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        Morganna is a legend, the fiercest dragon slayer ever to live. Nothing can stop her, nothing that is but the truth. A truth that will change her life forever.

      

      A legend.

      I can bring a full-grown dragon down with a simple swipe of my sword. Men want me and women want to be me. But everything comes at a price. A price I just paid as I run for not only my life but the one I love, in the dead of night.

      Exiled over jealousy.

      My options are limited. I belong nowhere. The mountains with the dragons or the forest with the werewolves? Neither will accept me. But that won’t stop me, for I am Morganna.

      I am a legend.

      A companion novella to the Dragon Tamer series, full of dragons, werewolves and slayers by USA Today Bestselling authors Armitage & Culican.
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      As I took one last look around my cottage, I could scarcely believe that I was never to see it again. The house I’d grown up in, the village that had been my home since the day I was born, the people I’d counted as friends and family.  I had to leave them all.

      I purposely left my sword until last. None of this was real while my sword still stood against my bed where I always kept it, ready for the next fight. I picked it up and held it, feeling the weight of it. It was so familiar to me and I was glad that I would be allowed to take it with me. It was the smallest of mercies on a day like today.

      My eyes were dry as I left the house, stepping out into the darkness. I was a famous warrior and even though there was no one around to see me leave, I wouldn’t allow myself a moment of weakness. Morganna never showed weakness! That’s how I got to where I was, by never showing fear to an enemy. Not that the people living in the cluster of small houses that made up the village of Drionas were my enemies–well, not all of them. I was one of them, almost a leader. I was respected and looked up to. At least I had been. Not anymore. Now I was a coward, leaving in the dark of night because I’d been told to by one of the village elders. I never thought my life would come to this.

      It didn’t take long to find the path leading away from the village. Even in the dark, I knew I’d find my way. My eyesight was perfect, even in the inky blackness. It was one of the reasons I was so good at what I did—slaying dragons!

      I had no clue where I was going. It was unlike me to not have a plan, but then I hadn’t been expecting the visit from Rocco two hours earlier. Rocco was a village elder, a fierce dragon slayer in his own right. One of the best. Except, as I found out tonight, ‘one of the best’ wasn’t good enough. He wanted to be the best dragon slayer in the village but that wasn’t possible while I was still around.

      I’d never taken him for the jealous type. What did he have to be jealous of? He had a wonderful family, he was well respected, and he could kill a dragon in his sleep. I guess you can never really tell with some people.

      When he’d knocked on my door, I’d invited him in for a cup of tea, assuming that he wanted to talk about next week’s dragon hunt.

      He didn’t stay long. Just long enough to tell me that he’d seen me with Xander and that in exchange for him keeping quiet, I should leave the village and never return.

      What choice did I really have? Xander was the love of my life and another village elder. He was also married with three children. Sure, I could have stayed and let the pieces fall where they may, but I couldn’t do that to him. I loved him too much. I loved him enough not to break up his family. He’d be thrown out of the village for having an affair. I afforded myself a little daydream of us both taking this journey together. His wife would eventually pick up the pieces and his kids would forget him in time, but I’d never be able to forgive myself. What had started as a little bit of fun had gotten out of hand and Rocco seeing us had given me the push I needed to end it. End it and escape any backlash. Xander would now be able to concentrate on his family.

      The path curved as it reached the village marker. I turned and took one last look at my home, but it was in complete darkness and there wasn’t anything to see. Clouds filled the sky, blocking out the moon and stars, leaving my parting view of my home as dark as the feeling in my heart.

      Rocco was going to tell the village that I had befriended a dragon. Of all the things he could come up with, that was the most ridiculous. Morganna, the best dragon slayer in living history, befriending a dragon? It was absurd. And yet, in the end it didn’t matter what he told the other villagers. I wouldn’t be there to defend myself. I should have killed him right then and there. I certainly could have. He was a magnificent warrior, but I had the edge and he knew it. But, just like with Xander, Rocco had children. A young boy and girl, neither older than five or six. However much I hated Rocco right now, I couldn’t leave their children without a father, no matter how much of a low-life he was. Why did it always come down to the children? I laughed out loud. Hearing my voice breaking the silence made me feel lonelier than ever. I’d never cared for children and yet here I was, running away to protect the kids of two different men. I knew the names and ages of all of Xander’s children, but Rocco’s were just a couple of nameless kids running around with toy swords and dirty knees. Why was I giving up my whole world just to protect them?

      “Maybe I’ve got more maternal feelings than I thought!” I whispered to myself, shaking my head. Maybe I was just going insane?

      The woodland that skirted the Triad Mountains thinned out the further I walked away from Drionas. I’d been walking over an hour and still didn’t know where I was headed. To the right were the Triad Mountains. I knew them well after years of hunting dragons in their peaks, but there was no place for me to live up there. Not unless I really did want to befriend a dragon. That would certainly be a turn up for the books, if I showed up in Drionas in a few days riding on the back of a dragon.

      I was feeling too sad to chuckle at the thought of it. Morganna, the greatest dragon slayer, riding a dragon. Like everything else that had happened that night, dragon riding was a ridiculous thought.

      Sick of wandering aimlessly, I found a rock to sit on to give me time to clear my head. I was usually so focused, so sure of what I was doing and where I was going. This aimlessness was alien to me.

      Taking a deep breath, I assessed my situation. Whichever way I looked at it, I was in a mess. Drionas was a tight knit community and as such, we didn’t travel much beyond its borders. In some ways it was nice, but in others, such as this situation, it meant that I knew no one and was woefully lacking in geographical knowledge.

      I knew, for example, that if I carried on walking in the same general direction I was already heading, I would hit the coast way past daybreak. I didn’t, however, know the names of any of the small towns and villages that populated that little bit of coastline. Living by the sea had its own appeal, but it wasn’t the type of environment I was familiar with. I needed trees and mountains and valleys. Climbing over the Triads would be difficult, so I made the decision to head north. I picked up my bag and sword and took the first fork in the road that would take me in that direction.

      The first fingers of sunshine were creeping into the sky as a man with a horse and cart drew up beside me. A cursory glance at his cart told me he was a merchant, more than likely on his way to market somewhere. In the back were rolled up rugs and carpets. Maybe it was lack of sleep or just so many years living in danger from the dragons, but my imagination took over. What if those carpets held bodies? They were certainly long enough. I gripped the handle of my sword tightly, ready to draw it in a split second if needed.

      “Good morning, miss. You look lost. Can I offer you a lift anywhere?”

      I exhaled, unaware that I’d been holding my breath. He was just stopping to help me. It wasn’t something I was used to. In my village I held a certain role: that of a woman who gave help instead of received it. “Thank you.” I climbed up and took the seat beside him. At closer quarters, he looked harmless enough and I felt foolish for thinking otherwise. I still kept my hand on my sword though. Those that lost focus were the ones that usually ended up killed first.

      “Where to?” He clicked and the horses resumed their steady trot along the cobbled road.

      “I don’t know. North.”

      “I’m going as far as the market in Fossville. That’s about an hour north of here. Will that do you?”

      I guess it would have to. “Thank you.”

      I’d never heard of Fossville, but if it had a market, it meant I could get breakfast there.

      The man talked the whole way there and I listened, not giving up any information about myself. The less people knew, the better. I didn’t want it getting back to Drionas where I was. I needed a clean break.

      When he asked me questions, I nodded my head or murmured uncommittedly, giving him only my name.

      He seemed content to talk about his work and family which suited me fine. When we arrived at Fossville, I gave him a couple of coins. He tried to argue but I insisted, though when I checked my coin purse later, I wished I had let him win. I’d left all my money in Drionas’s vault. In my haste to leave, I’d brought only my coin purse, which didn’t hold a lot. The money I had would pay for breakfast with maybe enough left to feed me for a week. After that, I would have to find a job pretty quickly.

      I bought the cheapest breakfast I could find—two eggs and a chunk of bread—and sat in the cheap-looking cafe to eat.

      Finding a job? It wasn’t going to be easy. In Drionas, I was a celebrated warrior. I’d saved the village so many times from dragons that the other villagers brought me gifts such as food and gold. I’d earned enough to live for multiple lifetimes and had put it in the central vault. It was as good as useless to me now. I had no other skills beyond slaying dragons. I couldn’t make clothes or fish. I took the last bite of my bread feeling more despondent than ever.

      I’d never not known what to do. I’d always been so sure of myself and here I was, moping around like a five-year-old that had lost his mommy. I took a deep breath and stood up. I wasn’t completely useless. I had my sword and the skill to use it. I would continue north and learn to feed myself. If I knew one thing, it was how to kill. Killing a rabbit or deer was bound to be easier than killing a dragon. At least neither of them breathed fire. I’d teach myself to hunt! As I walked through the market, I saw the merchant. I gave a wave, feeling much more cheerful, and he waved back. I was just about to walk past when I saw something that caught my eye on the next stall over. It was a crossbow. If I was going to hunt, I needed the right equipment. The stall sold all manner of weapons, including swords. None of them came close to my own sword but at least the prices were right. The crossbow would set me back nearly all of my money, but if I were to feed myself with it, it was a bargain. I even managed to get the weapon’s merchant to throw in a quiver of arrows for free.

      I felt stronger as I left the village, taking the north road. I didn’t know what lay ahead of me, but at least I was prepared.

      I walked for hours in the baking sun, determined not to stop until I found somewhere to hunt. I passed many creatures that would be delicious cooked over an open fire, but all of them were in farmers’ fields and I was many things but I wasn’t a thief. I could have tried out my new crossbow on the birds that flew over head, but they were so quick, I was afraid I‘d lose too many arrows before hitting one. I needed to find somewhere where bigger animals roamed free.

      By the time evening rolled around, I was exhausted. My stomach was complaining of the lack of food and my muscles burned with the effort of walking all day. And yet, in the distance, there was a sight that warmed my heart—a line of dark trees which could only mean the edge of a forest and, even better, the snowy peaks of a mountain range beyond.

      I’d find both food and a place to shelter in the forest, and if I was lucky, maybe a village that I would be able to call home.

      I dragged my protesting legs along for another hour until I reached the edge of the forest. It looked just like the forest near Drionas with tall pine trees, and just for a second I felt a pang as I thought of home. There was something different about this patch of trees, though. It was deadly silent. Nothing moved through the undergrowth and I couldn’t hear the sound of birds overhead. It was so quiet that the sound of my own breathing seemed magnified. Breaking the silence, I pulled my sword from its scabbard with a clatter and held it in front of me, ready to attack. There was a reason that this forest was so quiet and the only explanation I could come up with was that some big creature was eating all the smaller ones. It could even be dragons, which would suit me just fine.

      Slowly, I walked through the forest. It was much bigger and darker than I imagined and after walking for a couple of hours, I realized that my biggest problem was that I still hadn’t found food, not that I’d end up as food. I pulled a handful of leaves from a tree but they tasted bitter, so I spit them out. I knew nothing of edible plants. My stomach had long since given up growling at me and now was tightening with spasms of hunger. I was so exhausted I could barely see through the thick branches and my muscles ached so badly, I had trouble holding myself up. When I tripped over a branch and hit the ground, the resulting blackness was more than welcome.
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      I heard it before I saw it, and yet I didn’t open my eyes. So much for being a warrior. Before yesterday, I’d have been up and ready for the kill at a moment’s notice, but today, I’d happily let whatever it was that was shuffling around near my face eat me for breakfast. I was so tired that just the thought of opening my eyes felt like a feat of endurance. But when the noise turned into someone or something licking my nose, I thought I should probably see what it was.

      My eyes peeled open to see a hairy snout in my face. I pulled back and saw that the snout was attached to a wolf of some kind, except it was like no wolf I had ever seen before. It was much larger than a common wolf with longer limbs. This one didn’t act like a wolf either. Its teeth were not bared as I expected any wolf to do when facing an enemy. I pulled myself up into a sitting position and stared at the strange creature. He stared back at me as though sizing me up.

      “Are you a shifter?” I asked, feeling foolish. I’d heard stories of animals that could turn their whole being into a human form, but it was nothing more than a myth, a story handed down from generation to generation to scare the young ones.

      He cocked his head and growled. Funnily enough, his growl sounded almost human. He wasn’t scared of me, that’s for sure, and I could tell he meant me no harm. Didn’t normal wolves attack no matter what?

      Another noise startled me although the wolf seemed at ease. Behind him in the undergrowth, other wolves were heading this way. For the first time since waking up, I felt nervous. I searched the ground near me for my sword but it had fallen out of my reach. My breathing became more rapid as I realized that there was no way out of this situation alive. If I couldn’t reach my sword, I may as well lay back down and let them eat me. Then it came to me.

      My crossbow!

      I could feel it still strapped to my back.

      I waited until the first wolf looked back over his shoulder toward the others and carefully pulled the crossbow out. I’d never used it before, but the wolves were close enough and still enough for me to get a good shot. OK, so I’d probably not be able to kill them all before they attacked, but at least I’d go down with a fight.

      I’d just gotten the crossbow into my hands when the first wolf barked something that sounded like an order to the other wolves. I was startled when they all retreated and left just the two of us alone that I forgot what I was doing and dropped the crossbow to the ground in front of me.

      “They listened to you?”

      I felt stupid talking to an animal that was really no more than a wild dog, but he seemed to understand my every word. There was intelligence in his eyes and the way he looked at me. He was like no wild animal I’d ever seen before. He just sat and stared at me. I longed to reach out to him, but something told me that this wouldn’t be the right thing to do, and yet I had to do something. We couldn’t just sit and stare at each other all day.

      I was turning away to retrieve my sword when the wolf moved out of the corner of my eye. Something about the way he moved was odd, but it was only when I looked back at him directly that I saw what it was. I had been right. He was a shifter. His body was folding in on itself in the most grotesque manner. His snout became shorter as his already long limbs lengthened even more. He stood on his back legs and grew until he was over six feet in height. I should have been scared but I was mesmerized by his transformation. When it was complete, he stood before me, a young man with the same greyish-brown hair that fell down his back and the same cool grey eyes that had been staring at me for the last ten minutes. He held out his hand to help me up out of the dirt.

      I took it, figuring that if he wasn’t going to kill me as a wolf, he wouldn’t do it as a man.

      “What are you doing in our forest?” His voice was strong and commanding, exactly how I expected him to sound. He was a man in charge.

      “I’m lost.”

      He laughed then although I wasn’t sure why.

      “No one gets lost in these woods. No one would dare to enter, and yet here you are with your sword and crossbow. You are armed and yet you chose to lie on the ground for us to find you and kill you.”

      I didn’t like his tone, although he had a point. In all my time of being a dragon slayer, I’d never felt or acted so helplessly. It was embarrassing. It was also making me angry. How dare he talk to me in such a manner?

      I pulled myself up to my full height. I was a tall woman and yet I still fell a few inches shorter than him.

      “I’m a dragon slayer. If you let me get my sword, I’ll prove it to you.”

      “Here,” he said, picking up the sword and throwing it to me. “No need to prove anything.” He was laughing again.

      Now with my sword in my hand, I knew I was invincible. He didn’t have his legion of buddies behind him now. It was just me and him, and I was the one with a weapon.

      I held the point of the sword to his throat and adopted my most menacing expression. “Don’t laugh at me or I’ll kill you where you stand.”

      He held his hands up but there was no fear in his eyes, just the same amusement he’d shown before. “Is that any way to treat a man who helped you up?”

      I lowered my sword slowly, although I kept a tight grip on the handle. One foul move from him and I’d chop him in two.

      “You should leave this forest. There is no space for you here.”

      “Maybe I will, maybe I won’t.”

      I’d already planned to leave. I’d found no food and if I didn’t eat soon, I was going to be completely useless. I just didn’t want him to think he could tell me what to do.

      “You are a feisty young thing, aren’t you? Are you having fun in my forest? Find enough food?”

      I hesitated. He could tell I’d not eaten.

      “There is no food here. Not for you. Not unless you know where to look and I suspect you don’t. Your cheeks are hollow and you have circles under your eyes. I’d wager that you haven’t eaten in at least twenty-four hours. Well, you’ve come to the wrong place.”

      I calculated how deep in the forest I was. I’d walked for hours before I fell. I didn’t have the strength to walk back without sustenance. I needed water at the very least.

      “You know where I could get food.”

      He’d said there was food here if you knew where to look for it. My guess was that he knew exactly where to find food and water, and I wasn’t leaving until he showed me.

      He laughed again.

      “I’m so glad I’m a source of amusement to you.”

      “Turn around.”

      “Why?” I didn’t want to take my eyes off him. Despite the fact he hadn’t threatened me, I was wary.

      “Just turn around and look up. Just above your head.”

      I turned and looked. There was a bunch of funny-looking green fruit hanging just above me. I’d not seen them before. I plucked one from the tree and took a bite. The sweetest juice I’d ever tasted dribbled down my chin. I ate the whole fruit quickly and turned to pluck more. As I gazed upwards, I saw the fruit higher in the tree was bigger and more abundant. There was one particular piece that was huge compared to the others and I had to have it. I pulled my hunting knife from my belt and threw it at the stalk. It sliced the fruit clean off the tree, dropping it cleanly in my hand. The knife continued spinning until the handle hit the truck and it too fell. I caught it and placed it back in my belt before taking a bite out of the juicy fruit.

      “That was impressive,” said the wolf man. I’d almost forgotten he was still there since I was so absorbed in getting nutrients into my starving body.

      “I told you, I’m a dragon slayer. Killing a dragon is much harder than bringing a bit of fruit down. You should see what I can do with my sword!”

      “I thought you were joking. You don’t look like a dragon slayer.”

      “Because I’m a woman?”

      “Partly, yes.” He didn’t even seem bothered by his sexist attitude although I couldn’t blame him. Female dragon slayers were in short supply. “Partly because I can’t understand why someone with the skills you possess would end up starving and asleep in the undergrowth.”

      “It’s a long story.”

      “You aren’t lost, are you? Are you here looking for us?”

      “No. I didn’t even know that wolf shifters existed. I mean, I’d heard stories but I didn’t believe them. I came in here looking for food, but as you pointed out, I didn’t do a good job finding it.”

      “So, you are lost?”

      “Does it mean I’m lost if I don’t know where I’m going?”

      “It does sound like a long story! Maybe you should come with me and tell me about it.”

      “Why would I want to do that?”

      “Because there is a stream that runs through my village with the clearest water you’ve ever seen. Plus, your knife throwing skills are exceptional. Maybe I could help you.”

      I didn’t think I wanted his help and yet the thought of drinking from that stream was tempting.

      “The other wolfren will not harm you. I am their leader. My name is Alpha.”

      “Wolfren?” I’d never heard the term before.

      “It is the term we use for werewolves, or wolf shifters if you will. My people listen to me. You will not be harmed.”

      I had no reason to trust him and yet, I’d no reason not to trust him either. I followed him through the dark undergrowth for about half an hour until we came upon a clearing dotted with small huts. Some of the other wolfren looked astonished to see me but they said nothing as I walked through the village.

      Alpha led me to a stream and he wasn’t lying when he said it was crystal clear. I could see the fish swimming through the water and the pebbles that lined the bottom.

      I took great gulps of the water, feeling more refreshed with every gulp.

      “You were thirsty!” Alpha said behind me.

      “Why are you called Alpha?” I was being rude but I didn’t care. Alpha was a weird name. “I thought the alpha was just a generic term for a leader.

      “For a wolf leader, yes. We take on the name as if it is our own once we become the alpha.”

      “So, what was your name before?”

      “You ask many questions and yet you have not told me how you came to be here.”

      “It’s none of your business,” I answered sharply, feeling a pang of pain in my heart. Xander would know I’ve left Drionas by now.

      Alpha’s eyes crinkled up at the edges as he began to laugh again. It seemed I was an endless source of amusement to him.

      I was just about to say something else when the sky darkened. I looked up to see the underside of a dragon fly overhead. The villagers all ran for cover as the dragon rained fire down on the clearing. One of the small houses began to burn.

      Without thinking, I leapt up and chased the dragon. It was something I’d done a thousand times. I knew how they thought and how they worked. Running through the trees was hard, but with the water and fruit, I had renewed energy. The dragon circled back and I knew he was going to make another pass at the village.

      I turned back to follow him, keeping his pace.

      Once we were out in the open, I’d be able to get a clear shot at him.

      As we both came into the clearing, I pulled out my sword, waiting for the dragon to fly lower. He was not here to play games; he was here for food, and to get food, he would have to fly lower. In the center of the clearing, I stood and waved my hands. Let him think I was on the dinner menu. If he came to me, it would make it easier.

      He swooped, his jaws open to carry me off, and just as he was about to take me into his mouth, I jumped and plunged my sword into his eye. The dragon let out an almighty screech and flew onward, leaving a trail of blood and taking my sword with him, still in his eye socket.

      Alpha ran toward me.

      “You are amazing. You stopped the dragon from taking any more of our people.”

      I was not amazing. I let him get away with my sword.

      “I need to go find him. He has my sword.”

      “You need to rest. You’ve only had a little fruit and you look exhausted.”

      “I need my sword!” I replied forcefully.

      “I’ll do you a deal. Rest here for the night, and tomorrow I’ll show you where the dragons live.”

      It was a good offer.

      A campfire was set up and the other wolfren gathered around. Someone had skinned an animal and was now roasting it on the fire. I couldn’t identify it although it looked like a small deer of some kind.

      “I thought there were no animals in this forest?” I said, breathing in the delicious aroma of the barbecued meat.

      “There are not a lot left. The dragons have eaten almost everything. My people will have to move on unless we can eradicate them. We have been at war with them for decades and it looks like they will win. Although with no food, they will probably have to move on, too.”

      “It sounds familiar. My own people are slayers. We have also spent many years at war with the dragons. That is how I know how to fight them. That one you saw was the first I failed to kill.”

      “You are very tired, do not berate yourself. Without you, we would surely have lost another of our pack. We have lost many already.”

      “You need to learn how to use a sword,” I replied. Someone passed me a chunk of the cooked meat and I tore a piece off with my teeth. It tasted as delicious as it smelled.

      “Perhaps we do. We rely on our strength and brutality but in truth, that does not get us far.

      “I can teach you how to kill dragons. I’ve been doing it all my life. You saw what I can do. If I’d eaten this meal first and been rested enough, that dragon would be dead at our feet right now.”

      I don’t know what made me say it. Here I was, asking a perfect stranger to give me a place to stay, and yet I felt safe with him. He was in the same position as I. The dragons had tormented his village as much as they had done in Drionas, except here, they were wolves and not slayers. As much as I hated to admit it, even to myself, I needed to be here. It was already beginning to feel like somewhere I could call home.

      “I don’t doubt it.”

      I could see he was mulling my proposition over. I could tell that they didn’t let strangers into their pack lightly. Alpha had been kind and patient with me, as had the other wolfren, and yet I could see mistrust in their eyes. Every single one of them was a wolf shifter. Not quite human and yet not fully lupine, either. I waited for Alpha to answer. He stood and conferred with a couple of other wolves. It didn’t take long for him to come back with an answer.

      “You can stay in exchange for helping rid us of the scourge of dragons. As long as you are teaching us, you will be allowed free reign in our village.”

      “Done,” I replied, holding my hand out for him to shake. “I’ll go and retrieve my sword tomorrow, then we shall begin.”

      He shook my hand and nodded his head slowly. I had a feeling that this was going to be a decision that would affect my whole future.
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      Early the next morning, I left the den before the others awoke. Alpha already knew I was planning to retrieve my sword; I’d told him the night before so there was no need to wake him. He knew I’d be back. He’d told me that he wanted to come with me in some misguided thought that I couldn’t look after myself when it came to dragons. Ha!

      I wanted to be alone. Even without my sword, I still had my knife and the new crossbow. It would be enough.

      I knew the dragons lived in the mountains. I’d spent enough time around them to know the types of places they liked to live. Finding them wouldn’t be a problem. I could see the peaks of the mountains above the tree line and I estimated that it would take me a couple of hours trekking through the forest to get to their base. How long it took me to find them after that would depend on how high up they made their nests.

      The path to the mountains was relatively clear and the journey took less time than I had anticipated. Luckily, there was also a pretty clear and easy route up the mountain, so I wouldn’t have to climb the whole way. The path was rocky but the incline wasn’t so severe that it strained me. With the early morning sun, it would be a pleasant walk.

      It wasn’t long before I was above the tree line and could fully appreciate just how huge the forest was. It stretched for miles and, even though I couldn’t see the Wolfren camp, I could gauge where it was from the distance and direction I’d walked. I’d thought it was somewhere near the center, but seeing the vastness of the forest, I could tell it was really only on the edge. The forest would take days to walk through from one side to the other. I wondered what other creatures lived among its leaves and branches.

      Even though I’d never been here before, I recognized the terrain. The grey rocks were identical to those in the Triad Mountains and if that wasn’t enough to convince me of dragons living nearby, the unmistakable smell of sulfur would do it. It permeated the air. Not too strongly, but enough to convince me I was on the right path. It would only get stronger the higher I climbed. The path became much rougher and after an hour or so of hiking, I found that I had to climb more and more. I was almost grateful I didn’t have my sword with me as its weight would only be a burden.

      The heat of the sun began to burn and sweat dripped from me. In my haste, I’d forgotten to bring water with me.

      “Idiot!” I said to myself. Of all the things that could kill me in a place like this, dehydration was number one. Dragons I could cope with, but lack of water was not something I could fight with a knife. I needed to find water and soon. One thing I knew about mountains was that there was always water there if you knew where to look for it. Hidden lakes, streams, waterfalls. The Triads had them all. Even a puddle would be enough to sustain me for a little while. I’d never really mastered the art of water divination. I knew others could find water just using a couple of sticks, but I’d never taken the time to figure out how. I’d have to rely on my other senses. I stopped still and listened for the sound of running water. It was eerily quiet, just like the forest. What was with this place? Surely a forest this size and mountains as large as they were couldn’t only have two species inhabiting them. Even if there were only dragons up here, they would still need to drink. Nothing could survive without water.

      I climbed more, listening for the sound of a brook babbling or even better, a river raging, but I wasn’t in luck. Wherever the source of the water the dragons drank from was, it was much higher than here.

      I carried on regardless, despite my mouth getting dryer, my tongue beginning to feel rough, and the headache that was creeping around the edges of my brain. I knew I should turn back, but that would have meant defeat and defeat was not something I would ever admit to. After another hour of climbing, when the forest was way below me, I finally heard the sound I’d been listening out for. The faint strains of a stream winding its way down the mountain reached my ears. I ran toward it as fast as I could, keeping my senses open for the dragons. I was yet to see one, but the smell of sulphur had intensified and the scorch marks on some of the rocks told me that I needed to keep my wits about me.

      As I rounded a corner, I saw it. A stream full of clear water. It was probably the very same stream that ran through the wolfren village. I fell to my knees as I put my whole face in, drinking up the cool, lifesaving liquid. I gulped it down, desperate to hydrate myself, and when I’d had my fill, I splashed it all over my face and arms to wash of the salty sweat. When I was sure I’d cooled down enough and taken enough of the water to keep me going for a while, I stood, wishing I had some kind of container so I could carry it with me. It was then that I recognized I was not alone. I became aware of a presence watching me from further up the stream. Normally I would have noticed straight away but the dehydration had made my brain foggy.

      I looked up to find a small dragon, much smaller than any I’d seen before. It must have been a baby or at least a young one. Even from the distance between us, I could see that it would only come up to my waist, even if it stood up to its full height. I walked toward it cautiously. It may have been young, but it could still breathe fire. If anything, it could be more dangerous than an adult. Adult dragons could control their fire. Younger ones couldn’t. I took a cautious path toward it. I didn’t want to scare it but at the same time I didn’t want to be barbecued. If I scared it off, I’d only have to chase it to kill it, which would take up way more energy that I wanted to waste. If I could move slowly enough that it didn’t move, I could get it in one swipe of my blade. It would be a good souvenir for Alpha. It might even have enough meat on its bones to provide a pre-dinner snack for the wolfren.

      “There now,” I said as sweetly as I could. I didn’t have a maternal bone in my body and was useless with kids, but I thought if I kept my voice gentle, it might be enough to keep the dragon calm. It worked until I got about twenty feet away from him. My closeness had gotten to be a little too much and he scrambled on the rocks behind him to escape. Why didn’t he just fly? He was young, but he was certainly old enough to use his wings. As I caught up with him, I could see why. His wing was bent at a funny angle. He was frantically trying to get away from me, but his wing dragged behind him, slowing his progress. I caught up to him quickly and reached out to grab him. Killing him would be a walk in the park. I raised my knife, but before I brought it down into his flesh, something came over me and I paused. It didn’t feel right, killing this tiny creature. The dragons I’d killed were huge and ferocious. This one was helpless. I could feel him trembling beneath my fingers. He wasn’t even trying to escape my clutches now. He must have known it was useless. I was much too strong for him.

      He looked at me, fear evident in his eyes, and as I held onto his front arm, I knew I’d never be able to kill him.

      “You are probably going to die anyway,” I said, dropping my hold on him. “No dragon can survive with only one working wing.”

      I expected him to carry on scrambling up the rocks but he just sat there, trembling. What was I going to do now?

      The best option would be to leave him where he was. He didn’t have my sword. One of the larger dragons would have that somewhere, probably in a nest. I searched the sky, wondering when the dragon’s mother would show up. The mother dragons were the worst. They’d do anything to protect their young and would think nothing of frying a slayer on the spot if it meant safety for their babies.

      I sat down and stroked the small green dragon absent-mindedly whilst I tried to come up with a new plan.

      My touch seemed to calm him a little. Maybe I did have some maternal bones in me after all.

      He began to twitch, which I put down to fear and maybe pain from the broken wing, but as the tremors became more violent, I realized something else was at play here. I stepped back in shock as his whole body went into spasms. Then the familiar but still sickening sound of bones crunching and skin stretching filled the air. What was happening to him? His whole body seemed to be folding in on itself.

      I could hardly bear to watch as his skin shuffled itself around and his body rearranged itself into—

      He was a shifter!

      The small green dragon had gone and a young boy sat quivering and naked in his place. For a moment, I was too shocked to move, but I recovered quickly and pulled my tunic over my head, giving it to the boy. When he slipped into it, I could see that his shoulder was sore on the same side where his wing had been damaged. It looked like he’d dislocated it.

      The shock at finding out he was a shifter was so overwhelming that I didn’t know what to say to him.

      He looked to be about seven years old, although he was small for his age.

      “Thank you,” he said in a small voice.

      “Who are you?”

      “My name is Drake. Who are you?”

      I could hardly tell him I was a dragon slayer. “I’m Morganna. Does your shoulder hurt?”

      “A little,” he replied, and then winced as he tried to move his arm. “I think I can help you. I’ll need to push the top of your arm near the shoulder. It’s going to hurt but only for a second and then the pain will almost be completely gone. Would you like me to do that for you?”

      The poor kid looked terrified, but he nodded his head all the same.

      I walked slowly over to him so as not to scare him.

      As I got closer, I could see that I had been right. A swift push would get his arm back into the right place. I was just worried that he would scream. If he did, that would alert all the other dragons to my presence. The other dragons must be shifters too. What about the ones on the Triad Mountains? Were they shifters too?

      I couldn’t even begin to get the idea through my mind, so I concentrated on the boy instead.

      “Look at me and not your arm, OK? I’m going to talk to you while this is happening. It will hurt for a second and then the pain will disappear, like magic. Can you tell me how old you are, Drake?”

      I popped the shoulder back into place as hard as I could, not giving him time to answer. I was hoping that if I took him by surprise, it would be over before he knew it. He didn’t scream as I’d expected him to, but his mouth formed a perfect O shape. Tears began to form at the corners of his eyes, but to his credit, he kept it together.

      “There, is that better?”

      “You didn’t warn me!” he said, although I could tell by the way he was able to move his arm now that I’d done a good job.

      “I’m sorry. How does it feel?”

      “It feels OK. I can move my arm again. How did you do that? Are you magic?”

      “No,” I smiled. He was a cute kid with a crop of unruly black hair. He looked nothing like his dragon self, apart from the cuteness. “Your bone just needed to pop back into place. How did you hurt yourself?”

      “I fell and when I stood up, I couldn’t move my wing. Are you one of the wolves because you don’t look or smell like them.”

      “I’m not a wolf, no. I’m a human.”

      “What’s a human?”

      How could he not know? He looked just like one.

      “I guess I’m just like you but I can’t turn into a dragon.”

      “Or a wolf?”

      “Or a wolf.”

      “So, what do you change into?”

      “I don’t. Humans stay exactly like this.”

      He considered this for a minute before replying. “That’s boring!”

      I had to laugh. “It sure is kiddo!”

      When I was sure he was OK, I asked him where his family was. For the longest time, I’d thought nothing of killing dragons. It was no worse than swatting a fly, albeit a large, fire-breathing fly, but now I knew they were people, too. I was going to have to be more careful about how I approached them. I couldn’t kill them, that was for sure. Not now, knowing what I did. My mind fleetingly went to all the dragons I’d already killed, but I pushed it away sharply. I didn’t have the time for regrets. I was sure it would haunt me in the coming months.

      “I’ll show you. We live not far from here.”

      I began to follow Drake and as I did, I wondered how the older dragons were going to react to me when I finally got to them.
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      As we climbed higher, the stench of sulphur intensified, making breathing difficult. The air was thinner up here, too, which didn’t help, and yet Drake seemed unaware of it. I guess he was used to the altitude and had adapted to it. I had to ask him to slow down once or twice, because now he had the use of his arm back, he was practically skipping up the rocks in the way that only kids can do.

      The sky went dark. As it was a cloudless sky and I wasn’t aware of any eclipses due, it could only mean one thing. I looked up to see the underbelly of a huge dragon. I didn’t want to kill it anymore, but at the same time, if it was a choice between its life and mine, I’d go for mine every time. My hand gripped the handle of my knife, but at this distance it would do no good. The crossbow would be my best shot but getting it out would show that I intended to kill them. Either way could spell disaster. The dragon circled closer, flying lower and lower in the sky. It was almost upon us and I still hadn’t figured out what to do when the dragon attacked.

      It opened its jaws and flew straight at me. My hand tightened on the knife and I could feel my pulse racing. My first instinct was to slice its throat as it flew over as I had done hundreds of times, but how could I do that knowing that it could be Drake’s mother or father? I was going to have to kill it. I had no choice. I was just about to bring my knife out when Drake pushed me out of the dragon’s path.

      It flew past as I dusted myself off. The large dragon came to a standstill and perched itself on a nearby rock, staring at me. It looked confused, unsure of itself. I wasn’t surprised. It would have seen Drake saving me. Drake had also tumbled and was wiping the dust from the tunic I’d given to him.

      The sound of bones crunching alerted me to the fact that the large dragon was shifting. I’d already seen it once with Drake, but it didn’t stop the horror I felt at witnessing it all over again.

      I closed my eyes. When the horrible sound stopped, I peeked. A naked man stood before me. He was older than me, maybe in his early fifties, but I could tell by the muscles on his chest that he liked to keep in shape. He picked something up from behind a rock and threw it over himself. It was some kind of cloak. They must have them dotted around the place for times like this. Having to shift without clothes on could lead to some embarrassing episodes, I mused.

      “Who are you?” shouted the man, climbing down the rocks towards us. He sounded menacing.

      “She’s with me,” cried Drake. I was thankful he was with me. I was afraid this man would kill me in a heartbeat otherwise.

      “Drake, get away from her.”

      “She helped me, Papa.”

      Papa? So this was Drake’s father.

      “I fell and hurt my arm and she mended it.”

      The man was almost upon us. I straightened up and looked him in the eye, determined not to show how scared I felt.

      “He’d dislocated his shoulder. I just popped the bone back in. He needs to rest it for a few days and be more careful in the future.”

      “Indeed,” replied the man. His tone had softened although there was still an edge to it. At least he didn’t sound like he wanted to push me off the mountain anymore.

      “Drake, go see your mother. She will need to look at that shoulder of yours.”

      “Yes, Papa!” Drake scurried away, leaving only me and his father on the mountain.

      “You can come with me.”

      His words didn’t make it sound like an order, but his tone did. I followed him a little way up the mountain until we got to a small cabin. He opened the door and gestured that I should go inside.

      I was surprised at how nice the house was. It was obviously lived in, with three comfy chairs and a fireplace. Doors led off the main room to other rooms. If I didn’t know otherwise, it could have been any one of the homes in Drionas.

      “I always thought dragons lived in nests,” I remarked. I turned to look at the man and he just scowled. I’d put my foot in it as usual. Still, I didn’t think he was going to kill me. Doing so would mess up his lovely home.

      “Would you like something to drink?”

      OK, so I didn’t think he was planning to kill me but him offering me a drink was not what I expected. It seemed so civilized for a dragon. Had I gotten them wrong this whole time?

      “Yes, please.”

      “We have tea, juice or water.”

      “Water will be fine thank you.” Dragons drank tea?

      “Take a seat and I’ll be right back.” He nodded toward one of the seats.

      I sat in one of the comfy chairs and watched as he disappeared through one of the doors. He came back about ten minutes later with a glass of water for me and some juice for himself. I also noticed that he’d gotten dressed. Instead of the cloak, he now wore trousers and a short-sleeved top, both in cream.

      “It’s not often we get visitors up on the mountain. May I ask what you are doing here?”

      I tried to think of some reason for being here that didn’t sound bad. Nothing came to mind so I went with the truth. “I came to kill dragons.”

      He raised his eyebrows.

      “I’m a dragon slayer. That is all I’ve ever done.”

      “So, how is it that you saved my son? He is a dragon, or did you not know that?”

      “I know he’s a dragon. I saw him in his dragon form. His wing was injured. When he turned back into his human form, it translated into a dislocated shoulder. I couldn’t kill him. He was just a little boy.”

      “I’m a man and a fully-grown dragon, and yet you are here in my house taking drinks with me. Why are you not killing me?”

      He sounded genuinely curious and not the slightest bit mad that I’d just told him I wanted to kill all his people.

      “I didn’t know you were shifters. I’ve been hunting dragons in the Triad Mountains all my life and I never suspected they could turn into humans.”

      “That’s rather arrogant, don’t you think?”

      “I didn’t know. I could hardly call it arrogance.”

      “I wasn’t referring to your knowledge of what we are; I was referring to you saying that we turn into humans. Only a human would say that. I do not consider myself human in any form. I am still a dragon.”

      “But you look and sound and act like a human.”

      “Maybe humans just look and act and sound like dragons when we are in this form? Have you ever thought about it like that?”

      “That’s a bit pedantic, don’t you think?”

      “Not if you are a dragon. It’s just how we think. I take it you’ve changed your mind about killing us all now that you know the truth.”

      “Of course. I never would have if I’d have known the truth.”

      “You are the exception to the rule then. Many humans still try to kill us even when they know the truth.”

      “I’m not one of them.”

      “So, I take it you’ll go home to wherever it is you came from, then, and not disturb us again?”

      I took a sip of the water. It was deliciously cold. I needed to get my sword but how could I tell him that? In doing so, he’d know it was me that blinded one of the dragons. And yet I couldn’t go without it. It was part of me.

      “I came from the wolfren village.”

      He sat forward in his chair.

      “You are with them? You are not one of them!”

      “No. You already know I’m human.”

      “I’m surprised. They like intruders even less than we do.”

      “They asked me to come and kill you in exchange for a place to stay. I have nowhere else to go.”

      “I can think of a million places I’d rather be than with that pack of dogs,” he spat.

      “They have been nice to me.”

      “Hmmm.” He didn’t sound as though he believed me.

      “Why do you fight them?”

      “Why does anybody fight anybody? This war has been going on since way before my time. It was to do with food originally. The wolves and the dragons both eat meat. With two groups of hunters, the forest soon became empty of other animals. If you’ve lived among the wolfren, you’d have seen it yourself.”

      “I have noticed. It’s very eerie.”

      “Not really. Just the other animals have been hunted to extinction in this particular place. It left us with only the wolfren to eat and they were left with only us to eat. It was a case of eat or be eaten.”

      “That sounds bad!”

      “Not so much anymore. We now fly to the other side of the mountains where there are wild deer and farm animals.”

      “The wolfren were eating something that wasn’t dragon.”

      “Yes, there are wild deer in the forest now, too. The wolves only need to travel a short distance deeper into the forest to find food nowadays. There is enough to go around.”

      “So, why are you still fighting?”

      “Much the same reason you still fight dragons. It is all we have ever known. Our feud is so old that I’m sure no one really remembers.”

      “So why don’t you stop?”

      “If it were only that easy. If we stop fighting, the wolfren will take it as a sign of weakness. They will come up here and kill us in our beds.”

      “Not if I told them not to.”

      “I’m surprised you have much sway with them. How long have you known them?”

      “A day.”

      “A day? A whole day.” He started to laugh. “You are either more stupid than you look or have a very strange idea of who the wolfren are.”

      “I’m not stupid. It doesn’t matter how long I’ve known them. They are fighting you for the same reason you are fighting them. That reason is nothing. You both have enough food. There is no reason to fight. It’s this whole war that is stupid, not me.”

      “Aye, perhaps you are right.”

      “I am right. They don’t want any of their people hurt or killed any more than you do.”

      “Maybe that’s so, but if you tell them to stop fighting just because we’ve decided to stop fighting, they will come up here and kill us all the same.”

      He had a point. I sipped my water and tried to come up with a plan that would work. Then it came to me.

      “What if I tell them that I’ve put a spell on you. Something that will stop you from being able to come into the forest. Some kind of force field. That would stop them.”

      “You can do magic?”

      “No, but they don’t know that.”

      He laughed again. My plan meant that I would have to lie to Alpha and the other wolfren, but if it meant saving their lives, I would do it.

      “It’s certainly an interesting concept. It would mean getting my people to agree.”

      “It would also mean that the wolfren would never come up here again and your people and Drake would finally be free as long as you keep to the other side of the mountain.”

      He mulled it over and then slowly nodded his head. He invited me to meet all the other dragons. His prospect made me nervous after everything I’d told him about being a slayer, but he was nice enough not to mention it.

      The afternoon went by in a whirl, but I knew I had to get back to Alpha and the others. They would be wondering where I was. The last thing I needed was a pack of wolves coming up the mountain to find me.

      I bade farewell and as I was leaving, Drake passed me my sword. I’d not even mentioned it. It was like he just knew it belonged to me. I ruffled his hair and made my way back down the mountain.
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      The journey down the mountain was much easier than my journey up. It helped that the dragons had given me a bottle filled with water to quench my thirst and keep me going. I’d have to throw it away before I got to the wolfren village because I’d never be able to adequately explain it to Alpha, but that was fine. I only wanted the water anyway.

      With the weight of my sword firmly attached to my belt, I felt much better about everything. The last two days of my life had been quite the adventure and even though I couldn’t help but think of Xander and those I’d left behind, I knew that I needed to get away. Rocco had given me just the push I needed to break away from the village. Security was one thing, but I’d never grow as a person there. It was just too small.

      My thoughts crept to the dragons on the Triad Mountains. They were probably shifters too, locked in the same stupid, pointless war with the slayers, as the dragons and wolfren here. Fighting for the sake of fighting. I knew I’d have to go back and tell the people the truth one day, but with Xander’s young children at risk of being hurt by our indiscretions, that day would be a long way off. I only hoped they would find out themselves and then the ceaseless killing could finally stop. It wasn’t my war anymore. I was too busy ending this one. The shade of the trees was cooling and I was glad to be back amongst them. I drank the last of my water and hid the bottle behind a stone. I could have thrown it away, but a part of me knew it wouldn’t be the last time I’d visit the dragons, and maybe I’d need that bottle again someday. The trail back to the wolfren village was a clear path, probably used by the wolfren to hunt the dragons. I’d only been walking a few minutes before I heard his voice. Alpha was calling my name.

      “Alpha! I’m here,” I called back.

      He came crashing through the trees and when he saw me, he grabbed me roughly by my arms.

      “You’ve been gone so long. I thought the dragons had surely killed you!”

      I was just about to answer when he pressed his lips to mine, taking me by surprise.

      His kiss was forceful and almost violent and yet at that moment, it was just what I needed. I kissed him back, matching his passion and surprising myself at the same time. Two days ago, I wouldn’t have believed anyone who told me I’d be kissing someone other than Xander, much less enjoying it, and yet kissing Xander had never felt this right. Maybe because Xander was never really mine in the first place.

      The kissing was fierce and yet when he finally pulled away, he had nothing but tenderness in his eyes. He truly cared about me.

      “That was unexpected,” I finally managed to say once I’d gotten my breath back. We both broke out laughing.

      Of course, I’d seen him before and yet after our kiss, I really saw him. His eyes were beautiful. The light grey sparkled when the sun hit them. They were like mirrors and looking at him was almost like looking at myself. His hair was the same grey but with streaks of light brown and his body was to die for. How had I not noticed those muscles before?

      “You have the sword.”

      I held it up for him to see.

      “And you are not hurt?”

      “I’m fine. Not a scratch on me. The worst part was that I forgot to take water.”

      “You shouldn’t have gone without me. You could have been hurt.”

      “I could yes, but I told you I was a slayer. Slayers know how to defend themselves against dragons.”

      “So, I see.” He was impressed. I felt like a fraud.

      “You are truly a wonder. How many did you kill?”

      I swallowed. I didn’t like lying to him before that kiss, but now it felt even worse. The kiss had meant something and I knew I wanted more. And yet, not lying to him meant death, to the dragons, to the wolfren, maybe even to him. It was the only way.

      I took his hand and began to walk with him back to the wolfren village. Even though he must have known this forest like the back of his hand, it was me that led him along the path.

      “You told me that the dragons ate all the food,” I started, deliberately ignoring his last question. “Is that the full truth?”

      “We can find food. We don’t have to eat dragons. It’s just I’d rather eat them than they eat us. The animals that live deeper in the forest are harmless. There are deer, squirrels, rabbits. None of those fight back.”

      “So, if the dragons were gone, no one would starve?”

      “That’s right. Now don’t tell me you killed them all.”

      “Not exactly, but I have stopped them from being able to come into the forest.”

      He stopped in his tracks. “How could you do that? Are they all injured?”

      Now was the time. I was going to lie to him. I hated myself, but I uttered the words nonetheless.

      “No. I used up some magic I was carrying with me. I’m not a sorcerer, but magic is something you can buy if you know where to get it and have enough gold to pay for it. It just so happens that I had a little left. I used it to create an invisible barrier between the forest and the mountains. The dragons will not be able to come down here and hunt for you and you will not be able to hunt them.”

      “An invisible barrier?” He sounded unconvinced. I never was a good liar, which was probably why my relationship with Xander didn’t work out. I wasn’t sneaky enough and Rocco caught us.

      “The forest is yours again and as long as I am alive, the dragons will not be able to hurt any of us.”

      “So, you retrieved your sword before setting up the barrier?”

      Crap! I’d forgotten about the sword. I wracked my brains to come up with something quickly.

      “I found the sword lying on the ground. The dragon must have dropped it.” My lie made me realize that I’d not seen the dragon I hit in the eye. I had never felt more terrible in my life. I was a liar and a murderer. From now on, I vowed to be a better person. No more cheating, no more lying and one day, when the time was right, I’d avenge the dragons on the Triad Mountains. Today was not that day though. Today was a day for getting to know Alpha. Deep in my heart I knew he was connected to my future. I gripped his hand harder and pulled him round to face me. I kissed him again. This time it was a kiss of promise. Even though he didn’t know it, that kiss meant I‘d never lie to him again. I hoped somehow, he understood what I was trying to say to him in that tender embrace.

      It accomplished something. When we finally broke apart, he didn’t ask me another question about the dragons or the magic barrier.

      “I barely know you and yet I feel as though I’ve been searching for you my whole life.”

      “I feel the same way, too.”

      He held me close, pulling me into his arms. I’d never felt so safe in my whole life.

      “You have saved my people, and more than that, you have saved me.”

      “I only did what I promised to do.”

      “You are the bravest warrior I have ever known. I want you to stay.”

      “In the village?”

      “With me.”

      As we walked back to the village, I knew I’d found my new home. I was one of the pack!

      

      
        The End
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        Continue the Dragon Tamer Series with book 1, Slayer.
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      Javen Worth stepped into the ICT lobby of Ledmeer Cadet Academy with his heart thundering in his chest. He hadn’t felt this kind of raw fear since his after-school fight with Dirk behind Mr. Smeby’s Terran history mural. Sure, he was fresh meat here at the academy, but mentally he’d prepped himself for that. He was expecting to get verbally slapped around and treated like a Moonie.

      But the possibility that he might die at the academy hadn’t crossed his mind…not until today.

      Now he found himself questioning his decision to enlist, and it was only day one.

      Just inside the ICT door he paused. He was at the infamous Sergeant Nero’s station. He had no idea what ICT stood for, but Sergeant Nero—he had one hell of a picture painted in his mind of that man.

      After stopping at Stamina, Weapons, Gene, and Psych, he had accrued a very elaborate depiction of Nero. According to the stories he’d heard that day, the sergeant was a grizzled man with red nappy hair who patrolled the school corridors with an orangutan called Sockets. The student officer from Gene said it became “Sockets” after it tore the arm off a kid, beat him one breath away from death with the dismembered arm, then chewed his ears off while he lay there unconscious.

