said, her voice shaking.
Tears welled up in her eyes and one spilled over onto her face. “All the
time.”

“I know,” Kaelan said sadly.
“And I know she didn’t treat me like anything but a disappointment,

but I still wish I had my mother. And then I feel relief because she can’t
tell me how much I’ve let her down. And then I replay every conversa-
tion I’ve ever had with her over and over again, trying to find the point
in time when she changed, and I can’t. Maybe I was raised by the Spider
after all. And then I’m right back to being angry.”

Kaelan didn’t know what else to do but wrap her arms around Ilaria.
“It’s okay to be angry,” she said.

Ilaria shook her head and pressed her face into Kaelan’s shoulder.
“That’s all I can feel right now. Just so much anger. I hate this.”

She let out a sob.
“It’s going to be okay,” Kaelan said, hoping she was right. She

squeezed Ilaria gently, wishing she could do more.
“You don’t know that,” Ilaria said, but she didn’t pull away. “How

could you know that?”
“I promise you,” Kaelan said quietly, looking through the glass at

Commander Fawcett as she rested her head on Ilaria’s, “one way or an-
other, we are going to get your mother back.”
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ION FINISHED OFF HIS sixth drink of the night as annoyingly up-
beat music blared around him. He let out a small burp as the burn of the
liquor worked its way to his gut. He set the glass on the metal counter,
ordering another drink from the bartender. He’d been out of the hospi-
tal for approximately sixty-three days and he’d spent sixty-two of those
hammered. That single day of sobriety was unintentional and consisted
mostly of him sleeping.

He was sitting in the exact same bar below where he’d first met Ar-
sen, in the throes of passion, what felt like a lifetime ago. Try as he might,
he couldn’t keep himself from coming back to this place. The place he’d
met the man he’d fallen for so hard. He was pretty sure he was in love
with him, though he’d never had a chance to give voice to the feeling.

Not that love mattered at this point. Arsen had left after Ion had
been injured, leaving to chase after Livia, and going God knows where.
Ion shouldn’t feel so bitter about that. Arsen had done what Ion
would’ve done had he been able to, but that didn’t take into account one
tiny fact.

Ion needed Arsen.
Emotional support was in short supply these days. From what he’d

heard, Ilaria was too busy trying to distract herself from her mother to
help him with his grief – let alone see him even once. Arsen was across
the galaxy. Hell, even Jerson was gone, having taken off with Arsen.

Ion thought back to the night when Livia had turned on him. Her
sickly sweet smile as she told him he’d catch on to what was going on
soon enough. The pain that had followed as she’d stabbed him and shot
him, and then everything had gone to black.

He’d woken up weeks later to find most everyone close to him gone,
and no one but Ilaria’s girlfriend there to tell him as much. She’d also ex-
plained that Ilaria was busy working a mission for the president and that
Commander Fawcett had been taken control of by an Aranean some-
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how. They’d put two and two together and both Kaelan and Ion were
fairly certain that if the commander was under Aranean control, it was
likely that Livia was as well, seeing as they’d both been on the Aranean
ship together.

Since Arsen had taken the only ship in the solar system with a func-
tioning warp drive, Ion was powerless to do anything to help Arsen
search for Livia. After all he’d done to try and save his sister, he was once
again left without hope. And even though Kaelan had stopped in to talk
to him briefly, he didn’t have anyone close for support.

So there he sat in this shitty bar as the bartender set down Ion’s sev-
enth drink and he picked it up and began working on it.

Almost as if his mind wanted to torture him further, Arsen’s face
leapt into Ion’s mind. He could still see every line and detail. From his
tan skin, to his dark wavy hair, to the piercing in the top of his left ear
and the tattoo on his arm. Picturing the look in his eyes as he leaned in
and kissed Ion right before darting into danger...

Longing crept in as Ion stared down at the dark liquid in the glass as
he swirled it around in his hand.

“Either you’ve got serious girl problems,” an attractive man with olive
skin and almond-shaped eyes sitting nearby said, “or a very serious boy
problem.”

Ion wasn’t sure if it was the liquor or attention that made him smile
at the man, but he did.

The man took Ion’s smile as a sign of encouragement and moved clos-
er. “I’m Jackson,” he said.

“Ion.”
“So which is it?” Jackson asked, a smile playing on his perfectly

formed lips. “Girl trouble... or boy?”
“Does it matter?” Ion asked, trying to play coy as he took another sip

of his drink. Some of the liquor spilled down his front as he did so and
Jackson laughed.
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“I wanted to know,” Jackson said. He reached for some towels and
helped pat Ion dry. His hand lingered a little too long on Ion’s chest and
their eyes met. “Because I wanted to know if I could do something to
help distract you.”

Ion felt his face grow warm and he nodded towards the stairs. “I
think I need to show you something upstairs.” He gulped at air that was
suddenly hard to swallow.

He paid out his tab, and for a room, and led Jackson up the stairs,
past the door to the room he’d first met Arsen in, and to a room
equipped with not much else other than a bed and a nightstand. He
turned around, sure to lock the door behind them, and when he faced
Jackson again, the other man was already beginning to undress.

Ion’s eyes raked hungrily over the corded muscles in Jackson’s arms
and chest, trailing down to where his flat stomach met his pantline.

It took all of two steps for Ion to close the distance between him
and Jackson and once he had, their lips were pressed together. Jackson’s
lips parted and Ion’s tongue darted in, exploring. When Ion went for his
neck, Jackson tilted his head back and let out a soft moan.

Ion tried to stay present, letting the passion heal him even if it would
only work for a moment. He craved the feeling of not being broken no
matter how short it lasted. Arsen’s face appeared in Ion’s mind, but he
shoved the image violently away, frustrated. Arsen had left him and had
been gone longer than Ion had known him. It didn’t matter how irra-
tional the thought was, he just wanted his heart to stop hurting over a
stupid boy.

And so when Ion and Jackson toppled over into the bed, he let him-
self be consumed with the pleasure, knowing full well that he was work-
ing with borrowed happiness.
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THREE

I on woke in a tangle of limbs with a splitting headache. It took him a
moment to orient himself. He was in one of the rooms above the bar

in Fuel Port. He was lying on top of a stranger – Jackson – and it was still
early enough that the automated daylight of the city hadn’t come on.

In the darkness of the room, it took Ion a few seconds to realize what
it was that had woken him, but as Ion looked over Jackson’s chest, in an
instant his eyes landed on a familiar looking figure shifting in the dark-
ness.

“Arsen?” he said, confused and still bleary-eyed, but then the figure
raised an arm that was holding something.

Ion recognized a weapon almost too late, diving off the bed to the
side opposite the figure just in time for the room to light up with the
green of an Aranean blaster firing.
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