      Despite the gruesome picture of the deranged orangutan, it was Nero himself that all the cadets seemed to fear.

      At Weapons, a scrawny cadet with sharp eyes had issued him his sidearm and said, “Shoot a guy in the front, spend a week in the hole. Shoot a guy in the back and they sic Sergeant Nero on you, and bitch, you gonna die.”

      After that, the sharp-eyed cadet handed him the Ledmeer Academy killing policy, and said warmly, “The school prefers you settle scores in the arena with fists, but if you duel it’s a slap on the wrist for the winner and a half-assed military funeral if you lose.”

      Javen sucked in a lung full of air and stepped into the ICT station at the Ledmeer Cadet Academy. This was his fifth and last station before he received his military placement scores. It had taken less than a couple of hours for Javen to confirm that the next few years of his life would be pure hell.

      He’d come with a bunch of noble crap in his mind about fighting the colonists and clearing Luna of Moonies. His parents had signed the military contract with visions of Javen following in their political footsteps and running for the Senate or High Council as his mother had. They had other motives too, though they thought they were hiding them well enough. Sometimes his parents seemed to forget he was seventeen, not seven, and capable of reading between the lines. Despite his parents’ hidden agenda, he’d been excited about joining.

      It had been a grand idea in his head only hours ago.

      He was the property of the Terran government now for four years. And a complete fool, he thought.

      Javen took a deep breath to calm the pounding inside his chest, and strode further into the ICT room. The station had an immaculate lobby. The walls were lined with recent photographs of the war. Epic shots of Terran forces charging over a moon berm. A black-and-white of a Terran soldier posing in front of captured colonists.

      “You look lost,” said a pleasant voice from behind a desk. A girl with thick, black hair pulled back into a ponytail peered at him. She squinted at him, her eyes partially obscured under a heavy frown. “Where’s your uniform?”

      “I haven’t been issued one, ma’am,” said Javen, stopping at the desk, hands folded unconsciously behind his back.

      “Javen Worth, correct? You have your ID?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She took his ID card, passed it under a scanner, and handed it back.

      “You’re sweating.” She stated. “Relax. If I was going to ream you, I’d have done it by now.”

      “Yes, ma’am”

      “And knock off that “ma’am” crap. You’re starting to irritate me. I go by Amanda when I’m off duty, but right now, I’m Lieutenant Brighton. Got it?”

      Javen choked back another, Yes, ma’am. “Yes, Lieutenant Brighton.”

      Though her face was warm and attractive, Brighton’s tone balanced on a razor’s edge between annoyance and hostility.

      Her fingers raced over the terminal pad. “Are you a transfer?” she asked.

      “No, I’m a new enlistment.”

      Her eyes flashed up at him, “You’re a freeborn?”

      “Yes ma’am—I mean—Yes, Lieutenant.”

      “What the moonpuck are you doing here?”

      The lofty idea of a political future felt a million miles away to Javen. And he knew better than to tell anyone the reason he’d enlisted. They’d probably figure it out sooner or later, but the longer it took the better. The very fact that Brighton was making a big deal about him being freeborn made him uneasy. Was it that uncommon for a freeborn to join the academy?

      Javen sighed. “It’s a long story. I’d rather not get into it.”

      Her attention again returned to the terminal, and she said softly, “Count to sixty.”

      He frowned. “Why?”

      “Just do as you’re told.”

      He obeyed, and watched her face as he counted. Brighton’s eyes flicked back and forth across the screen as her fingers pattered furiously on the terminal pad. This cadet was the first that hadn’t cussed him out. The others had all taken shots at him, but then after verbally bashing him, they had warmed up a little and shared about the school, and of course about Nero and his orangutan. Brighton so far had remained as cold as midnight on the moon, but had refrained from the tongue lashing.

      She did share one thing in common with every other cadet he’d encountered at Ledmeer that day, and that was the fact that she was a Ward. Property of the government, and probably from birth. A tattoo on her neck said as much. Without the intimacy of a mother and father, Wards all shared a unique—almost loveless—personality. They were all so hardened, thought Javen.

      At the count of fifty-seven, Brighton’s voice cut in on Javen’s thoughts, “Okay, tell me if I’m wrong. Your mother’s a senator, she’s on the war committee, and she’s up for re-election next year. But the headlines for the past two months have centered on your father’s family who are all colonists, and this has cast criticism on your mother’s ability to perform on the war committee—not to mention it being a threat to her re-election. Judging by your father’s psychological profile, he’s the one who convinced your mother to send you here to Ledmeer, and looking at your profile, you agreed out of a sense of duty to your family, and also out of fear of guilt if your mother were not re-elected. To sum it up in a clambomb, you’re here so your mom has a chance at winning next spring, and also to clear up any qualms about your family being colonist sympathizers. Now, tell me I’m not hot-damn good!”

      Javen stared at her, stunned. Her rapid-fire declaration was frightening. He wasn’t sure what disturbed him more: the fact that she’d accessed his private information, or the fact that she’d psychologically undressed him and his family predicament in less than a minute. How was that possible?

      “That’s private information,” said Javen “It should be under restricted access.”

      She grinned. “I hacked it. But that other part . . . I’m good, right? I nailed you?”

      “You prepped that,” he said. “You couldn’t have read all that just now.”

      “It’s called streaming. I don’t have to read a thing. The information goes straight to my brain—but the conclusions—those are mine, and I nailed you.” Her triumphant look softened. “Don’t worry, I can keep a secret.”

      “Don’t bother, you didn’t get it right,” said Javen.

      “Not even a day in, and you’re lying already. Makes me sad we’ve corrupted you so fast. Honest boy like you, high marks straight through school, no moral marks off. But that’s what we’re good at. Skills to survive. Can’t have a soldier transparent in the presence of the enemy.”

      Javen shook his head and stared speechless at the lieutenant. She used words like boxing gloves, and he felt as if she’d just pummeled any coherent thoughts right out of his head.

      She knew so much about him. He wondered if other cadets could hack the system like her, or if this was something she was privy to, working at ICT—whatever that stood for.

      Maybe she could hack other things too.

      Javen tried to keep a friendly face despite feeling threatened by her. “Can you tell me how I scored at the other four stations?” he asked.

      “I can, but I ain’t.” Then she smiled for the first time. “You ready for Nero’s test?”

      A voice called out from behind Javen, “Shit, that’s like asking a cockroach if he’s ready to get stepped on. No one’s ready for Nero’s test.”

      Javen turned. A lanky cadet with acne covering his face sat in one of the chairs on the far wall.

      The cadet grinned. “The name’s Roger. Nice to meet another freeborn. Are you good with a gun?”

      “I can shoot alright,” said Javen, though he could do far better than that. He’d been third in his class in marksmanship.

      “It’s like pissing. If you can’t keep it in the bowl, they’re gonna dunk your head in the toilet and give it a flush. But if you shoot straight, hit the target, you’ll do alright. Lunar war is tough—you’ll hear that over and over at this school. You’re on the inside now. All that crap you’ve heard on the media—it ain’t half of the story. The colonists on Luna are in open revolt.”

      “Then the negotiations are off?”

      “Been off for three days.”

      The news didn’t surprise Javen, he was already on the inside. His mother was part of the Senate Select Committee and worked with the twelve negotiators directly. He knew things weren’t going well. Ever since the schism between Earth and its moon colonies, the possibility of another all-out war grew more real.

      “Stupid colonists,” said Javen. “It’s not like they even have a chance.”

      “Yeah, they’re going to get what’s coming to them,” said Roger, “and it’ll be us that gives it to them.”

      Brighton leaned forward onto the reception desk. “He’s not giving anyone anything until he passes Nero’s test.”

      Javen shook his head. “Is there anyone who isn’t scared spitless of that guy?”

      “Nope, we all fear and hate him,” said Roger. “Sergeant Nero’s in charge of two things: Low Performance ICT and killing the bad seeds. When he’s not teaching, he stalks the halls with his pet orangutan—ugliest beast I ever saw, and strong as a pilled-up pit bull too.”

      Roger glanced at the lieutenant and lowered his voice. “The rumor around the academy is that he’s not allowed off the premises. Some kind of house arrest. I heard from a very reliable source that he’s under military investigation. Supposedly knifed his superior officer. ‘Course, I don’t know how much of that is true, but I know one thing for sure, the guy enjoys killing. Heck, he’s the scariest person I ever met, that’s why I’m here. Trying to test out of ICT 102 and get into Sergeant Guillen’s advanced class.”

      “So you’re saying I better do good on this test or I’ll live to regret it?”

      “Ha!” Roger laughed, “More than you know.”

      Javen smiled, “What is ICT class anyway?

      “Imagination and Creative Thinking. In-depth problem solving is all it is, but using the newest AI in the field with holograms and neurojacks. It’s the ticket to a high-level job versus front-line fodder.”

      A screech sounded from the com system over head, and Javen winced at the high-pitched noise. Then an angry male voice boomed over a speaker: “Where’s that Worth boy? He should have been in here ten minutes ago!”

      Javen felt a hot bolt of fear race down his neck. He turned swiftly to Lieutenant Brighton. She leaned forward and pressed the intercom. “Sergeant Nero, Cadet Worth has been here in the lobby for fifteen.”

      “What?” replied the harsh voice. “Dammit! Send him in!”

      Javen followed Lieutenant Brighton to a door at the side of the room. She pulled out a ring of keys and began fumbling through them.

      He shook his head as he watched her, biting his tongue. He’d come on time, but Brighton had failed to tell Sergeant Nero. And now the most feared instructor at the school was pissed off.

      As the keys continued to jingle in Brighton’s hands, Javen turned to Roger. “Thought you had to take the test too?” he said.

      “My group’s after yours. I’m always early if it’s Nero. Heard too many stories of what he’s done to cadets for things less than being tardy. Always be on his good side, that’s my philosophy.”

      Beads of sweat formed on Javen’s brow and his hands went instantly clammy. The lock finally turned with a click and the door opened.
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      Javen entered the long narrow room before him. There were three guys and a girl already seated. The three males glanced back, wearing amused expressions. He guessed that they, too, were like Roger, early, trying to stay on Nero’s good side.

      Why hadn’t Brighton told Nero he was there!?

      He took the closest chair behind the girl.

      “Welcome, Javen,” said a voice from behind a large machine at the front of the room. It was the same voice he’d heard on the intercom, only friendlier. Sergeant Nero wasn’t as large as Javen had pictured, but that didn’t stop him from looking like the sociopath he’d envisioned. Red hair covered his head and jaw and ran down below his neck in a thick, knotty beard. A thin, hawkish nose overhung a wide, jagged smile.

      “Sorry I was late, Sir! It will never happen again, Sir!”

      “Not your fault, son, not… your… fault,” said Nero in a tone that Javen could only call odd.

      Nero squared his shoulders to the class and patted a dark metal tube on his left. “This machine is a neuroconductor. It feeds directly into each of your desks.”

      Javen thought the machine looked like a dead metal spider, its coiled legs rising up and intersecting above Nero’s head.

      “Do you see the helmet affixed to the side of your chair? Take it and put it on. It will cover your face from the nose up. At first you won’t see anything, but don’t worry, where we’re going, eyes are just useless pustules, blindly rubbing against the most powerful organ in your body.”

      The girl in front of Javen turned and whispered, “Put this on your forehead.”

      In one swift motion, she threaded a micro thin wire under his desk and placed something in his palm.

      He glanced down at his hand. It was a small conductor.

      He hesitated only a second. He was certain her request broke some kind of rule. But he didn’t know the rules, so how could they blame him for breaking them? Besides, there had been an urgency in her eyes that he couldn’t ignore.

      Discreetly, he put the girl’s conductor on his forehead then grabbed the strange looking helmet. It had several wires running in through the back. He pressed the helmet down over his head and felt a wet, foam-like substance slide over his ears.

      The helmet formed to his cheeks and nose, cutting off all light from the test room.

      He couldn’t see a thing.

      “Helmets on? Good,” said Nero. Javen felt a stab of pain and cried out with the rest of the class.

      “That slight prick you felt in the back of your head will connect you to the room I have created in my mind. I will be taking you through a sequence of imagination exercises that will test your strengths and weaknesses; machismo and sympathy; creativity and stupidity. Once in the staging area, you are to follow my instructions without question.

      “Oh, one other thing, don’t attempt to remove your helmet. If somehow you did have the strength to pull it off, it would rip a hole in the back of your head about the size of a hand grenade. More likely you’d only jostle the needle where it doesn’t belong and then I could plant you out in the school garden next to the carrots.”

      No one laughed.

      “Okay you sons of bitches, are you ready for some fun?!”

      A living picture flashed on in Javen’s mind. It shocked him at first. He knew he was still sitting in the test room, but his senses told him otherwise. He saw Nero standing under a tall doorway rolling the tips of his fingers compulsively. The four other cadets stood beside him, looking around. The room was bare, with no other feature except the door. The girl glanced up at him, then turned to face the sergeant.

      Nero’s eyes beamed at them from where he stood. He gestured with his hand and said, “Behind this door is where you will begin the test. The room we are in now is the staging arena. Think of it like your mother. Boring, dull and ugly. I’ve designed it out of my imagination just as I’ve done with what’s waiting for you in the arena beyond this door.

      “In your first challenge, I’m going to draw from your memory bank. I think you’ll love what I have conjured up for you. Wickedly entertaining, I promise! Your memory is a collage of hundreds of regions. I’ve drawn up a special memory from your hypothalamus—the fear region.”

      Nero’s tone sent a shiver up Javen’s spine. He clenched his jaw, fighting his fear with anger. He despised the way the sergeant was talking to him and the class.

      Javen followed the other cadets as they lined up at the door. He found himself third in line. Nero placed his hand upon the first boy’s head.

      “Ah,” said Nero with a light chuckle, “You were a fat little boy once. That’ll do just fine.”

      The boy ahead of him stepped forward and Nero touched his hair. “Mmmm, sharkie darkie, peanut butter puffy, dead little doggie. Oh, there it is!” exclaimed Nero with a wheezing laugh, then pushed him forward. “Jerk off to this, Cadet Daniels!”

      Javen stepped forward as the cadet in front of him disappeared through the door. He saw Nero reach up. He felt the strong hand touch upon his head. Cold. Repulsive.

      “Oh, yes, yes,” said Nero. “Rich kid, dead kid. Goodie see red kid. Back to the past, Cadet Worth.”

      Javen practically sprang through the door, anything to get Sergeant Nero’s fingers off of him. He was glad he wasn’t the last cadet in line. He didn’t like the thought of being left alone with that man.
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      Javen felt a cool, moist breeze as he passed through the door. He took a deep breath and the scent of wet wood and grass filled his senses.

      He couldn’t see anything yet, only darkness surrounded him. Then, slowly, shapes began emerging as if out of a grim fog.

      The first things he saw were slender trees.

      A pleasant warmth hung in the air as sunlight suddenly fell upon him. Tall aspens stood on either side of an old, dirt road, their leaves fluttering white and green in the breeze.

      A tug pulled in his mind. This place was hauntingly familiar.

      He was drawn to the road. As he stepped onto the path, the memory of the place resurfaced. One direction led to the ranch mansion he’d grown up in, the other led to an old, rotting cabin, and then eventually to a meadow, where a mountain stream ran down into the valley. It was in the second direction he felt drawn to go. A sinking feeling came over Javen. Many years back, something tragic had happened in that direction. Something he was ashamed of.

      Whatever waited for him down that path, he was determined to pass this test. He set off down the road, be had only gone a few steps when he heard a crunching in the underbrush beside him. He stopped and scanned his surroundings. A girl stepped out.

      “Mind if I join you?” she said, falling in beside him.

      He realized it was the girl who’d threaded him the conductor. In the bright sunlight, he looked at her as if for the first time. She had a small frame and stood about five feet tall. Under her blue eyes was a weak, shadowless jaw. Strands of her thin, blonde hair ran askew across her face, blown about in the breeze.

      “Sure,” said Javen, walking on. “This is where I grew up.”

      “It’s beautiful. I love it here.” She smiled, “Thanks for saving me.”

      He felt a little unease stir in his chest. “What have I saved you from?”

      “Him. Sergeant Nero.”

      “Seems he isn’t liked by anyone,” said Javen, smirking. “What are you here for? Testing out of his class?”

      “If only I could. This is my second year. I’m in ICT 102, but I’m here serving his detention. When he gives them, he makes you take these twisted tests.”

      “What did you do?”

      “He wanted to see me after class but I ditched him when the bell rang.”

      Javen raised an eyebrow, amused. “If you hate this test so much, why didn’t you just stick it out?”

      She looked away, “If you don’t know yet, you will soon enough.”

      “I’m new here,” said Javen. “I don’t know anything. Enlighten me.”

      Her eyebrow arched, but she kept a thin smile. “Nero likes to mess with our minds if you haven’t picked that up already. At least here, he’s got a handful of us to jack with. But one-on-one, it’s hell. I have…bad memories. I did things. Things I regret now. Nero loves to replay my dirtiest sins and scrape his fingers over my deepest wounds. That’s who he is. A psychopath.”

      Javen glanced at her as they walked. “The academy lets him do this?”

      The muscles in her face grew tight. “I don’t know. I’m not going to tell on him. Everyone who’s tries ends up dead.”

      Javen frowned but felt an underlying excitement. A soon as he finished this test, he was going to make a vid call back to his parents. He doubted Nero had ever messed with the son of a senator before. His mom was neither dull, boring, nor ugly, and Sergeant Nero was going to find her pretty foot up his ass.

      Her hand suddenly grabbed his and she yanked his arm, pulling his face down into hers. Her lips came hard against his as her hand corralled his head, keeping him hemmed in to a prolonged kiss.

      Finally she pulled back. “That’s for saving me,” she said with a wink.

      He laughed. “Uh, anytime.”

      “Bet the freeborn girls back home don’t kiss like that,” she added. “We Wards don’t mess around.”

      The last sentence she spoke rattled Javen. He glanced at her neck, then saw it. Her tattoo was barely visible, hidden under her thin blond hair. He had just kissed a Ward? Or rather, the Ward had just kissed him. Not a proper thing back where he came from. Probably not proper at the academy either.

      “I see what you’re thinking,” she said.

      Javen felt his face flush a little. Was he that transparent! Lies flew to the tip of his tongue. Lies about how he didn’t care if she were a Ward or not, but she cut in before he spoke.

      “You’re concerned about Nero finding me. You don’t have to worry, I made an AI program to replicate myself in that sick world he created. I doubt he’ll notice I’m not there. I’m a damn fine programmer, honest to Jupiter I am.”

      Javen felt his unease grow a little stronger… the thought of Nero looking for her left a disturbing image in his mind. The conductor she’d threaded him must have allowed her to switch out of her arena and into his. The level of trust he was placing in her was discomforting.

      But he’d made his choice and now he had to live with it.

      “My name’s Javen. What’s yours?”

      “Alexis.”

      Javen smiled. “I like that name, it is my grandmother’s name.”

      “I like the name too,” she said, “even if it was assigned to me by a computer.”

      Javen wasn’t sure how to react to that, so he kept silent and listened to the wind blowing through the trees. The path was just as Javen remembered it from his childhood.

      “So,” said Alexis, “what’s a nice, clean-shaven guy like you doing at the Academy?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know. A part of me wants to go into government work, like my parents. Serving a four-year contract with the military puts you ahead of a lot of competition for high-level jobs, especially if I can make officer. But then, the other part of me doesn’t know if it’s really what I want to do. I regret enlisting. It was my parents’ idea. It’s only been a day, and I already know I’m going to hate it here.” Javen looked over at Alexis, “What’s a nice girl like you doing at the academy?”

      She snorted. “Oh please, I told you I’ve got sin and wounds. I’m a hell of a mess! But, thanks! We do have something in common though, can you keep a secret?”

      “Sure.”

      “I don’t want to be here either, Don’t get me wrong, I think it’s important to stand up and fight for what you believe in, But…” she peeked up at Javen, her eyes intense.

      “I understand,” he said, “There’s a difference between choosing to enlist and being forced in.”

      “Exactly,” said Alexis cheerfully. Then her voice changed, “No, that’s not it.”

      Javen was curious. “What is it? You already know I don’t want to be here.”

      Alexis took a deep breath. “Ok, here’s the truth of it. I’d rather be fighting for the colonists.”

      Javen almost stumbled.

      Alarm bells blared in his head. The word “treason” echoed loud and clear in every chamber of his mind. What she had said was a crime, and up until that very moment Javen wouldn’t have thought twice at seeing someone executed over it. It seemed impossible hearing those words from this girl. She wasn’t a criminal.

      Javen laughed nervously, “You don’t mean that?”

      “I do. I have my reasons too.”

      “It’s one thing to wish you weren’t in the military, but the colonists—you’ve seen what they’re like from the news clips. They murdered Ambassador Kio and nine of the negotiators after the first ceasefire? How could you side with people like that?”

      “I could if I knew that Ambassador Kio and the others weren’t murdered by who you think. They were betrayed. Someone from the Terran side wanted them dead. Ambassador Kio was Luna’s biggest advocate. If the colonists did anything wrong, it was failing to realize he was in danger.”

      She jumped in front of him and began walking backwards down the path, her eyes intense on his. “Think about it. Two years ago all colonist signals were blocked to prevent the supposed flood of propaganda. That means the only people in communication with them now are the negotiators. That is, with the nine replacements selected by the War Council.”

      Javen cut in, “How do you know Kio and the nine were backstabbed?”

      “Because,” she said intensely, her face hard, “my brother, he was one of the negotiators—and he was murdered.”

      Javen cocked his head to the side.  “Your brother—but isn’t he a Ward also?”

      Alexis face remained stony. “You don’t think a Ward can become anything?”

      “That’s not what I’m saying,” but he stopped, unable to add anything else because that was exactly what he had been saying.

      “The Terran government uses Wards all the time. They pick the top performers and use us in dangerous situations. Our marks are removed so we look like freeborns. There are a lot of things you don’t know, clearly. Your government is neck deep in secrets and lies.”

      Javen swallowed down her words, as offensive as they were to him considering his family’s status.

      He simply nodded, and Alexis fell in beside him again as he walked down the path. He still felt drawn to move toward that old place where tragedy struck his family. A moment in time that haunted him to this day.

      Alexis continued on, “As you know from the news clips, the negotiators all died in their beds from bullet wounds—but my brother… he managed to pencil out three names on his luggage, then scribbled the word, ‘betrayed.’ His luggage was mailed to me five days later. The writing was faint, but in the right light, it was plain as day.”

      Javen didn’t know what to say or what to believe. He thought of his mother who dealt directly with the negotiators. She had never seemed suspicious of the matter.

      “What about the senators who deal with the negotiators, are they being lied to?”

      Alexis nodded. “Some are. Others I suspect know the truth. Now you see why I support the colonists.”

      He shrugged. “It’s a lot to take in, but yeah, If everything you said is true, then of course I get where you’re coming from. It’s just a lot for me to accept all at once. I’d need to look into it for myself.”

      Alexis kicked a rock from the trail. “I’ve never told anyone about it. I’ve been too scared. I don’t know why I blurted all that to you. Stupid emotions, I guess. You come and save me from Nero, I kiss you, then I throw caution out the window, like we’ve been some kind of best friends or something.”

      “I’m not going to tell anyone,” said Javen. “I promise. It’s just between you and me.”

      They continued on without talking until they reached a spacious break in the sparse woods. An enormous cottonwood tree stood in the middle of a meadow beside a small stream. Javen saw a boy underneath the cottonwood shouting up at the branches above. Javen spotted a second boy clinging to a bent limb half way up the tree.

      His stomach twisted. He recognized the two.

      It was he and his younger brother, Steven. Javen remembered the meadow and the day he dared his brother to climb the tree.

      It was the day Steven died.

      “I can’t do it! I’m too scared!” shouted Steven from the tree branch.

      “You know I’m afraid of heights,” he heard the younger version of himself shout back, “You’re just being dumb! Come on down or we’re gonna be late!”

      Steven was crying. “I’m scared! I can’t do it by myself.”

      “Just put one foot down at a time and use the big branches.”

      “Okay,” said Steven weakly.

      Javen watched as Steven shakily stood up on the branch and grabbed a smaller limb overhead for support.

      Javen’s heart dropped into his stomach.

      He suddenly broke into a run. “NOOO!” he screamed.

      The two boys looked over at him.

      Javen felt something different than the simple old dread he had experienced when he was younger. It was more like terror. He knew what would happen. That terrible picture he could never erase from his mind—his brother’s broken, limp body lying at the foot of the tree.

      “Hey! This is private property!” declared Javen’s younger, scrawnier double.

      “Stand back,” Javen shouted, and pushed aside the young version of himself. “I’m gonna try and help your brother.”

      Javen looked up at Steven who was huddled against the tree. He felt a rush of courage and adrenaline despite his fear of heights. “Hold on, Steven, I’m coming up.”

      He began to climb, starting with a big thick branch about chest high, and then to another, and another.

      Strangely, Javen felt the rush of purpose and opportunity flow through his blood. If he could save his brother here, in his mind, would that somehow free him from the guilt he’d carried from this grim day? The mere thought of it brought tears to his eyes. He wondered what it would feel like to bring Steven down safely. To see him alive on the ground and wrap his arms around him. To hear words from his little brother’s mouth that he never got to hear.

      Was this a chance at redemption?

      As cruel as Sergeant Nero seemed to be, this chance to save his brother filled him with hope. Was Nero’s cruel and demented personality only a facade? Could he actually be trying to help cadets overcome their past?

      A branch broke off in Javen’s hand, and he threw his arms out, clinging to the trunk.

      His fear of heights returned instantly. He didn’t dare look down.

      Again, he focused on reaching the next branch but as he did, the old dread snapped his hand back as soon as he leaned out a few inches.

      Surveying the branches above, it seemed impossible for him to go further. Fear held his arms to the tree like a magnet. He forced himself to try again. He stretched again for the branch above him.

      His brother Steven peered down, watching from only ten feet above.

      Javen forced his feet to rely on the shaky limb beneath them and concentrated on the branch above.

      Then he heard Alexis shouting.

      “…the tree! Something’s coming down!”

      Javen turned to look out at her. She was running across the meadow, pointing skyward.

      Javen looked up, confused. He saw his brother staring down at him, but there was something else. He saw a flash of orange. Something was moving quickly down the tree towards Steven. Javen caught another glimpse and it shocked him.

      It could only be one animal… Nero’s orangutan.

      Briefly, he wondered if the animal might be there to help, but then, everything he’d heard about Nero spoke of a very different truth.

      “Watch out, Steven!” shouted Javen. He began to climb frantically up the tree, his dread out-played by his desire to protect his brother.

      Steven cried out, breaking Javen’s concentration from climbing.

      He glanced up. Steven was clinging with both hands to a smaller, bowing branch, his feet dangling just to the left of Javen.

      Had Steven tried to move and slipped?

      The answer to that question was written across his little brother’s face.

      Blood dripped from Steven’s ear, a fiery red handmark was printed on the skin across his cheek.

      Any hope Javen had felt towards a secret good underlying Sergeant Nero’s test vanished like a ship into a black hole.

      Javen clenched his teeth and reached for Steven’s foot, but it was just out of reach.

      The orangutan brought its big, wiry arm down and grabbed onto the straining tree limb. Convulsing its hairy body, the orangutan began to shake the branch furiously. Steven screamed and suddenly he plummeted.

      Javen lunged and felt the swish of air rush past his fingers and then Steven was gone. A cracking of branches sounded from below and then a sickening thud that cut Steven’s cry short.

      Javen clung to the trunk, his body shaking. He didn’t look down. He already knew what he’d see if he did. Instead he looked up, his eyes falling on the orange-haired monster above him. Hot tears burned in his eyes.

      The orangutan squatted on a branch, staring at him, lips pulled back as if mocking him with a smile. Then it looked away and began to carve something into the tree with its fingernail.

      Javen suddenly remembered the sidearm he’d been issued. He looked down and found it waiting for him in its holster. He reached for it eagerly and drew it, but when he looked up to take aim, the orangutan was gone.

      He forced himself to climb further up the tree and only stopped once he’d reached the perch the beast had stood on.

      Etched in jagged scratches into the skin of the tree were six words. Stay away from the bitch - Nero.

      The moment he read the words, Javen’s childhood world went dark.
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      He was blind again. Only darkness surrounded him. A moment ago he had been in the cottonwood tree. Now he had just a vague sense of where he was.

      He reached down probing with his fingers and felt a chair below him. He reached up to his head and touched hard plastic. The helmet. He was back in the test room.

      Had Nero kicked him out?

      The room was quiet, except for the sound of faint, uneasy breathing in front of him.

      That could only be one person.

      “Alexis,” he whispered.

      No response. He heard her breathing grow louder, erratic.

      “Alexis,” he called louder, but she didn’t seem to hear him.

      Javen wondered if Nero had found her, or if her panicked breathing was the result of her losing connection with him and being sent back to her own twisted test.

      He wanted to simply sit there and fail ICT. As soon as he got out of there, he’d make a phone call to his parents. His mother had the right connections. There was no way Nero’s behavior would be allowed, and Javen could retake the test after the fallout.

      But then there was Alexis. He didn’t feel right about leaving her. It seemed clear that her trick to fool Nero had failed. The sergeant knew she’d joined Javen in his scenario, and Nero had kicked him out into the test room, but not Alexis.

      He decided to try and find a way back in. What Nero would do if he reentered, he didn’t know.

      Javen relaxed his muscles and took a long, deep breath. He cleared his mind, focusing on the pricking needle at the back of his skull. Something stirred behind his eyelids, summoned as if out of a dream. He began to hear voices fading in and out. Colors began forming in his mind and they slowly grew into shapes.

      He felt his body begin to take form in his mind and he was no longer in the test room. Nero’s voice droned maniacally nearby. The blurred outline of people stood beside him. Slowly they came into focus.

      He was back with the group of cadets, and they were huddled together in the staging room. Nero was in the middle of a speech.

      “…If you thought the last arena was boring, this next one will give you nightmares. Stay low, leeches, and keep together. If one of those colonists tags you with a hot round, you’re going to feel it like fire. It’ll rip and burn, then kick off into different parts of your body—not pretty either. Ready for the action? It’s coming to you straight from my warm and fuzzy memory bank with love.

      “Try not to die.”

      Nero extended his left hand to the door and Javen followed behind one of the male cadets. Alexis hadn’t noticed him rejoin the group. Javen moved towards her. Nero saw him and pushed her through the doorway. Javen wasn’t going to stop. He made for the door but Nero brought his hand down, pressing hard on the breast of his uniform.

      “Cadet Worth, you’re back. You had better behave yourself, or failing the test will be the least of your worries. I don’t care who your mother-fucking mommy is.”

      Javen stared straight forward.

      Nero lifted his hand. “Be a good boy now, or your parents won’t have the pleasure of saying goodbye to your face, like they did with your brother. I’ll make sure yours is a closed casket funeral, you hear?”

      It took all of Javen’s strength to keep his hand from reaching for his gun. The psychotic sergeant knew how to twist a knife in just the right places.

      He forced himself through the door, refusing to give in to Nero’s word games. He felt the air change as he left the staging area. He began to hear faint sounds. A strong, unfamiliar stench floated through the air. The darkness began to clear in his mind, but not as easily as before. The sound became more distinct. A high whistle cut through the air. Gunfire. The arena began to take form. Javen found himself on a barren plain, a bright, oppressive sun beating down on him. His feet stood on a powdery, grey dust that covered the ground.

      Dead bodies lay everywhere.

      A rocket sailed out from behind an overturned vehicle, exploding the side of a barricade.

      Gunfire pelted a sandbag barrier just in front of him.

      Crud, he was going to get shot!

      He dropped and hit the dusty surface and frantically tried to gain his bearings. He needed more cover. He spotted a ditch to his right and immediately rolled into it as the powdery ground all around him exploded with weapons fire.

      Falling into the ditch, a sudden pain stabbed at his side. He glanced down and saw a standard assault rifle strapped to his chest, the barrel digging painfully into his ribs. He brought the strap over his head and tucked the stock under his shoulder.

      The same pulling feeling that had led him down the aspen road was drawing him to the overturned vehicle that the rocket had blazed from. He began to crawl along the ditch.

      Somewhere up ahead he heard screaming.

      He stuck his head up over the side of the dirt barrier. One of the cadets from the test room was sitting slumped up against a stack of sandbags. His left arm ripped free from his body. To the right of the screaming cadet was a foxhole and an ugly, grinning face glaring at him from the butt-end of an assault rifle.

      Javen ducked and heard a whistle as the bullet cut the air where his head had just been.

      A quick, biting acid bit at the back of his throat but he fought it down. Real pain, Nero had said. He lay there a minute, watching the rise and fall of his chest. The maimed cadet’s uncontrolled screaming abruptly ended in a hail of gunfire and explosions.

      Javen glanced over the side of the ditch. The cadet’s body was strewn across the ground in chunks.

      Ducking back down, he pressed his back against the ditch.

      This isn’t real, he told himself. This is Nero. He’s messing with us.

      None of the words he told himself made him feel any better. As long as he was here, he had only one objective, and that was to get to Alexis. She was real. And she needed his help.

      He continued down the trench towards the overturned vehicle. Bodies littered the narrow trough, one every few feet. Some of them were Terran soldiers, their youthful faces bloodied and sad to look upon. But he found far more colonists. Cruel, hard faces with dark eyes and lips seemingly curled in anger at the moment death had taken them.

      The sight of such men disturbed Javen.

      The ditch ended abruptly, just twenty feet short of his destination. He saw the vehicle ahead of him. It was an armored moonrover. Five soldiers were hiding behind it. Alexis was there and she spotted him and yelled something to a man beside her wearing goggles and a white and grey camouflaged jumpsuit. He shouted out orders and began waving for Javen to run. The five soldiers all popped up from behind the moonrover and laid down a heavy fire. Javen sucked in a lungful of air and jumped up, racing off at a sprint. He stumbled as he reached the cover of the vehicle and fell to his knees.

      The man with the goggles bent over him and grabbed Javen’s shoulder. “You alright, kid?”

      “Yeah,” shouted Javen, taking in the new figure.

      “Good, we need you. Here’s the situation. There are four or five colonists keeping us pinned down. They’re bunkered in a crater about fifty yards south of us. Could be more hiding out, playing it cool, so be careful.”

      The man with the goggles lifted Javen to his feet. “Watch your head, okay? They have a sniper.”

      Javen nodded as the man returned to his position against the moonrover.

      Two male cadets were leaning against the vehicle holding their guns tight. Alexis was squatting beside them.

      “I’m glad you came back,” she shouted, a weary smile on her lips.

      “We’re at the first Lunar Skirmish, aren’t we?” said Javen, kneeling next to her. He picked up a handful of the grey powdery dust and ran it through his fingers.

      “Yeah, that’s right. This is straight from Nero’s memory. He fought in the First Lunar battles. But he’s changed one thing—the enemy. Have you seen what they look like?”

      Javen nodded. He recalled the faces in the ditch and the man who shot at him in the fox hole.

      Alexis snarled, “Nero’s using his imagination to cover up who we’re really fighting.”

      “And who’s that,” said Javen, allowing the doubt he felt to creep into his voice. “Nice, friendly folk? I just saw one of the other cadets with us turned into hamburger chunks.”

      Alexis paused, her smile gone. “It’s kill or be killed. War is ugly no matter how you splice it, but the real people fighting out there should be farmers and terraformers, not the die-hard soldiers in Nero’s imagination. I’ll prove it to you.” Alexis stood and looked around, her eyes suddenly fixed on something. “Follow me.” She began to crawl behind a row of sandbags to the right of the moonrover.

      Javen followed her. She stopped beside a body lying face down in the dust. It was wearing the uniform of a lunar soldier.

      “I want to show you something I discovered the last time I took this test. Lift his head,” she said. “Do it real quick and look at his face.” Javen positioned himself at the top of the corpse. He dug his fingers into the man’s thick black hair, then glanced up at Alexis. Her eyes were intense.

      “This is a real memory from Nero’s time on the front lines,” said Alexis.

      Javen lifted the head up. In that instant, Javen saw the dirty face of a young boy who looked to be fourteen or fifteen years old. The eyes were dried open and partially covered in fine dust. The purple mouth was cracked and blistering.

      The lips began moving.

      They grew wider and thicker, until the mouth froze in a defiant sneer. Dark stubble replaced the delicate skin around the bloodless cheeks, and Javen was now looking into deep, furrowed eyes, the pupils waxed and hardened inside the sockets. Javen dropped the head and fell backwards.

      “Nero changes them,” said Alexis. “He mixes reality with a little imagination to fool us. It’s the same with the negotiators’ reports. Mixing reality with lies, a change here, a change there, a twisting of truth when they need it, and before long, the colonists are monsters to be hated and feared.”

      Javen nodded, still staring at the back of the soldier’s head.

      They both crawled back to the moonrover under cover of the sandbags. The two other cadets were shooting alongside the officer with the goggles. But there was another man who’d joined them.

      As he and Alexis took their places behind the vehicle, the unidentified man turned and called to the officer, “I got one rocket left, sir!”

      The man had a red, stubbled face and an unmistakable smile that made Javen’s stomach churn. It was Sergeant Nero, only he looked a lifetime younger.

      “You think you can time that shot, Nero?” called the officer.

      “Of course I can,” he growled, Nero stepped out from behind the moonrover.

      “Cover fire!” shouted the officer.

      Javen sprung up, following everyone’s lead, but had no idea what he was doing. The deafening rattle of gunshots blazed all around him.

      The rocket whistled from Nero’s launcher. A fireball bucked into the sky and a split second later, the roar of the explosion pounded at Javen’s ears. A man, engulfed in flames, rolled up over the crater’s edge. Nero dropped the launcher and fired his rifle until the flaming man lay still.

      “Come on, kiddos,” shouted Nero, waving them forward. “Time to blow the heads off some colonist hags and their wee moon spawn. The farm perimeter’s just a mile ahead.”

      “Hold,” said the officer. “Orders are to stay here until reinforcements come. And you know the rule about noncombatants.”

      A wild intensity blazed in Nero’s eyes. “There’s nothing else living in this sector.”

      “You’re a fool—you don’t know that,” snapped the officer, lifting his goggles to glare at Nero. “Besides, orders are orders.”

      “Can’t kill nobody hiding like this,” growled Nero.

      The officer spat and turned back to peer cautiously over the torn moonscape.

      Javen saw Nero’s hand slip down the side of his uniform. He pulled a foot-long blade from his belt and flung it.

      The officer gasped twice, staring wide-eyed at Nero as he clutched at the knife buried in his chest, then he collapsed against the rover.

      As sick as the sight was, Javen couldn’t believe this was an actual memory from Nero’s mind. It all seemed too smooth, too bizarre. There was no way he was that impulsive and crazy. He’d have gotten himself locked up long before he ever made it to the moon skirmishes. To knife an officer over something so petty—Nero was just messing with him and the other cadets. He was only trying to make them fear him more. It was stupid, and Javen had had enough. If Nero thought he could manipulate all his cadets, he was wrong about one of them.

      “We’re movin’ up, ain’t that right?” hissed Nero.

      The two males who stood, hunkered against the moonrover, nodded timidly. Alexis’s face was pale, her eyes glazed over in shock.

      “I’m not moving,” said Javen. He gripped his assault rifle tight.

      Nero’s whiskered face hardened. “You want to repeat that, rich boy?”

      “You heard me,” said Javen, battling Nero’s glare and fighting back his fear with rage. “That man you just killed was right, you’re a fool. And another thing,” Javen added, “you keep your dirty hands off Alexis.”

      The red, twisting hairs about Nero’s mouth parted in a yellow-toothed grin.

      In a single motion, Nero sprang behind Alexis and wrapped his right arm around her neck. He tapped his pistol to her head. She gasped as he bent her head at a painful angle.

      Javen took a step back. He saw the agony in Alexis’s eyes.

      “That’s right, ease it on back. Good. Now drop the gun.”

      Nero’s left eye peered out, cold and calculating, from behind Alexis.

      Javen felt defiance well up in him, but alongside it was an equally rising fear. The knowledge that this was all taking place in everyone’s minds and not in reality didn’t change the fact that something very real was coming to pass. Would he still be able to make the vid call to his home? Would he have the chance once he was sent back to the test room? The helmet would still be secured to his head.

      “Why do you do this?” asked Javen. “Why do you want us to hate you?”

      “The gun!” screamed Nero, digging the gun into Alexis’s skull.

      She winced, crying out as tears flowed down her face.

      Javen lowered his assault rifle and tossed it on the ground.

      Nero released Alexis, raised the pistol at Javen, and fired.

      Pain ripped through Javen’s chest. He clutched the entry point and sank to his knees, gasping in agony. The bullet had gone in just under his right arm and out through his side.

      He stared up at Nero. It was impossible to keep the terrible pain from showing in his eyes.

      Nero aimed the gun at his head and fired.

      

      
        --

      

      

      Javen jumped in his seat, his breaths coming in long heaves.

      He was back in the test room, and mercifully, the pain was gone.

      For several minutes, he sat there, breathing hard. The memory of the pain still tingled the skin beneath his shoulder, and mingling with that sensation was an anger that burned hot through his veins.

      He wanted to kill that man. He’d never felt a desire like it before.

      Javen slumped back into the chair, perspiration drenching his shirt.

      The room was silent. He brought his hands up to the helmet and, very lightly, began to lift. The pain was instantaneous.

      He let go and decided to wait and listen, focusing his attention on where Sergeant Nero should be. Minutes passed. Javen wasn’t sure he wanted to leave the test room and reenter whatever hellish world Nero had created next.

      He tried calling Alexis by name, and like before, she didn’t respond.

      The thought of Nero cornering her in the arena only fueled the fire in Javen’s blood.

      He had to go back for her.

      Minutes passed before the tension eased from his body. Javen drifted back into the dark machine where Nero sat, a single disturbing thought returning again and again to his mind.

      He was about to find out something about Nero.

      …how far was the psycho willing to go?

      The staging room emerged before his eyes. It was empty, but the doorway before him stood open.

      It appeared they had gone on to the next arena. The moment he stepped through, the fog was so heavy, it was as if he were completely blind.

      No smells. No noise. Nothing. Then, barely imperceptible, he heard a faint click.

      The fog lifted only slightly. He began to hear very soft breaths coming from somewhere out in front of him. There was a dead ambience all around him.

      Walls grew out of the haze. A stilted cough echoed a moment later, its origin some distance ahead of Javen.

      The walls took form, and he suddenly recognized the shape of the room.

      The fog vanished

      He was in the test room—it was the new arena. He saw the four other cadets sitting in front of him, still attached to their helmets. The room was dark. Moonlight filtered down through a series of windows, bathing everything it touched in bluish-white. The cadets sat motionless in their chairs. Javen looked up at Nero. The metal coils of the machine rose up about him like a hand, blocking the moonlight from most of his features.

      Nero’s head moved, his face ducking out from underneath the shadows.

      The glint of Nero’s eyes beamed through a slotted metal sheet at the head of the machine.

      Slowly, Nero leaned forward, then lifted himself off the mechanical seat, but as he rose, Javen felt his mind yanked away and the room went black, his vision descending into darkness.

      Javen froze.

      What had happened?!

      He was still seated, but where was he?

      The silence felt familiar, and with a growing certainty, he realized he’d been wrenched from the arena and sent back to the stillness of the real test room.

      Had Nero ejected him, or had it been his own fear that expelled him?

      He sucked in a deep lungful of air, determined to go back, when a sound stopped him cold.

      It was the quick scraping sound of a desk being pushed aside in the front of the room.

      Someone was there, awake.

      Javen’s left hand went for his gun, and his thumb popped off the leather strap that secured it to the holster.

      This wasn’t the arena, he reminded himself. What he did here was worlds apart from what he did in the virtual world of the mind. Here, everything was permanent. And the consequences didn’t go away when the helmet came off.

      A faint tink sounded near where the scraping sound had come from.

      Who else could it be but Nero? He had left the machine in the test room arena of the virtual world, was he now messing with Javen here in the real test room?

      He waited, blind, the helmet making sight impossible.

      In the silence, Javen quietly thumbed his pistol’s safety, switching it off.

      He tried to reason with himself that he was taking things too far…that Nero was only going to mess with his mind, but wouldn’t physically touch him. Nero might have shot him in the head in the arena, but he wouldn’t pull the trigger in the classroom…would he?

      Javen kept his hand pressed against his weapon. All the reasoning in the world felt feeble when weighed against the despotic sergeant he’d met in the virtual world. And beyond that, how could he explain away all the stories he’d heard—Roger’s stories, and all the cadets’ from the other testing stations.

      Another faint sound came from the front of the room, only it came from the left side and sounded closer.

      Javen tried to relax his muscles. He had to see somehow! If he could peek back into the imagined test room what would he find there?

      Fighting to keep his adrenaline in check, he took a deep breath. Slowly, he made his way back into the virtual world. Blurring shapes slowly sharpened into objects.

      The moonlight fell upon the empty machine.

      Javen looked frantically around. Darkness enveloped most of the room. He scanned all four walls. A chalky-grey figure, just visible, stood in the shadows. The arm hung

      loose. Something protruded from the figure’s hand but its outline faded into black.

      Something pulled in the back of his mind, trying to force him back into the physical test room. He fought back, consciously relaxing his body despite the tension.

      The shadowed body shifted, and the figure began to walk towards Javen and the cadets. There was no doubt in Javen’s mind who it was, the scraggy beard protruding from the chin like the unkempt mane of a lion.

      Javen was losing the battle to stay in the arena. Objects became indistinct. Nero was close and moving swiftly now. His fading outline swung around to the left and pushed aside the last desk separating him from Javen.

      The arena burned away and blackness enveloped him.

      Javen stood blind, raised his gun and pivoted left.

      CRACK-CRACK-CRACK-CRACK-CRACK, he fired five shots to his left, then turned, visualized where the seat of the machine lay, and unloaded two more rounds.

      The explosive CRACK of gunshots faded into a deafening silence.

      Javen gripped his gun, fingers clamped tight around the textured metal grip. His chest shook with every breath, yet he tried desperately to detect motion in the ringing silence.

      Lieutenant Amanda Brighton’s breathless voice buzzed in over the intercom, “Cadet Worth! Put your gun back in your holster!”

      Her voice echoed like a spirit calling to Javen from another world. A sane place far removed from the cruel imaginings of Nero he’d experienced only moments ago.

      He hesitated to follow Brighton’s orders, then slowly he lowered his gun. When he heard no other sounds, he carefully placed the pistol in his holster.

      A new thought crept into his mind, and it grew with each passing second.

      What have I just done?

      He heard his helmet click and felt a quick stab of pain at the back of his head.

      Brighton’s voice sounded from a speaker, “You can remove your headgear.”

      Javen yanked the helmet off and immediately turned to look at where he’d shot. Standing there was a rubbery, tan body in the shape of a man. Five holes marked up its chest. Javen turned to the machine at the front of the room. Another dummy sat in it, a pair of holes dotted the skin just below the neck.

      He found the four cadets still seated in front of him. They were also dummies. Alexis appeared to be nothing more than a blond-haired mannequin.

      Confusion and panic set in. Where was Alexis?

      Had she been swapped with a mannequin during one of the arenas?

      She had slipped him the conductor at the very beginning. He had felt the touch of her fingers as she placed it into his hand. He remembered the pleading look in her eyes.

      Javen reached down and touched Alexis’s lifeless shoulder. It had the rough textured feel of a uniform. Javen brushed his fingers across her face. It felt soft and smooth to the touch. He applied pressure and her cheek dimpled like skin.

      Javen pulled back his hand, the truth dawning on him. He stared blankly at the back of Alexis’s rubber head. The entire time… her image had only been a hologram projection.

      There had been no swap—Alexis wasn’t real. She’d never been real.

      Chills ran up his spine. He’d been set up.

      He remembered his conversation with her regarding the colonists. Could they charge him for treason? Was that their intention—to trap him?

      He hadn’t given any sign that he would turn her in. Quite the opposite, he realized. Ever since he’d met her, he’d relentlessly defended her and tried to help her. And all of that had come after she’d told him about her allegiance to the colonists.

      Javen began to feel sick. All the complex emotions he’d built around Alexis were manipulations. Only a program. He’d stood up for a virtual AI and had been shot for it.

      And now… he turned and faced the Nero mannequin on his left.

      What would ICT think about him shooting up his superior officer?

      Expulsion from the military? A charge for attempted murder on top of treason for aiding a colonist sympathizer?

      The glaring overhead lights flashed on.

      The door to the test room swung open and Javen braced himself for a swarm of military police to rush inside. Instead, Lieutenant Brighton entered the room and quietly shut the door behind her.

      She stared at him, remaining beside the door.

      There was an odd, but serious, look on her face he couldn’t place. Her dark hair was no longer in a ponytail, but hung down her back. Without a word, she left her place beside the door and walked up to him, then handed him a slip of paper.

      Javen looked down and read it. Next to ICT was the label, ADVANCED, followed by the words, RECOMMENDATION: OFFICER TRAINING. A list of highlights lay below, and he noticed one of them held the number of shots he’d fired, as well as naming Sergeant Nero as the one he’d hit.

      Javen glanced up at Brighton. The look on her face was still elusive, her lips held rigid and thin in a straight line.

      “Does this mean I’m not going to be court-martialed?”

      Lieutenant Brighton peered over her shoulder toward the door, then back at Javen. A slight curl replaced the dead emotionless line at the corners of her lips.

      “Oh no,” came her cool, even voice. “You failed harder than anyone I’ve ever seen. Everyone breaks a few protocols during their first ICT test, but you broke nearly all of them, including the majors. You took Alexis’s conductor in the test room: that was your first mistake. You didn’t respond appropriately when she told you she was hiding from Sergeant Nero. And then, when she said she supported the colonists, you proceeded to protect her throughout the remainder of the test.”

      Brighton paused, her eyes almost glowing. “The ICT program changes and evolves with every choice you make. A combination of holograms, adaptive AI, and psychology, Cadet Worth. Those dummies you shot up are nothing more than what the boys use on the simulators in the Enhanced Combat classes. The mind scenarios however had ICT’s AI simulators. The test is different for everyone because each cadet has different reactions to any number of stimuli thrown at them.

      “You’re not the first to shoot at Sergeant Nero, but you’re the first to do so while harboring feelings for Alexis, a colonist spy embedded in our military recruiting program. They won’t just court-martial you for that, they’ll hang you from the gallows and air it live on the vids.”

      Javen’s hands began to sweat. Why was she telling him all this so casually? Did she forget he was still armed?

      Having accused him of all she had, Brighton didn’t seem concerned standing in his presence. He would have expected her to have a small take-down force with her at the very least.

      “Are you going to turn me in all by yourself then?” he asked.

      Her right eyebrow lifted slightly. “I shouldn’t even be in here. The test room door switches to lockdown mode if a cadet fails the test in the manner that you have. I hacked your results, of course, otherwise you’d have a dozen armed men dragging you away right now.”

      Questions flooded Javen’s mind. What was Brighton hiding? What reason would she have to hack his results? Was she testing him further? He glanced down at her waist and saw the sidearm she carried. Did she believe she was a faster draw than he was, or did she already know it took a person like Nero to drive him to pull his gun? She had his psych report… and probably a dozen other evaluations… his entire profile from the last ten years of school. If so, she knew exactly what he would and wouldn’t do.

      Javen searched her face for an answer. “Why would you hack the test for me?”

      “Because I have a secret.”

      Again, she smiled.

      If she was waiting for him to guess it, she was going to be disappointed. Javen folded his arms, refusing to play her game.

      “I am Alexis,” she said.

      Javen frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “Alexis is real, and so is the basis of everything she said. I designed her to tell my story, manipulated the original programming on her character.”

      Javen shook his head. “Is this another test?”

      Brighton shook her head. “It is for me. I’m putting you in control now. Listen carefully, we don’t have much time. I run this test to recruit spies for Luna. As I’ve already told you, I’m a hacker, but I don’t trade only in programming. I’m good at hacking my emotions and body language. I know what facial expressions work and in what scenarios, and I’m damn good at manipulating people. In other words, I know how to act. That’s how I landed this job.”

      “I still don’t trust you,” said Javen.

      Brighton smirked and tilted her head to the left. “That’s sort of the nature of the beast. You don’t know me. You feel jerked around from the test, I understand. It’s supposed to root out those who might become sympathetic to the colonists—that’s not my design, I only added to it. My brother was killed. He was a negotiator. Everything Alexis told you about him is true.”

      “And the battle arena,” questioned Javen. “What about the face-down colonists?”

      “That’s their programming. What Alexis showed you is a glitch in the system. That arena is true battle memory modified for the test. But they forgot to change the faces of the dead lying belly-down.” Her lips pinched into a little proud smile. “A glitch I have not brought to their attention.”

      A single knock sounded on the wall, and suddenly Brighton stiffened. “Moonpuck,” she breathed in a soft hiss, “that’s the signal. I’m not supposed to be in here with you.”

      She glanced around frantically, then grabbed his arm and pulled him to the side of the room. She tapped a wall panel and it slid open. Forcefully she tugged for Javen to follow her inside, but he stood his ground.

      “I’m not hiding in there with you.”

      Her eyes widened. “Please,” she said firmly. “If Nero finds us in here…” she shook her head for emphasis.

      “Nero’s real then?”

      “I wish he wasn’t. And he’s the same bastard as he is in the test.” She tugged again on his arm. “Please, I need you to trust me.”

      Javen glanced at the test room door. If this was another test, that was the door he needed to pass through. It might absolve him from what he’d done in the virtual world.

      But then, what if Brighton was telling the truth? What if she was who she was claiming to be? Javen still felt sympathy for Alexis and her story. If Brighton and her were really one and the same, then…

      He looked at the lieutenant and in that glance he saw the same panicked look Alexis had given him when Nero had the gun to her head in the battle arena.

      With one last glance at the test room door, he let Brighton pull him into the room.

      The panel closed silently, sealing them inside.

      The room was dark but he could see Brighton standing in front of him. Two small beams of light fell upon her face through a vent in the door.

      “Thank you,” she whispered.

      “Where are we?” he asked.

      “A storage room.”

      “Who was that who knocked on the wall?”

      “That was Roger.”

      Javen frowned. “He’s a colonist too?”

      “No, Roger’s not human.”

      “What?”

      “He’s an OHR. Organic Human Robot. He’s part of the test, but I hacked him.”

      “What are you hoping Nero’s going to do? See that you’re gone and leave, then we get out?”

      “It might not be Nero. Roger will tap the wall twice when it’s safe to come out.”

      A low grunt sounded just outside the wall panel. Javen felt the hair on his neck stand on end. He hadn’t heard the test room door open. Whoever had entered had done so very quietly.

      A quiet, sniffing noise sounded from the base of the panel.

      The ugly memory of a hairy orange orangutan surfaced in his mind.

      It could be no other creature. And it had found their scent.

      A shadow fell across the vent. Suddenly, Javen felt Brighton place all her weight against him and pull his face in her direction. Her lips crashed into his.

      The door banged open and she jerked her body off of Javen’s.

      “Sergeant Nero!” she cried.

      Standing outside was Nero, and squatting below him was his ugly beast. Javen’s hand nearly went for his pistol.

      “Miss Brighton?!” said Nero, his lips curling into a wicked smile. Then he let out a booming laugh and his eyes turned to Javen. He stared at him like a skeptic searching for clues. The orangutan wrapped itself around Nero’s right leg, the beady black eyes staring curiously up at Javen. It bared its cheese-colored teeth playfully.

      Nero grunted. “Miss Brighton, this isn’t like you. Every male cadet I know has been trying to get into your panties, but without a fuck of luck. Who the hell is this Romeo?”

      Brighton put on a face Javen hadn’t thought her capable of—a lively, impish light shone in her eyes. “Just because you haven’t caught me, doesn’t mean I haven’t screwed half the guys at Ledmeer.”

      “Bullshit,” snorted Nero. “You’re a golden trophy. A sparkling, untamed unicorn. If someone ever saddled you, the bragging would be loud and endless in the barracks.” Nero held his hand out. “Where’s this Romeo’s test results?”

      Javen handed him the slip of paper.

      Nero glanced down at the score card. A second later his head whipped up and his eyes held a cold, dead stare that bore into Javen. “This here card says you shot me seven times. Two in the chair, five at close range. You got a problem with me, pretty boy?”

      Everything around Javen slowed. He saw Nero’s right hand hanging down. A gun sat loose in a black holster, just below his fingers. Javen watched for the smallest hint of movement. His own hand felt like a weight, drawing him to his weapon. Movement. Nero’s right hand passed over the holster, rose upward. Moved towards him, then squeezed his shoulder.

      The world returned to normal and Javen saw a lifeless sneer cross Nero’s face. His eyes smiled stonily.

      “If I was gonna kill you today, I’d’ve played it off nice and cool, and then shot you in the hall when you left.” The smile didn’t fade. “You got yourself some talent cadet. And I’m not talking about the test. Coaxing my sinless Lieutenant Brighton into the closet. Can’t say I haven’t tried.” He bared his teeth at Javen, just like his orangutan had. “Enjoy your time with Miss Brighton, Cadet Worth. Just remember, I only promised not to kill you today. Tomorrow’s wide open with possibilities.”

      His dark eyes shifted to the lieutenant and softened. “And my dear Miss Brighton, I couldn’t help but overhear something while I stood outside the closet door. Your sweet angelic voice spoke of hacking my Rodger Bot. The more I think about it, the more I realize I might be wrong about you. Perhaps you aren’t the sinless unicorn you led me to believe. Meddling with Roger for screwy time with boys… not so smart. For your sake, I hope there’s nothing darker hidden in this closet. I’ll be watching you close, lieutenant.”

      The door slammed shut. Javen heard the sound of the lobby doors swing open, then close.

      Brighton’s face was pale. Both of them were breathing hard.

      “Dirty pig,” she whispered under her breath.

      Javen waited a moment. “Ok,” he said, “I’m in.”

      Brighton squinted at him. “Just like that?”

      “I’m not saying I’m for the colonists, but I’m willing to listen. As long as I have doubts about what happened, I’ll keep my mouth shut.”

      The lieutenant nodded. “Perfect. I’ve got reams of information for you. By the end of the week, you’ll be a colonist. I’ll bet my life on it.”

      “How many others have you found like me?”

      “You mean cadets willing to consider allegiance to the colonists?”

      “Yeah…”

      “You’re the first.”

      

      
        The End
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        I’ll go anywhere to find Princess Ilara. Even to the Wilds—where people disappear and don’t come back.

      

      The rebels are resisting King Oderon’s rule. I don’t blame them, I’d resist too if I could get away with it.

      But the rebels don’t know that. They’ll kill me and never ask questions. Especially now that they’re united by a rebel who can tame the mowabs, the fiercest animals of all Origins.

      Anyone who can ride mowabs must be as beastly as they are. Good thing Dolpheus has my back. We’ll need every one of his skills and all of mine to escape the Mowab Rider with our lives.
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      Dolpheus and I were used to the stares. Curious eyes had followed us for so many centuries that I barely noticed them anymore, though tonight I did. Tonight I noticed every sound and movement that didn’t belong to the Koal Desert, the farthest—and most dangerous—region of the Wilds of Planet Origins.

      “What are all these people doing up?” Dolpheus whispered. “The Auxle Sun is still high in the sky. They should be sleeping.”

      That’s what we’d counted on. That’s why we were traveling during the rule of the lesser of the two suns when most people on O slept and when we’d prefer to be sleeping. I said, “I don’t know. Because they don’t trust outsiders?”

      “I guess. If I were them, I wouldn’t trust outsiders either.”

      Outsiders mostly assaulted or killed them. Unless they recognized us, they might assume the same of us. And if they did recognize us, there was a chance they’d accuse us of our previous wrongdoings. We might not have killed gratuitously when we were high-ranking soldiers in King Oderon’s army, but we’d killed.

      The rebels that lived in the Wilds kept to themselves. No one else on all of Origins looked out for them. Even the King, who proclaimed to rule for the good of his people, sought only to bring these particular people under his rule—by any means necessary. Before we left the army for potentially dubious and mercenary ways, we’d had to enforce the King’s will. Whomever we’d killed in the Wilds was a parent or child or some other relative of these people who now tracked every one of our moves with eyes as sharp as blades.

      Dolpheus and I were astride our favorite horses. Even though we could have transported here in moments on our own instead of spending long days traveling across O to get here, we were unwilling to leave our horses behind, because we trusted them more than we trusted most humans, and we needed every advantage we could get out here. Besides, we needed stillness to transport and not leave a body part or two behind. And the rebels wouldn’t afford us stillness, not if they decided to attack.

      In our search for Princess Ilara, we’d scour the planet. We’d turn over every rock and search every den. I’d go to the ends of O to find the woman I loved, and Dolpheus, who’d had my back since we were boys, would go to the ends of O with me. Better to have our horses along the way, because I wouldn’t stop until I found her.

      “Whaddya want here?” The hard voice of a woman broke the unnatural silence of the night.

      Since we’d entered the rebels’ dwelling area, I could only make out the sounds of our horses’ hooves falling against the dirt. But the threats were there, observing us from their hiding places, whether I could hear them or not. Dolpheus understood this too. Although he carried himself with his usual poise, his shoulders were hard and straight. Like me, he was on edge.

      I tried to scan the faces of those that watched us from the openings to their dwellings. I always looked to the eyes to gauge a person’s intentions. I searched for the woman who’d spoken.

      But the deep, dark shadows of the rock dwellings hid the rebels’ faces, making them look as sinister and dangerous as they really were.

      The Koal Desert was unforgiving. Its parched, hard-packed red dirt yielded little intended to nurture life. The days were hot, the nights cold, and the occasional sandstorm whipped so furiously that it’d kill anyone it caught.

      Those who made their home in this harshest part of the Wilds were equally unforgiving. Animal and human realized that the choices of their every moment defined their survival. The rebels dealt in life and death every day.

      I didn’t like speaking to someone without seeing them, but I couldn’t afford to delay my response any longer or they’d take it as a sign of aggression. Dolpheus and I set off for the Wilds fully aware that the chances of us getting in and out without drawing our swords were slim. Regardless, we’d try.

      “We mean you no harm,” I said while a part of me wondered how many people had said this same thing to them before attacking. Oers weren’t known for their honesty or integrity. Greed, corruption, and deceit were O’s predominant diseases.

      Silence met my announcement. I continued, “We’re looking for someone.”

      I sensed a tension rise amid the shadows, and I hurried to elaborate. “We’re not here looking for one of your own. We’re here for an outsider.”

      Dolpheus added, “This person wants to be found. She’s on the run, in danger, and we mean to protect her from those who want to kill her.”

      There was a shuffling from the shadows, bare feet against sand and rock. I took it as a sign that they were at least considering our words. At least I hadn’t heard the telltale sound of weapons being drawn. Of course, concealed by the caverns behind them, they might already hold knives or swords at the ready.

      I didn’t make assumptions. I avoided them like the threat they were. Assumptions got you killed. These people were armed and dangerous until I witnessed proof that they weren’t.

      Finally, another voice emerged from the darkness. “Who’s this person you’re looking for?”

      Before I had the chance to answer, I heard Dolpheus’ voice inside my head. You can’t tell them, Tan.

      Of course I won’t, Olph. You don’t think I know better? I replied to Dolpheus through my brain waves and hurried on before he could respond with his usual sarcasm. I didn’t always know better and I didn’t want to hear him say it.

      “A woman,” I said to the rebels. “Traveling alone. Trying to avoid being seen.”

      I left off what I was thinking: Trying to avoid being recognized. Ilara was the most recognizable woman on the entire planet. Not only was she the most sensual woman I’d ever had the pleasure to meet, with rich curves of mouth and body that she worked with a tantalizing sway, but her eyes were unique. Although there’d been another woman in the line of the Andaron Dynasty to possess irises that reflected the cosmos, Ilara was the only one alive with eyes like hers.

      If anyone saw her eyes, they’d immediately know she was the princess of all Origins. The princess who was supposed to be dead.

      “She has long, black hair,” Dolpheus said but then stopped and spoke only to me. Shit, Tan. There’s nothing more we can say that won’t give who she is away.

      I know, I said with a pang. My Ilara was unlike any other woman on O. I couldn’t allow myself to believe she was dead because I realized I’d never be able to replace her. I’d never love another like I loved her. Even in these tense circumstances, my body responded to my desire to love her and her perfect body again. I had to shift in my saddle as my dick came alive.

      Distractions were nearly as dangerous as assumptions. I spoke, mostly to pull away from thoughts of me inside her. “She’s a skilled warrior. And while she would’ve meant you no harm, she would’ve carried herself as if she knew what she was doing.”

      It was mostly pointless information—Ilara moved like a cat—but my dick was softening, so I kept going. “She would’ve been hiding her face, anything the people trying to kill her might recognize. Have you seen anyone like this come through here in the last couple of weeks?”

      No response from the shadows.

      “We’re offering a reward for her safe delivery to us,” Dolpheus said. “We’ll reward any good information about this woman’s whereabouts, however small.”

      Still nothing.

      Dolpheus said, “We don’t pay in roones. We pay in the purest sand harvested from Planet Sand.”

      The whisperings started almost immediately. Too soft for us to make out, we could imagine what they were saying. We’d made offers like these before, though never for Ilara. Pure sand was a motivator for every social class on O. The rich, who already possessed heaps of pure sand, always wanted more. And pure sand gave the poor an advantage they couldn’t easily achieve otherwise. Planet Origins had plenty of its own sand. In fact, there were vast stretches of it just beyond the rebels’ dwellings. But no one wanted the black sand of O; I was one of the few to think it beautiful when the suns glittered across it. They wanted the white, fine sand that could be melted to create crystalline-looking glass.

      Because I knew what Oers were willing to do for pure sand, I added, “We do pay in pure sand, but we pay only for information we can verify. We’re men of our word, and we’ll pay, but first we need to confirm that what you say is true.”

      It was perhaps a bit much to tell these people, who didn’t trust anyone outside of their own, that we didn’t trust them; but then, we didn’t. We’d be fools to do so. The rebels were as dangerous as the courtiers of King Oderon’s court. On the surface, the two groups appeared as different as pure sand and black sand, but within, they were the same. They looked out for themselves and their own above all else.

      In that, they were like Dolpheus and me as well. Dolpheus and I had each other’s backs. We were more family than our real families. I considered Ilara family too, even if the Crown forbade our love, making it illicit—and all the more arousing.

      I’d do whatever it took to return Ilara to Origins. Because I could feel it in my gut, She was alive.

      I hadn’t been able to stop trying to bring Ilara back since the moment her death was announced across the comm waves. Dolpheus and I were among the few Oers who didn’t believe we needed comms to mind speak, but we’d figured the news out fast enough. I’d known before anyone shared the news with us. As if someone had punched me in the gut, hard pain pierced right through me.

      A squeaky voice interrupted my thoughts. I had to pull my mind away from loss to the chance that Ilara somehow survived. I forced myself to focus on the words the boy was saying.

      “I think I seen a woman with long, black hair comin’ through here. She wouldn’t look me in the eye, so I noticed.”

      I pointed my horse toward the sound, willing the boy, whose voice was transforming into that of a man, to step out from the shadows so I could judge the truth of his words.

      “When did this woman come through here?” Dolpheus asked while my heart pounded furiously in my throat.

      “About a week ago?” the boy said. His voice sounded dubious. Was it because he couldn’t remember, or because he was trying to guess what we wanted to hear? What would get us to hand over the vials of pure sand that were O’s greatest treasure, even if they didn’t come from Origins.

      “We’re looking for a woman that has a specific mark on both wrists,” Dolpheus said. “Did she have these?”

      “Oh aye,” the boy said. “It was too dark to make them out exactly, and she wore clothes over her wrists. But there was a moment when she moved on her horse and I saw a bit of it. A dark mark.”

      “So she was on a horse?” Dolpheus asked.

      “Aye.”

      “And was the dark mark on the outside or inside of her wrist?”

      “The inside. Definitely the inside.”

      “All right. Thank you. Does anyone else think they saw the woman we’re looking for?”

      A slew of rebels began to talk all at once.

      “Whoa, whoa,” Dolpheus said. “One at a time.”

      Rebels began to emerge from the shadows, putting their desire for pure sand above safety.

      You do it, Olph, I said, knowing he’d hear me through his mind despite the clamoring cacophony. I can’t. I also knew he’d understand why I couldn’t. Ilara didn’t have any marks on either of her wrists. The rebels would just take turns repeating a story they thought might hit the mark. They’d take the cues the boy set in his story and elaborate, hoping to say the right thing to earn them sand.

      We’d been through it before, since we set out from the royal city looking for answers all across O, searching for any whisper or rumor that might lead us to wherever Ilara must be hiding out. Because she couldn’t be dead. That’s the one thing I couldn’t accept.

      Even though it was unlikely that any of these rebels would have the clue we were looking for, we’d listen to each of their stories, sifting for that one piece of truth that could point us in the right direction.

      Or at least, Dolpheus would. I didn’t have the heart for it tonight. Our journey had been long and disappointing. There was only so much letdown a lover could take, even if no one realized I was her lover.

      Dolpheus was saying, “Come on. One at a time or we can’t do this. Decide on your own who goes first or I will.”

      When two women started speaking at once, I moved my horse a few steps away from the fray. I couldn’t afford to go any farther away nor to face away from the rebels, who were as much liars as every other group we’d attempted to cull for hints of Ilara. I had to protect Dolpheus. I had to remain close enough to interfere if anything happened. After all, these people, though untrained in the formal ways of fighting, were as dangerous as anybody. Desperation was a powerful motivator, and it cut a fierce edge around any warrior.

      And if Ilara was truly dead, then Dolpheus was the only person that remained on all of O that I cared about. He was the only one that cared about me.

      My father, Lord Brachius, was the reason Ilara was absent from my life, leaving a void as deep as a crater. He was the one who ordered the assassination attempts on the royal family. His assassins were the ones who managed to kill the Queen and nearly kill the woman I loved. If she hadn’t been secretly sharing my bed instead of in her own at the royal palace, she’d be dead, and there’d be nothing my gut could say about it.

      I watched Dolpheus and the small mob surrounding him beneath the soft, burnt glow of the Auxle Sun, but I tried to tune out the voices, even his.

      I urged my thoughts away from the tortured ones I’d been having since Ilara left my bed twenty-two days ago. I allowed my eyes to roam, though never far from Dolpheus. The rebels that surrounded him were mostly women and children, the only men runts of the litter. There were none of the telling glints of metal reflecting the orange from the sun. But hard men and women with hard eyes still watched from the recessed entrances to their stone homes. And I had no doubt they had hard, sharp metal within their reach.

      I kept watch for wild men, women, and animals, though the rebels must be keeping watch for mowabs as well. Even the rebels, who had a way with animals they didn’t have with people, weren’t able to tame the animals of the Wilds to their purposes. The mowab was the largest and most ferocious of all of O’s animals, and it refused to be tamed. It could bend people to its will, not the other way around, and it was one of the main reasons that most Oers lived and died without ever traveling to the Wilds.

      I trailed my eyes across my friend, the renowned ladies’ man, who had a way with people in general as much as he did with women, even if the voluptuous kind were his specialty. He could handle himself in most situations. As often as he and I faced death, looking it deep in the eyes, we’d managed to survive with fewer scrapes than most. We’d outlived thousands of soldiers that had marched into battle with us.

      It wasn’t because the Something Greater the Devoteds believed in gifted us with luck. No. We made our own luck. It was because we trained harder than anyone else, and because we made it our business to be sharper than most everyone else.

      The Auxle Sun reflected across seas of black sand that surrounded the rebel village on all sides. I spotted no mowabs. There were no matte spots against the patches of glittering sand. There were no herds wandering, mining for the small, slimy animals that lived beneath the sand.

      But that didn’t put me at ease. I knew from several unpleasant experiences that mowabs could appear seemingly out of nowhere, thundering across the open desert as if the devil were at their heels. They were faster than logic accounted for. Massive animals, the largest weighing as much as a dozen full-grown men, they could run and jump as fast—if not faster—than our horses, trained for battle and speed.

      Mowabs had fur that lengthened in manes around their faces. The females were vicious, and the males, even fiercer, had huge balls that hung so low they peeked from beneath their black coats, a reminder that they were the ones designed to rule this world. But worst of all were their eyes, which glowed red as if an internal fire gave them life, as if they were beasts forged in hell.

      While I saw no red eyes across the open, picking out their next target for attack, I did notice another set of eyes. These eyes weren’t flaming red or glowing like a devil’s, but they were equally ferocious and determined.

      Olph, I said, I think there’s someone who does have something of use to offer.

      Who? Where? he asked immediately. Even through the waves of our minds I could sense his impatience at the tales the rebels were weaving for us and our dangled promise of pure sand.

      To your left. In the back. Beyond the last of the dwellings. She’s standing just beyond the shadows of the last of the rebel caves. Do you see her?

      Dolpheus was subtle. It would do us no good to draw attention to the woman who seemed as if she might have something to share but wasn’t coming forward to do it. He arched his back, stretching. Then he twisted in his saddle, first right, then left. His eyes flicked upward for a second. I see her, he said.

      And then the woman, shrouded in dark clothing that allowed her to disappear into the shadows, merged with them. She took a step backward and was gone, somewhere behind the cave dwellings, where we couldn’t follow her progress.

      We have to follow her. Now, I said to Dolpheus, even though I remained still atop my stallion.

      But Dolpheus was on it. He was already telling the rebels amassed around him, “Enough, enough for now. Please.”

      The rebels didn’t want to stop before they’d claimed their reward. They hadn’t earned it fairly, but the rebels weren’t used to playing fair—something I couldn’t entirely blame them for. Others didn’t deal fairly with them either.

      Dolpheus, who hadn’t dismounted and towered over the rebels, put his hands up. “I’ve heard enough for now. I’m going to retreat to confer with my friend, see which of these accounts might lead us to the woman we seek, determine if any of them are deserving of a reward of pure sand.”

      The complaints were immediate and loud. Dolpheus quelled them quickly. “We’ll cause you no harm, but right now, we’re retreating. Thank you for your attention and time.”

      It was more kindness than the rebels usually received from outsiders. They continued to complain but only half-heartedly, and even as we were backing our horses away (without turning our backs to the rebels), they began to return to their homes.

      You turn, I said to Dolpheus.

      He understood right away and turned his horse to face forward, where we’d seen the woman disappear behind the cave dwellings. My stallion continued to walk backward, something he’d never liked, but Dolpheus and I didn’t turn our backs on an enemy. Never. And while the rebels of the Wilds of O weren’t our enemies, they weren’t our friends either.

      My horse breathed hard through his nostrils and shook his head. I ran a hand along his neck. In the light of the Auxle Sun, auburn highlights reflected across his dark coat. “It’s all right, Seafarer,” I said to my horse that had never before seen the sea. But he’d seen plenty of seas of black sand. He was like them, black and sparkling. “I’ll let you turn around in a minute. Just as soon as we’re far enough from these rebels that they can’t try to shoot us in the back with an arrow.”

      Seafarer huffed, but he was a warrior horse. There were things a warrior must do, whether he liked it or not.

      “Just a bit more,” I said.

      “I think we’re safe,” Dolpheus said.

      I chuckled without mirth. “Are we ever really safe as long as we’re in the Wilds?”

      “Or on O?” Dolpheus added, a heavy tone in his voice.

      He’d cared for Ilara too. While she’d been my lover, she’d been his friend. We’d lost her in a blink. He’d lost his father just as fast.

      No one and nothing was fully safe on Origins. We could train and hope. But in the end, that’s all we could do.

      I didn’t answer Dolpheus’ question. Neither of our questions required an answer. We knew we weren’t safe. We weren’t ever safe, and it was that knowledge that had managed to keep us alive for four hundred and forty-three years.

      We reached the last dwelling, behind which the woman disappeared. Now our danger was as great behind us as it was ahead of us, for I understood better than most men that women were dangerous. Ilara was the woman I loved, but she was also the most dangerous woman I knew. She wielded her beauty, sensuality, and wit as weapons, and she did so with deft skill.

      “You can turn now, Seafarer,” I said in soothing tones, trying to calm the horse that would charge into battle without hesitation, but that didn’t like not being able to see where he was going. I didn’t blame him. A soldier’s greatest tool was his senses. He relied on them to guide his actions. And Seafarer was a soldier.

      Seafarer spun in one graceful movement, his body agile and strong. Dolpheus and I steered our horses around the corner. There she was, waiting for us.
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      The girl was young, breasts tender and new, but already she was as fierce-looking as many of the rebel warriors we’d encountered over the centuries. A slight trembling of the hand, which held a short sword pointed at our mounts, was all to betray her.

      “Whoa. Take it easy,” Dolpheus started, hands out in front of him. “Be easy. It’s all right.” He sounded just as he did when he was trying to calm a horse.

      “We mean you no harm,” he said. We’d said it already several times since entering the rebel zone, but I supposed when the rebels expected harm from outsiders, it didn’t hurt to repeat it. He said, “We thought you wanted us to follow you. Did we misunderstand?”

      The girl’s bright eyes flitted from Dolpheus to me and then to our horses.

      “Did we?” Dolpheus persisted.

      The girl’s hand began to shake harder, and I took pity on her. It couldn’t be easy to live out here in the Wilds, where the threats came from all directions at all times.

      “Look,” I said. Her eyes met mine, and I witnessed fear I immediately wished I hadn’t seen. “We mean it when we say we won’t hurt you. I promise we won’t.” I made it a point never to make promises I didn’t intend to keep. On O, people valued their word too little. I valued it highly. It was the one thing I had complete control over. The girl saw it in my eyes.

      With a hand that still trembled, she lowered her sword. I noticed a beat-up sheath belted around her waist, but she didn’t sheathe the sword. She stepped to the side, one foot in the shadows, one in the light. “Dismount and leave your horses here.” She tried to make her words an order, but it didn’t work.

      Dolpheus and I’d been through too much to take orders from girls. “We won’t leave our horses,” Dolpheus said, beating me to it. There was no way we’d allow our horses out of sight. Not in the Wilds. Not when the threats came from every direction.

      I didn’t know what this girl wanted to talk to us about, but I wanted to find out. “But we’ll dismount if that makes you feel better.”

      Dolpheus and I’d been training for battle since we were young boys. We’d been riding horses just as long. Even standing next to our horses, we could be in the saddles and riding away in seconds.

      “Then dismount,” the girl said, “and do it quickly. We don’t have much time. They’ll send someone to follow you right away.”

      Of course they would. It’s what I’d do.

      The girl retreated fully into the shadows of the rear of a cave dwelling.

      We probably only had a minute before we were discovered. If I were the rebels, I’d send several people to follow us. One to follow our direct path, turning right after the last dwelling as we had, and at least one more to come at us from the opposite direction, to round the first of their dwellings and watch the rear of their homes from that side.

      Dolpheus and I’d said we were retreating to confer, and we could plausibly be doing that now. The girl could mostly lose herself to the shadows. But I wouldn’t count on the rebels missing much. They were skilled in moving through the shadows. They’d see the girl.

      “Talk fast. What can we do for you?” I said, because this was obviously about what we could do for her. Perhaps there was also something she was willing to do for us, but that was secondary. Oers were best at putting themselves first. For the most part, I wouldn’t blame them, and I especially wouldn’t blame this girl for it.

      “I have information you want.”

      “What kind of information?” Dolpheus asked. “About the woman we’re looking for?”

      “No. But trust me. It’s something you want to know.”

      I wasn’t in the habit of trusting strangers. However, we had little time and I probably would’ve wanted to help this girl regardless of whether or not she had something to trade for our help.

      “Assuming we’re willing to trade for this information, whatever it is,” I said, “what do you want in return?”

      “A favor. Sometime in the future, I’ll ask you to do something for me.”

      Dolpheus said, “Will you tell us what this favor is now?”

      “No. I don’t know it yet. But I know I’ll want your help in the future.”

      “Why our help? You don’t even know who we are,” I said.

      “Oh I know precisely who you are, Lord Tanus, and your Arms Master, Dolpheus.”

      “I see,” I said. “So you believe we’ll hold up our end of the bargain once you give us this information you have?”

      She flicked a glance over her shoulder before asking, “Will you?”

      I looked to Dolpheus. He shrugged. I looked back at her. “I only make promises I intend to keep. Since I don’t know what information you have to offer or what I’ll think it worth, I can’t promise I’ll do whatever favor you ask of me in the future.”

      “Fine,” she snapped. “Then forget it.” She turned on her heel.

      I shot an arm out to stop her. She clenched and yanked her head around to face me, but my touch was gentle. “However, I can promise to do what I think is fair. I can promise to return a favor that is appropriate for the information you give us. I give you my word that I’ll do that.”

      She looked at my hand on her arm. I released her. She looked behind her again, clearly impatient. Someone would spot us soon. Even so, she took her time studying my eyes first and then Dolpheus.’

      “Very well,” she said. “Since we don’t have time to strike a clearer and better bargain, I accept your terms.”

      “Good. What’s this information you have?” I asked.

      “You’re going to be ambushed. In the black fields to the west of the camp. They’re already waiting for you.”

      “How many of them are there?” Dolpheus asked while I angled my body to keep better watch behind us. We’d already realized we were in danger in the Wilds, but we hadn’t suspected an ambush. There should be no reason for it. We didn’t march under the King’s banner anymore.

      The girl fidgeted and wouldn’t meet our eyes. “I’m not sure exactly,” she said. “But I know the plan is to take you down, and sh—I mean, they’re aware of your reputation.”

      “Is that it?” I asked.

      “They’re led by the Mowab Rider.”

      I saw Dolpheus’ eyes widen before he got control of himself.

      “So he’s real? The Mowab Rider?” Dolpheus asked, voicing the awe I experienced as well.

      “Yes, the Mowab Rider’s real. She rides the mowabs like you ride your horses.”

      “The Mowab Rider’s a she?” Dolpheus said.

      The girl didn’t answer. We didn’t have time for awe or repetition, even if both were warranted in this situation. I’d stared down far more mowabs than I wished to. I didn’t want to be anywhere near one. I definitely didn’t want to ride one. I hadn’t thought it possible, and Dolpheus and I had a very different definition of what was impossible than other Oers. But perhaps not different from this woman, who could apparently tame the most untamable of beasts.

      “There’s one more thing I need you to promise me,” the girl continued.

      “Wait, that wasn’t part of the deal,” Dolpheus said. “We already made the deal.”

      I ignored my friend for now. There was something about this girl that I liked. It took guts to do what she was doing. I’d heard enough rumors of Dolpheus and me to understand that we were made out to be the most skilled of warriors. We could overtake this girl and kill her in instants. The short sword she still clutched in her hand wouldn’t impede her death.

      “I have one more piece of information for you,” she said even though I would have agreed to whatever her additional demand was without it.

      “All right,” I said.

      “But first you have to promise me.” She glanced over her shoulder again and took another step farther back into the shadows. “Promise me you won’t kill her. The Mowab Rider.”

      “You want us not to kill a woman who attacks us while riding a mowab?” Dolpheus said, his tone implying the unbelieving really? he didn’t voice.

      “You can’t kill her. Under any circumstances. Promise me.” The girl looked to me, the one who’d been making all the promises.

      I studied her. “Why?”

      “Promise me.”

      “I want to know why,” I insisted.

      She huffed hurriedly. Every one of her movements was agitated and skittish now. She was about to flee.

      I suppressed every urge I had to grab onto her, to keep her here until she could explain.

      “She’s my sister. And if you kill her, I’ll hunt you down and tear you to pieces,” she said.

      I admired loyalty. I wanted to smile, but I didn’t. “All right. I promise we won’t kill her. Unless it’s the only way to save Dolpheus’ life or my own.”

      “No deal then. I won’t tell you the rest, and she’ll hunt you down and kill you.”

      “I won’t make any promise that prevents me from protecting Dolpheus or myself. But I promise you that if there’s any other way, any other way at all, we’ll spare the Mowab Rider’s life.”

      I didn’t hear anything, but the girl clearly did. One moment she was there, the next the shadows swallowed her up.

      I thought she wouldn’t tell us the rest but then her whispered words reached us from the shadows. “They hide the mowabs beneath the sand. Look to the sand.”

      And then I was sure she was gone.

      Less than ten seconds later, a man rounded the corner farthest from us and immediately averted his eyes when he saw us spot him. I felt more than saw another person turn the corner behind us.

      There’s someone behind us too, I mind spoke to Dolpheus.

      I know, he said to me. Then, for our invisible audience, “All right. I think we’ve talked enough. Let’s go check out some of these stories to see if they’re worth a reward.”

      “Let’s do it,” I said, mounting Seafarer.

      A few moments later, Dolpheus and I led our horses past the dwelling that offered cover for our meeting with the girl. There was no one there.

      We pointed our horses east, away from the settlement and toward the ambush.
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      We didn’t return to the group of rebels to continue our pretense. Every single one of them had hinged on the dark marks on Ilara’s wrists—the ones she didn’t possess—and so every one of them had been lying to us. There were potentially other rebels we hadn’t asked about Ilara yet, but chances were slim that they’d have anything of use to offer.

      More lies, more rumors, more whispered nothings. That’s all we’d encountered since Dolpheus and I set off on this quest to find Ilara, to prove that my gut could accurately sense the woman alive when everyone, even her father the King, swore she was dead.

      Do you think the girl was telling the truth? Dolpheus spoke through my mind. Even though we couldn’t see anyone around us as we set off in the opposite direction from which we’d come, the rebels had survived in this inhospitable region for a long time for a reason. They were smart and wily. Of all the places on O, I worried about our safety the most in the Wilds. The people that inhabited it displayed many of the same traits as the animals that occupied the parched land with them.

      In the Wilds, the land, its weather, its animals, and its people were all significant threats. And now we had an ambush to worry about.

      I do think the girl was telling the truth. Don’t you? I said.

      Aye. Which means we have an ambush to look forward to.

      With a mowab rider! I said.

      That’s nuts, man. A mowab? How could anyone ever ride one of those nasty beasts? They’d kill you before they’d let you get close enough to touch them. How in the fuck could somebody manage to ride one?

      I have no fucking idea. I know I’d never try to ride one of those hell beasts.

      What do you think a woman who can actually ride a mowab looks like? Dolpheus said.

      I imagine she’s a beast of a woman, right?

      Aye. She’s gotta be. To ride one of those things? She’s gonna be big and hairy, probably.

      I laughed. And she’s going to be trying to kill us.

      Well, nothing new about that. They should have a gathering for all the people who want to kill us.

      Aye, maybe my father could lead it. It was my attempt at a joke, but my friend knew it was only halfhearted. My father might not be trying to kill me—at least, not that I knew of—but I doubted he’d care if I died. He was the reason we were out here baking to a crisp in the Wilds. He was the one to order the assassination of the woman I loved. The fact that he didn’t know I loved her didn’t do much to ameliorate the situation. He wouldn’t have cared even if he’d known.

      Dolpheus changed the subject. Why do you think this particular she-beast mowab rider and her crew want to kill us? What do they have against us?

      I was wondering the same thing. It must go back to our time fighting for the King. That was the only time we killed people that might not have necessarily deserved it.

      An irony that was one of the main reasons why Dolpheus and I left the army. Every kill we’d made while in the army was justified—a means to an end, a sacrifice for a worthy and noble cause, namely, whatever particular cause the King was championing just then, spinning to his people as something that was for their greater good. But none of the men and women we’d killed in the name of the King had ever done anything to us, beyond defending themselves from the threat we posed under our standard. These were the deaths that haunted us. The ones that theoretically shouldn’t. The ones that we’d dealt simply because the man or woman fought on the wrong side of a dubious right.

      Dolpheus said, It’s got to be. When will we ever stop paying for the sins of another?

      Perhaps never, I said, feeling an uncommon bitterness about it. I might not be a great man, I might not even be a good man some days, but I didn’t kill indiscriminately. I’d killed enough times to value life more than most, to realize that life could be here one moment and gone the next.

      That Ilara could be in my arms and then vanish. Possibly gone forever.

      I dug my heels into Seafarer’s sides. Come on. Let’s get on with this. If we have to face down a she-beast and her crew, let’s get it over with. We have a princess to find.

      Dolpheus nudged his horse into a canter an instant after I did. Come on, Tan, we’re mind speaking. You don’t need to put on that show for me. You don’t give a fuck about a princess. You just want the woman you like to hide in your bed.

      You’re right. And I want her back now.

      Then let’s go get ‘er.

      If only we knew where she was. And if only we weren’t heading straight into an ambush.
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      If the girl was telling us the truth, then they should be waiting for us somewhere over the ridge, Dolpheus said. They’d know we’d have to take this route if we wanted to advance farther into the Wilds, which is precisely what crazy fuckers like us would want to do.

      But it was more than us being crazy fuckers—even though this was a point I wouldn’t readily deny.  There was only one easy way into the Wilds, and one easy way out. There were other routes we could take, but with their extreme terrain and wildlife, they would’ve been more dangerous than heading straight into an ambush. The most dangerous of the animals, the mowabs, tended to stay away from the settlements, as if the rebels and the mowabs had some sort of understanding. Perhaps they actually did now that one of them was able to ride one of the beasts.

      If we wanted to advance farther into the Wilds in our search for Ilara, then this was the best course to do it.

      I checked the knives at my waist. They were there as usual. I unclasped the leather strap that fixed my spake to the side of my saddle, protecting my horse from its spikes. I unsheathed my sword and held it in front of me.

      Dolpheus, on my left, did the same. We fought in a similar style and preferred the same types of weapons, the result of training together since we were boys.

      Dolpheus smiled at me. Even though I knew he’d deny it, I believed he enjoyed the fight. He relished the power and strength he’d learned to contain.

      I, however, didn’t enjoy it. But I was good at it just the same.

      Ready? Dolpheus asked.

      As ready as I get.

      Good. Then let’s go get us some she-beast, he said on a grin and tore off ahead of me. I thought perhaps he was going to try to outrun the ambush.

      A moving target was a harder one to hit than a still one, and a speedily moving target harder still.

      I kicked Seafarer into a full gallop behind my friend, eyes shifting continuously—left, ahead, right, a peek beneath my right underarm, then left again.

      When Seafarer’s hooves first hit the field of glittering black, I swept my eyes across the sand, searching for any place that could hide a herd of mowabs, horses, or their riders. But there were none. How could a field of flat sand conceal anything large?

      There’s no place for them to hide, I yelled to Dolpheus over the pounding of our horses’ hooves, forgetting that volume didn’t matter since I wasn’t talking aloud. Maybe the girl tricked us. Maybe it was just to unsettle us, to get us riding like devils are on our heels through a field of sand.

      But it didn’t feel like a joke. There was no one to witness our run.

      No. I think they’re here. Somewhere. I just don’t know where.

      I didn’t much want to admit it, but I thought my friend was right. So then where the fuck are they? I wasn’t in the mood for this shit. The loss of a lover was enough fuckery to last me a long while.

      But life wasn’t fair. It had never been fair to us.

      They’re here, Tan, Dolpheus said. Watch yourself.

      At this rate, they’re going to manage to ambush us even with the warning, I growled. Where could a herd of the largest beasts on O hide?

      We thundered across the endless sea of black sand, our horses making slower progress than they should have given the speed with which they pumped their legs. But they slipped on the sand. With each step they advanced, they lost a fraction of it to the gods that determined the odds of life and death.

      The Auxle Sun was high in the sky, gilding the sand and making it appear aflame.

      Our horses ran as if the sand were on fire.

      I didn’t know where to point my sword when the ground fell out from under us. And then I had to focus all my attention on not stabbing my horse as he fell.

      The creature I loved as much as any human crumpled beneath me with an alarming shriek that left me praying to a god I didn’t think I believed in that he wouldn’t break a leg.

      In the instant before his body crashed to the illusion of solid ground beneath us, I jumped.

      I leapt off my horse before I had the chance to take in the threat of my surroundings. I just knew that Dolpheus was to my left, my horse was falling beneath me, and that my weight couldn’t be on top of him when he landed. Even if my weight wasn’t much compared to his, anything that could add to the severity of the impact wouldn’t do.

      When I landed, the ground was barely there, and I stumbled. But as I did I yanked the spake from my saddle to keep Seafarer from falling on it—and because I liked its weight in my hand when I didn’t yet know what threat I was facing.

      With my spake in my left hand and my sword in my right, I planted my feet as firmly as I could on the moving sea of sand, and lifted my head to meet whatever was coming.

      Because something was definitely coming.

      And it was upon me before my brain could register what my eyes were seeing.

      A mass of black, smelly fur charged at me. I had time only to react. Away from my horse. Away from Dolpheus and his horse. I lunged ahead of me, to my left, my sword an extension of my arm.

      I didn’t make contact with the mass of angry grunts, but I did succeed in redirecting the mowab away from my friends.

      “Come on, you fucker,” I said to the mowab that attempted to sear the red of his eyes into mine.

      Over the large mass of his back I could see others rising from the sand around him. Not only would I have to dispatch this mowab back to the fiery hell he came from, but I’d have to do it fast.

      I had time only for a quick wish that I didn’t have to kill the beast. While I had no love for him, neither did I appreciate senseless death. If only they’d just let us pass without attack. We meant them no harm, just as we had no issue with the rebels.

      I sidestepped farther to my left as the mowab charged. One of his horns nicked me and knocked me off balance, but I managed to slice the air in front of its throat with my sword first.

      I couldn’t be sure I’d cut more than fur until the beast squealed that inhuman sound that seemed to cross all species of beast.

      “Why couldn’t you just leave us alone?” I asked the beast as I pierced his chest with my sword. He wouldn’t survive the initial cut to the throat, but I’d rather kill an animal than leave it to suffer.

      The creature plummeted to the ground, shaking it, reminding me there was nothing steady about where I stood.

      I put a boot to its side and was quick to remove my sword. Then I spun and ran, studying my surroundings while putting more distance between me and my horse.

      Olph! You all right?

      My heart beat furiously. Another mowab charged at me, but that wasn’t why. I swung my spake at its face and jumped out of the way.

      Olph!

      Aye. Aye, I’m all right. Excellent, really.

      My heartbeat resumed its steady rhythm. I’d grazed the mowab’s face and moved farther to the side, farther away from my friends. I waited for the beast to charge at me again.

      This is exactly what I felt like doing today, Dolpheus continued. I heard him grunt across the way. Dancing with big. Smelly. Fuckers. Each of his words was punctuated by the sound of metal hitting flesh.

      The mowab I’d nicked took another turn at me, and while he charged, my eyes landed on a larger mowab, a bigger threat, toeing the sand beneath him.

      Wait for it, Tanus, I told myself. Wait for it.

      The smaller mowab, which wasn’t small at all, charged and I forced myself to hold my ground. My balls retreated somewhere I hoped I’d be able to find them again, but I wouldn’t let myself move.

      The ground shook, sand jumping across its surface. Still, I dug my boots into it.

      I could feel the heat of the mowab’s breath across my face.

      Now.

      I jumped to the side and stabbed at the mowab’s chest with my sword.

      The beast squealed but kept running, yanking my sword free of its body.

      It limped but still turned to face me again. Preparing for another charge.

      But at least this one was injured. The bigger fucker was still toeing the ground, each movement setting his huge, low-hanging balls swinging.

      Then the big fucker ran at me, head on. And the other one, over my right shoulder, charged too.

      From the corner of my left eye, I saw another one emerge from the sea of sand, as if it were a sea monster and not a mowab.

      There was no time for the expletives that would normally run through my head at the imbalance of the situation.

      A three-pronged mowab attack was guaranteed to kill most Oers. Neither Dolpheus nor I were ‘most Oers.’ We trained hard not to be like the herds of people that were quick to believe in the limitations others imposed upon them and to give their power away to whomever was clamoring for it the loudest.

      I had a good chance of surviving this attack. But it wasn’t a great one. There were three mowabs after all. I’d better deal with them summarily before any more had the chance to add their numbers.

      I might have been able to beat them on my own, but faithum would’ve been nice. Even faith in the Something Greater the Devoteds believed in, which supposedly had a hand in what was happening to me and every other Oer, might have been helpful.

      Too bad I didn’t believe. I had better things to waste my thoughts on than flamboyant notions that something outside of myself was going to extricate me from this hairy, smelly, red-eyed mess I currently found myself in.

      If I was going to survive this, I’d be the one to find the way. Dolpheus, who always had my back, was busy with his own set of mowab attacks.

      The faster I disentangled myself from the mowabs, the sooner I could get to Dolpheus. Because I’d sworn to myself that I’d always protect him, the one friend who was more family than any family I’d ever had.

      The mowab I’d injured would reach me first. Even in its weakened state, it was far stronger than I was, than any human could ever hope to be.

      But I couldn’t turn my back on the larger one running at full speed toward me.

      The one to my left wasn’t yet attacking. It shook the sand that clung to its coat free.

      There was nothing pretty about these beasts. Even the females looked as if they’d bite your head off and swallow it in one gulp before they’d let you pet them.

      Where was this Mowab Rider, anyway?

      With my eyes fixed on the one charging straight ahead, I held my ground until it resumed shaking beneath my feet. Then I slid to the left, toward the beast that was finished with its shaking and was toeing the sand, breathing steam through its nostrils. I crouched and lunged toward the injured beast, slicing its underbelly with my sword.

      It staggered. I removed my sword and still it didn’t fall.

      The beast in front of me roared what I perceived as fury at the certain death of its brother or sister. The stench of his breath extended ahead of him, his intentions equally foul.

      I didn’t think there was a way the mowab could look meaner or angrier than he had before, but he did. His eyes flared a red brighter even than the Suxle Sun, promising that he’d rip me limb from limb.

      I felt it before I saw it. The mowab to my left began its charge as well.

      Sword in one hand and spake in the other, I gave my attention to both animals, hoping fiercely that the sand behind me wouldn’t birth any more mowabs that intended to kill me.

      I trained my eyes on the approach of the nearest one, the one that’d reach me first. He was a gargantuan beast, all muscle, glowing eyes, and swinging balls. His legs pounded across the sand, gaining traction better than our horses could. The mowabs were born to this terrain; they were made for it.

      Even as he barreled toward me at full speed, his eyes those of a demon, I thought it a waste that I had to kill him.

      There’d been too much killing in my life already, and I was far from finished living it—I hoped.

      I clutched the hilt of my sword.

      “Come on, motherfucker. Let’s dance,” I said over the pounding of hooves aiming to maim and kill.

      Then a shrill, deafening whistle rang and the beast skidded to a halt, showering me in sprinkling black.

      Wide-eyed, I verified what my ears told me. The one to my left had stopped too. From full speed to nothing in too short a time for such a large animal.

      The mowab to my right crashed to the ground from its full height. That was the last sound I heard before an unexplained silence filled the space that had just been taken up by so much anger and noise.

      And then I heard Dolpheus. Whatever my friend was doing, at least he was alive.
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      I’d never heard Dolpheus snarl before. It was a vicious, menacing sound, as terrible as any the mowabs made. Since I was alive, there was only one other thing that could cause Dolpheus to react with such fury. I hadn’t spotted what caused the shrill whistling or what made the mowabs halt in mid-charge, but I moved straight to our horses anyway.

      My step hitched when I saw Dolpheus’ horse, his throat sliced in a clean line.

      I spun, searching for my friend. A soldier needed to keep his wits about him in battle. There was no place for emotion in fighting. Emotions got you killed. And there was no way in hell I’d let my friend die today.

      I spotted him behind black, furry mounds, animals that hadn’t needed to die any more than his horse.

      He leapt over a felled mowab and ran at the only one still moving, sword aimed at its eyes.

      “Stop,” the woman atop the mowab said.

      Dolpheus stilled.

      “Don’t hurt him,” she said.

      “Then you’d better get the fuck down here right this second, because someone’s going to pay for the unnecessary death of my horse. If you don’t want it to be any of your little pets, dismount. Now.”

      Dolpheus’ voice was barbarous in a way it normally wasn’t. This wasn’t him. He’d talked me out of revenge as many times as I had him. It wasn’t our way.

      But I wasn’t about to advise him now.

      His horse was dead. There’d be hell to pay. And this woman was about to pay it.
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      I couldn’t decide who was more fearsome, my furious friend or the rebel woman capable of taming the gargantuan beasts.

      Little frightened Dolpheus and me anymore, but mowabs did. Only a fool wouldn’t be frightened of the animals that enjoyed human heads for breakfast—or lunch or dinner.

      Yet the woman who was dismounting didn’t look like a fool.

      Had Dolpheus not been consumed with the loss of his horse, a companion to him during the trials that followed the death of his father, his approach to this woman would have been quite different. I was sure of it.

      Dolpheus was many things. He was a superb soldier, who’d earned his reputation for skill at arms a thousand times over. To me, he was also a friend, the most loyal kind I could wish for. To many others, particularly the courtiers of the royal court that dealt in gossip, he was a ladies’ man, and this reputation, too, was well-deserved.

      The woman dismounted from her beastly mount smoothly. Her dress suggested she was a rebel of the Wilds, her demeanor suggested her a queen among them.

      In tight pants that hugged curves I was surprised Dolpheus could resist, the woman took several steps away from the mowab and stopped. Was she diverting Dolpheus’ attention from the mowab as I’d done with our horses? Had this mowab rider forged some kind of connection with the beasts I’d thought impossible? Or did she protect this mowab simply because it allowed her to ride it, and it was a formidable weapon?

      “You killed my horse,” Dolpheus ground out.

      “Actually, you killed your horse,” the woman said, her voice calm, as if a warrior, splattered in blood and with a crazed glaze to his eyes, weren’t pointing a sword at her.

      I moved closer to my friend. He’d resent me if I restrained him, but I’d promised the mowab rider’s sister that we wouldn’t kill her. It was a promise I aimed to keep, even if I wasn’t in the mood to do it. This woman had attacked us when we weren’t a threat to her or anyone else. We meant only to mind our business of searching for a missing woman.

      This mowab rider was to blame for all the painful and unnecessary loss here.

      “You are responsible for the death of my horse,” Dolpheus said again, adjusting his semantics.

      “You cut his throat,” the woman said. Apparently, she liked to dance with danger, because my friend looked dangerous right now, more lethal than a mowab, no matter how large the beasts were.

      “I cut his throat to spare him from the pain caused by the injuries your attack inflicted on him. I take it that you are the one who ordered this attack on us?”

      The mowab rider unsheathed her sword and took a step toward Dolpheus.

      I took several more steps toward both of them, ignoring the eerily still mowabs that surrounded us on most sides and the obedient form of my horse Seafarer. I resisted the impulse to go check on him, to ensure he didn’t sustain any injuries in his fall. I made damn sure not to look at Dolpheus’ fallen horse. It wouldn’t do any good if both he and I lost our cool.

      The mowab rider was too serene. She screamed of peril in the low, pulsing frequencies of my gut. The material of her shirt was thin, nearly translucent, and her nipples were pert. I noticed Dolpheus’ eyes, even rage-filled as they were, flick back and forth across her chest. Oh this woman was definitely dangerous.

      The woman raised her sword toward Dolpheus, though she was still several steps too far away to pose an immediate threat. No matter what state of mind possessed my friend, he was a superior swordsman.

      “I did order this attack,” the woman said, in silky tones.

      I fully took in our surroundings for the first time since entering this field of sand, pocketed with concealed mowabs. That on its own tempted me to consider it under the effects of faithum, for how on O did this woman manage to conceal beasts of this size and temperament beneath sand?

      There were no other rebels I could see. When this woman said she ordered the attack, she must mean that she ordered the mowabs.

      I took another step closer to Dolpheus. This mowab rider was even more dangerous if she was capable of faithum.

      “We meant you no harm. You had no right to attack us.” Dolpheus’ voice was firm, his sword unwavering, still aimed at her. But I knew my friend better. Pain was just beneath the surface of his words, words that were true. We’d done nothing. We’d drawn our swords only in anticipation of an ambush, not with the intention to attack.

      “No right? I have no right to attack you?” the woman said, her words beginning to take on a volatility I didn’t understand.

      Her tone appeared to confuse my friend as well.

      “Are we going to argue about the right to kill?” the woman continued. “The right to kill the unarmed, which you are not? Or the non-threatening, which you aren’t either?”

      “Wait, what?” Dolpheus said. His sword remained a threat, but lucidity cut the glaze across his bright eyes.

      “You attack the innocent. So why shouldn’t I attack you, who aren’t innocent? Not even a little bit. You probably weren’t even innocent when you were suckling at your mother’s teats.”

      I stepped in now that it would no longer undermine my friend and his righteous anger. “What are you talking about?” I asked. The woman didn’t spare me a glance. Her wild eyes bore into Dolpheus,’ as if she might chomp down on his head like her pets did.

      I tried again. “Who do you even think we are?”

      “Oh, I know exactly who you are, Lord Tanus.” Never had my official title sounded so foul. “And I know precisely who your little friend is, your Arms Master, whatever the hell that title means.” She raised her sword so it was nearly close enough to cross Dolpheus.’

      “Wait,” I said. “What do you imagine we’ve done to you?”

      “I don’t imagine anything. I know precisely what you did.” Again, she stared at Dolpheus, apparently unconcerned that I too carried weapons.

      “Look, I don’t know what you think we did but—”

      She didn’t let me finish. “I know what you did. I saw my parents in a pool of their own blood.”

      I stepped nearer to my friend, within this crazed woman’s field of vision. If she wouldn’t look at me, I’d force my way into her attention. I raised my hands suggesting peace and calm, even if each of my hands carried a weapon and red evidence that I knew how to use them. “Wait a minute. Just wait a minute. We don’t kill people that aren’t trying to kill us.”

      “Tell that to my parents. Tell that to my brothers and sister, who’ve had to live without parents to look out for them.” She still wouldn’t look at me. Her eyes held Dolpheus’ without pause.

      “You don’t understand. We aren’t like that,” I persisted.

      And so did she. “You dare say that as the blood of your kills drips down your arms?” She laughed, a sound as chilling as any other she’d made.

      Then she lunged at Dolpheus.

      He deflected her blow, took three quick steps toward her, and swept a boot behind her own.

      She landed with an umph of surprise.

      Dolpheus’ speed didn’t surprise me. I’d been sparring with him since we were boys.

      Dolpheus pinned her sword arm to the hot, black sand, which splattered around her as she thrashed, weaving sparkly black granules into her long, tangled hair. Hair that was nearly the color of the blood that dripped from Dolpheus’ sword, down his hand, and onto her bare forearm.

      He straddled her and pushed her other arm against the ground. She squirmed and kicked until the mowab facing Dolpheus, the one she’d dismounted, grunted and took a step toward them.

      I watched the woman tilt her gaze above her head toward the towering creature. And I watched as the beast responded to the silent message her eyes must have given.

      The mowab took a step back and stilled again. I realized my mouth hung open and I shut it.

      The woman returned her attention to Dolpheus. She tried to pull her arms from his. When that didn’t work, she tried to kick and knee him in the back. Dolpheus sat his entire weight on her pelvis.

      He waited until the woman finally stopped squirming beneath him. I thought his uncommon patience was due to the way his eyes feasted across her body. He didn’t try to hide it. It seemed rather the opposite, and I wondered at what I was witnessing.

      Dolpheus respected women. It was part of the reason they loved him the way they did. Or at least, that was my theory, one of my many attempts to understand why women threw themselves in offering at the man so similar to me.

      Ordinarily, Dolpheus wouldn’t drag his eyes across a woman like this. He’d be discrete, reverent, even if only in appearances. But his gaze appeared ready to devour this mowab rider. Could it be a peculiar manifestation of his rage?

      When Dolpheus leaned his chest close to hers, I realized neither one of them noticed me anymore. I wasn’t part of this thing between them, whatever it was. I couldn’t decide whether they were going to kill each other or fuck, like animals, right there on the sand in front of me.

      “We didn’t kill your parents,” Dolpheus said, muscles taught in his arms, but his tone calmer than it had been before.

      Her nostrils flared. “How do you know that? You’ve probably killed so many people you can’t even remember their faces anymore. Meanwhile, I can’t forget their faces or their pained expressions.”

      The anger was back. “I remember the face of every single living thing I’ve been forced to kill,” Dolpheus snapped. “And I’ve never killed someone who didn’t pose a threat to me or someone I was defending.”

      These were loose terms. I understood, better than I wanted, the reasons behind Dolpheus’ specific choice of words. We’d had to kill many people who might’ve easily been innocents if they hadn’t posed a threat to the King and his drive to control every living thing upon the entire planet of Origins.

      “You did kill them,” the woman said as if Dolpheus hadn’t claimed innocence.

      “I didn’t. And neither did Tanus.”

      “How can you be so sure you didn’t kill them? You were mad enough from the death of your horse to kill me.”

      “But I haven’t killed you, have I? At least not yet.”

      She licked her lips and arched her chest subtly toward Dolpheus. Her movements were slight, and I didn’t think she or Dolpheus noticed consciously. But I noticed the actions that went contrary to her words, and I wondered what her true intentions were, if she even knew them anymore.

      Dolpheus inched his chest closer to her. “What makes you believe we killed your parents?”

      She pulled her back against the sand again, away from Dolpheus. “Because I watched you and this murderer leave their dwelling, blood dripping from your swords just as it is now. There was no time for anyone else to go in there before I did. You killed them.”

      “No we didn’t,” I said from the side. But she ignored my conviction.

      Dolpheus looked away from her for a moment, searching his memories, I imagined. She thrashed against what she assumed would be a weakness in his hold. But I didn’t even move to back up my friend. Even if his gaze was distracted, his instincts weren’t. He’d been a warrior far too long to weaken his grip on a wild-eyed woman who still clutched her sword against the sand beneath his hold.

      Finally, he turned back to her. He looked into her eyes, and I noticed how similar they were in color to the gilded black sand that surrounded us everywhere. She was an unusual-looking woman, with her dark red hair, dark eyes, and skin darkened by the heat of the Wilds.

      Dolpheus spoke with a deep calm. “We didn’t kill your parents, and I don’t want to kill you either.”

      “But you did,” she said, and now there was something new in her voice, a desperation, an anguish, a lost feeling that I could understand.

      “But we didn’t. We’re not like that.”

      “Then who...?”

      Dolpheus moved his right arm along with hers, his sword still gripped in his hand. He set it down near his waist, pointed toward her, on the sand. Then he moved their arms back over her head. With his other hand, he raised hers and banged it, hard, against the ground. She released the hold on her sword and it bounced free.

      He lowered his chest until her breasts pressed against him, until his face hovered above hers. “I don’t know who killed your parents. But we didn’t.”

      “Someone did,” she whimpered.

      I felt as if I was witnessing a private moment not intended for me, something ludicrous considering this woman had commanded an army of mowabs to decimate us. But the strength of the woman was vanishing beneath Dolpheus’ attentions, truths, or both.

      “If you’re sure you saw Tanus and me leaving your parents’ home with blood on our swords, then it must’ve been during one of the King’s many campaigns to bring the rebels within his rule. We followed orders to subdue your people several times before Tanus and I left the army.” He lowered his face until he was whispering nearly against her lips. “We left because we didn’t agree with his methods and we couldn’t do it any longer.”

      My friend was whispering treason, words punishable by death if the King were ever to find out. He was speaking of death and loss and still the fiercest of all rebels, the one person capable of taming and riding a mowab, was softening beneath him.

      Dolpheus continued. “If we were coming out of your parents’ home when we were with other soldiers, it’s more likely that we discovered what others did to your parents than that we killed them. Tanus and I’ve never killed anyone that was unarmed and not a threat.”

      There’d been too much blood, too much death in the Wilds when we’d come through here with the King’s army. The rebels fought ferociously to defend their freedom and their homes—something I believed they had every right to do, no matter what propaganda the King spewed. Dolpheus and I’d been forced to kill many of them in the name of the King and Greed.

      I hoped Dolpheus spoke truth and that we weren’t the ones to have killed this woman’s parents, leaving her younger sister, who’d warned us, and her orphans. But it was possible, even if what Dolpheus said was mostly true. We did our best not to kill innocents. We tried never to hurt anyone who didn’t mean to hurt us.

      But we were only men, and we weren’t great ones. On good days, we were decent men.

      If the mowab rider’s parents had come at us with a weapon, any tool they could put to use in their defense, it’s possible that we killed them. There’d been interminable days filled with killing in the Wilds. It’d made our stomachs sick—until it didn’t. Until we were barely capable of feeling at all. Until we realized we couldn’t be the soldiers we’d trained all our lives to be. We had to disentangle ourselves from the King.

      I watched my friend fully earn his reputation as a ladies’ man all over again.

      He flattened his body fully against the woman, who no longer squirmed or resisted in any way. He moved his right hand farther away from a quick, easy grab for his sword and rested it on her hair. The crimson strands were too tangled, so he ran his hand across them.

      Against her lips, he said, “I’m sorry you lost your parents to this senseless and devastating bloodshed that plagues O.”

      A sheen of wetness coated her eyes in this parched desert.

      “I hate it. Killing takes a piece of me each time I’m forced to do it.”

      Dolpheus had never said words like these to me, though I wasn’t surprised. I experienced the same thing. Every time I killed, I thought it might be the end of me too. But each time, I found the way to keep on.

      Dolpheus straightened his legs out behind him and she spread her legs, making space for him between her thighs. His knives, still sheathed, pushed against her pants.

      But they didn’t look like the fierce warriors they were anymore. They looked like a man and woman, like the tender pieces that we all were beneath the shells we wore for others.

      When she opened her lips to his kiss, I walked away.

      My friend didn’t need me anymore. He was more skilled in the tactics of women than I. I was still missing the only woman who’d ever convinced me that love was worth the risk.

      I moved over to the horses, giving the mowabs, still as boulders on the endless landscape, a wide berth.

      I swallowed my grief at the body of Dolpheus’ horse, Daybreak, who’d been a friend to me too. I slumped to the ground against Seafarer, who hadn’t gotten up, mourning our mutual loss.

      Was I nuts to think Ilara was alive? Was I just too broken to accept yet another death, another loss, when it was looking me in the face?

      I closed my eyes, letting the Auxle Sun color the world behind my eyelids a dark orange.

      The sounds of kisses and building passion spread across sand and blood and empty bodies, whispering that perhaps there was always reason for hope. From the ashes rose miracles. Or at least, that’s what the Devoteds said. Maybe they weren’t crazy for believing after all.

      Because in this moment it’s all I could do. I had to believe. I had to believe Ilara, my woman, was still out there somewhere. She was the only one for me.
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      I’d observed Dolpheus with many women. It was unavoidable given how much time he spent with women and how much time he and I spent together.

      But never had I witnessed him behaving the way he was with the mowab rider. I thought it was perhaps that most other women surrendered to him immediately; they were all want no matter what particular version of the hard-to-get game they attempted to play, if they could keep their panties on long enough to play it at all. Because I knew it couldn’t be the stirrings of love. Dolpheus didn’t believe in love. It was traitorous, he said, just as most women were.

      I didn’t argue with this. I hadn’t believed in love before I gave myself to Ilara either. And I wouldn’t disagree with him now, when love was responsible for the shattered pieces I was trying to keep together within my chest cavity, which felt cavernous and empty in a way it never had before. Even before Ilara, I’d never felt this. She’d ruined me, not only to all other women, but to anything less than what she and I shared together, what we understood was possible, the unicorn in the meadow.

      When Dolpheus and the mowab rider, leaving her ride aside, finally joined me, I studied them warily—not because they’d made me wait during an already long day. Dolpheus and I had an understanding. Life was perilous and unreliable, and sticky and terrible. We’d make the most of it, whatever we had left to us, however long or short that was. We had each other’s backs, even in this.

      I wanted my friend to be cautious mostly because he had a dreamy glint to his smoldering, brown eyes that he rarely, if ever, had. This was the look of a ladies’ man who’d finally found someone who challenged him.

      “Tanus, this is Duleene,” Dolpheus said with a hand to the small of her back, his sword sheathed, the spake he’d retrieved still hanging from his free hand.

      “Duleene,” I said cautiously. “The mowab rider who tried to kill us.” I rose to my feet. Even if Dolpheus trusted this woman already, I didn’t. A kiss or ten wouldn’t convince me this woman didn’t mean us harm.

      “I tried to kill you because I believed you killed my parents,” Duleene snapped.

      “And you no longer believe that?”

      Her eyes flared in a swirl of emotion. “Maybe. Or maybe you are the assholes everyone says you are and you’re lying to me.” She switched her wild eyes over to Dolpheus. “Maybe the infamous lady lover is playing me.” She moved to step away from Dolpheus’ reach.

      He shot a hand out to grab her by the wrist. She froze, eyes ablaze.

      “Hey,” he cooed. “Let’s not go there again. Tanus and I are warriors. It’s what we do. But we didn’t kill your parents, and I’m not playing you.”

      Her body softened. He pulled her closer. “I trust you,” he said.

      I hope you don’t, I mind spoke with urgency. Keep that spake in hand, Olph. This woman just tried to make us mowab food. She could be playing us. A rebel warrior like her wouldn’t have any problem using her body to lure you.

      It was clear though that it wasn’t Duleene’s body that was trapping my friend. Dolpheus had all the access to the female body he could ever want. It was what Duleene had that women of the royal city didn’t that caused my friend to lean into her and whisper something I couldn’t hear.

      She laughed, a throaty, seductive sound, in response to whatever he said.

      I knew Dolpheus heard my warning, even if he didn’t respond. He chose not to heed it. So I’d watch them carefully. I’d maintain the distance and objectivity necessary to anticipate any change in Duleene’s demeanor. If she was willing to organize a mowab army against us, who knew what she might be capable of doing? She might have only called off the mowabs because Dolpheus and I were getting the better of them. A mowab army wasn’t a threat if it was dead.

      “Besides, Duleene,” Dolpheus said, pulling away from her to include me in the conversation, “I’m pretty sure that if you heard rumors about us, no one called us assholes. We’re many things, but assholes isn’t one of them.”

      On good days, I’d agree with him. But we had our bad days, just like everyone else.

      “Well, perhaps that’s true,” Duleene said. “I’m not sure anyone calls you assholes. Though they do call you dangerous, fierce, and unforgiving badasses. Men not to mess with. Men that will kill you if you give them reason, that can take out forces far greater in number than them.”

      “That reputation serves us well,” I said.

      “Yes,” she said, pensive. “I suppose it would.”

      Dolpheus and I worked hard to maintain our reputation as badasses who were better avoided. It spared us a lot of unnecessary conflict. As warriors, appearing weak was the greatest risk of all.

      The woman looked off into the distance, seeming not to see the fallen beasts dotting the sand. Her blood-red hair trailed behind her on a stout gust of wind. In that moment, with her hand in Dolpheus,’ she looked younger and gentler than a mowab rider should be. She seemed frightened and wounded, gathering courage that would allow her to protect her siblings—perhaps even her people—and right a few of the many injustices they were subjected to for defying the Crown’s rule.

      Seeing her like this made me want to trust her. She reminded me a bit of the woman I longed for— strong, courageous, intense, and wild out of necessity. My woman navigated the dangers of the Court of O, this woman navigated the dangers of the Wilds. Both places concealed vipers.

      I wanted to trust Duleene because I sympathized with her perceived plight—but I wouldn’t. I couldn’t just yet. I owed my friend more caution than that, since he seemed to be tossing his into the fickle whims of the wind.

      I wondered if a great part of Dolpheus’ admiration for the woman was that it allowed him to avoid Daybreak’s death. A man like him, so much like me, would experience the death of his horse deeply. Dolpheus didn’t like feelings he couldn’t control. Which was why he avoided love like the oft-poisoned nectar of the Court; he understood both were laden with hidden perils that could crush a man.

      When I grew tired of waiting on the warriors that already behaved as lovers even though they’d just met, I spoke. “So what now? Dolpheus and I have an important mission to carry out. We’re searching for someone who needs our help. We can’t delay.”

      “But we could delay a day, couldn’t we?” Dolpheus said while squeezing Duleene’s hand.

      My answer would have been an immediate no if the one asking hadn’t been the only true friend I had in the world. How could I deny him this if he wanted it? When our continued search for the princess might be fruitless? When even her father, the King, said she was dead?

      “If it means that much to you, we can,” I conceded. My reputation for being fierce and uncompromising didn’t apply to him.

      “Duleene,” he said, drawing her attention back to him. “What do you think? Would you like to spend the day with me before we have to continue on?”

      I’d never heard Dolpheus so sincere with a woman before. He was always respectful, always offering the woman of the moment the adoration she craved. But this sounded like the Dolpheus I knew, not the one he usually offered to others.

      Duleene considered him then me. “I would like to spend the day with you,” she finally said.

      Dolpheus’ smile was brilliant. “That’s great. So where do we go?”

      This was her territory, and fresh reminders of this fact surrounded us, dead and injured.

      Duleene studied us some more with the astute, intelligent eyes of a survivor. She had to be protective of her clan. “We’ll go to my dwelling.”

      “All right. Then let’s go,” Dolpheus said. He blatantly continued to ignore the heap of unmoving flesh that was Daybreak. I knew my friend well enough to understand he was desperately trying to avoid the pain of this loss.

      Perhaps a day in bed with a wild woman was the medicine he needed.

      But I couldn’t let us abandon Daybreak’s body. Dolpheus would regret it later, when he finally did face the death of his trusted companion.

      I guided Seafarer to rise from the sand, where he continued his observance of Daybreak. I moved to the saddle and hooked my spake back in its holder. I left my sword in my hand since I was certain Duleene would retrieve hers from the sand before we left.

      “We have to do something to honor Daybreak first,” I said.

      “Daybreak?” Duleene asked.

      “Dolpheus’ slain horse,” I said in a harsh voice, saving my friend from having to do it. Dolpheus fixed his stare anywhere but on the caramel-colored form of his horse.

      “There’s no way to bury him out here,” Duleene said. “The dirt’s hard.”

      This Dolpheus and I knew. We hadn’t buried the King’s soldiers who died during battle in the Wilds, we’d burned them, occluding the sun with the dark smoke.

      “Well we’re not leaving until we do something to honor him,” I insisted.

      “Yes, I should do something for the fallen mowabs too,” Duleene said.

      Her sympathetic tone made me snap. “I don’t give a fuck about your mowabs. You’re the one that led them in attack to be slaughtered.”

      “I didn’t know they’d be slaughtered.”

      “You claim to know so much about our reputations. You should’ve realized.” I was angry at so many things—the loss of Ilara over my father’s stupid ambitions, the loss of a good horse over a misunderstanding, the loss of control over the elusive happiness I hoped for my life and my friend’s. I pointed that anger at the mowab rider, even though I could theoretically understand her (misguided) reasons for attacking us.

      “Fuck you,” she said. “You talk as if you know a single fucking thing about my life out here. Do you have any idea what it’s like to be under constant attack, just for being who we are? To not be strong enough in numbers to defend ourselves properly any time the ‘king’ decides to wipe us out? Forced to begin training as children to learn to kill when we need to? Do you have any idea what that’s like?”

      Green eyes blazing, I said, “More than you care to know.” I put my free hand on my hip and glared. Life wasn’t fair. Life hadn’t been fair to Dolpheus or me—ever. We’d been raised in a different environment, where people disguised threats. But the royal city was no more safe of a place than the Wilds. At least here, the dangers were plainer, not rolling around on the deceitful tongues of courtiers, who painted their faces and hair because they never were as they appeared to be.

      Duleene fumed, yanking her hand from Dolpheus.’ “Are you actually suggesting that your life as the son of a splicing empire is as hard as mine? That you know what it’s like to have to look over your shoulder constantly? To sleep with a blade under your pillow, barely able to close your eyes against whatever attack will next come through and sweep away the people you love?”

      “I know exactly what that’s like,” I said, and I did. My father was responsible for potentially killing the only woman I’d ever love. He didn’t know it, but if he’d known of our love for each other, he would have just killed her all the more. My life hadn’t felt safe since my mother left me, and I barely remembered her.

      “How dare you!” Duleene attempted to charge me, hands swinging in front of her.

      Her sudden movements snapped Dolpheus back from wherever he’d gone to avoid the current unpleasantness of reality. He lunged for her and clasped his hands around her torso from behind. “He’s not messing with you,” he said next to her ear.

      She didn’t seem to hear or care. The woman was truly wild, struggling to break free of Dolpheus’ hold.

      “Hey. Duleene,” he said. “Snap out of it. We don’t mean you harm. And this isn’t a pissing contest over whose life is the hardest. Life is rough. For all of us here. None of us was born into fairness.”

      That could be said for most Oers, I thought bitterly. Even for my princess, who couldn’t even love freely once we finally found each other.

      “Duleene,” Dolpheus cooed again, and I wondered why he had such patience for the woman. Was it because the fire that burned inside her was much like our own?

      He kissed her cheek gently and my eyes widened. This was definitely a new approach at subduing the enemy.

      She relinquished the fight. Tears glistened in her eyes and I averted my gaze.

      It seemed that the three of us had a shit storm of emotions whirling through us. I felt as if I could cry too, and I wouldn’t even have to define the why. Life was just too much some times, and each day since the news of Ilara’s death had arrived weighed heavier on my eternality.

      Dolpheus spun Duleene in his arms and rested her face against the armor that covered his chest, the sullied spake hanging across the back of her thighs. It couldn’t have been comfortable, but Duleene melted into him regardless.

      In that moment, Duleene reminded me of Ilara. All strength and sensual woman on the outside, a raging sea on the inside, the tides always changing.

      I relented. It was time to let Dolpheus and Duleene be. Whatever this was and whatever it might be, they needed each other now. “Let’s figure out what to do with Daybreak quickly so you two can spend some time together.”

      “If we can’t bury Daybreak,” Dolpheus started, “is the only other option to burn him?” His voice wavered even though I knew he was trying hard not to allow it.

      Duleene must have noticed. She lifted her face to his. “We can bury him in one of the caverns beneath the sand, where I hid the mowabs, if that sounds appropriate. I use these caverns and wouldn’t ordinarily allow that, but if he means that much to you, we can do it this time.”

      “I’d like that very much,” Dolpheus said then looked off over the field of black that would forever contain the remains of his animal friend. His handsome face was stoic, holding back, and I couldn’t resist a moment of gratitude that Seafarer stood next to me, strong and healthy. I didn’t think I could’ve handled any more loss. Already, I was suffering through Daybreak’s.

      The sooner we did this, the sooner it’d be over.

      I moved between Seafarer’s body and Daybreak’s fallen one and began to transfer Dolpheus’ saddle, saddlebags, and weapon sheaths over to my horse. I felt Dolpheus’ eyes following every single one of my movements, but I didn’t look up. Every thing I did sealed the finality of Daybreak’s death.

      When I went to remove Daybreak’s bit and bridle, Dolpheus came over. “Thank you, Tan. Let me do this part.”

      I nodded but said nothing. I stepped aside and trained my eyes on the wild mowab rider, who stood alone and within a short sprint to her sword.

      But she did nothing more than watch, with a forlorn look on her face that I didn’t think she was aware of. She’d put on enough of a purposeful demonstration of strength for us that I doubted she intended to reveal what was now apparent: She was a frightened girl who’d been forced into a life of soldiering to defend her people.

      How was it that she was able to tame the untamable beasts from hell? I had no answer to my question by the time Dolpheus was finished saying his farewells.

      Duleene, Dolpheus, and I pushed and heaved and dragged the body of a stallion chosen for his imposing size and stamina in battle. We felt the weight of every one of his parts, weighed down even more by the conclusiveness of death.

      Halfway to the cavern in the sand that would be Daybreak’s final place of rest, we considered whether we should rig a harness onto Daybreak and have Seafarer drag him. The pain in Dolpheus’ expression at the suggestion convinced us to continue as we were.

      By the end, when we finally managed to shove Daybreak’s body unceremoniously into the shallow cavern, Duleene, Dolpheus, and I were covered in sweat and the animal’s blood. I couldn’t help but think it might’ve been more honor if we’d just set him ablaze.

      We filled the hole in with black sand, leaving nothing to identify the tomb on the surface. Some things were better forgotten.

      Dolpheus, in a daze, followed me back to Seafarer. The two of us could ride, even though my horse was burdened with what we’d culled from Daybreak. But Duleene couldn’t ride with us. Besides, I didn’t trust her to allow her close enough to my horse that she could stab him. Beyond my affection for my horse, eliminating the steed was an effective way to eliminate his rider.

      Dolpheus and I could just transport out of there, unhindered, but Duleene might not realize that until she’d already harmed Seafarer.

      “Will you ride that... mowab back to the settlement?” I asked, trying to ease the burden of communication from Dolpheus.

      She looked back at her ride, unusually pensive for a wild rebel woman, I thought. “Yes,” she said.

      “And will your fellow... people”—I didn’t know what exactly to call the rebels, every term I had for them originated in the royal city, with the people that didn’t respect them—“be all right with us returning with you?”

      She stared at me with renewed strength, her dark eyes sharp once more. “They might not like it, but they’ll do as I say.”

      I met her stare and finally nodded. I pulled the second saddle from atop mine, handed it to Dolpheus, put a foot in the stirrup, and pulled myself onto Seafarer’s back. “What will you do with the fallen mowabs?” I asked, more curious than worried.

      Dolpheus handed me the saddle and slid onto Seafarer’s flank, his spake still in hand. I preferred he keep it out, just in case—we were still riding through the Wilds after all—so I didn’t offer to clip it to the holster next to mine. I passed the saddle back to Dolpheus. He’d have to carry it.

      Duleene said, “I’ll leave them for the planet, just as we leave all our dead. Origins will have many uses for them. They’ll continue to serve a purpose even in death.”

      Unbidden, thoughts of Ilara rushed in. King Oderon immediately set fire to her body and that of her mother, the Queen, before I even found out about the assassinations that supposedly killed them both. I hadn’t gotten the chance to say a final goodbye to my lover’s body, even if her eternality would have already abandoned it. The King used his despondent grief to justify the lack of a royal ceremony to honor the two women.

      The people of O, who grieved for two women most of them had never known as anything more than a symbol, accepted his formal explanation.

      No one questioned Ilara’s death but me.

      As Duleene knotted her hands in the thick, matted fur of the biggest of the mowabs and pulled herself atop his broad, humped back, I could think of nothing but the woman I longed to love. Instead of Duleene’s deep red hair, I saw Ilara’s long, black strands, as soft as the webs of spiders. In the place of Duleene’s curvy body, I saw Ilara’s, the one body that made me conceive of every possible way a man and woman could enjoy each other. And when Duleene looked at me, signaling that I was to follow her, I didn’t see the darkness of her irises, a rough mirror of the orange-tinted black sand. I longed only for Ilara’s eyes, the ones that reflected all of the cosmos within them. The ones that no other woman possessed. The irises I could lose myself in for all eternity, if only I were given the chance, if only I could discover my dead lover alive—somewhere, anywhere—waiting for me to find her.

      When Duleene set off across the sea of sand, the Auxle Sun was closing in on the horizon. It would soon set and bring an end to the night Oers found refuge in, even if it never grew dark.

      I hoped to be settled somewhere within the dwellings of the rebels before the Plune Moon rose for its brief purple reign. The purple glow of the Plune Moon was eerie enough—regularly rattling me to my core—without adding to it the long, dark shadows of the Wilds of O.
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      Most of the rebels that watched us when Dolpheus and I first rode by their dwellings were absent, presumably, asleep. But there were still a few who kept watch. I suspected the rebels were always on alert, always taking turns with a watch. Perhaps Duleene’s life was harder than mine. At least within my estate, I could be reasonably certain no one would dare attack—unless it was my father attacking from within. I assumed Duleene could trust her people more than I could trust mine.

      If the watchers were surprised to see Duleene arrive with us, riding a mowab no less, they didn’t let on. They observed, unmoving, from the shadows of dwellings, like animals that surveilled their prey.

      But Duleene didn’t take us straight to the dwellings. She took a hard right away from the rebel homes and led us far enough away that the cave dwellings blended into the rocky desert that surrounded them.

      She dismounted, sliding down the side of the beast. When she bent to whisper something in its big, smelly ear, I clenched. I didn’t trust this woman, but I still didn’t want to see this mowab bite her head off.

      But he didn’t, and I looked on in wonder. He stalked off slowly, idly, beginning to mine the severe landscape for the insects that somehow sustained the mowabs’ large body masses.

      “You guys get down too,” Duleene said. “Leave your horse here.”

      “Oh no,” I said. “I’m not leaving Seafarer where I can’t keep watch, and I’m especially not leaving him where there are mowabs.”

      “The mowabs won’t hurt him.”

      “The mowabs might not hurt you, which must be some sort of faithum—wait, is it some sort of faithum?”

      Duleene didn’t answer so I was forced to continue without the explanation I now desperately wanted. “The mowabs have tried to eat us and our horses plenty of times. Forgive me for not trusting them with my horse when I’m not around.”

      “But do you trust me?” she asked. “You only need trust me when I’m telling you that they won’t harm your horse.”

      “How can I trust you when we only just met you? And oh, by the way, you were trying to kill us when we did. With your mowabs.” But even as I said all this I realized that I did trust her. There was no explanation for it, but I did.

      As if she knew I’d arrive at this conclusion, as if she were indeed possessed of faithum, she simply waited until I said, mildly, “You’re absolutely certain he’ll be safe here?”

      “Yes, unless some of your people choose to attack us another time.”

      “If they do,” I said, “they won’t be our people.”

      She nodded, and it seemed we had a tenuous understanding between us. What it was, I had no concrete idea, but it was enough for me to nudge Dolpheus to get down. Once he did, I followed. “Where should I tie him?” I asked.

      She smiled as if it was silly for a warrior like me to ask someone like her the question. Regardless, it was a nice smile, and in that moment, I experienced the allure Dolpheus was drawn to. This woman was nothing like the sensual creature Ilara was, but she touched on it with her wide lips and curve-hugging clothes. Ferocity didn’t have to exclude sexuality, both this woman and Ilara made that apparent.

      “You can tie your horse wherever you’d like,” Duleene said, mischief twinkling in her eyes. “I’m more concerned with where I can tie him.”

      Dolpheus hadn’t been in the here and now since we dragged Daybreak into a pit and left him there. But my friend’s head snapped up at her words, and I remembered my earlier thoughts that perhaps this woman, as wild and dangerous as she might be, was just the medicine he needed. I would have encouraged him to go ahead with her, but I didn’t know where I should go, and I needed a place to be while I waited for their apparent passion for each other to run its course.

      There was no need for demureness. We all knew what was about to take place between them, and we all accepted it as an invaluable part of life. It was one of the things that made life worth living, after all, despite its misery and pain and betrayals. Life was best lived to its fullest potential while we were still capable of living it.

      It was the first time I could remember wishing for a hot pot of hakusha, the bitter tasting tea my father favored. Right now I wished for its ability to offer perspective and to make its drinker forget the small, cumbersome details of life.

      While my best friend was off fucking this wild mowab rider, I’d miss my Ilara more than ever. I’d question whether I was a fool for searching for her, or whether it was the role of a man who loved as I did. Perhaps it was my job never to give up on the dream of the love we shared, at least until her death was proven to me, until such time as my gut stopped whispering to me that the woman of my heart still lived.

      As if the wild woman read my thoughts and took compassion on them, Duleene spoke gently. “You can stay with my sister while Dolpheus and I spend some time together.”

      “All right,” I said, fully resigned to what the next hours would bring. “Take me to her.”

      Duleene grabbed Dolpheus by the hand and led both of us back toward the cave dwellings, the ones Dolpheus and I’d only ever been inside when they were desecrated and coated in the blood of their owners. Perhaps we could craft new memories here that might, in time, surpass the other ones. Our hearts aligned far more with the rebels, who wanted nothing but their freedom from the tyranny and greed of O’s rule, than with the manipulating fuckers who imposed their will on everyone else.

      When we approached the zone the watchers surveilled, Duleene didn’t pause or request permission to enter with us. She strode right in, making me wonder who, exactly, this woman was. We knew so little of her. Or perhaps we knew what was important and the other details didn’t matter. For it was what roared or whispered within a person that made them who they were, nothing else.

      The girl who’d warned us of the ambush turned out indeed to be Duleene’s sister. She slept on a woven pad on the floor in front of the hearth, but she slept lightly and was awake the moment Duleene entered with us. It was the way soldiers and those who constantly had something to fear slept, alert even when their bodies clamored to let go.

      The girl’s surprised eyes shot to Dolpheus and me. They seemed to contain a warning, a plea not to mention that she’d told of her sister’s plan to kill us.

      I nodded, nearly imperceptibly, and the girl, more relaxed, finally turned her eyes to her sister. “You brought them here?”

      “I did, isn’t that obvious?” Duleene said, and I couldn’t decide if it was the cutting tone of an older sister or of a leader. Regardless, Duleene considered the matter settled, and she set off with Dolpheus into the only other room the dwelling possessed.

      Right away, the sounds of their passion drifted to us. Only a woven curtain separated us from them and the actions intended to be shared only between two people.

      The girl looked mortified, where I wasn’t. Dolpheus and I’d shared close quarters often enough that  I’d heard it all before. He’d done the same with me, both before and then with Ilara. We were soldiers who committed to living life as best and fully as we could. That most definitely included fucking with abandon.

      My body stirred with jealousy. I took pity on the girl and myself. “Would you like to step out front with me?” I asked. “Give them some space, at least for now?”

      “By the oasis, yes please,” the girl said, quick to rise to her feet. She was at that age where her body began to force stirrings upon her that her mind wasn’t ready for. This was a girl who hadn’t yet joined with a man. It was obvious, and I wished to shield her from the world of adults for a while longer—a ludicrous notion given that she’d been fighting for her survival most of her life.

      Even outside, the moans and groans of Dolpheus and Duleene reached us. But at least they were soft enough that we could pretend not to hear them, an illusion I was content to maintain for her sister’s sake.

      “Thanks for not telling my sister I warned you about the ambush,” the girl said.

      “Thanks for warning us.” I studied the girl in the fading light of the Auxle Sun. She looked somewhat like her sister, with the same uncommon hair and skin color combination. But that’s where the similarities ended. This girl was petite and wispy, with brilliant blue eyes. I asked, “Why did you warn us, anyway?”

      “Because I don’t believe killing solves anything, especially not when it’s done in revenge.”

      “So you do believe we killed your parents?”

      She looked away and shrugged. “Does it matter? I did it for her, not you.”

      “I’d think it matters quite a lot. Especially since your sister’s in the other room with one of us.”

      Again, the girl shrugged. “I don’t have to worry about her. She can take care of herself.”

      “She told us her name, you know, so you don’t have to keep avoiding it to withhold information from us.”

      The girl startled, confirming this was precisely what she’d been doing, something I couldn’t blame her for. If these rebels didn’t seem to know so much about Dolpheus and me already, it’s what I would’ve done as well. Knowledge is power. It seemed the rebels possessed more knowledge about us than we did about them. I gravely hoped that didn’t translate to power they’d try to use against us.

      But my gut hummed along peaceably. And since I’d been trusting my gut over what I could see with my eyes all of my life, I subdued my instinct to run to my friend and yank him out from that room and away from the rebel, by his dick if I had to.

      Instead, I decided to put my time in this girl’s company to good use. “You know my name already, and my friend’s, so what’s yours?”

      She hesitated, but only briefly. “Lucine.”

      “Kind of like your sister’s then.”

      “What?”

      “Duleene. Lucine. They rhyme.”

      “Oh aye. I guess so. Our brothers’ names are like that too.” But she didn’t elaborate.

      I didn’t push. I nudged in another direction. “So what Duleene can do is pretty amazing, huh?”

      She looked at me then, her gaze reserved, much like that of a little sister tired of moving in her sister’s shadow. “What do you mean? Duleene isn’t all that amazing.”

      “She can ride a mowab. That’s amazing. And unheard of.”

      “Not really,” she said too quickly. “I’m learning to ride one too.”

      “Really?” I said, cautious not to spook her. “You can ride a mowab?”

      “I’m getting there.”

      “Mowabs are the fiercest creatures I’ve ever seen. They’ve come close to killing Dolpheus and me many times.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Completely.”

      “Wow, and you guys are the best of O’s warriors.”

      “Maybe,” I said. “Maybe not. We train hard to fight the way we do.”

      “I train hard too.”

      “I imagine you do. Learning to ride a mowab is an incredible feat.”

      “Aye, it is. We’re hoping to train a whole army of us rebels to do it.”

      The girl pressed her lips together. She’d said more than she meant to.

      “Look,” I said, “I realize you don’t really know us. But I swear to you we will never purposefully cause you or any of the other rebels harm. We left the King’s army because we hated what he did with it.”

      “You did?” The girl’s eyes were so guileless, I wanted desperately never to be on the opposing side of these people again.

      “Yes, and I swear to you that I’ll never repeat any of what you’ve said to anyone that could in any way cause you harm.”

      “Who might you tell?” she asked, clearly wanting to share whatever they’d been up to.

      “Dolpheus, the man in there with your sister. But he’s much like me. We never want to harm.”

      “But you can cause harm.”

      “Yes, we can. That’s why we’ve tried to put ourselves in a situation where we can choose whom we align ourselves with, and whom we fight against.”

      “Will you fight with us?” the girl said, her voice painfully hopeful.

      “Do you need us to?” It was a stupid question. These people had been defending themselves against the Andaron Dynasty since it ousted the Harals that ruled the planet before them. The only reason the rebels still survived was because they lived in a harsh, desolate area that provided them security it denied outsiders. They fought intelligently, striking unexpectedly and quickly. The rebels moved faster and harder than the armies of outsiders.

      “If you were to fight with us, it’d be so great. You’re each the equal of a hundred men.” She blushed. “At least that’s what the legends say. My sister is preparing us so that next time the King invades, we’ll be ready.”

      “And she’s doing that by training you to ride mowabs?”

      “Yes.”

      “And who is your sister exactly? Beyond being Duleene, who is she to your people?”

      “She’s queen of all the rebel clans. United under her leadership, and with the land’s animals helping us, the people of the Wilds will rise against the King and his oppression so that he’ll leave us to live in peace once and for all.”

      My expression resolved itself into firm lines. The rebels might have a chance this way. But they might also die in vast numbers. And if they rose against the King like this, he wouldn’t stop until he exterminated them all. Until now, the King had considered the rebels a nuisance. They were planning to make themselves an enemy.

      “Will you align yourselves with us?” the girl persisted.

      I was pretty sure Dolpheus was already doing a good job of aligning himself with the woman who turned out to be the queen of the rebels. From the sound of things, the aligning was a success.

      Dolpheus was currently loving the queen of the rebel clans, but I loved the princess and future queen of the Andaron Dynasty.

      The two women were alike. I knew my Ilara to be contrary in her beliefs to her father. If I could find my princess alive, perhaps there was a way to bring peace between the Andaron Dynasty and the rebel clans. Ilara wouldn’t have the need to rule an entire planet like her father and his ancestors did. She’d be content to allow the rebels to lead their own lives in seclusion in the unwanted wastelands of the Wilds.

      The girl asked again, “Will you align yourselves with Queen Duleene, queen of the united rebel clans, Mowab Rider and Righter of Wrongs?”

      It was a heavy, loaded question, for which I only had one answer. “Maybe.”

      If I could find my princess. And if Queen Duleene was truly to be trusted to want no more than the freedom of her rebel clan. Then maybe.

      But I knew only of hopes and dreams as the Auxle Sun finally dipped beneath the horizon. The clear desert sky exploded in a mask of brilliance that made my gut sing with those very same hopes and dreams. Yes, perhaps. Perhaps we’d find Ilara and align two queens more capable of fair rule than all the men that preceded them.

      I turned to the girl, who promised to become as fierce as her sister in time. In the pinks, reds, and oranges of the sky that whispered of faithum, which existed whether I understood it or not, whether I believed in it or not, her face glowed with resolve.

      I wished that Dolpheus and I would be on the right side of things for once. “Maybe,” I said again and grinned.

      The girl smiled back. Whatever tenuous and uncertain alliance we were forming, we were doing so on the waves of the faithum of life. Ilara was within my reach and so was my chance at becoming a good man.

      There was no such thing as the impossible.

      

      
        The End
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        Continue Tanus and Dolpheus’ adventures in Planet Origins.

        www.luciaashta.com
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        Sign up to receive Lucía’s newsletter.

        http://luciaashta.com/newsletter/
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      “You marry him the day after you arrive, but the journey takes two weeks. You know all this, why are you asking me again?”

      My grandmother sounded irritated, but her eyes were misty as she pretended to rearrange how my sarette fit. I glanced around the palm oasis, the last village on the edge of our tiny jewel of a kingdom.

      “They’ll be safe here, grandmother. Safe to live at peace for another generation.” It was why I was marrying, after all, to keep my kingdom from being gobbled up by the Empire of Canderabai. To keep my family safe. Although, it wasn’t like they’d given me a choice.

      “Stop looking so upset. Girls marry older men all the time. They marry for political reasons. They move far away. What did you think would happen here?”

      I hadn’t thought it would happen so quickly. The Lesser Tazmin Farida came during the Feast of Lights and when he met me he smiled. Two weeks after he left, a messenger came with a demand: turn over the princess Amandera as a tribute bride to the High Tazmin of Canderabai. My mother packed up all the finery we had and after a lengthy explanation of everything I needed to do to prepare, she sent me off to Vastette on the edge of the Empire. Now, here I was, waiting for the elephants of Canderabai to come and bear me away.

      “They didn’t even spare me a retinue. Not a guard. Not a maid. If you weren’t dead you wouldn’t be here,” I said, toying with the glowing red stone that hung on my forehead. If it wasn’t for my connection to the Common and my ability to enter the meditation world, I wouldn’t be talking to my ancestor. I would be standing alone in an oasis with only my elephant and my baggage to keep me company. Wouldn’t that be nice, freedom from the constant judgment of a dead woman.

      “Stop whining. Hold your chin high. You’ll be a High Tazminera of Canderabai in two weeks and the one thing you must never compromise is your dignity. Remember, you are more than where you came from and more than the circumstances you were forced into. I have big expectations for you, Amandera.”

      That’s what she always said – big expectations – like I was a horse in a race. Wait … was that a dust cloud I saw in the distance? Yes. My future was on the way.

      I smoothed my fine garments. I wore red to make an impression, my eyes lined in kohl, my heartstone glowing bright on my forehead and my hair smoothed perfectly. I stood straight and tall, my shoulders back and my chin tilted at the correct angle. I was going to marry their ruler. They needed to respect me from the moment they met me.

      I saw him first, his head and shoulders emerging from the dust cloud like a thunderhead in a clear sky. I couldn’t take my eyes off of him. He was huge, at least a head taller than the others and riding an elephant as black as he was. His heartstone – the only familiar looking thing about him – was not familiar at all. It flashed and crackled like a tiny thunderstorm raged inside it, and with every crackle the expression on his face seemed to change. One moment he seemed kind, the next harsh, the next sorrowful. Along his bare arms, golden tattoos swirled.

      He had companions, but I didn’t see them. My eyes were drawn to their leader, unable to look away. Could it be possible- but, no. Of course, my future husband wouldn’t come to claim me on his own. He would send someone … wouldn’t he?

      I coaxed Rantoom, my own elephant, to kneel and then I climbed up into the high saddle on his back. Whoever this man was, he needed to see that I was no rural princess to be pushed around. I was Amandera Mubaru of the Kingdom of Aradivia and I would not be made to feel small by the grand people of Canderabai.

      He pulled his elephant up to where I was stationed on Rantoom and crossed his arms over his chest. Another man rode on the elephant behind him – old and grizzled and with the close-cut hair and careful precision of dress that suggested he was a military man. Was he a body guard?

      “I am Lesser Tazmin Catane Nyota,” the tattooed man said. “Son of the stars, thirteenth son of the High Tazmin and I have come to transport you to our capitol city, Azaradi.”

      As if I didn’t know the name of their capitol! Did he think I was a simpleton?

      “What sort of magic do you use? I’ve never seen a heartstone flash like lightning,” I asked.

      “You’ve never seen anyone like me before.” His face was deadly serious. There was no joking or self-deprecation in the bravado.

      I allowed myself a tiny smile. I liked men who knew their own worth.

      “I’ve seen more things than you might expect.” If he thought he could out maneuver me with words, he’d need to think again.

      “Just try to keep up. I’m not your nursemaid.” He spat in the dust and turned his elephant around.

      I gritted my teeth together. So much for making him respect me. If I couldn’t win the respect of one of the High Tazmin’s sons, what chance would I have with the High Tazmin?
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      We rode all day through the narrow ravines of the Canderabai wilderness and I felt a heaviness grow in my belly with each passing mile. The lush oases of Aradivia ebbed and were swallowed by the spiny, harsh vegetation of Canderabai. Our grim leader was one with the landscape. Where it was hard, he was granite. Where it was inhospitable, he was dismissive.

      “I hope his father isn’t much like him,” I griped to my ancestor, Drusica.

      Catane chose a rocky hillside beside a stream for our camp. I tended to Rantoom and set up my small silk tent as quickly as I could so that I could spend some time alone. Why didn’t other people find so much time with people exhausting? You always had to pretend to be something you weren’t.

      “Focus on weaving the Common, child,” Drusica said. My body was sitting on my bedroll on the ground in a lotus position, but my spirit was in the meditation world with Drusica.

      I turned my attention back to the massive shield of air I was weaving, but I still had more to say. “The High Tazmin must be very old to have thirteen sons. And this Catane is as old as I am.”

      “You knew he was old. Concentrate on the weaving.”

      Deftly, I pulled on the thread I’d created and the shield fell into place as seamlessly as a blue sky in summer.

      “Why do I need to keep practicing, ancestor. He won’t love me for my magical strength.”

      I turned to the next exercise of our daily practice, weaving painful flecks of fire that would send an enemy to the ground writhing in pain. I was so used to weaving them, that I had to be careful not to accidentally set them loose on every person who annoyed me. Maybe I should let that iron self-control down a bit and show Catane how much fire I could put into something. Then he’d see something he’d never seen before.

      “He may not love you at all, but he will certainly value your strength. A good consort to an Emperor has value beyond her attraction. We will make you so useful that he cannot deny you the power you deserve.”

      “I-”

      My words were cut off by a ripping sound, the boom of thunder and the smell of burning silk. I was ripped out of the meditation world and into the real world so suddenly that my head spun. It was not the only part of me spinning, I was barrel-rolling across the ground, wincing and grunting with every bump and bruise.

      My momentum stopped as I crashed into a thorn bush. I pulled myself back to my feet, spinning to see what had happened. My tent was in fiery shreds. Behind it, Catane stood, lightning streaking from his hands. I flung my hands up and wove a shield from the Common and thrust it between us. Was he trying to kill me? He should realize that I was capable of defending myself.

      His lightnings crackled and vanished. Around us, cries and startled exclamations were still sounding from around the camp. The elephants bugled from where they were picketed and grooms rushed to calm them. Catane strode towards me, the campfires and moonlight glinting off his golden tattoos. Behind him, the older military man strode, muttering and scowling.

      Catane wore no shirt, and the right half of his chest was closely detailed with the strange tattoos. How did you even get a gold tattoo?

      “If you want to kill me, there are easier ways to achieve your goal,” I said, refusing to let my voice waver.

      “Are there?” he asked, cocking his head to the side. “That was easy enough.”

      “It won’t be so easy again,” I warned.

      “It isn’t wise to toy with your father’s bride,” the general said. I realized that he was a general now that I saw the segmented silver chain that led from a cuff on his hand to a cuff on Catane’s. I’d heard legends of the san’lelion of Canderabai. They were always defeated generals that the High Tazmin’s army had captured in battle. He gifted them to his children, binding them by a silver chain and demanding that they teach wisdom until their charge was fully trained. I peered at the general curiously and he glared back at me. “Look all you want, pretty asp. I’m a site for a wonder-show, aren’t I?”

      I licked my lips, irritated that I’d shown my curiosity and the general smirked. He could read what I meant, even in that tiny expression. I’d have to keep a close eye on him.

      “I’m not toying with her,” Catane said. “I’m testing her.”

      “And did she pass? I only ask because these old bones want their bed and you’re keeping me from it.”

      “She passed,” Catane said, and his eyes searched mine like he was looking for gold in a creek.

      “And where am I supposed to sleep now that you’ve destroyed my tent?” I asked.

      “That’s the second test.”

      For the first time, he smiled.
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      I practiced my magic the next day while we rode. I was not going to be caught off-guard at night this time, and I also wasn’t willing to give up my disciplined training. Drusica said that with effort and determination, I could be the most powerful of my generation. It wasn’t like I was missing anything practicing during the journey. None of Catane’s people spoke to me. There were about twenty soldiers and five servants and they all kept a wide berth.

      “Your exercises are progressing well, but you’re forgetting your mother’s instructions,” Drusica told me as I finished my drills.

      “I have forgotten nothing.”

      “She told you to practice your dancing. You’ll be expected to dance for the High Tazmin on your wedding night.”

      “And do you expect me to practice that on the back of Rantoom?”

      “You promised her you’d practice.”

      Drusica’s ghostly form fluttered in an out of my vision, but her disapproving expression remained unchanged. I blew out a gust of breath. What would it feel like to be a common person without magic, and without a demanding ancestor like a second conscience in their mind?

      When we pitched camp, I tethered Rantoom and snuck off around the edge of a hill. It was far too dark and cold to dance without a fire, and I had no tent anymore for privacy. I should set Catane’s tent on fire to see how he liked it. I should, but I wouldn’t. I refused to sabotage my own future.

      I gathered dried out wood for a fire and set a blaze, shaking out my waist-length black hair and stretching my limbs. Everyone else would be too busy to follow me here. I closed my eyes, hearing the sounds of the drums and the snap-flute in my mind, and then I began to let the rhythm move my feet in the shuffling steps and rolling hip movements of the lasharanta. It was the dance of seduction, the dance that painted the night with tantalizing movements and scintillating hands. My mother had taught it to me, as her mother had taught it to her and I would dance it on my wedding night. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be as cold as it was here in the Canderabai wilderness. Who would have thought a barren desert would be so cold once the sun sank over the edge of the world?

      I danced it through and then prepared for a second dance, opening my eyes to check the fire. Did it need fuel? A flicker of movement caught my eye and I startled. On the other side of the fire, leaning against a man-high boulder, Catane stood with his arms crossed over his chest. He was watching me with a look in his eye both hungry and desolate. I pulled the scarf of my sarette around me, not that it would cover me. The sarette was not designed to hide, but to highlight the figure.

      Our eyes met, and my lips parted. I felt like I’d been caught stealing bananas from the kitchens. My heart was racing, my cheeks grew warm as I was caught in his golden, piercing gaze. I couldn’t tell if he approved of or despised me. I felt, suddenly, that it mattered. I wanted to see approval in those hard eyes. He took a step forward, his hands creeping just a little bit forward, as if he were thinking of touching me, and then a gravelly voice broke the spell.

      I hadn’t even seen the general until he spoke. He was sitting, back against the boulder and hat drawn over his eyes. I wouldn’t have thought he could even see us like that.

      “Are you just about done here? I don’t know why you bother watching. You’ll only torment yourself. Even if you could bring yourself to steal your father’s viper of a bride, you’d still be chained to me.” He shook the chain. “And it’s hard to show a woman you appreciate her when you’re chained to another man.”

      If my cheeks had heated before, they must be fiery now. I kept my gaze level and cool, but the spell was broken.

      “As you say, old man,” Catane said, waiting for the general to stand before disappearing into the night. His mild tone had sounded almost affectionate.
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      I tried to avoid Catane’s gaze as we traveled the next day. I could feel it following me as I rode Rantoom. I didn’t even enter the meditation world to practice my magic. Every time I closed my eyes I could see his expression – hungry but desolate. What kind of man lived behind those eyes?

      We were two days journey from Al’Karida. I’d heard tales of the fantastic city, with its woven gold bridges that crisscrossed between ivory towers. I hoped we’d stop there so I could catch a glimpse of how the women were wearing their sarettes. There were no other women on the journey, and I didn’t want to make a fashion mistake when I met the High Tazmin.

      Our elephants walked in single file, and mine was second from the end, with a lone guard trailing me. One long dusty mile blended into the next until noonday. I looked around, hoping we’d come to a creek or hill to stop for a mid-day break, when suddenly the world began to rumble. Rantoom trumpeted in fear, swaying and bucking. I yelled at him to be still, but the earth opened up in front of us and he tripped, stumbling forward. I threw myself backwards, flipping and rolling as I fell.

      Rantoom disappeared into the cavernous gash in the still-shaking earth. I fell from him just in time, falling into a cleft on the rock and clutching at the earth with all my strength. The ground heaved and bucked, making me unable to turn my head to see what – or who – else had fallen into the crevice. Screams and crashes filled the air, and then as quickly as it began, the shaking ended and all was still. I moaned. My ribs ached, I could see nothing but the earthen wall beside me, and no matter how I struggled I couldn’t turn around. How deep was the crevice? I heard a final liquid thump, and then nothing. It must be deep.

      There was a scuffling sound above me, and a voice.

      “Can you see any survivors? Anyone?”

      “There! She’s there.” That was the general.

      “Hurry, we can get there if we skirt around the edge.”

      Everything was quiet again, and then there were sounds above me and something slapped across my shoulder.

      “Grab hold of the rope and I’ll pull you up!” Catane’s voice called to me.

      I struggled to breathe. My ribs hurt. I flinched from the pain, twisting around to catch the rope. The rope pulled upwards, but my hips were wedged. I yelped as the rope slipped through my hands.

      “She’s stuck,” the general said. “See if you can loosen her. No! Wait until she has the rope again! I can’t believe this happened again. It’s like it is connected to you somehow.”

      “These earthquakes? Connected to me? You’re crazy,” Catane said, and then yelled down to me. “Grab the rope, Amandera.”

      It hit me on the shoulder again and I caught it, wondering how it could be any different this time.

      “Hold on tight. Tighter!” I gripped the rope with white knuckles.

      The rocks holding my hips in place let go as if they had been ripped away by a giant hand. They fell, knocking and crashing against the ravine walls, as I was left dangling by my white knuckled grip. If only my magic had a solution for this! But ways to prevent falling into sudden ravines had never been on our list of studies. Poor Rantoom. I hope he died quickly.

      Catane hauled me up quickly, reaching over the lip of the ravine as soon as he could to grab my shaking arms and pull me to safety. On the other side of the ravine, four elephants and the remaining guards stood huddled together.

      “Just like the rumors from Wexler and Gervaine,” I gasped. The news from abroad was rife with news of rips in the earth and shaking. I hadn’t believed it. No one had.

      “See, I told you. Everyone else can see that these events are following you.”

      Catane’s golden eyes studied me, as if he was looking for any tiny change in my appearance.

      “They aren’t following me,” he muttered, but his eyes never left mine.

      His expression was … soft? As if it was made of wax and a fire burned behind it.

      “Don’t do it,” the general said.

      I couldn’t stop shaking. I couldn’t stop thinking that it could have been me at the bottom of that ravine, and at the same time I couldn’t stop staring at those golden eyes burning into mine, the look of concern etched on the hard planes of his face.

      He leaned in swiftly, his hands caressing my face as he took hold of it, and he kissed me, long and deep as if he was drinking me in after days in the desert heat. I kissed him back, returning his passion, caress for caress, taste for taste. I wanted his strength beside me forever. I wanted to find out where those golden tattoos came from … and where they led.

      “Stop. Seriously, stop.” The general was easy to ignore.

      I rode the rest of the day on Catane’s elephant with his arm resting companionably around my waist. I ached for those we left behind and I ached that I had to keep riding towards Azaradi and a waiting husband. I did not go back to the meditation world. I didn’t want to hear what Drusica would say.
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      That night, as I lay in borrowed blankets beside the campfire I heard the general and Catane fighting. Their words were indiscernible, but there was no doubt in my mind what they were arguing about. I knew I should hope that the general could talk sense into Catane, but I didn’t. Oh, I didn’t.
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      I was assigned a different elephant to ride the next day, seated behind two of the guards. My thighs chafed in the unfamiliar saddle, and a sense of loss filled me. My eyes kept drifting to Catane, and every time I glanced in his direction, I could see his eyes following me, but then the general would motion his attention elsewhere.

      As dusk fell, the lights of Al’Karida glowed on the horizon. They were only a day away. I prepared my blankets beside the fire, doing my part to collect firewood for our small campfire while the soldiers made a stew of dried meats and some roots they’d gathered. How many nights did I have left where I would be free to gather wood? Soon enough I’d be a pampered prisoner, a plaything of a great emperor. I felt hollow inside every time I thought of it.

      We ate, and went to bed, but I couldn’t sleep. I was cold and hungry, despite the stew, and the stars seemed to stretch too far where they painted the sky a milky hue. I watched the double moons of Na and Shareesh. I needed to stretch my legs. They were stiff after days of riding. I stood up, wrapping one of the blankets around my shoulders and strode out across the wilderness. I should be practicing my magic, but I didn’t want to see Drusica. She would know. She always knew anything I tried to hide from her. I would see her again after I got married. That would be soon enough.

      Eventually, my legs grew tired and I snuck back into camp. The guard on watch nodded to me, but everyone else slept. Or at least, I thought they did.

      “Amandera,” even whispering, I could tell it was Catane.

      I crept towards where he sat. Beside him, the general snored loudly.

      “Whisper, so he doesn’t wake,” he said, motioning me to sit down beside him. He wore no shirt, despite the cold. Was that a new tattoo on the right side of his chest?

      “It’s you,” he said.

      “What is?”

      “The tattoo. The one you are staring at. I got it to symbolize you.”

      “But it’s a snake. That’s not very flattering.”

      He nodded at the general. “He calls you the ‘asp.’ Says if I let you close your poison will fill me. I’ve tucked you in as close as I can get you. Right next to my heart.”

      That was surprisingly romantic. I sat down.

      “How do you get golden tattoos? I’ve never seen that before, only black ones.”

      I didn’t have tattoos, although I knew they were common in Canderabai.

      “They’re filled with the Common – the source of our magic. I get them in the meditation world. My ancestor thinks it’s crazy, but I think it’s important for people to know as soon as they meet you that you are powerful.” He looked away for a moment. “Then they might not be as quick to destroy you.”

      He locked gazes with me, and it felt like he was wrestling with something. “Don’t get married. Leave here with me and we won’t ever come back.”

      I sucked in a deep breath. Part of me had been waiting for this, or at least hoping for it.

      “Tonight?” I asked.

      “Not tonight. We need to make plans. I can’t just hit the general over the head and run, and he… well,” Catane ran a hand over his face. “He doesn’t approve. You probably don’t know this, but I can’t just take this bracelet off. It has to be taken off by the priests. I can’t cut it off or we’ll both die, or at least that’s what they tell me. Listen to me, I’m rambling! No one makes me nervous. No one.” He paused. “Just think about it, alright? When we arrive in Al’Karida tomorrow, there will be a ceremony and they’ll remove the tether between the general and I. It’s a big day and he gets to go free. That night … if you’ll have me … if you’ll agree-”

      I kissed him, cutting off his words. He didn’t realize what he was offering me. Freedom. Hope. Passion. Didn’t those things equal love when it came right down to it? I wanted to show him, with all my passion, that my answer was yes and he seemed just as enthusiastic. A stutter in the general’s snoring startled us apart.

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” he whispered, as I gave the little snake tattoo on his chest one last kiss.
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      I couldn’t help staring over the edge of the path as we wound our way up to the top of the Cliffs of Canderabai. Al’Karida was like a heartstone, glowing and pulsing with life. We hadn’t had time to stop in the city. What would it be like within those ivory walls? I rode on the elephant behind Catane’s. I watched Catane carefully as he swayed, his shoulders tight and his seat on the elephant unyielding. Was he worried about what he promised me? A tiny ceremony on top of a cliff didn’t seem important enough to be worried.

      We crested the hill and a crowd of people spread out before us. My eyes widened. Such a crowd! There were Canderabaian priests at the far end of the group and soldiers of Canderabai everywhere, with their odd little flags affixed to the back plates of their armor and waving over their heads. I remembered from my lessons that they denoted which Tazmin or Tazminera employed them. To one side, a group of women in colorful sarettes were eyeing Catane up and down. I felt suddenly shabby in my worn, dusty sarette. If only my luggage hadn’t fallen in the ravine, I could match them in their glory. At least I could still match their pride. I held my head high.

      Catane glanced back just once at me, his face expressionless. We just had to get through the ceremony and all would be well. If only it didn’t seem so much more daunting now that I was here.

      We reached the first set of priests, and the guard behind me broke the protocol to whisper to me. “We stand to the side now. This is for the Son of the Stars.”

      I nodded and followed him. At least we had good seats. I felt nervous, for some reason. That wasn’t like me.

      “Who comes before us on this auspicious day?” one priest asked.

      “Catane Nyota, son of the stars,” Catane said.

      “Where is the general the High Tazmin gave you as a gift?” the priest asked.

      Catane gestured to the general. “My san’lelion stands with me. Complete is his training in wisdom and humility.”

      “We shall judge that,” the priest said, and then four of them walked forward, shepherding Catane and the general into a ring of their brothers, all dressed in the long blue robes that denoted their station.

      I tugged on the soldier’s shirt arm. “What are they doing now?”

      “They ask the san’lelion – that’s the general -  for his confession. He must explain what he has taught his dar’lelion – that’s Catane – and where he has failed.”

      I stared at their backs as if I could see what was going on beyond the ring of bodies. Of course, I couldn’t. I shuffled from foot to foot, nervously. Something didn’t feel right.

      Around me, hushed mutters and shuffling feet echoed my own. The confession seemed to take a long time. At one point, the soldier passed me a water skin and I drank.

      “What happens if they don’t like what he says,” I asked.

      “At the end of the ceremony, Catane will either be confirmed as heir to the High Tazmin or thrown off the cliffs,” he gestured to the cliffs before us. “If they throw him off the cliff, the general will go with him.”

      I shuddered and squinted harder at those blue backs.

      After what felt like hours, and perhaps it was, the ring of priest’s opened up and Catane was ushered forward.

      “People of Canderabai, hail your named heir!” the priest called out. I barely caught my breath. “And if the words that were spoken today prove to be false, both they and their children will pay for their lies.”

      Even from so far away, I could see the general go pale. He lifted a hand.

      “He has two daughters,” the priest whispered. “Captives of the High Tazmin to ensure his obedience.”

      I sucked in a breath through my nose. What sort of man was I marrying? My gaze met Catane’s. He looked confident and sure.

      “I must amend my statement,” the general said.

      A look of alarm filled Catane’s eyes.

      “I witnessed Catane Nyota kiss the promised consort of the High Tazmin.”

      The crowd sucked in a breath.

      “Thank you for your gift of truth,” the priest intoned. “Our witnesses may be dismissed.”

      Around me, the crowd began to disperse towards the path. I couldn’t catch my breath. My eyes were locked on the city far below the cliffs. They were going to throw him off the cliff. I couldn’t watch. I couldn’t close my eyes.

      “He’s been named heir. They can’t touch him now. Only the High Tazmin can,” the guard’s words were low, but fierce. “Pull yourself together. You can’t faint on me, now. We need to leave. Now!”

      “The High Tazmin,” I repeated.

      “Yes. The general is a clever one. He told the truth, but he spared Catane’s life.”

      “His life.” He’d risked his life to kiss me. I hadn’t realized, but I should have, shouldn’t I? I should have known what kind of fire we were toying with.

      “The sun must have dazed you. Come on, the Son of the Stars told me to care for you if you needed it.”

      He tugged on my arm, but I was rooted in place.

      “The priests expect us to leave. Look, everyone else is almost around the bend in the path.”

      I glanced where he was pointing and saw the last figure leave.

      “Don’t make it worse for him.”

      I let him guide me towards the path, but my gaze kept wandering towards Catane. The priest behind him moved suddenly, wrapping an arm around the general, and then quick as lightning, he slit the general’s throat. I spun, the scream lodged in my throat, but my mouth and eyes open so wide it felt as if I was screaming in my own mind. The guard pulled at me, but I couldn’t look away. Catane! Catane was going to die … just for kissing me. What kind of a monster was I marrying?

      The general’s blood poured out across the white stone of the cliffs, and the priest dropped his body like an unwanted burden. Catane dropped to the ground beside him, and as a shadow passed over the sun I saw a raised brand burned into Catane’s skin beneath the golden tattoos. Had he been trying to hide it? He sobbed over his fallen friend, hands hovering over him as if he wished to weave him back together, but you can’t weave the dead back to life with magic.

      Catane slumped forward, and I lunged towards him, but the guard caught me, holding me back. A priest stepped forward, taking the cuff on Catane’s wrist – the one that bound him to the general – in his hands and weaving a key out of the Common. It was invisible to the naked eye, but even from here I saw the glowing weaves of the Common. I could replicate what he did easily. He slipped it into the cuff, twisted, and the tether fell from Catane’s wrist.

      He lunged to his feet, but they were quicker, weaving a cage around him out of nothing but the Common and the air.

      “Amandera!” he called, “Run!”

      Priests poured from over the horizon of the cliff top, surrounding both him and me.
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      I tried for days to get near him, but he was surrounded by priests. Every time I moved even a step towards him, one of them would stand in my way.

      “Let me turn your attention to the ridgeline,” the priest would say. “The landscapes are gorgeous on the road to Azaradi. I would hate for you to miss any one of our wonders.”

      The original guard who’d watched my back on the Cliffs of Canderabai remained with us. His name, it turned out, was Luto.

      “Why doesn’t he get out of that cart?” he asked on the second day.

      The cart they were transporting Catane in was drawn by a pair of donkeys. It rocked and swayed and bumped mercilessly.

      “There’s a cage around him that you can’t see. It’s made of air woven by the Common.” The guard had no link to the common, but to me his cage was as clear as that ridgeline the priests kept drawing my attention to.

      “But he can unweave anything a man can make.”

      “Unweave?”

      “His magic unravels where everyone else weaves something new. It’s not right to cage a warrior like him. He took the Kingdom of Hazad for the High Tazmin last year. He’s not an animal to be caged.”

      He glanced at me with guilt in his eyes and then looked away. There was no way for him to know that I agreed, that I would fight them myself if only I had the strength to fight a dozen priests. I almost went to the meditation world to ask Drusica for help, but what would be the point? She would think we had received our due. I was meant for the High Tazmin, not for his son.

      It was on the third day that I finally had my chance. We were close to a village somewhere and a traveling entertainment troupe was blocking the road. When the fire-eaters began their display, the last of the priests moved up to the head of the donkeys to get a better look and I crept on hands and knees to the edge of the cart.

      “Catane?”

      “Amandera!”

      “Let’s get you out of here.”

      “They are holding the weave. I can’t unweave it quickly enough.”

      I was silent for a moment. I had envisioned myself breaking him out, but what could I do now?

      “It wasn’t supposed to end this way. I had plans. Plans to unravel this empire and build something new.” He sounded hopeless.

      “We still can.”

      “There’s no more hope of ‘we,’ princess.”

      “I won’t give up on you.”

      His laugh was hollow. “It would take something extraordinary to save my life now, much less my vision for this world.”

      “Can I turn your attention to the fire-breathing display?” The priest came from behind me, and he was not alone. I’d lost my chance.
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      The priest looked so proud that he could barely contain himself. “The High Tazmin himself, has arranged to see you before your formal arrival to Azaradi. The messenger arrived with the news just now.”

      My palms were sweaty as I realized we were only a day away. I was running out of time to save Catane and soon I would meet my groom. What would he be like? What did it mean that he planned to see me first? Did he know about what had happened in our journey? Would he want me to pay for my sins? Or worse, would he come to “test” me as Catane had at first?

      “He will bring his escort as is prescribed in the scrolls, but he has requested that they wait at the bottom of the Rainbow Shrine. We are also asked to wait there, and only you, his bride, will ascend the four hundred steps to the height of the shrine. You are privileged with greatness, lady. Please remember me when you rise to High Tazminera.”

      I held his gaze a moment, keeping my face expressionless while his was lit from within with a smug fire.

      “I shall not forget a single moment of my journey here or any of those who took a part in it.”

      He bowed, folding himself completely in half. It was all I could do not to look across at where Catane slumped in his cage, his head hanging between his knees.

      We left the main road when Azaradi was barely in view on the horizon, climbing upwards and then descending into a narrow river valley, verdant with palm trees and large-leaved plants. Colorful birds called to one another. It was so unlike the rest of Canderabai, and so much like home, that I felt a pang in my heart.

      “This is the High Tazmin’s private park.” The priest puffed out his chest as he spoke to me. “Without his express permission, it is death to set foot here.”

      Of course it was. The thought of Catane in a cage when the High Tazmin had a private park made me grind my teeth.

      Elephants trumpeted and snorted ahead of us, and then the palm leaves parted and we entered a green basin, with the river running through the center. At the far end, was a waterfall so high that it was nearly impossible to see the top. A rainbow arced across the sky over it, and here in the basin a thousand warriors sat their elephants in lines parallel to the river. I gasped. The priests led us past the warriors towards the far cliff. There, midway up and on top of a rock that jutted out from the center of the falls, a shrine was built. It was white, like the water, and iridescent in the mist and rainbows. Hundreds of metal-lace steps led up to the shrine, and now I understood what the priest meant about climbing the steps myself. The steps were too narrow for more than a single person at a time to ascend or descend.

      I glanced one last time at Catane, but he didn’t look up from where he was slumped in the cage. I knew they were feeding him. Why did he look like a discarded robe? I swallowed hard. The only person left who might be able to spare him was the High Tazmin, and the only person who could ask him to do so was me.

      I stepped past the priests where they whispered to the soldiers in the elaborate armor of leaders. Some of them stood in the same manner as the general had before his throat was slit. Perhaps it was because of him that Catane had lost all hope. Surely, they would have been close after years chained together.

      I placed my foot on the metal-lace steps and slowly, deliberately, began the journey upward. There was a rail for my hand, but even with the rail, the journey heavenward was slick and dangerous. Cold spray coated the steps and the railing, and soon it coated me, wetting my long black hair until it hung in ropes around me, smearing the kohl under my eyes so that it ran down my face, and wetting my sarette so that it clung to me and bound around my legs.

      One hundred steps upwards, and my breath was heavy. Two hundred, and my legs ached so much that I barely managed to continue on. At three hundred, I would have stopped, but my pride carried me on. I could be seen by those below, and I did not dare let them think I was weak. My only hope was that the High Tazmin had also had to climb these steps and that he may be as weary as I was. On the four hundredth step, I stepped through the arched door, my legs jelly and my lungs burning.

      The shrine was elaborately carved from the stone of the falls in a whorl and star pattern that I recognized from Catane’s tattoos. At one end of the tiny shrine was a strange metal door but everything else, even the small benches, were carved out from the stone.

      Standing in the center of the room was my groom, dressed in the flowing costume of Canderabai. It was worked with opulent white embroidery on black, but something about how he stood told me that it would be no impediment if he chose to act. In his hands he played, idly, with a wide-bladed sword. It shone so bright and clear that occasionally it reflected his face in its broad blade.

      I eyed him up and down critically, while he did the same with me. He was an attractive man in his late-forties, I judged - an older version of Catane. He was well-muscled just as his son was, tattooed with the usual black tattoos, rather than Catane’s golden ones. It was hard to decipher their pattern against his black skin. Above his ears, his hair was frosted with age, and tiny lines surrounded his eyes. If I had been choosing a man based solely on looks, I would not have turned my nose up at him. More than that, his stance and confidence spoke of the power and authority he held, and he handled the sword like he knew how to use it. His eyes sparkled like windows into a keen mind. No, he was not a shabby choice for a husband … if things had been different. If I hadn’t already fallen completely in love with his lion of a son.

      His voice was baritone when he spoke. “A gem of the south, and well worth the wait, but I can see from the look in your eyes that you belong to another.”

      My heart skipped a beat. Did that mean that he would let me embrace a future with Catane instead of marrying him? He tapped his chin with his forefinger.

      “What shall I do with you, little princess? I would like to add you to my collection, but I demand full devotion. Do I need to kill this man you love to achieve it?”

      “No,” I gasped.

      The High Tazmin let out a long sharp whistle, as if he were calling someone or something, and then he took a step forward, circling me, his gaze trailing over my clinging sarette and ruined makeup. When he was finished he reached out and tilted my chin with that same forefinger.

      “I like what I see. I shall keep you. Your heartstone speaks of power. You are a powerful weaver, this is true?”

      I swallowed, fighting to keep my expression stony. “Yes.”

      He smiled with so much charm that I wondered if he could have been High Tazmin even if he had not inherited the role. He certainly had all the qualities men looked for in a leader.

      “I thought so,” he said. “But there is the matter of loyalty.”

      I heard a scuffling, and then the High Tazmin strode to one of the huge recto-arch windows that filled three of the four walls of the shrine. He moved his hands and I saw him weaving the Common with skill and ability like I had never seen before. His weaving was perfect, each strand controlled with precision. I could tell he was pulling something heavy up to the window with nothing but the strength of his weaving. Whatever it was caught on the edge of the window beyond but then he tugged quickly and the heavy object flew over the window ledge and tumbled across the mosaic floor. I leapt back, gasping.

      Moaning, but springing to his feet with volcanic energy, Catane was no longer huddling in a priest’s cage.

      “So, you have decided to kill me face to face. I respect that,” Catane said.

      The High Tazmin looked back and forth between us, lightning fast. “So, it is him that you have given your loyalty to, little princess. I can’t allow that.”

      “Please,” I said. I’d never seen anyone as powerful as him. “Don’t hurt him and I will marry you.”

      “That is already assured. But will you give me your full loyalty? That is what I want.”

      “Leave her out of this,” Catane snarled. “Set me loose and return my stone and we’ll fight man to man.”

      I realized, then, that his flashing heartstone was gone. I swallowed, instinctively clutching my own. Without it, I would be helpless as a babe – as he was right now – unable to touch the meditation world, or the Common.

      “He won’t be leaving this tower by the stairs, Amandera Mubaru of Aradivia,” the High Tazmin said, smirking. “And so, I put it to you. Shall I fling him from this shrine for his crimes – and yes, I know what they are – or let him leave through this door?”

      I sent a frantic look to Catane. Where did the door lead? He shook his head.

      “No one knows where it leads,” the High Tazmin said. “It might be the gate to hell. We are the only three people in this generation who have ever seen the inside of the High Tazmin’s Rainbow Shrine.”

      I swallowed. It was a door. That had to be better than falling through the air to his death.

      “And he will be free beyond that door?”

      “As free as any of us are,” the High Tazmin said, “and you will swear your loyalty to me.”

      I looked at Catane. What did he want?

      “Don’t look at him, look at me!” the High Tazmin snapped. I sucked in a breath, my gaze shooting back to him. “This isn’t his decision. It’s yours. Decide.”

      I swallowed. The answer was obvious, wasn’t it? But that was what made it so bad. What could be behind that door that made it worse than falling to your death? I had been avoiding Drusica, not wanting to hear what she would say about my problems, but now I threw my soul into the meditation world.

      “Drusica? Are you there? Help me!”

      There was no reply. It was just me, the High Tazmin, and Catane. I would seal myself in the hell of my own choosing today.

      “The door,” I whispered.

      “And?”

      “And my loyalty is yours.”

      He smiled, walked to the door and there were some clicking noises as he worked a device on the doorframe, and then it opened, inwards. On the other side a rocky, barren landscape spread out. There were no flames of hell, no ravenous beasts, or deadly drops, but the moon was up and it was huge, bright, and singular. I had never seen just one moon in a sky before.

      I sought Catane’s eyes and he sought mine, both of us trying to communicate in one look everything we were feeling. The High Tazmin pushed him forward with a weave of air. He stumbled through the door, glancing back at me with fear in his eyes. Already, the High Tazmin was weaving it closed. I caught my last glimpse of him standing tall and straight, his back to me, with the wind howling around him. I hoped that my tears blended in with the water on my face.

      “If you ever speak his name, I will find out, and I will raze Aravidia to the ground,” the High Tazmin said. “I will see you in two days’ time. My slaves have prepared a dress for our wedding like nothing ever made before by man. You will look glorious in it.”

      I nearly stumbled on the first step back down, but he caught my arm. “Don’t fall, beloved. I don’t want to see you dead.”

      It never occurred to me to try to challenge him. Not now that Catane was gone.

      [image: ]

      I hadn’t heard so many instruments in my life. The sound of festive tunes drifting up to my balcony made Azaradi seem even more foreign than the strange spice burning in the incense holders in the room beyond me. If I could have chosen, I would be out dancing in the streets with the long lines of cheering, drumming people, twisting like snakes across the streets of Azaradi. They would dance and feast for four more days.

      In a moment, I would shed the white sarette with the long train and dance the lasharanta – the one I had practiced in the desert – for a man who had easily banished his son just to force my loyalty. And I would do it skillfully without ever letting him see my mask crack. He must never know that my heart still beat with the silhouette under the single moon.

      “Brides shouldn’t pout,” Drusica said from beside me. “If I had known about the son, you know I would have put a stop to it.”

      “I should have tried weaving something, should have tried to stop him. There was no one else in that shrine.”

      She spat. “Ha. If you had tried to weave, I would have seen you and I would never have allowed your link to the Common. The disaster of prophesy will come soon, the one of legends, and you must be ready for it. Your place as a consort of the High Tazmin will give you the power and position you need to save this world. Never forget it.”

      “Is that the reason I’m here? It’s not just Aravidia you wanted me to save?”

      “Of course not. We’ve had plans for you since the moment I realized your full potential. Now, do your duty – this world is depending on you.”

      “Depending on me to make a villain happy on his wedding night?”

      “If that’s what it takes, Amandera, then you will do it, and consider it a joy.”

      I gritted my teeth, grateful when she left my consciousness. The High Tazmin wasn’t here yet, but the slaves said he would be before the red candle burned down. It was nearly down to the last inch. I wanted to spend the last moments of freedom looking out over the city that was currently celebrating my defeat.

      There was a ripping sound behind me in the room, and I spun, pushing through the diaphanous curtains. Was the High Tazmin back? But, no. There was a tiny … rip? … in the air and hanging out of it was a cord. Curious, I tugged the scarlet cord, and the rip in space widened to a door. On the other side was a foreign room I could never have placed, but there, right in the middle of the door was Catane.

      I gasped, and threw myself into his arms. He held me close, his grip desperate as he kissed my hair. I closed my eyes, letting myself sink into his love. I didn’t dare think about how it could be, or what would happen next.

      “You’ve come for me,” I gasped.

      “Not yet,” he said. “I can’t take you with me yet, but I wanted to see you. I needed to tell you …” his voice faltered, but then he cleared his throat and spoke more firmly. “I have a plan. Stay with my father. Learn everything you can from him, and before you know it I’ll be back again and together we’ll  conquer this empire and take it as our own.”

      “But-”

      He cut off my words with a kiss, and I knew there would be no bending his will, because his kiss said goodbye in a way that was as final as it was sorrowful.

      “I can’t stay,” he whispered. “Promise you’ll wait for me.”

      “I’ll give you anything you ask for.” My voice was breathy.

      “Then promise.”

      “I promise,” I said, and I meant it.

      I meant it when he gently set me back from the door and then closed it between us. I meant it when I put away the long wedding dress. I meant it when I danced a dance that should have been for someone else. And I meant it in the long years that followed.

      
        The End
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        Never again.

        After unwittingly entering the draft for colonization of an alien planet, Allie believes nothing could get worse.

        It could.

        

        A failed escape attempt leaves her chained to an airship chair with nothing but her bag, a vial, a wild redhead, and her anxiety for company. Numbing her fear seemed like a good idea… until it wasn’t.

        It was just one sip.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The beginning of the end

          

        

      

    

    
      How did something that big fly?

      Allie Sai gaped at the immense, silver alien airship in shock. She’d only ever seen them on the tube screen. The longer she stared, the harder her heart pounded. People pushed around her, some chattering excitedly about their trip, others staring wide-eyed at the colossal monstrosity in awe.

      Come on, Allie. You can do this. Just move forward.

      Nothing. She glared at her stubborn feet. The darn things wouldn’t budge. She sucked in a deep breath and lifted her hand to push her troublesome hair out of her face. She paused, holding her shaking hand out, and scowled at it. God, she hated flying. Just the thought of it gave her hives. It shouldn’t be possible for that much metal to soar through the sky. It was downright unnatural to be thousands of miles above the ground, let alone traveling through the stars at a speed the human mind couldn’t fathom. Goosebumps erupted on her arms; her stomach clenched at the thought of being trapped in the metal death box. It might be massive, but it was still a steel coffin.

      Coffin.

      Death.

      Blinking, she snuck a glance at the metal airship, hoping it had disappeared.

      Nope, it was still there in all its horrendous glory.

      She began to backpedal, never taking her eyes off the airship. Why did she have to go? Her eyes darted to the people flowing past, paying her no mind. If she was smart, she could disappear and no one would be the wiser. No one would miss a country girl who was afraid of flying. Time to go.

      She spun on her heel, only to smash face-first into a large, hard chest and clumsily crash to the ground.

      Swamp apples.

      Allie pulled her stinging palms from the ground and stared at the abused skin. Great, she had scraped most of the skin off them. Just one more bad thing to add to her already horrid day. “Sorry,” she grumbled as she plucked a piece of gravel from her smarting palm and tossed it. She watched as it dropped into the grass, disappearing like it was never there.

      If only life was that simple.

      But life was never simple, and disappearing wasn’t an option. Earth was too regulated. Squeezing her eyes shut, she asked herself the same question she had asked herself a million times since being drafted: why had she filled out that stupid profile? It was supposed to be a joke. It was in a dress magazine for heaven’s sakes. Who’d have thought the government used the profiles of unsuspecting civilians to draft a list of people to help colonize a new planet?

      Not her, that’s for sure.

      A loud cough and a massive shadow pulled her from her thoughts. She blinked, lifting her hand to block the sun to see who was lording over her. “What?” she growled, trying to see the stranger’s face.

      “Impertinent little thing, aren’t you?”

      A deep voice washed over her, smooth as her family’s whiskey. Allie colored in embarrassment and dropped her hands, the sun blinding her. It was her fault. She’d crashed into him.

      “Sorry,” she mumbled. “Just a bad day.” She rolled onto her knees and brushed off her pants. Time to get out of here.

      “Beautiful.”

      She paused, staring at the stranger’s black combat boots. “Excuse me?”

      “I’ve never seen a mane like yours. It’s like you plucked some of the sun’s rays and spun it into hair.”

      Her brows furrowed. Who hadn’t seen a blonde? Natural blondes were rare, but people changed their hair color like they changed clothes. There were blondes everywhere. Was this guy touched in the head? If he was, then she needed to get out of here. She didn’t have time for nutters.

      Allie pushed off her knees when a large hand wrapped around her wrist and pulled her to her feet. She stumbled and caught her balance, then pulled from his grasp. Opening her mouth, she went to thank him and froze, mouth hanging open.

      He was beautiful, like stop-you-in-your-tracks-and-gape-like-an-idiot beautiful. Dark, wavy brown hair smoothed back from his chiseled face, so deep it was almost black. It drew her attention to his deep green eyes. She blinked. Green eyes that were currently dancing with laughter. Allie snapped her mouth shut and smiled awkwardly like she wasn’t just drooling over him. She tucked her fine blonde hair behind her ear and gestured between the two of them.

      “Sorry for bumping into you.”

      “It’s not a problem.”

      Allie peeked around his arm, adjusting the strap to her bag. “Okay. Time to go.”

      She didn’t have a plan, but there’s no way she was getting on that ship. “Erm, sorry again, but I have somewhere to be.” Now or never. Her eyes darted to his handsome face one last time as she bolted around him. She was lucky a Lock hadn’t spotted her yet.

      The same large hand wrapped around her bicep, halting her escape. What in all the worlds? She followed the hand, pausing on the shiny black band wrapped around his bicep. It looked like polished obsidian. Masculine, but pretty. Allie shook her head at herself. She was always a sucker for shiny things. Lifting her chin, she locked onto his dark green eyes.

      “Please let go of me,” she said politely and tugged on her arm gently, but he didn’t relent. Her eyes narrowed when he smiled back at her. This guy was being a creep, a problem she didn’t have time for. “Are we going to have a problem here?”

      “I don’t know. Are we, Ms. Sai?”

      Allie stilled, then recoiled, jerking against his grasp. How did he know her name? Something wasn’t right. “Let go of me.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t do that.”

      She opened her mouth to scream, but it caught in her throat when the chain around his neck peeked out from beneath the collar of his shirt: obsidian wings.

      A Lock.

      No. No. No.

      Her gaze snapped back to the face of the Lock smirking at her. The breath in her lungs seized as her heart fell. How did they guess she would run? How? Did they read minds now?

      “We can’t read minds.”

      Allie stiffened further. Please let it not be possible.

      The Lock rolled his eyes. “But we can read expression and body language, Ms. Sai. We also keep tabs on those drafted for colonization. Your many appeals flagged you as a flight risk, so here I am. Your escort.”

      Her breath rushed out of her. The government watched her. Her papa was right, privacy was only an illusion. Nothing they said could be taken as the truth.

      She darted a glance between the Lock and the alien behemoth of an airship behind her. “That’s the flight risk,” she blurted, stabbing a finger at the ship. “Is it even safe? Have humans operated something like that before? What if it’s contaminated and carries diseases? How do we know it’s not an alien trick to get us to Sars and then eat us?”

      The Lock burst out laughing, making her want to punch him in the face. These were valid fears.

      “You have an active imagination. I assure you it’s quite safe, and as for the eating, well, you will just have to trust me.”

      Allie barked out a laugh. “Trust the government that has been invading my privacy by keeping tabs on me without my consent? I thought our laws protected us against voyeurism and stalking. Or is the government above such laws?” The smirk slipped off his face, giving her a sense of temporary victory.

      “I’m not here to debate the morals of our government, but to escort you onto the airship.”

      Allie leaned away from the Lock, eyeing the ship with trepidation. “No.”

      The Lock’s face hardened as he leaned into her face. “Now is not the time for defiance. You have two choices, Ms. Sai. One, you walk onto the ship of your own volition. Or two, I throw you over my shoulder and haul you there myself. It’s your choice.”

      Her jaw clenched at the patronizing tone of his voice. She wanted to walk onto that ship, but her feet wouldn’t move.

      Move, Allie, move.

      Again, nothing.

      Damn it.

      Sweat beaded between her shoulder blades and she came to one conclusion. She had to tell him.

      Hell … how embarrassing.

      Allie ran through a dozen scenarios in her mind but they all came down to her being dragged onto the ship or telling him about her fear. It would be mortifying to be dragged onto the ship, but was telling him about her fear worse?

      Her butt in the air, shirt riding up, and people staring at her flashed through her mind.

      Being dragged was worse.

      She blew out a breath and turned to glare at the obsidian wings around his neck mocking her. “I’m not trying to be a pain.” A breath. “I’m afraid of flying,” she rushed out.

      “What was that?”

      “Seriously?” she complained, hating that she had to say it again. “I’m afraid of flying.”

      His forehead wrinkled. “What? Stop mumbling.”

      “I’m afraid of flying!” she hissed.

      The Lock jerked back, staring at her in shock. Heat scorched her cheeks. “How is that possible? Every mode of transportation flies.”

      “I am well aware.”

      He looked to the airship and down to her. “Stop playing around. It’s time to go.”

      “I’m not playing around.”

      He raised a brow. “Are you serious?”

      Her hand itched to reach out and slap him, but jail on the airship wasn’t too appealing. “Doesn’t it look like I’m bloody serious? My heart is pounding, I am sweating through my shirt.” She pulled it from her throat and wheezed. “I can barely breathe, and I am about five seconds from puking on your boots.” He blinked and stepped back, putting a little more distance between them. A perverse sense of delight filled her. She almost wished he would step closer so she could puke on his crisp button-down shirt and black jeans.

      “Do you need a medic?”

      She scowled. “Yeah, because a medic can get rid of my irrational fear.” Allie sniggered. “Idiot.”

      His brows lowered and something flashed across his face. “You’re getting on that ship.”

      “No. I’d rather go to prison.” An idea blossomed in her mind. Maybe if she fought hard enough they’d just send her to prison on Earth.

      “You have no choice.”

      She squealed when he jerked her arm, upsetting her balance and causing her to crash into him. “Knock it off. This is harassment,” she growled, kicking at his shin.

      “That’s original,” he mocked as he scooped her into his arms.

      Allie gaped at him and wriggled around. “Put me down!”

      His hand tightened, but he ignored her.

      She did the only thing she could think of. She screamed at the top of her lungs.  

      “Really?” he growled. “Lock en route,” he bellowed. “Move!”

      Allie scanned the crowd helplessly, looking for someone, anyone to save her. All she encountered was pity and apathy as people parted to let the Lock through.

      Cowards, all of them.

      Her cries died as the last piece of hope withered inside her chest. No one would save her. She belonged to the government now. Her eyes moved over the crowd to the dark opening of the ship that gaped like the maw of a monster.  Fear energized her, making her struggle harder against the Lock. The man’s grip didn’t budge. Maybe logic would appeal to him.

      “Just put me down. I can go from here. Really, I can do it. Plus, I’m not small. Your back has to be killing you.”

      He sniggered, one corner of his mouth hooking up. “No.”

      “No? What do you mean ‘no’? Put me down!”

      “You and I both know you’ll run the moment I set you down.”

      “You know nothing about me.”

      He snorted. “Remember the whole keeping tabs thing? I know more than I care to.”

      She choked on her panic as his boots thumped against the metal walkway leading into the ship. A dull ringing filled her ears, and the light dimmed. The metal walls gleamed in smooth colorless perfection around them. Too smooth. Too perfect. It felt wrong. Something inside her whispered she would die here.

      Dead. Dead. Dead.

      This was where she would die.

      “Breathe or you’ll pass out.”

      She sucked in a breath. “Maybe if I pass out, I’ll wake up from this nightmare.”

      “Stars above, stop being so dramatic.”

      Allie’s eyes turned to slits even as she struggled to breathe.  She tore her eyes from the walls of the deathtrap to glare at the Lock’s jaw line. “I am being ripped from my home, forced to leave my family, friends, and life behind to live on a planet we understand very little about. I think I am entitled to be dramatic if I want to.”

      His jaw tightened as he glanced down at her, his chin dipping. “I stand corrected.”

      “Damn straight.”

      He didn’t have any idea what it was like to be a woman drafted. To have all her hopes, dreams, desires, eradicated with one comm. That one message changed her future, irrecoverably. To leave everything behind and face her deepest fears … the isolation she felt at being completely alone…

      The Lock followed the labyrinth of hallways until they arrived in a large chamber with people strapped into the chairs lining the walls. Allie stared at it dispassionately. It looked like a prison. Well, it essentially was. The man strode to the right wall and dropped her unceremoniously into an empty seat. Allie hissed and rubbed her elbow when it connected with one of the armrests. She scowled up at the Lock who’d ruined her life.

      She wasn’t being fair. He didn’t draft her, but he’d caught her before she could escape. Therefore, by default, it was his fault.

      “I don’t understand why they call it the funny bone. There’s nothing funny about it,” she muttered.

      “Funny bone?” he asked, as he pulled her bag from her other arm.

      Allie lifted her head, a brow arched in question. “Funny bone?” The Lock stared at her with a blank expression. “My elbow…” she said slowly.

      Who didn’t know it was called a funny bone?

      “Riiight,” he said, as he deftly reached out and secured the straps across her chest. She clutched the straps and tugged at them. He’d secured her straps like she was a child. Her eyes flew to his. “I can’t get out.”

      He smiled and dropped her bag into her trembling hands. “It’s been an adventure, Ms. Sai. Enjoy your flight.”

      He’d trapped her.

      Her mama taught her that revenge was wrong, and to never hold a grudge.  But today felt like an exception. She memorized his face. Never would she forget his part in her capture and imprisonment. She wouldn’t seek revenge, revenge was petty. No, Allie would seek vengeance for what he’d stolen from her. She relaxed in her seat and smiled at him so sweetly it would make your teeth ache.

      “Watch your back, Lock.”

      Gasps erupted around her. No one threatened a Lock.

      A glint entered his eyes, one that was calculating and dangerous.

      What was she thinking? Surely flying to a different planet was better than being dead.

      She stiffened when a predatory smile graced his face. “Always do,” he whispered as he tweaked her nose. Then, he turned his back on her and strode from the room with all the grace and dignity of a king.

      Bastard.

      A smile graced her mouth despite the fear knotting her stomach. Her family brewed moonshine whiskey. It was a practice that went back to her ancestors in the twenty-first century. Her family’s whiskey was famous for all its recreational and medicinal properties. What most people didn’t know was that if improperly brewed, the whiskey was poisonous.

      Despite how her stomach rolled with nerves, her smile sharpened. Her failed attempts at making whiskey were legendary, as were her poisons. That Lock had better watch his cups, or he would find himself in the bathroom for the rest of the trip.

      She leaned back in her chair and tipped her head back. She could get through this. Starting from a hundred, Allie began counting down.

      She’d poison him as soon as her heart stopped trying to beat out of her chest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Anxiety and booze don’t mix

          

        

      

    

    
      She’d counted from a hundred twenty times and it wasn’t working. Allie pulled deep breaths, but she was still dizzy.

      “You okay?” a smoky voice asked.

      Allie twisted her neck to stare at the woman next to her. She squinted at her flaming crimson hair that just about blinded her. She blinked repeatedly, meeting the woman’s twinkling blue eyes.

      Quick, say something.

      “It’s like you escaped out of a cartoon,” she blurted. Allie wanted to bang her head against the wall.

      The woman arched a red brow as she cocked her head. “I’ve heard worse things.” She scanned Allie head to toe. “You don’t look so good.”

      She waved a trembling hand at the woman. “Just afraid of flying.”

      The redhead blinked once slowly, then burst out laughing. Allie stared at her until the woman sputtered to a cough.

      “I’m s-sorry. You’re serious.” A pause. “It’s just that…”

      Allie groaned. She hated this part. “I know, I know, it’s terrible. If I could have choosen my fears, I would have picked spiders.”

      The redhead just stared. Allie stretched her hand out to the woman. “Allie Sai.”

      “Jer Blake.” Jer clasped her hand, then settled into the seat next to her.

      “Jer Blake. Unusual.”

      “You’re telling me.”

      “Aren’t those boys’ names?” Allie asked, her tone apologetic.

      A wry smile touched Jer’s mouth. “My father wanted boys and all he got was me.”

      Allie snorted. That sounded like something her father would do. “Men…”

      “Men,” Jer echoed as she picked up one strap.

      She eyed the strap like it was a snake. “Beware the secure straps. Once you’re clicked in, there’s no getting out.”

      Jer’s eyes rounded. “Why?”

      “Who knows?” Allie waved a hand.

      “It’s bad enough they drafted us, but now they’re shackling us to the ship?”

      “They’re watching us, too,” she added.

      The redhead chuckled. “That’s not anything new.”

      Allie raised a brow in question.

      “My father is part of the military. They’ve been monitoring us for centuries. The Bermuda Triangle? A hoax to keep people out. It hosts the biggest surveillance operation in the world.”

      “Should you be telling me this?” Allie whispered, her eyes darting around the room to the other passengers.

      Jer waved a hand at her. “We’re not a concern to them anymore. They’re sending us away. By the time we reach Sars, everyone we know will be dead.”

      A lump rose in her throat. She’d never see her family again, her mama, papa, or sisters. The back of her eyes began to burn. Allie blinked furiously to keep the tears at bay. Once she started crying, she didn’t think she would stop.

      “Shoot, I didn’t mean to make you cry.”

      Allie shook her head and rubbed her eyes, before peering at the wild-looking woman next to her. “It’s just … today’s been a lot to handle.”

      Jer’s blue eyes softened as she reached a hand out and placed it on hers. “No one’s prepared for this, even the ones who volunteered, like myself.”

      She gasped, stunned. “You volunteered?”

      “Yes, ma’am, I did.”

      “Why?”

      A shrug. “Nothing here for me.”

      That about broke Allie’s heart. No one should feel that way. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. When one door closes, another opens.”

      She absently nodded and glanced at the door as a flight automaton gracefully stepped through the door. That was one way to think of it.

      The silver-limbed automaton, or AM, walked along the row of chairs, double-checking all the straps, and paused in front of Jer. “Please, fasten your seatbelt.”

      Jer scowled at the AM as she clicked the straps in. “You happy?”

      The AM stared at the redhead blankly through opaque orbs. “Thank you,” it said, then moved on.

      Jer shuddered next to her, rubbing at her arms. “Creepy things.”

      Allie’s lips pulled into a smile.

      The redhead rolled her eyes and pointed a finger at her. “I don’t like them. They know too much.”

      Both of her brows raised. “They’re not real.”

      “Exactly. Automatons are stronger than humans, have access to anything connected to the net, and are run by humans. That makes them superhuman. It’s not natural.”

      “They’re just machines.”

      “So is this ship,” Jer retorted.

      “Touché,” Allie said.

      The floor beneath their feet rumbled and panic fluttered in her chest as it vibrated through her body. “Oh God, we’re all going to die.”

      “No we’re not.”

      Yes, she was.

      “Please, make sure your seatbelt is fastened and that all luggage is stored beneath your seat. We will depart immediately,” the AM recited.

      The ship tilted, making Allie’s stomach cartwheel. There’s no way she would survive this. “This isn’t right,” she cried out as the ship lurched.

      “You’ll be fine, I promise,” Jer said. “Each alien airship prototype is tested over and over again. One in a million malfunction.”

      That didn’t help her. With her luck, they’d be the millionth one. The ship banked, making her body shift in the seat and press against the safety straps, until she was suspended horizontally, staring at the other passengers. “Oh, God.”

      “He’s not here right now,” Jer joked.

      Allie clutched the straps of her bag until her fingers turned white. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

      The passenger below her glared. “Don’t you dare,” the man yelled.

      Her stomach rolled again. “I can’t.”

      “HOLD. IT. IN,” he threatened.

      She swallowed, trying to keep the bile where it belonged. The man below her blew out his breath when the ship settled and he was no longer below her. “What’s wrong with you?” he asked.

      “She’s afraid of flying,” Jer answered, while she sucked in big lungfuls of air.

      Flying. She was flying. Little black spots dotted her vision as a dull ringing filled her ears. Even the air seemed thinner, like she couldn’t get a proper breath.

      “Does she need a medic?”

      “I don’t know.” A hand touched her shoulder. “The medics can sedate you,” Jer offered.

      Allie slammed back into her chair. “No!” At least this way she knew what was happening. If they put her under, she would be vulnerable. “No,” she wheezed.

      Jer eyed her with doubt. “You need to calm down. You’re about to give me a heart attack, and if you get too agitated, the AM will have you sedated. Is there anything you can think about to calm you down? Or anything you can take to take the edge off?”

      She shook her head, and then froze when a thought entered her mind. A brilliant one. Her parents had sent her with some of their moonshine so she could continue the family business on Sars.

      Allie slipped a shaking hand into her bag and rummaged around until she clasped one of the cool glass vials. Carefully, she pulled it out of her bag and lifted her hand to inspect the whiskey. Amber, just what she wanted.

      The amber liquid moved like it was alive. She’d watched her parents make it, so she understood nothing actually lived in the moonshine, but it still creeped her out. As a child, her father told her scary tales of the moonshine refusing to run down someone’s throat, instead crawling out. Allie shuddered and squeezed her hand around the vial. This would take the edge off.

      “Is that what I think it is?” Jer drawled.

      Allie glanced at her. “Yeah.”

      Her family were well-known moonshine whiskey brewers. Everyone wanted vials of the amber liquid. It was prized, and it was expensive.

      “How did you get a hold of that?”

      “My family makes it.”

      Jer’s blue eyes lit up. “No way. I’m friends with one of the moonshine royals?”

      That damn nickname. It was ridiculous. One night her father had tested too much himself and declared their family the royals of moonshine. It stuck.

      “Well, that will help you calm down.”

      Allie’s eyes dropped back to the vial in her hand. Her parents had never let her sample this proof before. It had hallucinogenic properties and tended to kill people if they weren’t careful—or more like, people drank too much and ended up dying. But it also soothed and relieved pain. At this point, she would probably die on this damn ship. She might as well go happy.

      Her hand trembled as she uncorked the glass. She lifted the vial to her nose and sniffed the moonshine’s familiar white oak scent, mixed with something nutty. A sip or two would help. With care, Allie place the tube to her lips and let the liquid slip into her mouth and down her throat. Dark chocolate burst across her taste buds, making her eyes roll back into her head. The best thing about her family’s whiskey was that when you drank it, it tasted like your favorite sweet. That’s why it was in such high demand. No one else could do that.

      It burned down her throat and her body loosened, warmth infusing her limbs and belly. Allie held it up and eyed the amber liquid.

      It was magical. With a capital M.

      No wonder her parents never let her test it. The stuff was potent. She couldn’t imagine what would happen if she drank more than a couple sips. Hell, why was it even legal? Allie squinted at what was left. There’s no way she would drink anymore. She held the vial toward Jer, wiggling it in front of the redhead’s nose. “You want some?”

      Jer’s smile was all teeth. “Don’t mind if I do.”

      Her new acquaintance took the tube from her hand and threw back the moonshine, a happy sigh escaping her. “I love this stuff.”

      Allie blinked, trying to see the redhead clearly, but her eyes wouldn’t focus. That wasn’t good. A giggle escaped her. No fears. Just peace. Her parents should have introduced her to this stuff a long time ago. She settled back in her chair and closed her eyes, floating in a lake of clouds in pure, utter bliss.

      Sleep. She’d sleep through the trip. Sleep, the answer to everything.
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      “Allie…”

      She groaned and snuggled back into her seat.

      “Allie…”

      “Go away,” she grumbled.

      “Allie!”

      She pried open her eyes to slits and glared at the annoying redhead interrupting her wonderful nap. “What?” she barked. All she wanted was to go back to her happy dreams.

      “We’re under attack.”

      Her brows furrowed as she tried to understand the words coming from Jer’s lips. Eh, thoughts for another time. Her eyes slowly closed as she tried to delve back into her slumber. A sharp pinch on her arm had her jerking and cursing. Allie growled, rubbing her arm.

      “What the heck, Jer?”

      “You need to wake up. Now!” Jer commanded.

      “I’m tired. I need to sleep.” Even now, the siren song of slumber called to her. Her eyelids were so heavy.

      Jer reached over and grabbed Allie’s chin. “Look at me.”

      Allie opened her eyes as wide as she could.

      “Good lord, seriously?” The redhead shook her head. “You’re still influenced. How?”

      Allie tried to smile, but it was like her lips weren’t doing what they were supposed to. “This is my first time.”

      Jer’s big blue eyes widened. “No, Allie. Please tell me you’re kidding.”

      “Nope,” she said popping her p.

      Jer dropped Allie’s chin and rubbed her hand over her mouth. “We’re in big trouble. This is so screwed up. What are the chances?”

      That’s about the time the ship shuddered and screeched. The surrounding passengers screamed, making her ears ring. She pulled her gaze from Jer and scanned the room. A neon green light flashed on and off above the hull door, casting an odd glow across the room. Varying degrees of green faces met her even regard in different states of panic. Why was everyone panicking?  She didn’t feel a thing.

      The ship rolled, slamming her against her strap and pulling her bag from her grasp. Allie raised her hands and whooped like she was in a carnival simulation. She’d never done it for real.

      “This is great,” she cackled. The metal frame of the ship shuddered and everything stopped. Even the screams and whimpers around her. Odd.

      Well, I’ll be darned, she thought. Something isn’t right.

      Glancing to the side, Allie eyed Jer, who looked completely calm except for her wild red hair tangled around her head.

      “Well, that was fun,” she said.

      Jer slowly turned to her, a glint of fear in her eyes despite her calm facade.  “Allie, we’re about to be boarded.”

      Mentally, she knew she should be afraid, but all she felt was warm and a little tingly.

      “Okay.”

      The redhead clasped both sides of her face so she couldn’t glance away. “I have no idea what race has attacked us, or why. But my best guess is for cargo.”

      “Cargo?”

      “Yes, cargo. Do you know what this ship holds?”

      “No clue,” Allie answered.

      “Supplies for colonization, and people.”

      “People?” Something soured inside of her.

      “Yes, Allie. People like you and me.”

      Something was definitely not right.  Her mind said that was bad, really bad, but she felt no fear. Her pulse was steady and her stomach calm. “What can we do?”

      Jer blew out a breath, pulling her red hair into a bun. “Nothing for now. We wait.”

      “We should attack them before they have a chance to get to us,” a man interjected from the opposite side of the ship.

      “And pray tell, how are we to escape our straps?” Jer snarked. “Do you see any weapons? We don’t even know what we’re dealing with.”

      “Don’t bite my head off. I was just trying to help,” the man growled.

      “Well, think before you speak. Don’t rile all the people up. You’ll get someone killed.”

      “That was rude,” Allie whispered.

      Jer glanced at her. “What?”

      “That was rude. He’s scared, and just trying to come up with good ideas.”

      “Ideas that will get us killed or worse.”

      “What’s worse than being killed?” she asked curiously.

      “Being taken.”

      Allie blinked. One of the first things her mama taught her as a girl was that if someone tried to take her, she fought. You never let them take you to another location. The redhead watched the emotions play on her face. “Alright, that’s worse. I—”

      The metal screeched; the door groaned. Allie slowly turned her head and watched in horror as a crack appeared in the door. “Stars above,” she whispered. “They’re coming straight through the door.”

      “That’s a good thing,” Jer commented over her shoulder. “It means they don’t have a lot of time. Someone must have tripped the alert. Someone’s coming for us. We need to stall.”

      Allie watched with fascination as the door bowed, crying out in protest. “Wow, they really want in here.”

      “Yep. They’re not interested in the other cargo.”

      “Wow,” she breathed, as the hull door buckled and cracked down the middle, leaving a large gap. The surrounding passengers cried out, but she just stared as bright green eyes peeked through the crack and then disappeared. “Did you see that?” she murmured to Jer.

      “Uh huh.”

      Everyone went silent, trying to hear what was happening on the other side of the door.

      Boom.

      The door cracked wide open, little shards of metal flying outward into the hull. A woman wailed next to her as she was struck in the shoulder by a little shard of metal. Allie’s ears rang as something hit her in the head, but she didn’t tear her eyes away from the doorway. Five big men, if you could call them that, stood in the doorway scanning the room.

      Her papa was tall for a human, at six foot four, but these males were at least six inches taller. One stepped over the wreckage and into the room, his white duster jacket touching the floor. Every line of his body, from the slashes on his cheeks to his muscular arms and broad chest, spoke of danger.

      Allie’s gaze snagged on his punk rock, steel-toed boots in awe. She’d always wanted a pair of those but she couldn’t find the old relics anymore. She followed the boots up to leather pants and to a silver stun gun, slung across his hips carelessly. This guy meant business. No one but the military owned those. Stun guns stopped your heart in less than a second.

      Allie frowned. She should be afraid. She smiled at the thought, thankful that the moonshine glow hadn’t worn off yet. If it had, she would’ve been a wreck.

      She brushed off her thought and moved to the alien’s face. His features were remarkably similar to humans, all but his pointed ears and hair the color of dark green grass that faded to lime green tips. Those screamed alien. Foreign. Unhuman. The hair was weird, and colorful. The ears reminded her of the stories her grandma used to tell her about elves.

      Her gaze dropped to his face and froze. He was staring right at her, his unnaturally bright green eyes penetrating her. Allie dropped her eyes to the floor. If Jer was right, she didn’t want to attract attention. If she stared at the floor long enough, maybe he would forget about her.

      Too late.

      Black steel-toed boots entered her line of sight as a large, blunt finger curled under her chin and lifted. Allie jerked her chin out of his hand and lifted her eyes of her own volition. His green eyes danced with mischief, a smirk hitching the corner of his mouth up.

      “There’s a little fight to you, isn’t there?” he said, his voice holding a faint accent.

      She wisely kept her mouth shut and stared at the alien, keeping her expression blank. Now was not the time to challenge him. But the fuzzy whiskey warmth was battling with the sense of danger she was in.

      He cocked his head, his green hair sliding across his forehead in an attractive way.

      Allie stiffened. She shouldn’t be thinking anything about him was attractive. “Stupid whiskey glow,” she muttered under her breath.

      “What was that, little one?” he asked, studying her the way she studied him. It was like his eyes saw right through her mask and into her soul. It wasn’t comfortable. She dropped her eyes to her knees, hoping the alien would move on and leave her alone. But that wasn’t to be. Another pair of boots moved into her vision.

      “You want this one?” a gruff, accented voice asked.

      “Not sure yet, Asa.”

      She pushed back into her seat when a large hand wrapped around her throat and a thumb pushed under her chin. How dare he touch her like that! Her eyes narrowed to slits. No one manhandled her.

      “Let go,” she hissed, eyes darting between the two men.

      The blue-haired one, Asa, leaned forward, grinning. “Earth produces the most luscious women.” He breathed deeply, creeping her out. “My mouth is watering at her scent.”

      Allie cringed. Her scent? Were they going to eat her? Here she thought there wasn’t anything worse than flying, but being eaten was definitely worse.

      “I don’t taste that good. I promise.” She snapped her mouth shut. Of all the things to come out of her trap…

      Today was not her day.

      Both aliens stilled, looks of wonder and mirth on their faces. “Does she really think we’re going to eat her, Xan?” Asa, the blue-haired alien asked.

      Xan, the green-haired man, eyed her, and then the man next to him. “I believe so.”

      Asa gestured to her. “For someone who thinks they will be eaten, she’s not very scared.”

      Xan rubbed his thumbs along her jaw line, making her shudder.

      “Stop touching her,” Jer growled from her side.

      Both aliens glanced at the redhead beside her.

      “What was that, human?” Asa questioned with a raised brow.

      “You heard me, Av,” Jer sneered the slur. “Couldn’t wait for us to reach your planet?”

      Asa leaned forward and loomed above Jer, his eyes caressing her red curls. “It’s like fire,” he said, ignoring her slight as he moved closer.

      Jer snapped her head up and right into the blue-haired man’s face. He jerked back, cursing as silver liquid dripped from his nose. Allie stared unabashed. His blood was silver. Not red or blue, but silver. She lifted a hand and poked Jer in the shoulder.

      “Look at that, Jer. His blood is silver.”

      Jer flashed her an annoyed glance. “Very astute.”

      Allie smiled at her and turned her attention back to the pissed-off alien glaring at her new friend. She swallowed at the irate expression on his face. She would not want to be Jer for anything. A thumb brushing her lip snapped her attention to Xan.

      “Enough,” she said. “Please go away. I’m tired.” And she was. Her whole body was beyond heavy.

      “Xan, you take the one with the hair the color of fire. I’ll take the one that looks like the sun.”

      “No,” the alien kneeling before her replied. “She’s mine.”

      “Please?” Asa begged.

      “Not a chance.”

      “Fine,” the blue-haired alien grumbled. “Grab her and let’s go. We need to have them tagged.”

      Xan pulled a wicked-looking dagger from inside his white coat that was made of some shiny material that caused her eyes to glaze. It didn’t even faze her when he sliced through her safety harness. Allie pursed her lips, watching the belts slither away, and part of her shirt agape where he’d cut clean through it.

      “You could have cut me.”

      “I didn’t.”

      Allie raised a brow and gestured to her shirt. “You cut through my shirt.”

      He shrugged. “Please follow me.” He pushed to his feet and held his hand out.

      A giggle slipped out of her, causing him to frown. “I’m not going anywhere with you.” She pointed at his ears. “My mama always told me not to go with strangers, and you, sir, are a stranger.”

      Allie glanced over when Jer snarled next to her. The blue-haired man had thrown her friend over his shoulder. How rude.

      “Hey, you put her down!” she demanded. Asa eyed her with a condescending smile that said, “What are you going to do about it?”

      “Not a chance, sweetheart.” Jer punched him in the back, fighting like crazy. “Knock it off or I’m going to drop you.”

      “Never,” Jer spat.

      Asa blew out a breath and pulled a syringe from his pocket. “I didn’t want to have to do this, but you leave me no choice.” Without further ado, he plunged it into the redhead’s butt. Jer slumped immediately.

      Allie stared in horror. “What was that stuff? What did you just give her?”

      “Something to calm her down.”

      “Calm her down for what?”

      He ignored her and strode past the green-eyed man. “Better grab yours.”

      “Get up,” Xan commanded.

      “No.”

      His jaw ticked. “I said get up.”

      “I can’t,” she said weakly. Even if she wanted to obey him, her body wasn’t working.

      “I say you won’t.” He placed both hands on the arms of her chair. “Get up or I’ll carry you.”

      She swallowed, a sliver of fear working through her. Allie paused, assessing the feeling. The whiskey must be wearing off, but there was still no way she could walk.

      “I can’t,” she repeated.

      “Okay, you’ve made your choice,” he growled, yanking her from the seat.

      Allie flopped over his shoulder with as much decorum as a sack of potatoes. Nausea churned in her gut; saliva filled her mouth as he stomped out of the room.

      Oh no.

      “You really need to put me down,” she choked out.

      “Not happening.”

      Bile burned the back of her throat. “No, seriously, you need to put me down.”

      “Enough.”

      “You asked for it.” She burped and her stomach rebelled violently. The man carrying her froze as she continued to expel the contents of her stomach all down the back of his shiny white coat and black boots. Her head pounded, and she labored to breathe just as another round hit her. Allie’s whole body heaved and shuddered. It was like her stomach was trying to come out.

      “Stars and moons. No way.”

      “I’m dying,” she moaned, ignoring the puke on her face and in her hair. “Never again.” She shifted and then found herself lying on the floor. Allie pressed her cheek against the smooth, cool metal.

      “Disgusting.”

      She cracked one eye open as something splatted against the floor. A white coat.

      “That was my favorite coat.”

      “I warned you,” she whispered, closing her eyes.

      The creak of leather reached her ears at the same time a cool hand rested on her sweaty forehead. “You’re burning up. Are you sick?”

      She scoffed pathetically, pressing further into his touch. “What do you think?” A whimper escaped when he removed his hand. “Stupid moonshine.”

      “What?”

      “Moonshine. Whiskey.”

      “I know what it is. What does it have to do anything with this?”

      “I had some.”

      Silence. “How much?”

      “Half a vial.”

      “That’s not much.”

      “It was my first time.”

      A black oath. “Seriously, Allie?”

      “What?” she grouched. “Getting on airships is scary.” She blinked, trying to clear her vision enough to get a good look at the alien crouching next to her. “Don’t judge me, pirate.”

      “Pirate? That’s what you think I am?” He arched a brow.

      “Well, you hijacked my ship and are stealing me,” she said. Her stomach rolled again. “It’s coming again.”

      “I’m going to give you something to help with the nausea and help you sleep.”

      Allie weakly slapped a hand at him. “No, you will not drug me. I’ll not allow it.”

      “You’ve got no choice.”

      Her eyes almost fell out of her head at the size of needle he was wielding. “No.”

      He met her eyes and stabbed the needle into her arm. She cried out, tears welling in her eyes. “That hurt, you bastard.”

      “It couldn’t be helped. Now, lie still.”

      Like she was going anywhere. A sigh of relief escaped her when the nausea disappeared almost instantly. Her eyes became extremely heavy. Stars above, all she wanted to do was sleep.

      “Listen to me, Allie.” A hand smoothed her puke-covered hair out of her eyes. “Keep your eyes open when you reach the city of Sars. You need to be careful. I’ll look out for you. Sleep safe, little one.”

      She smiled and closed her eyes, sinking into bliss.
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      Allie jerked and blinked furiously, her nose scrunching up in confusion at what surrounded her. She was sitting in the hull, strapped into her seat.

      She blinked again.

      The door was in perfect condition, and the passengers in various states of rest. Her gaze snapped down to her chest. The straps were in perfect condition, as was her shirt.

      “What the hell?” she breathed.

      “What was that?” Jer murmured.

      Allie slowly turn to the redhead. “Jer, pirates attacked our ship.”

      Jer frowned. “Not that I know of…”  A look of understanding slowly crossed her face, and she held up the empty glass vial. “You fell asleep almost immediately. It’s been smooth sailing since we left. We’re just about to land.”

      “Land?” she repeated stupidly. How long had they been on the ship?

      “Yeah, Sars … the alien planet we agreed to help populate.”

      “Agreed isn’t the right word,” Allie muttered. She peeked back at the door and down to her shirt again. “I had some crazy dreams.”

      The redhead rolled her eyes. “No joke. You mumbled and twitched in your sleep for fourteen hours.”

      “That’s it? We’ve been traveling for fourteen hours?” It boggled her mind that in fourteen hours, 28 years had passed on earth. A lump settled in her stomach. Her mama and papa probably had grey hair and grandbabies by now.

      “Hyperspeed is a wonderful thing.”

      Her friend’s commented pulled her from her morose thoughts. Allie rubbed her arm, her brow wrinkling. It was like she could still feel the needle. “It felt so real,” she whispered to herself.

      Jer gave her a knowing smile. “Side effect of moonshine.”

      She shuddered. “I’m never drinking that again. I have no idea what my parents were thinking when they created that.”

      Her friend patted her hand. “It’s always worst the first time.”

      The ship tilted, making her stomach flip, and then gradually settled. An AM detached from the wall and pressed a series of numbers on a clear pad next to the door before turning to them. “Thank you for flying with us. Please mind the gap between the ship and the platform. Also, remember that the air on Sars is thinner, so your equilibrium will be off for a few days. Your luggage will be transferred to your new homes. Welcome to Sars.”

      A series of clicks sounded in the room as the safety straps released. Allie clutched her little bag and sat staring as the surrounding people collected their belongings while moving towards the hull door.

      She couldn’t believe it. She was on another planet. Allie forced herself out of her chair onto shaking legs. “We’re actually here.” The flight was over and they’d survived the trip with only a few bad dreams to show for it.

      Jer slapped her on the back and held her elbow out to her with a smile. “Would you accompany me to our new world?”

      Jer’s energy was infectious. She grinned at her redheaded friend and locked elbows with her, feeling a little more confident.  They shuffled unhurriedly through the throng of people and paused just outside the hatch in awe. It was nighttime, but instead of a black sky with stars, it was purple with three silver moons.

      “Three moons,” Jer commented. “Go figure.”

      Allie stared in astonishment and brushed at her arm.

      Ouch.

      She pulled her eyes from the alien phenomenon and lifted her arm up, scanning it for bruises. Nothing. Huh. It would probably be a bruise by tomorrow. Just as she peered up from her arm, her eyes clashed with green ones. Unnaturally green.

      Xan. The green-haired alien from her dream.

      “Do you see him?” Allie said, pointing at the alien smirking at her.

      “Who?” Jer asked, scanning the crowd.

      “The elf-looking guy with green hair.” Allie blinked when he winked at her. “He’s right there.”

      “I can’t see him.”

      She dropped Jer’s arm and plunged into the crowd, needing to find him. It wasn’t a coincidence that he was here. How was it possible?

      “Allie, wait!”

      Ignoring the dirty looks and scowls, she plowed through the people. Allie burst into an open spot, breathing hard, and spun around looking for green hair. Nothing. It was like he’d disappeared into thin air.

      Jer jogged to her side and slapped her on the arm. “Don’t run off like that. We don’t know how safe it is here.”

      “But I saw him,” she explained lamely.

      “The man from your dreams?” Jer said, trying to keep a straight face.

      “I saw him right here,” Allie said, frustrated.

      “Hun, I think the moonshine messed with your head.”

      She growled, still searching the sea of people around her. Doubt started filtering in. Maybe she was still under the glow. Dumb moonshine. “I could have sworn—” Allie spun around and slammed into a large chest.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” she grumbled.

      “I didn’t think you’d be this happy to see me.”

      Allie froze. She slowly looked up into the face of the man who’d ruined her escape. The Lock.

      “You,” she growled.

      “You,” he mocked.

      Allie smiled inwardly as her former idea came back to her. She let a smile tip up her lips and reached into her bag. “Thank you for helping me get onto the ship. I wouldn’t have been able to myself.”

      The confused look on his face would have been comical if she wasn’t trying to pull one over on him.

      Carefully, she glanced down into her bag and plucked a glass vial filled with green liquid out and held it out for him with what she hoped looked like a grateful smile. “My family makes moonshine. This is my way of saying thanks.”

      He smiled and pulled the green vial from her hands. “I’ve never had any that was this color.”

      She glanced around like she was divulging a secret. “It’s a new recipe. Something new my family is releasing in six months.” His eyes rounded in surprise and delight. “Enjoy.”

      “Thank you, ma’am.”

      Allie grinned and gave a little wave before looping her arm through Jer’s. She steered the redhead away from the Lock, a feral smile taking the place of her grin.

      “That’s an evil smile if I ever saw one. What did you just give him?”

      “Something he’ll never forget.”

      “I’ve never seen moonshine that color before.”

      Her smile widened. “That’s because it’s not moonshine.”

      “Well, what is it?”

      “Something he’ll remember me by.”

      “What did you do?”

      “Gave him a taste of his own medicine.”

      “You’re avoiding the question,” Jer accused.

      An evil chuckle slipped out of Allie. “Let’s just say he won’t be leaving the bathroom any time soon.”

      The redhead’s brows raised in surprise. “You’re that angry with him?”

      “I’m not mad.”

      “No?”

      “No,” she echoed. “I don’t get mad, I get even.”

      Jer blinked several times then straightened wearing a smirk. “I think we’re going to be great friends, Allie Sai.”

      She smiled up at the tall, wild woman. “Sure thing, sugar.”

      “Just remind me to never get on your bad side…”

      “Just remember to never drink the green vial.”

      

      
        The End
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        To save the human race, we will have to become something more than human.

      

      I was born on the Endurance. We were all born on the Endurance. Generations have lived and died on this ship. But I won’t.

      The planet of Iotova is what the human race has been looking for. Air. Water. Livable land. For four hundred years we've searched for this place. 

      Except, we hadn't planned on arriving like this.

      Many won't survive the crash. More won't make it through the first night. Attacks from of the native beasts that we call the Chroin will claim even more of us--but we must keep fighting. No matter what we have to keep fighting to survive. Even if it means becoming Chroin to do it.

      We're the last. The last of humanity. If we're lost, so is our species.
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      Pain blossomed in my head as a shudder ran through the torpor tube that encased me. My eyes were heavy and I had to fight to open them against the grogginess of hibernation. The tube shook violently again. A cold sweat broke out across my skin and I gasped for air. What was happening?

      My hands trembled as I carefully tugged at the thin plastic tube in my nose, which would deliver the hibernation serum straight to my brain. I gagged as the tube slowly slid free like a worm wriggling inside my head. There was a soft hiss of air as my tube popped open.

      “Whoa! Whoa! Slow down, Laure.” A firm hand grabbed ahold of me as I went to pry off the other tubes and wires that were attached to my body. Sirens assaulted my ears, causing me to wince and draw away from the voice as I tried to retreat back to the safety of my tube.

      “Wha-What’s going on?” My voice cracked as I spoke, dry and weak from lack of use.

      As my body sagged, the hands helped guide me onto the floor. I always hated waking up. It was the worst part of the cycle. Though I had been in hibernation for six months, I felt as though I had been awake for days on end. My muscles protested every movement. My mind begged for sleep.

      When I tried to open my eyes again, the lights stung. Something wasn’t right. Cautiously, I cracked one eye open. Red lights flashed through the long corridor-like room. Before I could glimpse much more, the burning in my eyes became overwhelming and I closed them again. With every bit of strength I had, I pried them back open. They darted around the room, trying to take in as much detail as they could before I was forced to close them again. Others were being helped out of their tubes.

      “What is going on?”

      “There has been an…incident.”

      “Incident? What do you mean?” My head swam as I tried to sit up, the ground beneath me shifting unsteadily. My stomach flip-flopped, giving me only a moment’s notice before the bile rose in my throat.

      “Critical system failure. All personnel, report to the bridge,” a calm, computerized voice stated as I coughed and spat the bile onto the floor.

      I was grateful that I had finally learned to pull my ash-blonde mane back into a ponytail before entering hibernation. Squeezing my eyes shut, I willed the world to stop spinning beneath me. To right itself so I could stand up.

      “Critical system failure. All personnel, report to the bridge.”

      “What happened?” I demanded, finally looking up at the woman who hovered over me. Her face was tight and her mouth set into a grim line.

      “The ship needs to go planetside. Now.” All I could do was blink back at the woman as my mind tried to process what she had just told me. Planetside? Had they finally found a planet?

      “What do you mean now?” I shook my head and instantly regretted the movement.

      “Pull yourself together,” she said curtly. “Commander Nash of the forty-eighth cycle wants your cycle on the bridge sooner rather than later.”

      Taking a few deep breaths, I gripped the torpor tube and pulled myself to my feet. The ship shuddered again. I closed my eyes as the rocking threatened to dissolve what little stability I had mustered. Hisses punctuated the wailing of the sirens as more tubes popped open around me.

      “Critical system failure. All personnel, report to the bridge.”

      I looked around the room for others from my cycle. Some were already on their feet, though shaky as I was. Others were on the ground struggling through the haze of hibernation. Some tubes were still unopened. Six tubes down and across the aisle, Cern was pulling himself to his feet. Short, fuzzy jet-black hair covered his head. Before each hibernation cycle, he would shave his head and face like many of the other male colonists. He always awoke with a bit of fuzzy hair, but he didn’t have to worry about it becoming brittle like I did. Sometimes I envied him for that. His usually tan skin was pale as he struggled to his feet. Our eyes met and I smiled weakly at him. He nodded back before falling to the ground and puking.

      I pushed myself away from my tube, toward Cern. “Come on.” I patted his back encouragingly, not looking at him for fear that my own stomach would join in sympathy. “We have to get going.”

      “What is going on?” Cern wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “This is a shitty wake-up call.”

      “I don’t know.” I managed to stop myself before I shook my head again.

      “Come on,” a man bellowed from near the door. “Let’s get to the bridge. The commander is waiting.”

      I wrapped an arm around Cern and he wrapped an arm around me. Others were pulling themselves up and helping to support each other as well. Together we moved through the large doors that led out to the rest of the ship. The door separated in the center slid into the wall as we approached. As we stepped out, the ship shuddered once again, sending Cern and me sprawling to the floor. We pushed ourselves back up and together we followed the man through the long corridors to the bridge.

      The crewmembers of cycle ten clung to each other for support as they helped each other toward the bridge. No one groaned. No one complained. We were the last. The last of humanity. If the ship was lost, then so was our species.

      The journey to the bridge was grueling on legs fresh out of hibernation. I wanted nothing more than to crawl into bed and sleep. But this wasn’t the time.

      As we poured into the bridge, anxious eyes turned to stare at us. I self-consciously patted down my hair as we stood before the entirety of another cycle.

      “Good. You’re all here.” A woman gave their group a curt nod, stepping forward. A gold oak leaf glimmered on her lapel.

      “Commander Nash,” their escort addressed the stern woman, “these are the colonists from cycle ten, as you requested.” The woman’s icy-blue stare swept over the two hundred new faces before her.

      “Thank you.” She dismissed the man with a wave before she spun on her heel to address the crowd before her. Suddenly, her shoulder slumped. The strong, intimidating woman from seconds before looked tired and afraid.

      “Thirty-seven minutes ago, Iotova’s largest moon was struck by an asteroid roughly sixty kilometers in diameter. The collision sent out of a cloud of debris several hundred miles wide. Being so close to the impact, the ship quickly entered the debris field.” The commander’s gaze fell down to the floor, her shoulders slumping. “We have sustained heavy damage. Probably the worst of which is that our radiation shielding has been punctured…in numerous places.”

      A murmur rippled through the crowd. My grip on Cern’s arm tightened and he squeezed my hand back reassuringly. Without radiation shielding, we were as good as dead. However, death wouldn’t come quickly. We would all live long enough to get sick. We would struggle for weeks or months in excruciating pain before death welcomed us, and there would be nowhere we could escape to.

      “To those of cycle ten,” the commander’s cut through the crowd, “we are not entirely without hope. You are here because it is time for you to fulfill your duties. For the last seven days, we have been orbiting Iotova.” A sad, hesitant smile crept to her lips. “It is everything we have been searching for. A planet we can call home again.”

      “A planet.” Cern breathed the word, his voice shaking. I shifted, trying to get a better view of the commander as excitement invigorated my tired muscles.

      “A debris field from the meteor’s impact is quickly spreading around the planet. The Endurance will not be able to stay in orbit around Iotova as originally planned.”

      “What does that mean?” Someone from the tenth cycle asked tentatively.

      “It means we have two options. We can leave Iotova now.” My heart sank at the thought of returning to the dark depths of space. We were so close to a planet’s surface. “We would have to make repairs to the ship quickly. Vital systems have been compromised. The radiation shielding. The torpor tube systems. Along with the numerous small punctures the ship has endured. The repairs would have to be done in days, not weeks or months. Even then, some of us may still get sick from the exposure.”

      Commander Nash looked over the crowd, assessing our solemn faces as we looked to her for guidance.

      “Or we can land. I can take the Endurance down to Iotova and we can pray for the best. That is why I have awoken the tenth cycle.” I tried to stand a bit straighter as the eyes of the forty-eighth cycle turned toward us. All the cycles were the same. They were comprised of the personnel necessary to keep the ship running while they were awake. Except for the tenth cycle. The tenth cycle had been specially trained since the Endurance left Earth as an incursion team. The original plan had been to send the tenth cycle planetside first to scout the terrain for resources, settling location, and danger.

      “That’s impossible.” Commander Sims of the tenth cycle stepped forward, his face red with anger. “The Endurance was never meant to land. There isn’t even any landing gear or wings. The whole thing will slam straight into the ground and smash into a million pieces. You’ll kill us all!”

      “And if we stay on this ship, we’ll all just be waiting to die anyway!” Nash shot back.

      “At least on the ship we have a chance to find somewhere else.”

      Colonists nodded in agreement around me, and my hands began to shake. My knees buckled at the thought of going back out into space.

      “Iotova is perfect. It is everything we have been looking for. Water. Vegetation. An oxygen-rich atmosphere.” Nash squeezed her eyes shut and rubbed the bridge of her nose.

      “It hardly matters if we’re all dead,” Sims argued back. “We should head back out into space, repair the ship, and continue looking for someplace habitable.”

      “Where?” I was surprised by how clearly my voice came out.

      As all eyes turned toward me, I wanted to call the word back, but it was too late. So I pushed on. I couldn’t stay on this ship. Not with a planet so close.

      “We have been traveling for four hundred years,” I said. “We were all born on the Endurance. Our parents lived and died on this ship and we hardly knew them for the cycles. This is no way to live!”

      I looked at those around me. I could see the fear reflected in their wide-eyed stare. As my gaze caught Cern’s, he smiled at me and gently nodded for me to continue.

      “We don’t have a destination. We don’t have a direction. Regardless of whether we die now trying to land on Iotova or whether we die somewhere out in space later on, this ship will be our tomb…unless we do something. We can have a home. We can be free. That is why our forefathers set out in the Endurance in the first place. If we run away now, we are abandoning everything they worked so hard for.”

      “The Endurance has shuttles,” Nash offered, smiling to me before turning away to address another portion of the crowd. “There aren’t nearly enough for every colonist on board, and we don’t have the time to pull everyone out of hibernation, but there should be more than enough room for everyone who is awake. You will be able to travel safely down to the planet’s surface while myself and a few other key crewmembers stay on board.”

      “But the Endurance will never survive landing on the planet’s surface,” Commander Sims insisted, glowering at me and at Nash in turn.

      “In an hour, we will be above a vast plain. It should be large enough to attempt a landing. If we have any hope of landing the ship and keeping it mostly intact, it will be there.”

      Sims’s mouth opened and closed a few times as he tried to speak, but Nash cut him off. “This decision will determine the fate of our race.” Commander Nash turned slowly to face the entire crowd. “While myself and the other commanders of this ship have controlled much of your lives, this is not my decision alone. We must decide together.” Her mouth set in a grim line.

      “So I ask you now, do we leave Iotova in hopes of repairing the ship and finding another suitable planet?” A few hands shot up, and Nash nodded in acknowledgment of the votes. “Or do we attempt to land on Iotova and pray that we don’t lose everything, including our very lives?”

      At first no one raised their hand. Nash deflated as she looked out over the vacant crowd.

      “I want to land.” My voice rang out across the room as I raised my hand. A small smile flitted across Nash’s face and she nodded to me.

      “I want to land too.” Cern raised his hand as well.

      For a moment, the room was silent. Slowly more hands rose, accompanied by calls to go planetside. As I looked around the room, I saw a sea of hands and relief washed over me. We were all tired of the ship. We were tired of living in a bubble. We wanted a home. Fresh air. Actual sunlight, rather than the artificial bulbs. We would rather die attempting to make it to the surface than survive in the confines of our metal world.

      Nash nodded. A smile of hope tinged with fear flitted across her face. “I think that settles it. Make no mistake, though. This is a gamble. One with terrible consequences if we lose.” Nash turned to face Sims. “I know you are not in favor of this decision, but I could use your help on the bridge as we are landing. If you wish to leave, though, I’m sure those on the ground will need you just as much as I do.”

      Sims glared back at Nash for a moment. Finally, his shoulders slumped and the man nodded. “Let’s make sure this baby gets set down as gently as we can.”

      “To those of the forty-eighth cycle,” Nash bellowed over the ruckus of excited chatter, “we will more than likely lose resources in the landing.” The crowd silenced as they hung on Commander Nash’s every word. “Go back to your individual work places and grab the most valuable and necessary resources for our continued survival. To those of the tenth cycle, grab your gear and anything you will need planetside. Your mission starts now.” The commander’s words rung through my head. Every fiber of my being vibrating with both excitement and fear. “You have forty-five minutes to board the shuttles. Not a minute later. Once the Endurance starts its descent into Iotova’s atmosphere, you’re with us for the ride down, so do not miss your shuttle! Now go. Good luck to you all.”

      Goose bumps rippled across my skin.

      “Come on.” Cern grabbed my hand, dragging me through the doors along with everyone else. “The armory is halfway across the ship. We’ll have to move quickly.”

      Suddenly, my heart was racing. He was right. It would take us at least fifteen minutes to get to the armory and another fifteen to twenty minutes to gather our gear. We would be cutting it close if we were going to make it back to the shuttles on time.

      My feet pounded against the floor alongside Cern. He gripped my hand tightly, almost painfully, as we pushed their way through the crowded halls.

      As the ship shuddered and lurched again, I was slammed against one of the walls, Cern colliding with me as he lost his balance. Our eyes locked and I could see the same fear I felt reflected back at me. Our home was falling apart.

      “Are you alright?” Cern yanked me up roughly, steadying me on my feet.

      I nodded, my gaze locked on the window next to me. It looked into another torpor room. The door read “Cycle 11.” I could see the rows of slim tubes. Each containing a human. Someone who slept as the world collapsed around them.

      “What will happen to them?” I asked, my voice soft as I stared at my shipmates. I didn’t know them, but they were important. We were all important if the human race was going to survive.

      Cern shook his head. “I don’t know, but the tubes are the best place for them right now. We don’t have time to wake everyone, and even if we did there wouldn’t be enough shuttles to take everyone off the ship at once. The tubes should give them some protection…”

      In reality, we had no idea how well protected the hibernating space travelers would be in their tubes.

      “We have to go.” My throat was tight as I tugged on Cern’s hand. Were we leaving those people to die?

      [image: ]

      I pulled a heavy vest over my head, quickly tugging all the straps tight. The room was eerily quiet for as crowded as it was. Dozens of people stood around me, but nobody spoke. They were too busy getting their own gear. Quiet rustling punctuated the silence. Occasionally, a locker would slam closed, me from my own gear check.

      A small mirror on the inside on my locker door reflected my image back at me. My gray-green eyes were wide as they looked back at me. My lips were pressed tight into a thin line, their pale pink color almost disappearing altogether. Copper-red hair that didn’t even touch my shoulders framed my face before I once again pulled it back into a tight ponytail.

      “Everyone ready.” Cern’s voice echoed through the room. Heads snapped up and five people nodded in response. “Alright, grab your gear and let’s get going.”

      I looked down at my watch. Twenty minutes until atmospheric re-entry. I hefted my pack on to my shoulders and turned to leave with the others.

      “Hey.” Cern caught my hand. “Wait up.”

      In one swift move, he pulled me close to him, his strong arms enveloping me. His head bent down to meet mine. His lips were soft, delicately brushing against my own. My head swam for a moment, before I pressed against him, my arms wrapping around his neck and pulling him closer. His lips weren’t soft anymore. Instead, his kisses were crushing as desperate need took over. I pulled away, gasping for air.

      “I love you, Laure,” he whispered. The world rocked under me. I had been dying to hear those words for the last few cycles, but I didn’t want to hear them now.

      “We aren’t going to die today.” I pushed away from his embrace. Hurt and confusion crossed Cern’s face. I sighed, my tone softening. “You’re telling me goodbye. We aren’t going to die here today. If you really mean that, tell me again when we’re planetside.” I leaned in again, my lips lightly grazing across his before I quickly pulled away again with a teasing smile. “I want to hear it again,” I whispered, my lips brushing against his ears.

      “Well…” The watch on my wrist chirped, letting us know that we had to leave or we wouldn’t make it to the shuttles in time.

      “Come on. Let’s go.” Cern grabbed my hand and together we dashed through the halls. The sirens had been shut off. The hallways were empty and silent, except for our heavy footfalls and labored breathing. My chest burned as we weaved through the long corridors that led to the shuttles.

      As we entered the docking bay, we skidded to a halt. Many of the ramps leading to the ships were closed off, the shuttles having already departed.

      “All personnel prepare for atmospheric re-entry,” the robotic voice announced over the intercom. “T minus sixty seconds.”

      Cern looked frantically back and forth. I gasped for breath, my legs shaking from the run as I looked over the empty docking ramps. We were too late.

      “Hey!” Our heads snapped to a figure at the very end of the hall, wavering to us. “Hurry up!” Lero disappeared into a short corridor that led to a shuttle.

      With our last bit of energy, we sprinted for the shuttle.

      “What took you so long?” Lero slammed his hand down on the hatch lock the instant we were inside.

      “Let’s just get out of here.” Cern threw his bag into one of the storage bins. I tossed my own bag to him and Cern slammed the lid closed.

      “On it!” Elsy called from somewhere out of sight. “I would strap in. Things are gonna get bumpy.” I dropped down in a seat, my hands shaking as I buckled the safety straps in place. I caught Cern’s gaze just as the shuttle jettisoned away from the Endurance. He gave me a half-hearted smile, his fingers clutching the armrest until his knuckles turned white.

      I watched the Endurance sink away through one of the viewports. I had never seen it from the outside, only through its long metallic halls. Though the ship was an ugly meshwork of function, it was my home. It had always been my home. And though I longed for a planet and freedom from the ship’s confining halls, the thought of losing my home was crushing.

      Flames licked across the surface of the Endurance as it hurdled down toward Iotova. Bits of debris peeled off the ship, disintegrating under the intense heat of re-entry.

      Elsy swung the shuttle around to follow behind the massive carrier. Panic surged through me as I momentarily lost sight of my home.

      “It looks like everyone is trailing after the ship.” Elsy came over the intercom system. “Once it’s down, we’ll pick a spot close by to land.”

      The ship was already small enough to fit entirely in the face-sized viewport. So far it was holding up, but that meant nothing. The real danger would come with the impact. If Commander Nash brought the ship in at the wrong angle, if it was going too fast, if it had been too badly damaged by debris, it would break into a million pieces when it touched the ground.

      More than ten thousand people in hibernation were still aboard the Endurance. All that was left of humanity. Those people had brought with them the knowledge of an entire planet. The histories of thousands of cultures, carefully recorded and transcribed over decades. Documents on technologies that hadn’t been used in centuries but would prove useful once more on a new planet. DNA catalogs of the planets and animals from the world we had left behind. DNA from our loved ones who could not make the trip.

      The ship was the last breath of a dying world. If it were destroyed, our world would die. Our species would die.

      I looked around at my teammates. Cern. Lero. Elsy. Jastin. We had all grown up together. We spent every waking cycle together. Commander Nash had mentioned that we didn’t know our parents and we hadn’t. These people here were my family.

      Suddenly, my vision blurred and I realized I was crying. I wiped at my eyes quickly, not wanting to miss a second as we trailed behind the falling giant, which was no more than a speck against the planet now.

      “Can’t we get any closer?” I ground out. I knew we couldn’t. Getting closer would put us at risk of getting hit by debris from the ship.

      Cern reached over and took my hand, his own shaking as he reached for me. He had always been there for me. As children, we had played together, drawn to each other since we could first walk. Now, we would take our first steps on a planet together.

      If our world survived the fall.

      I squeezed his hand tight, almost crushingly, but Cern didn’t protest.

      “Look.” Cern’s voice was barely a whisper.

      Another shuttle pulled up alongside us. The black metal exterior blended in with the dark emptiness of space around it. Slowly, more shapes began to materialize out of the darkness. The longer I looked the more shuttles appeared. Dozens of shuttles drifted in the wake of the massive carrier.

      “Alright, guys,” Elsy came over the intercom once again, jolting me from my thoughts. “The ship should be…should have landed by now. We’re going to swoop in and try to land as close as we can. It should be a lot easier for us, as these babies were made for landings. Just sit back and relax. The shuttle is gonna jostle and bump, but we’ll be fine.”

      I took a few deep breaths as our pilot angled the ship directly toward the planet. Flames licked across the viewports as the shuttle descended through Iotova’s atmosphere. The shuttle jolted and rocked as though it might be ripped apart at any moment. My fingers dug into Cern’s hand, his grip on my own just as tight. Though the Endurance had seemed to disappear to the planet quickly, our descent seemed never-ending.

      Then the ground was quickly rising up to meet the viewports. For a moment, I panicked, thinking we would simply smash apart into a million pieces. Instead, the shuttle leveled out, gliding effortlessly across the planet’s surface.

      “Oh my god,” I breathed. Unlatching my seat belts, I rushed to the viewports. My eyes darted quickly over the land, trying to take in everything at once.

      Our shuttle was barreling over a vast prairie. A sea of golden-brown grass covered the land as far as the eye could see, but the land was marred. A long streak of churned and blackened earth shattered the otherwise pristine land. Gargantuan hunks of twisted metal protruded from the ground, still smoking. Bits of debris had flown off in every direction, carving out their own smaller paths.

      I held my breath as we continued to follow the scorched path. With so much debris, what could be left of the Endurance?

      I could see the other shuttles following alongside us. They flew low to the ground, inspecting the scorched new land as we were.

      A blur of movement caught my eye. A shape falling from the sky. Not a ship. Not debris. It looked like a bird, larger than any I had seen in the old pictures. In the blink of an eye, it smashed into one of the shuttles. As the creature took to the sky again, the shuttle spun out of control, slamming into the shuttle next to it. They plummeted to the ground below, dirt flying up in their wake. A wing was ripped off of one of the shuttles, throwing it back up into the air.

      Our shuttle swerved precariously as it tried to avoid the flying debris. I scrambled for something to hold on to as Elsy over-corrected causing the shuttle to jerk back and forth. Why had I gotten out of my seat? How could I have been so stupid?

      Strong arms wrapped around me, pulling me close as the shuttle took a nosedive. I locked my arms around Cern, holding on to him for dear life. Any moment now we would slam into the ground and be ripped apart just like the other shuttles.

      Metal groaned and the ship jerked once again and suddenly we were spinning. My fingers dug into Cern’s shirt as the force of the impact threatened to tear us apart. Pain bloomed from the back of my head as I smashed in against an overhead compartment.

      I love you. The words rang through my mind as I clung to Cern. We were going to die. I wanted to say the words back. I wished I had said them back before. But the words wouldn’t come as I held my breath and waited for the end.
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      The sky above me was blue. I had never seen blue sky before, only in pictures and videos. White clouds drifted along lazily as they moved in and out of my field of vision. A lopsided moon hung in the sky. It almost looked like someone had taken a bite out of it. I blinked a few times, sure that the view would vanish and I would be back aboard the ship.

      But nothing changed.

      The ground beneath me was hard and uneven. Rocks poked into my back. My whole body ached. Every inch and every muscle protested all at once.

      Then everything came flooding back to me. The asteroid. The debris cloud. The ship. The shuttles. The crash.

      “Cern!” I cried as I snapped up. I instantly regretted the quick movement, my head throbbing.

      “Laure!” His strong, familiar hand took my elbow and steadied me. “Take it easy.” He kept me from standing.

      “What happened? What was that thing?” The image of the bird creature plummeting from the sky kept replaying through my mind.

      “I don’t know.” Cern shook his head. “An animal of some kind.”

      “Are we safe here? Should we find shelter somewhere? Do the others…” I stopped.

      How had I not seen it sooner?

      The Endurance rose up out of the ground like the carcass of a gargantuan beast. I pushed myself to my feet, ignoring the pain in my head. I had never realized how big the ship was. It had to have been huge to carry ten thousand souls thousands of light years from their home and for hundreds of years, but as I stood next to it now, the place I had called home for the entirety of my life was bigger than I had imagined.

      And yet it still seemed small. The Endurance had carved a path of destruction across Iotova as it tried to land, but the scar it left wouldn’t even be seen from orbit.

      My eyes flitted around as I looked over my home. While the Endurance was mostly whole, it was far from unscathed. Debris was scattered across the prairie for as far as the eye could see. Charred pieces of the wreckage had embedded themselves into the ground on impact, a silent monument to their violent landing. There were more pieces scattered about than I could even begin to count. Some pieces still smoldered, smoke rising from the surface and dissipating on the breeze.

      For the most part, though, the ship was still intact. Certainly, some of the colonists had survived. Certainly, not all of our work was lost.

      The human race still had a future.

      Just as my heart began to swell with hope, a piece of debris caught my eye. My legs felt like lead as I took a few steps forward. The long cylindrical tube lay on its side, partially embedded in the scorched earth.

      A torpor tube.
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      This glass face was shattered and scorched. With a shaking hand, I reached out and touched the glass. A blackened shard fell away, revealing a glimpse of charred remains inside. Tears blurred my vision and I tried desperately to blink them away. As my vision cleared, I saw more tubes scattered across the plain. A hard lump formed in my throat and I struggled to keep myself together.

      They hadn’t all made it.

      “Come on.” Cern’s voice was gentle. “The other shuttles have landed. We need to figure out what to do.”

      I turned away from the torpor tube, wiping away the last of the tears. There wasn’t any time.

      The survivors from the shuttles were clustered in a small group. A quiet din rising as everyone talked at once. I approached the outer edges. Our teammates nodded as Cern and I approached. I gave them a courteous nod but didn’t stop to stand with them. Instead, we made our way through the crowd until we stood near the front.

      The colonists stood in a rough circle around Lieutenant Commander Parsons from my own cycle and a man I presumed to be the second in command of cycle forty-eight.

      “Folks.” Lieutenant Commander Parsons raised his hands, his voice booming across the crowd. A hush fell over the survivors as they hung on his every word. “I am Lieutenant Commander Parsons of the tenth cycle. This is Lieutenant Commander Carter of the forty-eighth cycle. We have a daunting task ahead of us. What we see before us”—he gestured to the Endurance—“is the only home any of us has ever known. The planet has promise, but we are already off to a…rough start.” He lowered his head, his eyes flitting back and forth over the ground as he chose his next words carefully. “At this moment, we are without food, water, or any real shelter in a land that is unknown to us. At this exact moment, we cannot be sure if any of the other colonists survived the landing, which would mean we are alone.”

      Lieutenant Commander Carter stepped forward. “But that does not mean we are alone. Look at her.” She gestured to the ship again. “Commander Nash and Commander Sims brought her in as expertly as anyone could have. She is in better condition than anyone could have hoped. Surely, we will find others who are still alive.”

      “We have a lot of work to do.” Parsons nodded to his equal. “Many of us have come straight out of hibernation.” He sighed, rubbing his face wearily. “There will be no rest. No adjustment period. If we do not act now, we will die. We have survived too long for that.”

      “We need to break up into teams.” Carter picked up the speech. “You will each be assigned a task based on your current job status and abilities. Our priorities right now are food, water, and shelter.”

      “What about the other colonists?” I interrupted. All eyes snapped to me. I wanted to hide from the crowd, but I forced myself to stand tall.

      “We have to worry about those of us who are here, right now. Once our survival is assured, we can worry about the rest,” Carter stated.

      “No,” I said firmly as Carter glowered at me. I swallowed around the lump in my throat. “Our lives were created to ensure the survival of our race. Millions died on Earth so we could leave. Those who left never set foot on a planet again. Thousands more were born in space, never to know a planet of their own. We owe it to all those who have come before us to ensure the survival of the others, not just ourselves.”

      A murmur rippled through the crowd.

      “If we cannot ensure our own survival, then we cannot ensure the survival of the other colonist,” Carter said slowly.

      “We have four hundred people here.” Parsons gestured to the crowd. “Certainly, we have enough people to retrieve supplies and begin searching for survivors from the other cycles.”

      Carter sighed and rubbed his temples. “You’re right. We’ll split into groups to look for the resources we need and other survivors.”

      “Make no mistake,” Parsons stated loudly. “This will be dangerous. Without a full inspection of the ship, we cannot say for sure how structurally sound she is. It is likely that we will lose people to accidents.”

      “What about Commander Nash and Commander Sims?” a voice broke through the crowd. “We should look for them too.”

      I stood up on my tiptoes trying to see the speaker across the crowd, but I couldn’t tell who it was. What had happened to the commanders of the tenth and forty-eighth cycles? Their chances of survival had been slim, but perhaps by some stroke of luck they had survived. It would hardly be just for them to languish in the wreckage until they died after saving so many others.

      Parsons nodded solemnly to the speaker. “We’ll find them.” His voice was quiet. “Regardless of what’s happened to them, we’ll find them.”

      “What about the monsters?” another voice spoke out.

      My blood chilled as I thought about the massive creature that had dove out of the sky and taken out one of the shuttles with a single strike. Monsters. We were stranded on a planet inhabited by monsters.

      The crowd fell silent once again, tension and fear humming in the air. Parsons and Carter exchanged a weary look. There was so much resting on their shoulders. The fate of humanity was in their hands.

      “When they put this mission together, our founders foresaw encounters with hostile life forms. There are some weapons on board the shuttles. There are also mech suits and artillery on board the ship.” I nodded along with many others in the crowd, though I doubted the weaponry on the shuttles could effectively defend against such large creatures. “The heavy-duty weaponry is locked in the armory on the ship. We will have to make that one of our priorities.”

      “Come on, people!” Parsons shouted. “Get with your designated work groups and you will all be assigned tasks. We have a lot to do and we’re burning daylight! Let’s go!”

      The crowd began to break apart and I turned to find Cern and my other teammates.

      “Hey!” Parsons jogged toward me. “You want to wake the other colonists?”

      My mouth opened and closed dumbly before I managed a nod. “Yes sir.”

      “Good. You’re leading the expedition to find survivors.”

      I blinked at the man. “I don’t know how to lead anyone. I’m not part of the commanding crew.”

      Parsons shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. Not right now anyway.” He looked out over the dispersing crowd. “You care about those people,” he said firmly, crossing his arms over his chest. I nodded tentatively. “Well, we need someone to find them. Wake them up and make sure that the rest of the colonists are taken care of.”

      I nodded again slowly.

      “When they are awake, have them checked out by the medics and then send them my way so we can brief them and put them on a task.” Parsons looked me over and sighed. “I’m not going to lie. We don’t expect to find all of the colonists alive, but there has to be some. Do you feel like you can do this?” His eyes bore into me.

      “Yes sir.”

      Parsons nodded. “Good. Get to it.” With that, he turned and headed for another group of colonists.

      In a daze, I stumbled over to Cern.

      “What was that about?” Cern asked quizzically.

      “We’re going to be in charge of finding survivors from the other cycles.” The image of the torpor tube lying loose among the wreckage hovered in my mind.

      How many more destroyed tubes housing broken bodies would they find?
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      I looked up at the gaping hole in the side of the ship. Jagged pieces of metal jutted out around the edges and wires dangled down like vines. This side of the ship had taken the brunt of the damage from debris in orbit.

      Directly inside the hole was a torpor room. The tubes were sealed when they closed and would have provided the sleeping colonists with air, but the stress from extreme cold and then sudden extreme heat more than likely would have been too much for the tubes.

      “Come on.” I looked over my shoulder to my teammates. I imagined that the awe and horror plastered over their faces mirrored my own expression. “These people need us.”

      Carefully, I climbed up the opening, finding easy handholds and footholds in the twisted metal. My palms began to sweat as I climbed up the wreckage, and I quickly wiped them on my shirt. Part of me wanted to run. To hide. To never know how far our numbers had fallen. But I knew I couldn’t. The colonists needed me to be there for them. To explain what had happened. To tell them they were safe now and that everything would be alright.

      As I pulled myself up onto the floor, I kept my eyes downcast, staring at the linoleum for an extra moment as I tried to postpone the inevitable. The light-gray flooring was singed black underneath my fingers. It had blistered in the heat of re-entry. I saw Cern’s hand reach over the edge as he grasped for purchase. His breathing hitched. With a deep breath, I slowly raised my eyes.

      It was worse than I had imagined. The entire room had turned black. The floor. The walls. The tubes. What tubes were left anyway. Many were missing from their rows. They had been ripped straight out of the floor, leaving nothing behind but loose wires.

      “Oh god,” Lero whispered behind me.

      The words snapped me from my trance. We didn’t have time to mourn the dead. Not yet. We needed to find the living and keep them alive.

      “Come on,” I said, surprised to hear the hard edge in my voice. “We have to check the tubes and make sure that…that…” I suddenly didn’t know what to say. That they were all dead? It sounded so harsh. “We have to see if anyone is still alive.”

      “No one is left here,” Elsy stated.

      “What if someone is?” I asked. “What if it’s only one person? We have to check every tube. I’d rather know for sure than wonder if we missed anyone.” Elsy pursed her lips into a thin line but nodded.

      I stepped forward to the first tube, the one closest to the tear in the ship. The outside was scorched. The glass in the small viewing window had begun to melt and drip down the front of the tube.

      I depressed the release lever, and the door popped open with a hiss. I held my breath and yanked the door open.

      Immediately, I leaped back, my hand flying up to cover my mouth. The body was covered in blackened skin. The mouth hung open in a silent scream. The eyes were gone, leaving behind gruesome empty sockets that stared back at me accusingly.

      I closed my eyes as I shut the tube, trying to block out the image, but it wouldn’t leave my mind. The image played against the back of my eyelids, refusing to be unseen. When I looked around the room again at the almost two hundred tubes we had to check, I shivered. We would see that same image again and again. The same blackened skin. The same eyeless stare. The same everlasting scream.

      I knew, in that moment, that those images would never leave me for as long as I lived. The memory of those who had died today would always haunt me.
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      The smell of charred flesh was stuck in my nose. Despite covering my face with a cloth, the smell permeated everything.

      We hadn’t found one survivor. No one had been lucky enough to escape the burning heat of re-entry. I only hoped that their deaths had been painless. I hoped they were still in hibernation when they died. Oblivious to the chaos around them and their own impending demise.

      Our group was defeated already. All around me I saw the same downcast eyes and mouths set into grim lines. The rescue party was covered in dark streaks of soot, making us look even more beaten down.

      For a moment, I wondered if I had been wrong to force a search of this room. We hadn’t found anything but despair. We had known we wouldn’t find survivors from the instant we had set foot in the room. Why had I insisted that we search anyway?

      We had debated what to do with the bodies. It seemed wrong to leave them there, sealed in the tubes, even though they were so much like caskets. But there were so many more rooms to check. So many unaccounted for. We had no choice but to tally which bodies body we found and move on.

      With a groan, I stood from where I sat against a wall. We had taken a quick break to prepare ourselves for the task that lay ahead. Another room. Another room that could hold as much death as this one.

      “We’ve been here long enough,” I said to the others, my voice subdued. “The dead are gone and beyond our help, but the living still need us.”

      There were no words as the others pushed themselves to their feet. They responded like robots obeying a command, allowing their brains to turn off as they prepared for more horrors.

      The door that led out of the torpor room did not open as I approached it. When I hit the manual button, nothing happened.

      “What’s wrong?” Cern stepped up beside me.

      “We need to jimmy the doors open.” I sighed, pinching the bridge of my nose. Why couldn’t just one thing be easy? Just one. Like opening a door.

      “Can they even be jimmied?” he asked skeptically. I just shook my head. I had no idea. The door had never not worked before.

      “The doors should slide open if you pull on them,” a woman stated, stepping forward. “A few decades ago, they lost power in the hydroponics section. It’s some kind of failsafe.” The woman shrugged. “Not all the doors have it, but this one should.” My cheeks flush with embarrassment. Of course they had built a failsafe into the doors.

      “Alright. Cern, help me out.” Together we pried the seam apart at the middle of the door and slowly pulled the doors apart until there was an opening wide enough to pass through.

      The hallway was dark. Not just dark, but the entire absence of any light. I had never seen the hallways so dark. There were always light on in the common areas. During the day cycle, the lights were bright and warm. As the day continued, the lights would dim. Day and night were irrelevant without a sun, but the change in lighting was pleasant. It allowed the colonists to feel a sense of normality.

      Now, all of the lights were gone leaving the hallway entirely pitch black. I fished around in my small supplies bag and dug out a powerful headlamp. Flicking the light on and pulling the band tight around my head, I looked out into the hallway again. It was still dark, but at least now I could see where I was going.

      Despite the darkness, the hallway looked normal. Since nothing could have been tossed around during the landing, everything had remained just as it was. The next torpor room was only a few hundred meters down the hall.

      This torpor room was pitch black as well. The tubes rose up out of the shadows on either side of the room. In the dark, they looked more like coffins than hibernation chambers.

      This room was untouched by the destruction that had ravaged the last. With a deep breath, I tried to steady my nerves. I didn’t want to look in the tubes again. I didn’t want to see what was inside them.

      As the others filed in behind me, I stepped up to the first tube, smacking the release button before I could reconsider. With a hiss, the tube popped open. I swung the door fully open, afraid I would back away if given the chance.

      A woman stood surrounded by the soft, pillow-like cushion of the torpor tube. Her hair was dark like molasses and hung around her ears. Her skin was pale from the lack of sunlight. She didn’t appear to be hurt, but she didn’t move. She wouldn’t move if she were still in hibernation.

      Hope welled inside my chest. If she wasn’t hurt, then she could still be alive. With shaking hands, I reached forward to find the woman’s carotid artery as I looked for a pulse.

      I could feel nothing. The artery was as motionless as the body.

      Bum-bum.

      The skin bounced beneath my fingers and my heart skipped a beat. My whole body stilled as I waited for another beat. When it didn’t come, defeat washed over me like a tidal wave. Perhaps I had so desperately wanted this woman to be alive that I had imagined it.

      Bum-bum…Bum-bum…Bum-bum.

      The beats were sluggish and far apart, but each one grew stronger and closer together as the effects of the hibernation serum began to wear off. My heart race as the woman’s eyes fluttered as she fought to open them.

      “I-I-I’ve got a survivor.” My voice trembled as I fought back tears. Slowly, carefully, I gripped the small tube in the woman’s nose and smoothly pulled it out, in case the drug was still being delivered to her brain. When the woman’s eyes opened, they were hazy from the drugs.

      “What?” Her head lolled and she fought to hold on to consciousness. “Survivor?”

      I grabbed ahold of the woman before she could collapse to the floor, easing her down gently, like I had done so many times before when waking the next cycle.

      “It’s alright,” I whispered in the woman’s ear. “It’s all going to be alright. We have a home now.”

      “I have another survivor!”

      “I’ve got one here too!” I looked up from my charge. Down the row, I could see others being pulled from the tubes and eased back to wakefulness.

      Tears clouded my vision and spilled down my cheeks. We had risked so much, landing on Iotova. There had been loss. People who could never be replaced. But we had survivors as well. People who would now have a planet to call their home.

      We were home.
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      I plopped down on the ground. I had never been so tired in my entire life. Cern dropped down next to me, his arm draping around my shoulder and pulling me in close. I rested my head against his shoulder and closed my eyes.

      “We did good today.”

      I smiled weakly. “It would have been better if we could have found more survivors and fewer bodies.” The distorted bodies trapped in their torpor tubes flashed through my mind and my eyes flew open.

      “But we did find other survivors. Six hundred and thirty-five, correct?”

      I nodded. “We also found eight hundred and seventy-three bodies, and that leaves roughly eight thousand people still unaccounted for.” I rubbed my face wearily.

      Cern nodded. “We wouldn’t have found those survivors, though, if you hadn’t spoken up in the first place.”

      I sighed and smiled. I had to admit, it felt good to find all those people. To tell them that they had a home now. That their journey was done. “How did the other groups do?” I changed the subject. I didn’t like all the praise.

      “They’re making progress. Some of the preserved food was damaged in the landing, but some of it survived. The engineers are working on restoring power to the ship, but there are so many things that have to be checked before the power can be turned back on.” Cern shook his head and sighed.

      I hated to ask, but I had to know. “Do you know how the genetics lab fared?” My voice was barely a whisper.

      Cern shook his head. “They haven’t been able to check yet. It doesn’t have power, none of the ship does, but as far as how damaged it might be…” His mouth set in a grim line.

      I gnawed on my lip and thought about all the DNA locked away in the ship. Any hope of resurrecting the creatures from Earth would be disappear if we didn’t preserve those samples. With a sigh, I shook my head.

      “I know,” Cern whispered softly, his fingers lightly brushing across my hair. “I know there is a lot to do, but we’re here.” He gestured to the land around them and deep purple night sky.

      “We are here.”

      An inhuman scream cut through the night, making me pull away. It had come from somewhere across the prairie.

      All other sounds silenced across the camp. Cern leaped to his feet, pulling the rifle he had off his back.

      “What was that?” My voice was hardly a whisper as I slowly shifted to grab my own weapon. Cern didn’t respond as he swept back and forth, searching for the source of the sound in the darkness.

      I saw a flash of movement in the dark. “There!” I pointed, but whatever had been there was already gone.

      Another scream echoed through the night. The animalistic cry was quickly followed by several more that echoed across the prairie.

      I jumped to my feet, every muscle in my body tensing. The other colonists were up as well, a frightened cacophony of voices rising with them.

      “Everyone, into the ship! Now!” Lieutenant Commander Parson bellowed above the noise. Suddenly, everyone was moving. The colonist stampeded toward the safety of the ship.

      “Do we have more weapons?” I asked Cern.

      Cern shook his head dismally. “No. They weren’t able to make it to the armory today.” My heart sank.

      A small distance away, I saw one of the shuttles. “Wait!” I slid to a halt. Instead of following the other colonists, I darted for the shuttles. I shoved the door open and dove for the chest of armaments. I had made it this far, survived the fall, and seen more than I had ever cared to. I wasn’t going to die now without a fight.

      “What are you doing?” Cern’s shadow fell across her as he stood in the doorway. “Get to the ship.”

      “We need weapons. We can’t meet whatever is out there without weapons.” Another shriek cut through the air. It was so close. “Help me with this.”

      I ran over and kicked open another chest. “Now!” I barked when Cern didn’t move. Together we hoisted a large 50-caliber rail gun out of the case and carried the weapon back to the shuttle’s doors. Cern dropped a short pole into a hole in the floor. The pole locked into place with a resounding thunk and we hefted the weapon up, mounting it on the pole.

      “Go get in the pilot’s seat!” I snapped as I grabbed the harness and quickly strapped it around my waist. Cern disappeared to the front of the shuttle. On the Endurance, he had trained as Elsy’s backup if she was ever hurt or killed. He wasn’t as skilled with the small vessel as Elsy was, but we didn’t have time to wait for the others.

      After clipping the harness to a hook at the edge of the door, I reached for one of the headphone sets mounted on the wall and pulled it over my ears.

      Big shapes loomed out of the darkness. They were sleek figures whose skin reflected the moonlight in flashes. They rippled through the grass, closing in on the Endurance quickly.

      “Get this thing up now!” I screamed into my headset as a creature crested the last small hill between us. The thing was easily the size of the shuttle.

      As the engines whirred to life, the creature raised its triangular head and let loose a roar that gave me chills.

      The shuttle lurched into the sky just as the creature lunged for us, swiping at us with a gigantic clawed paw. The creature screamed in frustration, its open mouth revealing a row of jagged teeth.

      As the shuttle rose into the air, my breath was sucked from my lungs. Dozens of the creatures swarmed across the prairie.

      With a jolt, I slammed my finger down on the trigger. The machine hesitated as it spun up before belching round after round so quickly I couldn’t follow all the tracers. The gun jumped in my hands for a moment before I brought it under control, trying to cut down the creatures as the raced through the grass.

      “Are you seeing this?” I screamed into my mic as the gun died down.

      “We’ll get them. Get ready.” The shuttle lurched as it changed direction. Cern brought the shuttle directly between the oncoming creatures and the Endurance, swinging it sideways. I held down the trigger and the gun sprung to life again. This time I was prepared for the kick.

      As quickly as I cut down one creature, three more took its place. They flooded underneath the shuttle, surging toward the Endurance. Other shuttles raced through the sky, trying desperately to stay ahead of the creatures.

      “Swing me around again!” I screamed.

      As the shuttle turned to give me a view of the ship, my heart leaped into my throat. The creatures had already covered the distance between the Endurance and us. They slammed against the door, screaming in frustration.

      “Shoot!” screamed Cern, snapping me out of my shock. As the bullets pounded against the side of the ship, the creatures scattered into the shadows. Some scaled the side of the ship, their claws leaving long gouges as they scurried up.

      Picking my targets, I focused on one creature at a time. As it fell, I found a new target.

      One of the creatures scurried through the grass, zipping between its fallen brethren and making straight for our shuttle. The bullets threw up clods of dirt in its wake as I tried to aim for the fast creature.

      “Laure! The door!” Cern shouted through the mic. My gaze snapped up from the creature and back to the ship. The monsters were ripping at the large bay doors, their claws shredding off bits of metal with each swipe.

      Bullets tore through the dark, slamming into the ship. As the creatures were struck, they fell from the ship, piling up on the ground.

      There was a hole.

      It wasn’t large. Yet. Not large enough for the creatures to get through, but it was there. If I couldn’t keep the rest of them off the ship, they would get in eventually.

      Everything was happening too fast as I wrenched the heavy gun back and forth across the ship. The monsters scattered in the wake of the bullets, running farther up the ship’s hull or dropping to the ground and sprinting into the night.

      Suddenly, the shuttle rocked. I lost my hold on the gun and crashed to the floor. A large paw reached up through the door, three claws as big as knives digging into the floor. The creature pulled itself up. Its large triangular-shaped head filled the shuttle’s open doorway. Its face was cover in smooth, shiny mauve skin. Eyes as black as the depths of space stared intently at me. Its mouth opened as it growled, revealing sharp teeth as long as my hand. The shuttle tilted and swerved under the creature’s weight.

      The creature roared, its cry echoing through the ship. Even through the headset over my ears, it made my head pound. I could hear Cern yelling at me through the mic, but I couldn’t hear the words over the sound of my own heart and the fear that clogged my brain.

      As the creature swiped at me, I pressed myself against the wall, its claws passing by so close I could feel the air move over my skin.

      The shuttle dipped and swerved again as Cern desperately tried to keep it in the air. I had to do something. If I didn’t, the creature was going to bring the shuttle down.

      Without thinking, I let go of the railing. I slid across the floor toward the open doors, toward the snarling monster. At the last second, I grabbed ahold the gun turret. My feet slid out from under me and I landed hard on the floor.

      The creature was close. Too close. I could feel the heat of its breath as it roared again. Mustering all the strength I could manage, I screamed back at it, letting out a long powerful roar of my own. The creature blinked, tilting its head to the side in confusion.

      In that moment, I hauled myself up. The creature reared back, a seam splitting down the center of its chest. The seam ripped apart revealing a large black orb. The orb pulsed and moved like a liquid. Long black cables snaked out of the orb.

      One of the cables reared up and struck out at me. Pain flared in my neck, like lightning traveling up and down my spine. As darkness crept into the edges of my vision, the other cables struck. The stinging pain flared in my arms, legs, hands, and back. Like millions of needles striking all across my body at once.

      Suddenly, I wasn’t afraid. I could feel my body relax. I wasn’t afraid of the monster anymore. The blackness overwhelmed my vision, and I let myself fall into the abyss and away from the pain.

      The cables gently picked me up and pulled me into the creature. The orb began to churn and pulse, matching the thrum of my heart. As I was pulled into the orb, warmth washed over me.

      This was it…
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      My eyes fluttered open. I lay in the dirt. The wreckage of the Endurance rose up in front of me. Movement in the dark sent my heart racing. All at once, the sounds of the battle rushed back to my ears. The sounds of the shuttles’ engines overhead. The resounding report of the rail guns. Screams. Roars.

      I tried to push myself up. Instead, I fell face first to the ground again, my arms useless. My whole body ached. More than that, it felt strange.

      What happened? The deep, growling voice echoed around me. I tried to jump and felt my body flop uselessly back down. My eyes darted around for the speaker, but I could not see him.

      As I opened my mouth to speak, a whimper came out. My breath came faster and faster. My body didn’t feel like my own. It didn’t feel right. What was wrong with it? My heart thundered in my ears, but beneath my own heartbeat I could hear another. Slowly, the two beats merged until they raced together, one indistinguishable from the other.

      It’s alright, the same voice said. This time it was clearer. I’ll protect you. A wave of calm washed over me.

      Where are you? I still looked around.

      Here. With you. The panic began to well again. What did that mean? Suddenly, I moved though I had not tried to. I was standing, but it didn’t feel right.

      Look down, the voice commanded.

      I did. My body was gone. Instead, I looked down to feet that were not my own. Legs covered in soft, shiny mauve skin that ended in paws with dagger-like claws. The panic surged up like a tidal wave.

      Where am I? I screamed, a fierce roar coming from my throat as I thought the words. Where is my body?

      I-I-I, the calm voice faltered. I don’t know, but you are here with me now. We are together. Can’t you feel it?

      I wasn’t alone. I could feel the creature there with me. Whispering through my mind. I could feel his strength. The creature shook, shaking dirt and dust off. I could feel the movement as though it were my own.

      How did this happen? I asked.

      The creature shook its head. I don’t know. Something like this has never happened before. One of the monsters stopped mid-stride in the field, staring directly at me…us.

      Run! I screamed.

      I could feel the creature begin to panic with me. Don’t worry. The creature tried to remain calm. Remember we are one. You look like me. I look like them.

      I nodded, feeling the beast’s head move as I did. Suddenly, the approaching monster snarled and broke into a sprint, aiming straight for us.

      Stand your ground, the creature growl. We have to stand our ground. The strongest are respected.

      I could feel my heart racing, but I set myself, staring straight at the monster. But the monster didn’t back down. It didn’t stop. Instead, it slammed full force into us. Its claws digging painfully into our flesh.

      Suddenly, I felt as if I were sinking. Being entirely enveloped. I could feel every twitch of the creature’s body as if it was my own. It felt like my own. I roared, loud and defiant. Our claws raked down the creature’s shoulder. The creature screamed and leaped back. We scrambled back too, slashing out again but only getting air.

      More of the monsters were coming to the fray.

      I don’t understand. The creature’s voice was fearful. They aren’t submitting.

      Then, we will make them submit. I was surprised by the ferocity in my own voice. I will not die.

      Our tail whipped back and forth with a quick flick, the boney sharpened end threatening the other monsters. As one darted in our tail lashed out, piercing the monster’s hind leg. The creature screamed, cowering to the ground. While our attention was diverted, another lunged in, its claws raking down our side. We howled. Rage and pain, blending into one primal scream. We lashed out at another monster as it lunged forward, catching it on the side of its triangular head and sending it rolling to the ground.

      There’s too many. I could sense confusion. We can’t take on the whole pack.

      Where will we go? Will they follow us? The creature hissed and lashed out as another monster approached, warier than the others.

      I-I don’t know. Two of the monsters launched in from either side. We managed to dodge one as the other slammed into them, pinning them to the ground.

      Noooooo! I howled, teeth snapping viciously at the creature’s throat. I could taste the coppery blood as we found its tender neck. The monster squealed in sudden panic. The others around us screamed.

      Now! We released the dying beast and leaped up, sprinting through the darkness and across the plains. My heart raced as we ran blindly into the darkness.

      The wind whipped at our skin, the grass crunching under our feet. I took a deep breath of the air. It smelled so different. Like nothing I had ever smelled before. Dirt and dead leaves and rain. I sucked in another deep breath.

      A sense of confusion interrupted my discovery.

      Where did you come from? the creature asked tentatively. We slowed a bit, looking back to make sure they hadn’t been followed.

      My people came from Earth, if that’s what you’re asking.

      Earth? What’s that?

      It’s another planet that’s very far away. I explained. I honestly don’t know if it’s there anymore.

      I thought about the old news broadcasts from when the aliens had invaded Earth. The destruction. The death. The camps where the aliens held their human prisoners. The slaves the humans had become. The guerilla warriors who tried to fight back. The fighters who failed to reclaim their planet.

      Stop! The creature’s voice boomed so loudly in my brain it hurt. The creature softened. I could feel its presence wrap around me like a warm and protective cocoon. Slow down, it purred. What happened to your people?

      I sighed, trying to organize my thoughts so I wouldn’t overwhelm the creature. We met our creators. They were this ancient race of aliens called the Bipahits. They told us that we were not worthy. Even the thought made my heart feel heavy. That we were a…failure and that they would start over. They exterminated us. A few of us were lucky. Our ancestors were able to keep one spaceship secret. When it was ready, they sent our ancestors into space to escape the extermination. We have been running ever since.

      Don’t worry, it purred. I won’t let them get you. I let the creature’s consciousness envelop me and chase away the monsters of the past.

      Do you have a name? I asked, realizing I shouldn’t just keep calling it creature.

      Name? the creature asked curiously.

      Yeah. Like what others call you.

      I have never been called anything. Why would I be? the creature responded matter-of-factly. We just all Chroin.

      What? I laughed. Everyone has a name. How did the other Chroin address you?

      They didn’t. The creature paused, its head tilting thoughtfully to the side. Do you have a name?

      Laure.

      Laure. The creature thought about it. That’s nice.

      What should I call you? I asked.

      The creature shifted, rumbling softly as it thought. What do you think I should be called?

      Kuna.

      The creature let out a pleased rumble again as I said its name. I like the sound of that, it whispered.

      What has happened to us? I finally asked the question that had been burning through my mind.

      I’m not quite sure. The creature confided. When I saw you, I got this overwhelming urge to…connect. The statement sounded more like a question.

      Can we disconnect? I could feel the creature’s hurt. I just…this is a lot. My home just crashed. My species is in peril. My friends might be dead. We might have a planet after hundreds of years of searching. And I’m inside an alien creature’s body, connected to it through some…telepathic link. I just want to have my body back for a minute.

      My vision began to blur. For a moment, everything was too much. I could see through my own eyes and through Kuna’s eyes, making my vision overlap disorientingly. Everything was too bright. I saw my body being placed on the ground, black cables attached to my neck, back, arms, and legs. I both stared up at Kuna and looked down on myself.

      The world suddenly shifted. The double vision was gone in an instant as my world snapped back into place. I bent over and vomited into the dirt, my stomach rebelling against the onslaught of new sensations.

      Are you alright? The creature took a step closer, crouching down to me.

      I coughed and spat the last of the bile onto the ground. “I’m fine. Like I said. It’s just a lot of adjustment.”

      Slowly, I pushed myself up from the ground, stretching my arms and legs. My body felt odd. It felt too small. Too fragile. As I stretched, holes in my suit caught my eye. On the insides of my elbows. Behind my knees. My hands bore holes in the backs. The wounds were clean and bloodless, though they ached. I felt along the back of my neck, wincing as my fingers found the hole there too.

      The horizon was already lightening. I hadn’t realized that so much time had passed. The battle had seemed to happen so quickly, and it didn’t seem like we should be nearing dawn already.

      “What time is it?” I asked absently.

      Time? Kuna’s head turned to the side quizzically.

      “How far into the night are we? Is the sun coming up soon?” I looked out on the horizon. How long had we been out? A few minutes? A few hours?

      We weren’t unconscious for long. Kuna lay down next to me, resting his head on his front paws. Sunup won’t happen for a while.

      I frowned. “But it’s so light out.” The sky wasn’t incredibly bright, but it was starting to lighten. As I looked around, I realized the entire sky, not just the horizon, was lighter. I could see the plains better. I could make out the grass waving lazily in the breeze. I could see the trees that broke up the plains flatness, even ones far off in the distance.

      “I can see better.” I breathed, my eyes darting across the landscape and taking in the new details of the night.

      Couldn’t you see well at night before?

      “Not like this. This is almost like daylight. Everything is so bright.”

      How did you survive the night if you couldn’t see the dangers? Kuna asked quizzically.

      “We didn’t have anything to fear, really. Not until the aliens came, at least.” I plopped down next to Kuna, leaning against his massive shoulder. His skin was as soft as it looked. It felt like silk against my cheek. “Do you have a lot to fear at night?”

      There are always threats waiting in the dark, Kuna responded. We have to be vigilant. Though I wanted to argue with it, I couldn’t. The aliens had come to Earth from the dark depths of space. The monsters had come out of the night. Perhaps humans were just ill equipped.

      I ran my hand along the Kuna’s shoulder, feeling his silky skin. Though the skin was soft, the muscles underneath were hard and wiry.

      I frowned and looked at my hand again. I had noticed it before and had assumed it was just the odd lighting cast by the coming sunrise. My hands didn’t look right. In a sudden frenzy, I yanked at the straps to my vest, ripping them off. I unzipped the protective armored shirt underneath, silently cursing the layers of clothing. I tossed the vest and shirt into the grass and stared down at my skin.

      It was different.

      My finger’s flitted across the pale mauve skin that covered my arms. It was subtle, the mauve showing through from underneath my own skin, but it was there. It was the same mauve as the Kuna’s skin. There was no denying it.

      “What has changed?” I asked Kuna, feeling the features of my face to make sure they were the same.

      Kuna regarded me for a moment, bringing his massive head closer to me.

      Your fur is different too. He snuffled my head a bit, blowing my hair around. I ripped her hair from its ponytail and pulled the short tresses in front of my eyes. Sure enough, my hair was a vibrant violet as well.

      My breath came in short gasps. I had changed. Though the changes were only cosmetic, I wondered what other changes had occurred that I hadn’t discovered yet.

      I like your new look, Kuna said with amusement. You look a lot more interesting now. You were pretty plain before.

      “Plain?” My brain spun.

      Yeah, your species isn’t very colorful. How can you ever expect to find a mate looking so drab?

      “A mate?” I sputtered. A mate. Cern. My heart ached. He had been in the shuttle when I had been yanked from it. What had happened to him? We had been so busy planetside that we hadn’t had a chance to talk…

      “We need to go back?” I jumped up, suddenly frantic.

      The wild ones will kill us, Kuna said. I knew it was true. The other monsters—the wild ones, as Kuna had called them—had turned on us. There had been so many and we hadn’t been able to fend them off before.

      “We have to go back,” I insisted. I knew it was stupid, but I had to find Cern. “There are people back there that I care about. We have to find them. We have to make sure they are alright. What we left back there is all that is left of my race. If the monsters—”

      Chroin, Kuna interjected. We are called the Chroin, even the wild ones. Though I can see why you might think we are monsters.

      “If the wild ones kill them, then my race will perish. Forever.” I could feel the tears welling up in my eyes. I wasn’t sure what I would find back at the crash. Would there even be anyone left?

      Kuna sighed. Then we will protect your people until our dying breath. He nuzzled me comfortingly.

      “Why?” I asked, reaching up and running my hands across Kuna’s nose.

      The other Chroin are…sick. Not a disease, but their minds are sick. They are not in control of themselves and that makes them dangerous.

      “Why are you different?” I asked.

      Because of you. There was a bit of mirth in Kuna’s voice. Once we connected, I knew that I had been sick. I hadn’t realized that before. I was incomplete. When we connected, I was completed and became well. I had so many questions for the giant beast. Come on. Kuna knelt down next to me.

      I scrambled up Kuna’s back, perching on his shoulders. I leaned forward, trying to lock my arms around his massive neck as he leaped forward. The prairie flew by us. The wind pulled at my hair as we flew over the land. For a moment, I closed my eyes and luxuriated in the sensation.

      It wasn’t long before the ship reared up into the sky ahead of us. All was calm around the ship. The battle no longer raged around it. Bodies littered the ground. The Chroin. The bright colors of their skin looked like gems against the blackened ground.

      “Wait,” I commanded. I could feel Kuna’s pain as his eyes roved over his fallen brethren, but there was no anger. Only a deep sadness that they had not been healed as he had. Kuna skidded to a stop in the charred dirt.

      What’s wrong? he asked, puzzled. Don’t you want to get back to your people?

      “Yes, but it might be better if I go alone. They’ll be frightened by you. They might attack. If I go alone, they won’t attack me.”

      You are different now. I could sense his sudden anxiety as if it were my own. I was different. Would they just assume I was another alien and kill me on sight?

      “I’ll be fine,” I insisted. I had to find Cern. I had to know he was alright.

      I-I-I don’t like this, Kuna insisted. There may be other Chroin still around. I can’t protect you if I’m not around.

      “These are my people. They won’t hurt me. Cern will make sure of that. You don’t have to worry.” I tried my best to convey calm, comforting thoughts.

      The Chroin were my people, Kuna reminded me. I was a wild one like the others. Even as he said the words, Kuna shifted and knelt so I could slide off his back.

      Shakily, I began to run for the ship. I couldn’t see any movement. No people milling about, but no Chroin either. Where was everyone?

      “Hello!” I called out.

      The shuttles were once again clustered around the ship. I quickly counted and found all of the remaining nineteen shuttles present. The colonists hadn’t left. They had to be here somewhere.

      Unless they were all dead.

      “Hello!” My voice broke as I called out again.

      The squeal of metal grinding against metal reached my ears, and I skidded to a stop, my heart racing. The large loading bay doors lurched open a little at a time. After what seemed like an eternity, a head poked out, only to dart back inside quickly.

      “Wait!” I sprinted for the doors. Relief flooded through me. They were here. The ship had held under the assault.

      Suddenly, people came pouring out of the doors. Dozens of them. All with their guns trained on me. I looked over the crowd of anxious faces for anyone I knew—Cern, Lero, Elsy—but found no one.

      A loud blast rang through my ears, and I dove for the ground. I didn’t know what to do. I wouldn’t hurt the other colonists, but they were shooting at me.

      I’m coming. Kuna’s fear reached me, even across the distance.

      “Wait!” I screamed, as much to the colonists as to Kuna. “Just wait!”

      I paused a breath and didn’t hear any more gunfire, only the sound of my own rapidly beating heart. Taking a chance, I raised my head from the ground to look at the colonists. Their weapons were up and all trained on me, but they weren’t firing at me anymore.

      “Explain yourself,” a man demanded.

      “My name is Laure Higgins. I am part of the cycle ten expeditionary forces. I demand to speak with Lieutenant Commander Parsons and my squad leader, Cern Anderson,” I screamed. Not daring to stand up.

      “Impossible,” the man scoffed.

      “My number is 9652. I am part of cycle ten and I demand to speak with the lieutenant in charge of me,” I repeated. After taking a moment to confer, I heard a set of retreating footsteps. I could feel all of the eyes still on me, burning a hole into my back as I lay in the dirt. I had to look awful. Fresh out of hibernation. Sleep deprived. Battle weary. And changed.

      “Laure?” The familiar sound of Cern’s voice made my head snap up from the ground. Lieutenant Commander Parsons was only a few steps behind him. I could feel a smile spreading across my face. He was alive.

      I met his shocked gaze. “Can I stand up?”

      I didn’t wait for a response. I pushed myself up out of the dirt, not bothering to dust off. I moved toward Cern, wanting nothing more than to feel his arms around me, but stopped when the guns quickly trained on me again. Parsons and Cern exchanged a quick glance before Cern gave a quick, confirming nod.

      “At ease!” Parsons called out, his voice ringing loud and clear. “I said at ease!” Reluctantly, the others lowered their weapons again.

      Cern briskly stepped forward, meeting me away from the other colonists and the commander.

      “What happened to you?” His eyes roved over every inch of me before returning to my face, though his eyes quickly darted away again.

      I looked up to the stars that hovered in the sky above us. How could I explain to him what had happened when I didn’t even understand it myself? “I got pulled out of the ship by one of the Chroin—”

      “Chroin?” Cern interrupted.

      I chided myself inwardly. Of course he wouldn’t know what they were called. “The monsters that attacked us.”

      Bewilderment crossed his face. “How do you know that?”

      “When I was pulled out, the Chroin didn’t hurt me. We…”

      As Cern stared at me, confusion tinged with fear written plainly across his face, I suddenly didn’t want to say it. Would he understand? What would he think about this new connection? About me?

      Suddenly, his eyes widened. “They’re coming back!” Raising his gun with one hand, he grabbed my wrist with the other, pulling me back to the Endurance. I didn’t need to look to know what they were reacting to. I had felt his presence getting closer.

      “Wait!” I shrieked. Fear coursed through my veins as I saw dozens of guns snap up, aimed at my other half. A deafening chorus rang out as the colonists opened fire.

      Cern dove on top of me, flattening us to the ground as the bullets whizzed by mercilessly above us.

      “Stop!” I shrieked, fighting to get out from underneath Cern. “Stop them! Please, Cern! Make them stop!”

      White-hot pain ripped through my shoulder and I screamed, a bestial cry. Above my own scream, I could hear Kuna, his cry mirroring mine. Desperately, I twisted around, trying to see him. He forced himself back up from where he had fallen to the ground. Black blood oozed from a long gash in his soft mauve skin.

      I growled, shoving against Cern with all my might and pushing him off of me. I leaped up, racing across the field. My vision narrowed. All I could see was Kuna, limping as he struggled to reach me. His chest opened. The delicate black tendrils snaked out and reached for me, offering me what protection he could.

      No. I shook my head. Not now. I can’t protect you if I am not myself. It hurt to tell him no, especially when I could feel how badly he needed me, but I wouldn’t be able to communicate with the other colonists if we were connected.

      Behind me, I heard Cern and the commander shouting for a cease-fire. His words sounded far away as I pumped my legs harder, desperate to reach Kuna.

      I didn’t even slow down as I reached him. My feet slid across the charred ground and I crashed into him, wrapping my arms around his massive leg.

      “It’s alright,” I whispered. I could still feel the fear coursing through him. Fear for me. Fear that the other humans would hurt me.

      Are you alright? Kuna nuzzled me gently. Did they hurt you? You were so afraid.

      “I’m fine.” I pulled away to inspect the wound. It was deep, but the bullet had only grazed his shoulder. “But you were hurt.”

      It will heal. Kuna tensed. They’re coming.

      I tensed as I turned to face the colonists. I almost wilted under their gazes. Fear. Disgust. Confusion. As I looked over the crowd, I purposefully avoided looking at Cern. I couldn’t bear to see the same feelings plastered plainly on his face.

      “That thing can’t stay here.” There was no emotion in Parsons’s voice. I finally looked to Cern. I needed his support, but his face was just as flat and emotionless as Parsons’s.

      I didn’t know what to say. “What about me?” My words were so quiet I wasn’t sure Parsons had heard them.

      Parsons folded his arms, a sneer crossing his face. “You can stay.” Again, the words were flat and emotionless. “But that thing has to go. Make it leave or I will give the orders to have it killed.”

      “He has to stay with me,” I blurted out. “And he’s hurt because you shot him. He needs to be treated.”

      “Then you can leave with him. I gave my orders,” Parsons growled. “I won’t have what precious little resources we have wasted on an alien.”

      My stomach dropped. Cern said nothing. His lips set into a grim line. His brow furrowed together. His eyes were hard as he regarded me.

      “Everyone back to the ship,” Parsons ordered the colonist. “We still have plenty of work to do in the morning.”

      My breaths came quickly as Cern turned with the others to back to the ship. They were just going to leave me out here.

      “Wait.” I leaped forward, grabbing Cern’s arm.

      Cern stopped, though he did not turn to face me. “What?”

      “I…just…” I walked around him, forcing him to face me. “Can’t we talk?”

      “About what?”

      My jaw dropped. “About what has happened. About this planet. About what’s happened to me.” A sudden surge of anger boiled up. He wouldn’t even look at me. “Hell, I’d even be happy if we could talk about the weather. Just stop ignoring me. Weren’t you worried at all when I disappeared from the shuttle?”

      “Of course I was!” Cern ground out. “I was out of my mind with worry. You were there one second and just gone the next.”

      “I’m back. I’m alive,” I offered. “Aren’t you happy? I’m here. I’m not dead.”

      “You want to know what’s wrong?” His eyes roved over me again, taking in my appearance. “You disappeared in the middle of the battle. I had no idea what had happened to you. I thought you were dead. Then you waltz back here like nothing has changed. Look at yourself, Laure! You’re a god-damned alien!”

      “I am not!” I shot back. “I am the same person that I was before.” I wasn’t so sure that I was right. “The same person that you love. I just look a little bit different.”

      Cern took a step back from me. “What happened to you?”

      “I…I don’t know. One second I was on the shuttle fighting the Chroin with you, and the next thing I knew I was connected with one of the Chroin.” My eyes darted around as I fruitlessly tried to give him answers I didn’t have. “I don’t know how it happened. It just did. I can hear its thoughts. It can hear me. When we’re connected, it’s like we’re one being, one consciousness.” The words tumbled out before I could stop them. I wanted him to understand. I stepped forward and took his hand. Cern flinched at my touch, pulling his hand back with a shudder. I cradled my own hand close as hurt washed over me.

      “You can hear the monster talking to you?”

      “They aren’t monsters. Not all of them. They’re more like animals,” I tried to explain. I knew how crazy I sounded. With each word, I was digging a deeper hole for myself, but I could not stop trying to make him understand.

      Cern shook his head in apparent disbelief.

      Beginning to panic, I took a few steps forward. “Please, try to understand.”

      “Understand what exactly?” Cern asked exasperatedly. “You haven’t given me much to go with.”

      “I don’t know anything either. I just…”

      I’ll be here with you. I looked to Kuna. He hadn’t moved from where he sat several yards away.

      I know. It’s just that so much is changing so quickly. I want something to stay the same. Cern and I have always been there for each other.

      “Laure!” Cern was looking from me to Kuna. I could tell by the look on his face that it wasn’t the first time he had called my name. “Where did you go just now?”

      “Kuna…said something…” I didn’t want to explain anymore, but I didn’t want to lie to him either. “It’s hard to focus when you have someone else’s voice ringing through your head.” I massaged my forehead. I could feel a headache coming on.

      “Listen, Laure.” Cern took a deep breath, his gaze drifting back to the Endurance. “You’re going to have to be careful if you stay here. Your appearance is”—he leaned back, a grimace flitting across his face—“bizarre. You should be fine, but I’m not sure how everyone else will react to…him.” Cern gestured to Kuna. “I honestly can’t say that I blame them.”

      “You can’t let them hurt him.” A sudden surge of desperation coursed through my veins.

      “I’m not saying I would let them, but for god sakes these creatures just attacked us. Now you want me to let one of them roam around the ship! What do you expect to happen?”

      “But look at him! He’s sitting right there. He’s not attacking us. He won’t hurt anyone. He could even be able to help us. He could help us defend ourselves against the others.” I couldn’t explain the desperation clawing at my insides. The thought that just being near the ship could put Kuna in grave danger made me sick.

      He held out his hands placatingly. “People will probably be afraid. I mean, have you looked at yourself in a mirror?”

      I shook my head no. I knew I looked different, but I hadn’t been able to see just how different I looked.

      Cern looked down at his boots as he pushed a rock around. “Not everyone is going to be able to accept how you look now. Not everyone is going to be able to look past it.”

      “And what about you?” The words slipped out before I knew what I was saying.

      Cern pressed his lips into a thin line. “I don’t know,” he said quietly, his eyes darting up to me quickly before returning to the ground.
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      Light cut through the cavernous bay as I slid open one of the large doors. The power was still out in this section of the ship, and it wasn’t a priority for them to get it back on. I clicked on a bright flashlight I had brought with me and walked through the center of the room. Hulking shadows rose up on either side of me.

      Vehicles lined the walls. From heavily armored all-terrain vehicles to construction equipment. We had been tasks with pulling out the machinery and bringing it to the mechanics for inspection.

      It had taken the better part of the morning for me to convince Lieutenant Commander Parsons to let us help and that Kuna wasn’t a danger. In the end, he had put us on a task far away from the other colonists. But this was our chance to prove to them that Kuna could be useful.

      The hooks on the harness squealed as they dragged across the bare metal floor as Kuna entered. The mechanics had made a makeshift harness for Kuna out of tie-down straps. The harness was a mess of knots and hooks, but it would do the job.

      I don’t like this place, he grumbled.

      I smiled and patted his leg. The wound from the last night was all but gone. I had gone to the medics first thing that morning. It had been easy enough to convince them I needed a bottle of ReGen for the holes that dotted my skin. The spray closed up wounds in the blink of an eye. With the ReGen in hand, I had thanked them and quickly went to find Kuna.

      “The faster we work, the faster we can leave it behind.”

      Easy for you to say.

      I stepped up to the first vehicle, a light vehicle that would have carried an excursion teams to check out the landscape of the planet on the first expedition. If everything had gone according to plan.

      I pulled on the handle and the door swung open. After a quick check with my flashlight, I searched through a large key ring and selected a key, jamming it into the ignition. I quickly crawled down and under the vehicle, attaching the towlines to the hook underneath the vehicle’s front bumper.

      A door banged open and raucous voices suddenly echoed through the cavernous hangar. I scrambled out from underneath the vehicle, my flashlight sweeping across the darkness. The beam settled on five men entering from another part of the ship.

      “Shit! I didn’t realize anyone was in here,” one of the men exclaimed as he shielded his eyes from the bright light.

      “What are you doing poking around here?” another asked.

      “Hauling equipment for the mechanics,” I replied curtly. “What are you looking for?” I didn’t lower the flashlight beam.

      “A laser cutter. The bay doors to the armory are jammed shut and we can’t pry them open.” The one who replied this time looked more like a boy than a man.

      I swept through the room quickly with the flashlight and found a large locker in one of the back corners. “Try that.”

      “You’re that girl,” one of the men said slowly. I took a step back toward Kuna. “The one that runs around with aliens.” Venom dripped from the last word.

      “Why don’t you get your laser cutter and let us work?”

      “I am not walking around that thing,” another man said, gesturing to Kuna. “I’m not getting my head ripped off.”

      “He won’t hurt you,” I snapped. “Just get your laser cutter and leave.”

      “Leave? We aren’t the ones that should be leaving. You and that alien need to leave!”

      “We have every right to be here. We’re just trying to help out like everyone else is.” I bit down on my lip and tried to ignore my rising anxiety, knowing it would only agitate Kuna. I shouldn’t have brought Kuna here. I just wanted the other colonists to leave. To let us do our job in peace.

      “Trying to help!” one of the men scoffed. “How is an alien like you trying to help?”

      “I am not an alien.” I ground my teeth together. “I am a human. Just like you.”

      The men laughed. “You were human.”

      I took a deep breath and looked around. “How about this. Why don’t I get the laser cutter for you? Then you can get back to your doors and I can get back to my job.”

      When the colonist didn’t respond, I pulled the key ring out of my jacket pocket and moved toward the locker. The sound of the tow straps snapping taut made me flinch.

      Don’t go far, Kuna growled. I turned to see him straining against the straps. For a moment, I considered unlatching the harness. I quickly dismissed the thought. Kuna might push them over the edge into a full confrontation.

      As I approached the locker, quick footsteps behind me made me whirl around. The colonist had followed close to the wall, their eyes locked on Kuna as they darted past. As much as I didn’t want them near me, the laser cutter would need at least two people to lift it and I couldn’t carry it to them all by myself.

      “That beast is rabid. Someone should put him down,” one of the men muttered.

      “Or maybe he just knows when people don’t like him,” I shot back. “He wants to help us and the only thing he’s received for his efforts is hate.”

      “He’s an alien. The only thing they are going to do is wipe the rest of us out. His kind attacked us last night.”

      I jammed the key into the lock angrily. “They did, but there is a difference,” I managed through clenched teeth.

      “Listen to you. The damn thing brainwashed you!” another man accused.

      “I haven’t been brainwashed.” Even as I rounded on the man I wasn’t entirely sure my words were true. Could I have been brainwashed? Was I just Kuna’s puppet? “I am not an alien, but I happen to be able to understand them now. There is a difference between that one”—I pointed a finger at Kuna—“and the ones that attacked us last night.”

      “They are trying to kill us! Look at him! He’s trying to get to us right now!” the man shouted angrily, gesturing to Kuna. “He should be put down!”

      “If you even touch him, I will put you down,” I snarled.

      “Are you siding with an alien?” the man asked, taking a step forward.

      I stared at him defiantly. “Against you? Yes.”

      Without warning, the man swung his fist up, slamming it into the side of my face. My world shifted and went fuzzy as I fell to my knees. Kuna let out a long, deafening roar that rattled the room. As his cry died down, I could hear my own voice rising to answer his. The men stared back at me in horror and shock.

      Suddenly, they all lunged for me. I swung wildly, my fists and feet connecting with flesh. A chin. A stomach. A knee. But there were too many of them.

      A hand grabbed my arm before I could follow through with another swing. Another arm locked around my throat, cutting off my air.

      Laure! To my ears, Kuna’s cry came out as another thunderous roar. Over the scuffling of the fight, I could hear his claws scratching at the floor as he desperately dragged the immobile vehicle forward with him.

      I wedged my chin under the arm around my neck and clamped down with my teeth. The man let out a shrill shriek of pain, his arm loosening just enough for me to wriggle free.

      I kicked out, my foot connecting squarely with his knee. He went down, clutching his wounds, but the others leaped forward again.

      One of the men launched himself forward, tackling me to the ground. I managed to knee the man in the gut, but he quickly pinned me to the floor. I screamed out in frustration and fear. The man’s face was contorted in a vicious snarl as he looked down at me.

      One of the other men pulled his foot back, ready to deliver a hard kick to my ribs. In a flash, Kuna’s paw swiped the man right off his feet, sending him tumbling across the floor. With another swift slash, Kuna knocked away the man holding me down. The man gasped and spluttered as Kuna brought his paw down again. The man was pinned to the floor, Kuna’s long claws arching over his shoulder. With one last pull, Kuna dragged himself forward the last few feet, the vehicle’s tires squealing as they dragged across the floor. Kuna leaned in close, roaring in the man’s face.

      “Stop!” I was barely able to choke out the word. The other men had frozen in place as I pulled myself to my feet.

      He hurt you. Kuna’s voice snarled in my mind. He was going to kill you.

      Thunderous footsteps echoed through the hangar and I jumped closer to Kuna, desperate for his protection.

      Dozens of colonists flooded in through the open bay doors. The colonists pulled up short as they laid eyes on Kuna and quickly put their rifles up.

      “No! No! No!” I jumped between Kuna and the guns, unsure if my presence would make a difference. “Don’t shoot! Kuna let him go! Get back!” I shouted desperately.

      I chanced a glance back at Kuna. He still held the man down. “Now!” I barked. Slowly Kuna pulled his paw away, taking a few steps back and sitting back on his haunches.

      “That girl is dangerous!” one of the men yelled. “She and that monster tried to kill us.”

      “Bullshit!” I screamed as I spun on him. “You attacked us! If you had just let us do our job, this wouldn’t have happened.”

      “Stop it!” A stern voice cut through the argument. “Both of you!” Lieutenant Commander Parsons pushed his way to the front of the crowd. When the commander walked over the man on the floor and knelt down next to him, my heart sank.

      I need you to run. I was whispering internally, even though no one else could hear my thoughts.

      Never, Kuna growled.

      Listen to me. I slowly moved closer to Kuna until I was leaning against him. The commander won’t allow me to be hurt, but I don’t know if the same is true for you. I need you to run. Please.

      You were hurt already. Kuna was silent for a long moment. Finally, he said, I’ll go, but at the first sign that you’re in danger, I’ll come back and then I won’t stand down.

      Alright.

      My hand slowly inched across my waist to the hand-held cutter clipped to my belt. The mini laser couldn’t cut through a door, but it would make short work of the harness straps. My eyes flitted across the harness. I would only have one chance. One cut. I had to make it count.

      The commander patted the injured man on the shoulder and motioned for a pair of medics to take him away. With that, the commander stood and turned to me. He took a few steps forward but did not come close enough for the intimate discussion like he had with my attackers.

      “They said that…Kuna was acting aggressively toward them. They were frightened for themselves and others.”

      “That is an outright lie!” I shouted.

      “Until we can figure out more, I think the best course of action,” the commander said, holding his hands up in a placating gesture, “is to separate you from the other colonists.”

      “Separate me? How?”

      The commander shook his head. “We can find you accommodations. That way others won’t feel threatened by you and you won’t feel threatened by others.”

      “Ok, I’ll go with you. And peacefully,” I said. “But only if you let Kuna walk away. He’ll stay away from the ship and the colonists.”

      The commander thought for another moment, then turned to the colonist behind him. “Move out of the way. Let the beast through.”

      I pulled the laser cutter from my pocket and clicked it on, the beam of white-hot energy sprouting from the top.

      Walk slowly. Don’t look at them. Just walk out. I pulled the harness away from Kuna’s skin before cutting it.

      Be safe. Kuna nuzzled my head as I ran my hand along his flank. If they try to hurt you, I will come.

      I gave him one last pat and he moved toward the door. The colonists had moved to either side of the room, giving him a wide berth. As he passed by, a few guns raised and my chest tightened as I waited for the shots to be fired. Once outside the doors, Kuna turned back to me one last time before sprinting off across the prairie.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      I had been sitting in a small room all day. A few people had come to talk to me, mostly commanders from different cycles. They had asked me questions about the Chroin. Mostly questions that I didn’t have the answers to. When I couldn’t give them answers, they assumed I was being difficult.

      “I wanted to see how you were doing.” Cern leaned against the wall by the door, his arms crossed in front of his chest. He was trying to look relaxed, but I could see the way he tensed when I looked at him.

      “What does it matter to you?” I asked vehemently. “I’m an alien. Why should you care?”

      “I’m trying to care—”

      I cut him off will a wave of my hand. “If it’s that hard to try, then don’t bother.”

      “This isn’t exactly charted territory, Laure.”

      I caught sight of my reflection in a small mirror on the wall. It was disturbing to know that it was my own. That the black eyes nestled in a face of mauve-tinged skin surrounded by violet hair was mine. I could see why the others were disturbed by my appearance. I was disturbed by my appearance, but it didn’t make it hurt less. “Do you really want to know how I’m doing?” I whipped around and leveled my gaze at him.

      Reluctantly, Cern nodded.

      “Awful,” I said. “In the last twenty-four hours, I have lost everything.”

      “We have all lost a lot,” Cern agreed.

      “No, not like me. We lost a home together. We started a journey together. But you abandoned me. When I needed you most, you turned your back on me. You and everyone else I know.” I pulled at the collar of my shirt, revealing the bruising around my neck. “I was attacked and yet here I sit.” I gestured around the room. “I am the prisoner while those who attacked me are still walking around.”

      “It’s just not that simple.” Cern shook his head. “And I’m sorry.”

      “Where were you when I needed you?” I screamed, all of the anger suddenly boiling over. “Where were you when I was afraid? When I came back confused and scared? When I needed someone to tell me that everything would be alright?”

      Cern looked down at the floor.

      I huffed and turned my back on him.

      Cern sighed heavily. “You just have to give people some time to adjust. They’ll come around.”

      “Will you come around?” I rounded on him again, and I didn’t miss how he flinched at my quick movement.

      “I don’t know,” he said slowly. “They are only keeping you here for your own protection, Laure. People are afraid. The commanders are trying to keep you and everyone else safe.”

      I let out a harsh laugh. “If you won’t come around, how can I hope that anyone else will?”

      Cern shook his head. “Listen, I have to get going. Guard duty starts soon.” He pushed himself off the wall. I sat in silence, my heart torn. I didn’t want him to go, but I never wanted to see him again either.

      Small pops reverberated through the walls and I spun to face the window. “What was that?”

      Cern’s eyes were wide as he shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      More of the pops filled the air and I could hear the steady hum of the shuttles’ engines. “They’re back, aren’t they?”

      Cern shook his head. “I have to go.” With that, he threw open the door and ran off down the hall.

      Kuna? I reached out, probing the world with my mind.

      Yes?

      What’s happening outside? I hear gunfire. I felt more relieved than I cared to admit when Kuna responded quickly. I had been isolated from my people, but I would never be alone.

      The wild have returned. There are many more of them this time. Kuna’s voice sounded hollow.

      More? My mouth suddenly felt dry and my stomach dropped. How many more?

      I don’t know, Kuna replied.

      Where are you? I asked hurriedly, panic taking hold of me as I scrambled to gather my few possessions from the small room.

      I’m watching the ship from a distance, Kuna replied.

      Come and get me now. We have to help. I stepped up to the door and twisted the knob. It was unlocked. I had been “highly advised” not the leave the room. It was implied that there would be consequences if I did.

      Why? These people don’t like us, Kuna asked. Despite his argumentative words, I could feel him moving closer.

      Because... I thought for a moment as I peeked out into the hallway. Empty. These are my people. Whether they want me to be or not. If we didn’t help them, then we truly would be the monsters they think we are.

      I’ll meet you outside the ship. Don’t stray far. Kuna’s voice was strained.

      I felt the ship shudder beneath my feet. The whine of the rail gun had never gone away. My feet pounded against the floor in time with my racing heart.

      “Hey!” I rushed past someone in the hall. It didn’t matter if they saw me. Everyone would know I was missing from my room soon enough.

      I reached a side hatch. The door was meant to allow access to the ship’s hull for maintenance in space, not as an actual entry and exit. It was small, more like a regular door than the giant bay doors. I grabbed the lever and wrenched it with all my might. With a faint pop, the pressure released and the door swung outward.

      Sound exploded around me as I stepped outside. The screams of the Chroin. The steady rattle of the rail guns. The hum of the shuttles’ engines. Shouts. Cries.

      I pressed myself against the ship and glanced around for Kuna. The Chroin were everywhere. They swarmed over the ship and dashed across the prairie. One stopped midstride, taking notice of me.

      Kuna! I spun to run alongside the ship as the beast darted toward me. There was no way I could outrun it.

      Kuna!

      A scream split the air, quickly followed by a hard thud as Kuna slammed into the other Chroin. They tumbled to the ground in a mass of claws and teeth. Kuna quickly pinned the beast to the ground, tearing at its throat. Instantly, he turned to me, his chest opening up and the cables reaching for me. Without thinking, I sprinted toward him and safety.

      The transition was faster this time. After closing my eyes and taking a deep breath for a second, I was looking through Kuna’s eyes.

      What do we do? he asked, his head whipping back and forth.

      There was so much going on. The shuttles were circling overhead, as the rail guns fired upon the Chroin below. The Chroin were climbing over the ship, testing to find weak spots that they could rip open.

      Protect the bay doors. If they tear those down, they will be able to get inside the ship. We won’t be able to stop them if they get inside. Together we lunged forward, sprinting to the large doors, where half a dozen Chroin clawed at the seam in the metal.

      We didn’t slow as we approached. Instead, we slammed into one of the beasts, sending it tumbling across the dirt. We swiped at another wild as it lunged in, our claws racking down its side.

      Together we let out a long, deafening roar.

      Seven of the wild stalked around us as the others scattered into the darkness. The first one lunged in, swiping at our chest. I could feel the air move across Kuna’s skin, my skin, as the claws barely missed. Another Chroin launched itself with a yawl, landing on our back. Its claws dug in as it held on. With a quick shake, we threw the creature to the ground, its claws tearing skin as it fell. Before it could recover, we pounced, ripping open its belly with our teeth.

      Without waiting, we vaulted forward, swiping at another wild and forcing it back. One of the wild took a few timid steps forward before we spun on it, our claws catching across its face.

      We cried out again. Another long, vicious roar. A cry of defiance. A few of the smaller Chroin turned and ran.

      Three remained. Their eyes locked on us. Their muscles tensed as they stalked back and forth looking for any sign of weakness.

      Our lips peeled back from our teeth, revealing the razor-sharp fangs.

      Suddenly, the wilds’ postures relaxed. We tensed, anticipating a faint. Instead, the Chroin turned and ran.

      What’s happening? I asked and looked out over the prairie to see the rest of the wild retreating as well.

      They’re regrouping, Kuna said. The rail guns on the shuttles fell silent and the wild raced back into the darkness. I kept one eye on the shuttles, though. There was no way the shuttle pilots could tell the difference between Kuna and me and the other Chroin. Nor would they care.

      Just as a few of the closest shuttles turned toward us, a sound reached our ears. Our head swung around wildly, looking for the source. The tatta-tat-tat growing more frequent with each second.

      There! Kuna looked up at the top of the ship. The first few wild crested the height of the ship, their claws skittering and digging into the metal. The creatures raced down the ship’s side in leaps and bounds.

      The first launched itself into the air. Its claws raked down the side of one of the shuttles, leaving behind long shiny scratches before the creature fell to the ground. The Chroin twisted in midair, tumbling and landing on the ground relatively unscathed.

      More of the creatures were launching themselves at the shuttles. Their bodies slammed into the shuttles as the pilots struggled to keep them up in the air.

      We have to stop them. Without the shuttles, the Endurance will be all but defenseless. I had barely thought the words before Kuna launched himself onto the ship’s side and began scaling the hull. Our claws dug into the metal with each step.

      We swiped at a Chroin as it passed by. The creature managed to dodge, but lost its footing and slid down the side of the ship. We slashed at another, our paw connecting with the creature and sending it tumbling to the ground. For every creature we tripped, several more made it past.

      This isn’t working, I thought in frustration. There are too many.

      A wild launched itself from the ship and slammed into one of the shuttles. The pilot desperately tried to keep the small craft in the air, but the ship dipped and slammed into the ground.

      My heart sank. One shuttle was down. Another shuttle was swerving around wildly under the weight of a Chroin that had managed to hold on. All around, the rail guns were falling silent. Without the fire, more of the wild were making it across the ship and adding their might to the onslaught.

      The wild flooded to the fallen shuttle, slashing at the metal. The rail gun suddenly blenched to life, cutting down a few of the Chroin. As quickly as it cut them down, though, others crowded in to take their place.

      We have to get down there. I urged Kuna’s limbs into action, sprinting down the side of the ship. Someone is still alive in there.

      We pushed away from the ship, launching into the air. The ground quickly rose up to meet us, and for a moment, I thought we would smash into the ground and break every bone in our collective bodies.

      Instead, Kuna rolled across the dirt and quickly regained his footing. I could feel our hearts racing in synchrony as we sprinted toward the downed shuttle. The rail gun hadn’t fallen silent yet, but the wild were swarming over it.

      With a snarl, we launched ourselves into the fray, slamming into one of the wild. Suddenly, the world around us was a blur of teeth, claws, and spear-like tails. The wild were everywhere. Their claws and teeth were too many to dodge.

      Claws raked down our face, blood dripping into our eyes and blurring our vision. We furiously wiped at the blood, trying to clear our vision.

      Teeth latched on to the frill that covered Kuna’s neck as the wild shook us. We let out a feral shriek, slashing at the wild’s exposed underbelly. The creature howled in pain, releasing us as it rolled to the ground.

      With that, we launched ourselves at the wild, snapping and ripping. Our tail whipped out, stabbing a wild in the haunches as our claws slashed another’s chest.

      Our jaws locked around a wild’s neck and we shook it viciously, only releasing the creature when it went limp. Kuna let out another savage roar. The remaining wild cowered to the ground, slowly backing away.

      We screamed out another roar, taking a step forward and clawing the ground. The wild scattered.

      Our breath was coming in big heaving gasps as we took a few steps back from the shuttle. It lay on its side, the mounted rail gun pointing to the sky. The windshield was broken out and one of the fans had snapped off.

      The rail gun was quiet now. Had we come too late?

      A hand reached up over the edge of the door. Cern hauled himself up to sit on the edge. He reached back down into the shuttle to help someone else out. There were four others. I breathed a sigh of relief as Elsy, Lero, and Jastin climbed out. There was one man with them that I didn’t recognize. With a pang of hurt, I realized he had been added to our team to replace me.

      Cern jumped down to the ground and looked up to us. “Laure?”

      I nodded back, Kuna’s head moving with mine.

      Cern just nodded and turned to help the others down. Lero’s leg was badly twisted. The others would have to carry him back to the Endurance. I glanced toward the ship. Five hundred meters of fighting with a wounded man.

      I looked back to the crew. My crew. My teammates. The rest looked banged up but relatively fine. The new man watched us intently. It wasn’t the open stares of hatred we had been receiving since we had come back. It was almost…admiration. I dipped our head a bit to him, grateful that someone seemed to appreciate us. The man smiled and nodded back.

      As we took a few steps forward, my teammates stepped backward warily. Despite the fact that we had saved them, they were still afraid of us. We stopped. We didn’t want to frighten them, but they had to come with us.

      What do we do if they won’t follow us? Kuna asked, casting a glance back at the ship and the battles that lay between us and it.

      I thought. They seemed to recognize the human gestures through Kuna’s body.

      We nodded our head toward the ship, signaling them to follow. At first no one moved. Then the new man ran up, walking along side us. Gently, we nudge him in front of us. The man began to walk, while we followed closely in his shadow. The others finally ran forward, not wanting to be left behind on a battlefield without weapons.

      Our head swiveled from side to side, watchful for any wild that might take notice of our small, slow-moving group.

      A wild suddenly broke from its sprint as it passed us. The creature turned and lunged for the team. We lashed out, our razor-sharp tail striking the creature’s side. A growl rose in our throat as we scored the wild with our claws, pushing it farther back. The creature’s teeth peeled back from its lips as it snapped at us. We roared, the bellow ringing out across the plain. The wild shrank away, retreating from us as it cowered to the ground.

      A shuttle swooped low over our heads and we tensed. A spotlight shone down on the humans jogging ahead of us. The rail gun whirred to life, and any second I expected to feel the bullets piercing our skin.

      Then a cry echoed out to our right. A wild tumbled to the ground in a heap, holes riddling its body. As I looked around, I could see more of the wild taking notice of our group. We picked up the pace forcing the others to break into a run.

      The spotter in the shuttle kept us in a halo of light as we ran. The rail guns whirred to life, cutting down the wild that tried to attack.

      The bay doors were already cracked open as we made the final sprint. The survivors running with everything they had as we easily loped behind them. As we reached the ship, we spun, looking for more of the wild, but the prairie was quiet. Though a few of the wild still lingered, most were retreating across the fields. The shuttles were still circling in the air, dutifully watching for more of the wild.

      Is this another faint? I asked, unable to even hope that it was over.

      I don’t think so. Kuna shook his head. I think we gave them a reason to run.

      I think I should go back inside. You should probably leave too. I sighed wearily.

      I could feel Kuna’s reluctance, but he didn’t protest. Instead, the odd sense of vertigo that I had come to associate with detachment overtook me.

      When I open my eyes, I found dozens of people staring at me. Their guns were raised, aimed at either me or Kuna. I was met with looks of disgust, disbelief, and fear.

      “Put those down,” I demanded, my fists clenching and unclenching. No one responded to me. No one even acknowledged me. “I said put those down. Now.”

      I could feel the rage bubbling up inside of me. Kuna and I had risked our lives for these people and it made no difference. But I wasn’t just mad at them; I was mad at myself. Mad for thinking that I could change their minds. Mad for believing that they might be able to see me as more than an alien.

      As I looked over the crowd, I saw Cern standing at the back. While he didn’t hold a gun against me, he wasn’t moving to defend me either. My jaw clenched painfully as I fought the urge to scream.

      “Stop!” The single word jolted through me. It was so sudden and desperate, as if it had come from my own throat, but it hadn’t. “What are you doing?” I could see someone pushing through the crowd.

      A man emerged. He was the new addition to my team, my replacement. He looked around wildly at the crowd.

      “What are you doing? Put your guns down!” He threw his hands up in frustration. “This woman and her…” He turned toward me.

      “Kuna,” I supplied.

      “The woman and Kuna saved us. We would have died in that shuttle if they hadn’t chased off the creatures. They guarded us as we got back to the ship. Lero was wounded. We never could have carried him back without them to keep us safe! And now you’re pointing guns at them? That’s a shitty way to say thank you.” He stared down the crowd, defying anyone to speak out against him.

      “We should praise her. We should thank her.” A few of the guns lowered, people looking at the ground in shame. The man turned to me, approaching without fear. “My name is Brinden.”

      “Laure.” I extended my hand to him.

      Instead of taking my hand, he swept me up in a big, crushing hug. “Thank you.” His words were no more than a whisper. He set me back down and backed away a few steps. I could see the faint glimmer of moisture on his cheeks. His voice was stronger when he continued speaking. “I didn’t travel halfway across the galaxy just to die the first time we set foot on a new planet.”

      He turned back to the crowd. “If we are going to stay here, and I don’t think we have much of a choice in that anymore, and if we are going to survive, then we need more people like her. More people who are willing to step up and do what needs to be done. If that means working with aliens, then so be it. I’ll volunteer.

      I could feel tears welling up in my own eyes. Someone was on my side. Even if it was only one person, someone would stand with me. Maybe, just maybe, his words would reach the others.

      Heartened, I cleared my throat and Brinden motioned for me to speak.

      “I want to help,” I said. “We have been through so much. We have…lost so much. But we are alive and we are realizing the dream of those who came before us. We have a planet. We have a home. If we all work together, we can do more than just survive. We can actually live.”

      I saw a few colonists nodding with me. Some even smiled.

      Across the crowd, I caught Cern’s gaze again. I had saved him just like this other man. Kuna and I had defended him as we crossed the plain to the Endurance. We had been wounded for him. He had meant everything to me. Been my shoulder to lean on. My best friend. The person who cared most for me and who I cared most about.

      And yet, he sat silently with the others. Watching me. Afraid of me. He had abandoned me. He gave me a slight smile across the crowd, but I just glowered back at him.

      “We need her.” I hadn’t heard the last part of the man’s speech, but he was winding down. “I will be forever grateful that she was there when I needed her, and I think the rest of you should be too.”

      The crowd was silent. People shifted uncomfortably as they looked to the ground, the sky, off in the distance. Anywhere but at me. At the human that wasn’t. They might begrudgingly accept me as part of their lives, but they would never see me as one of them again. At least most of them never would.

      “Come on, people!” one of the commanders bellowed. “We all still have work to do in the morning. The guards will keep an eye out for any sign of the creatures.”

      The crowd immediately began to disperse, eager to retreat to the safe world of the Endurance. The commander walked over to me, careful to keep his distance as he approached. Brinden sidled up, planting himself firmly next to me in a show of solidarity.

      “I’m sure you are tired.” The commander fumbled for words. “You and your creature—”

      “Kuna,” I cut in.

      “Right.” He nodded. “You put up a good fight and we are…grateful for your help.”

      “Thank you,” I said, accepting his reluctant gratitude.

      The commander nodded in turn. “If you would come see me and the other commanders tomorrow, we would like to discuss plans for the future.”

      “We already talked about what I know,” I said curtly, “but I will discuss the future with you.”

      “Thank you.” The commander gave a dismissive nod and hurried away.

      I turned to the man beside me. “Thank you for your kind words.” My eyes darted back and forth as I searched for what to say. “They mean more than you know right now.”

      Brinden looked down at the ground. “I’ve heard what’s being said around the ship,” he admitted, a scowl crossing his face. He looked back up to me. “You deserved every bit of praise. Both you and Kuna.” He gestured to Kuna, who lounged a few yards away, more relaxed now that the crowd was gone. “I meant what I said. I stand behind you. I think we could use more pairs like you. If the commanders authorize it, I’ll be right alongside you. Just say the word.”

      With that, he clapped me on the shoulder and turned to leave. Cern stood a dozen feet away, seemingly very interested in a rock on the ground as he let us finish our conversion. As Brinden turned to leave, Cern looked up, smiling at me with the same smile that had always made my heart flutter.

      “What?” I didn’t return his smile as I crossed my arms across my chest.

      His smile faded. “You fought really well out there.”

      “Is that what you wanted to tell me?”

      Cern sighed. “No, I wanted to say thank you for saving us earlier.”

      “Don’t put yourself out too much. I was just doing what any decent human being would do,” I said coldly.

      Cern’s head snapped up. “You aren’t even human anymore,” he hissed.

      I smiled, small and thin. “I will always be human. No matter how much you or anyone else denies it.”

      “You may have convinced a few people, but we know what you are. We won’t forget that. You aren’t human. You’re an alien plague. We won’t stand for you,” Cern sneered.

      I took a few steps closer, closing the gap between Cern and me. I could never admit that I relished the way he flinched under my gaze. “I am the only hope you’ve got for survival.” I locked eyes with him, knowing that my black-eyed stare was disconcerting. “The rules have changed. It’s time to adapt or die. Are you willing to risk the rest of our species for your own insecurities?”

      “My species.”

      I looked him up and down. “Are you willing to risk the fate of your species?” I asked again.

      Cern just glowered back at me.

      “Laure.” My head snapped around to the voice. Brinden stood some ways away, waving to me. “You alright?” I smiled and waved back at my new friend.

      I looked back to Cern. “Well?” Cern growled and spun on his heel, marching away from me.

      “I didn’t think so.”

      
        The End
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        On the other side of the universe, hope is all they have.

      

      After sixty years in a cryogenic sleep, Becca Rivers awakes, ready for a new life beyond the stars. One of the skeleton crew aboard a ship undertaking humanity’s most important mission, she is more than ready to feel Earth 2 beneath her feet, and deliver their precious cargo. But even the best laid plans can come undone, and what the crew finds will change humanity forever.
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      The expanse of space stretched out before her, an infinite blue-black blanket. It made Becca feel infinitesimal, like they were sailing inside the belly of a boundless beast with only the hydrogen and helium balls of gases to guide them. Twinkle, twinkle, little star. Not so little anymore.

      “How far away is it, mum?” She looked up at the woman beside her, the commanding presence instantly soothing.

      “I’m not sure. You’ll have to ask BEK,” Captain Rivers said.

      Becca’s body still tingled from Cryosleep, and her mind was a mass of memories struggling to realign themselves—the many events that had brought her to this point. She was the daughter of the captain of one of two cargo ships carrying the most precious load. A strange sensation bubbled up in her stomach, and after a perplexed moment, her brain kicked into gear telling her she was hungry.

      “I think I need to eat.” She rubbed her stomach and shot her mother an apologetic look.

      Her mother smiled. “Don’t look so sheepish. You’ve been in stasis for almost sixty years. I think a meal is in order. Now, where is the mess hall? My brain is still realigning. BEK?”

      “Good morning, Captain Rivers.” The spaceship operating system’s voice seemed to come from nowhere and everywhere. “Good to see you up and about. How can I be of assistance?”

      “Directions to the mess hall would be great right now, BEK. My head’s a little fuzzy, and I have a hungry teenager to feed.”

      “Perfectly understandable, Captain. It’s been a long flight.”

      The sound of footsteps echoed down the corridor behind her, and Becca turned to see BEK in his android form striding toward them. The machine, which looked way too much like a man, still gave her the creeps.

      “You look well,” he said to her mother. “That colour suits you.” His gaze travelled to Becca. “It suits you too.”

      She glanced down at her mud-brown scrubs. “Um, thanks?”

      Oh, boy. He was one of those. After complaints about the mechanical nature of the earlier androids, the company had gone to great lengths to develop an AI which mimicked human behaviour and interaction to a T, except they really hadn’t succeeded. BEK looked like one of the crew—a slender, handsome man with a dimpled smile—but his behaviour and comments gave away his synthetic nature. They’d gone to great lengths with the aesthetics, but failed on the social interaction front.  Becca had done her research, and this particular model was even equipped with several pleasure modes. Sarah, Dr Lloyd’s daughter, had been all up for giving those modes a try the first couple of weeks on board, but Becca’s mother had found out about the kid’s plan and had Reynolds deactivate the modes. Apparently, BEK’s job was to interface with the ship. In effect he was the ship, or so mum had said.

      He smiled, flashing his dimples. “Follow me, Captain, Miss Rivers. The rest of the crew is already at the mess hall.”

      Becca blew out a breath. Okay, this was going to be fine. Sure, it had been sixty years, but it felt like only yesterday that they’d boarded the ship—the crew and their teenage offspring—Becca, Sarah and Travis. It was Travis, Father Darwin’s son, that Sarah had set her sights on once BEK had been disabled. The woman was obsessed with sex. But Travis had made his disinterest clear, and in the end they’d all settled into an easy friendship, united in their station as the kids of the brightest and the best in their respective fields. Their parents were the chosen ones to guard the cargo and take it across the universe to their new hope. Earth was probably a million light years away—abandoned to nature and left behind to heal.

      BEK lead them down colour-coded corridors. Yes, she recognised where she was now. If they headed straight they’d get to the bridge. She’d made this journey two or three times a day, while her mother, the captain, had held court on the Bridge—a place off limits to everyone but essential crew.

      BEK took the next curve, and a door slid open, admitting them into the mess hall. The hum of conversation came to a halt, and seven faces turned to look at them.

      “Captain.” Father Darwin made to stand.

      She waved him back into his seat. “Please. Don’t mind me. Eat. You must all be starving.”

      “You have no idea,” Jenkins, the crew doctor, said. “Who knew not eating solid food for sixty years would have such an effect. Although we need to take it easy. No gorging.” She gave the rest of the crew a pointed look.

      Reynolds snorted. “Not going to be hard with cardboard on the menu.” He held up an energy bar. “You’d think being one of the most important missions in the history of humanity they’d actually stock the ship with some decent food.”

      Yeah, she remembered now, Reynolds was the arsehole of the group. The glass half empty, negative vibe dickhead who’d been short changed when it came to charisma and tact. He was also their tech expert next to BEK, because of course you couldn’t leave a machine in charge of everything, right?

      “You can have mine if you want.” Lloyd said. “It’s blueberry. Doesn’t taste too bad.” Lloyd was the science guy and Sarah’s dad. He was the go to guy when it came to the cargo. He and his team were essential. Sarah said that her dad was a prodigy in the field of genetics, having published several award-winning papers and winning the Nobel Prize for advances in fertility.

      Reynolds snatched the bar from Lloyd’s hand and chowed down. No thank you. Not even a grunt or nod of appreciation.

      Yeah. Dickhead.

      Grabbing a couple of protein bars, Becca’s mother took a seat beside Darwin and jerked her head toward the empty seat. Sitting with the crew was awesome, but what she really needed was to see her friends. She opened her mouth to ask where they were, but BEK was already speaking.

      “Doctor Jenkins, I have arranged appointments for the crew and your offspring to have standard post-cryo checks. The details have been emailed to you.”

      Jenkins swallowed the last of her protein bar. “Thank you.” She smiled.

      BEK returned the smile, but it seemed false. If he hadn’t been a machine, Becca would’ve said he was hiding something.

      “Captain, when you’ve finished your meal, I will be happy to debrief you on our journey so far,” BEK said.

      Sixty years he’d been monitoring this ship while they slept, which was another reason making him too human was a bad idea. A human would probably have gone insane alone on a spaceship for sixty years.

      “Sure. I’ll meet you on the bridge,” her mother said.

      He inclined his head, turned on his heel and strode of out the room

      “He gives me the creeps,” Reynolds said.

      Lloyd chuckled. “Don’t worry, Reynolds, this isn’t some sci-fi movie where the android goes nuts and kills the crew.”

      “Or where he has a secret agenda encoded into his mainframe by the powers that be,” Darwin added with a grin.

      “Are you going to sit?” Her mother arched a brow at her.

      “Actually, I might go find Travis and Sarah.” She looked from Father Darwin to Dr Lloyd.

      Lloyd smiled. “They grabbed some food and headed to the lounge, I think.”

      “Thanks.” Selecting a protein bar and a juice box, she headed off to find her friends.

      

      The lounge was on the lower level of the ship with the sleep cabins. It was weird, because on the one hand it felt like she hadn’t seen her friends for ages, but her memory told her they’d chatted only yesterday. She found them deep in a game of ping pong, and from the look on Sarah’s face, Travis was winning. But not for long it seemed. His gaze flicked up at the moment she stepped through the doorway, and he missed the ball.

      “Yes!” Sarah pumped her fist in the air.

      But Travis was too busy scanning Becca with his eyes. “You’re awake.”

      Sarah turned to see her and let out a squeal. “The three amigos together again.” She rushed forward and wrapped Becca in a hug.

      Travis hung back until Sarah was done and then moved in for a hug of his own. He was older than them by just over a year, no longer a teenager, and his body, all hard planes and muscle against hers, brought back a memory that had her cheeks flushing.

      Oh, god. How could she have forgotten?

      Travis released her and stepped back, his eyes hooded.

      Oh, yeah. There was no way she should have forgotten that.

      Sarah was looking from Travis to Becca, her expression odd. The pact. They’d made a pact and Becca had broken it. She met her friend’s gaze and saw the suspicion in the azure depths, but then Sarah was blowing out a breath and shaking her head.

      “Come on,” she said. “How about two against one?” She turned to Travis. “There is no way you can take us both.”

      He grinned. “Yeah? We’ll see about that.”

      And just like that, the tension was diffused, but there would be a reckoning later. She knew Sarah well enough to know there was no doubt about that.
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      “So you two...how far did it go?” Sarah asked, all nonchalant.

      Becca sighed. “I’m sorry. It wasn’t meant to happen. It was the night before we went into cryo. We kissed, that’s all.”

      Her neck heated with the lie, because what they’d done had been more than just a kiss. Just shy of what they wanted to do. It made her ache just thinking about it.

      Sarah shrugged. “Look, it’s cool. The pact was dumb anyway. We’re all adults here, and if you two like each other then that’s fine by me.” She smiled, but her gaze was haunted. “Just don’t get all couply and smoochy on me, okay? Just not until we land and I have more people our age to hang with.”

      Becca chuckled. “We land in three days, Sarah.”

      She stuck out her tongue. “Yeah, so it shouldn’t be too hard, right?”

      “Right.”

      Wrong.

      He found her later in her cabin. She probably shouldn’t have let him in, but his body filled the doorway, his gaze hungry as it swept over her, bringing forth the ache at the apex of her thighs. She let him in, and he reminded her what she’d almost forgotten—the brush of his fingers across her sensitised flesh, the heat of his mouth on her neck, her collar bone, her breasts. He kissed her as if he was drowning and she was his only oxygen, but he didn’t cross the line, even though his hardness told her he was more than ready. It would be the first time for them both.

      Afterward, heart pounding, and blood thrumming, they lay in each other’s arms, still aching for a release they’d agreed to deny each other.

      Travis nuzzled the sensitive spot behind her ear.

      “We could alter the pact you know,” she said. This was a new pact—one just between the two of them.

      His hand ran over her hip and came to rest at the top of her thighs.

      “Yes...god. Yes...” She turned to face him, pressing herself against his hand.

      His eyes darkened, drinking her in. “Becca...” His voice was tortured. “You have no idea how much I want to tear off your panties and slide inside you.”

      Her pulse skipped and jumped. “Do it.” She ground against his hand, those clever fingers caressing her through the thin fabric of her pants—just a slip of fabric between them—hardly any barrier at all.

      “Only three days,” he said. “Then we land and we can be together.”

      He wanted to claim her properly in a sanctioned union. Her heart felt as if it would explode with joy. They could be together and start a family on Earth 2. Their child could be one of the first natural born infants on their new planet. It was their duty to reproduce. It was why they’d been chosen for this voyage and why their siblings had been left behind.

      Three ships had left Earth—a terraforming ship and two cargo ships. The terraforming ship had gone years before to prepare the planet for the cargo ships. A city would be waiting for them, ready to be inhabited by the cargo. The first ship carried the fertile population of Earth—barely twenty percent of the world’s population. Men, women and children, over the age of thirteen. There had been no babies born for almost a decade. And that was where their cargo came in—hundreds of fertilised embryos in stasis created from eggs and sperm from the last fertile humans on the planet, from the humans on board the other cargo ship. The embryos were the last batch of humans guaranteed to be fertile thanks to Sarah’s father’s breakthrough research. The serum he’d perfected undid the effects that the chemicals pumped into earth had done to human genes, the effects that had rendered over eighty percent of humanity infertile. Humans were dying out as a race, and the planet was beyond saving. Staying would mean risking humanity’s demise.  Dr Lloyd had synthesised the serum, and using harvested eggs and sperm, created embryos on which to test his theory. But not all embryos had been reactive, and it had come to light that a new gene, more persistent than the first, had developed. It had been the last straw for humanity as they’d realised that the loner they remained on Earth, 1 the more damage would be done. Earth 2, which had been a back-up plan, became the only plan. The reactive embryos were put into stasis, and years later here they were. The cargo they carried was humanity’s last hope. A hope they’d waited a long time for. So what was the harm in waiting a little longer?

      Becca snuggled into Travis. “Yes, we should wait.”

      The intercom above her bed buzzed to life. “Travis Darwin, Becca Rivers and Sarah Lloyd, please report to Meeting Room A.”

      Travis sat up, his handsome face darkening into a frown. “Something’s wrong.”

      “What? You don’t know that?”

      He shook his head. “I’ve just had this bad feeling ever since I woke up.”

      “Well, there’s only one way to find out.”
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      Becca knew that look on her mother’s face. She’d seen it when her father had been diagnosed with cancer and when her nan had taken a tumble down a flight of steps and broken her neck. It was the ‘things are really fucked up and I wish I didn’t have to tell you’ look.

      “Please sit,” her mother said.

      Darwin and Jenkins were present, but BEK, Lloyd and Reynolds weren’t.

      “Mum, what’s going on?” Becca asked as they took their seats.

      Her mother drew a deep breath. “There were several unexpected occurrences during the course of our journey—an asteroid storm which BEK was successful in navigating resulting in minimal damage to the ship, and space debris which the scanners didn’t pick up in time to avoid. We were hit, several times. The impact took out aspects of our communications systems. They also caused disruption in the embryo cryo unit.  But BEK rerouted power from the damaged communication cells to keep the cryo unit running.”

      “Did we lose any embryos?” Sarah asked.

      She nodded. “About ten percent.”

      “Oh shit.” Travis ran a hand over his face.

      So this was the bad news? No. The look on her mum’s face told her there was more, and her mother’s next words confirmed it.

      “Our navigational systems have been damaged which means that I’ll have to manually land the ship. I’m confident that I can do this, but diagnostics show that we may also have lost thirty percent of our shield capacity.”

      The shield that would protect them when entering the planet’s atmosphere? The shield that stopped the ship burning up?

      Her mother inclined her head as if in answer to Becca’s unspoken question, but then her mum had always been a master at reading Becca’s facial expressions.

      “What are the odds of us making a safe landing?” Travis asked.

      “Fifty percent.”

      Oh god. “We have two days though, right? Can’t we do something to fix the problem?”

      She smiled, but her eyes didn’t light up. “Reynolds and BEK are working on it. Lloyd is doing what he can to safeguard the cargo in the event...” She cleared her throat and stood taller. “In the event that some of us don’t make it.”

      “What do you mean some of us?”

      She kept her gaze on a spot above Becca’s head. “In the event we should crash, the front of the ship would take the brunt of the impact and any crew on board the bridge would be killed on collision. There may be other casualties, but BEK is unable to calculate for sure where the second danger zone will be on the ship and advises remaining in the lounge or cabin areas as they are the most cushioned.”

      Wait, was she saying? “No!” Becca was on her feet. “You can’t do this. There has to be another way.”

      Her jaw tightened, and her eyes flashed, reminding Becca who she was. That she was Captain Rivers’ daughter—the daughter of the most decorated space pilot in the world.

      “The cargo is the priority,” her mother said. “The cargo must be delivered and protected at all costs. Do you understand me?”

      Throat dry and thick with emotion, Becca nodded. “I understand.” Her eyes burned with the need to cry. No. Not here. Not now.

      Jenkins stood slowly. “Come with me. You’re all due for your post-cryo medical.”

      “What’s the point if we’re going to crash anyway?” Sarah asked.

      Becca turned on her, eyes blazing. “We are not going to crash. Because we have the best fucking pilot at the helm.”

      Darwin cleared his throat. “I’ll be in the chapel...if anyone needs to talk.” He left the room.

      Two days left. Two days until they knew whether they were going to live or die.
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      “What does this mean?” Sarah asked her father.

      She was agitated, really agitated. Becca could see it in the tightness around her friend’s eyes, and the whiteness of her clenched knuckles.

      “We’ll be fine,” Lloyd said.  His eyes remained fixed on the monitors that provided data on the embryos. “Captain Rivers is an excellent pilot. If anyone can land this baby, then it’s her.” His tone was flat though, almost a rehearsed speech.

      They were standing above the embryo cryogenic chamber—a whole floor containing embryos in various stages of development. Becca pressed her hands to the thick glass separating them from the room below.

      “The next generation,” Travis said.

      “Yeah.” But not if they crashed and burned.

      Dr Lloyd made a note in his ring binder and then tucked it back under his desk. “Go grab a bite to eat. Watch a movie. Just do something to take your mind off things. Leave this to us. Everything will be fine.”

      But once again his expression belied his words. Why had she bothered following Sarah down here? The only person that could put her mind at rest was the woman who’d be navigating this thing in less than forty-eight hours.

      Becca headed for the door.

      “Where are you going?” Travis asked.

      “I need to see my mother.”

      “She’ll be with BEK. Not to be disturbed,” Lloyd said.

      Why did he look so shifty?

      “Why? What are they doing?”

      Lloyd sighed. “You’ll need to ask your mother about that.”

      “Dad?” Sarah’s brows came down in a frown. “We’re not kids. You need to tell us how serious this really is. What the heck is going on?”

      Lloyd dropped into his swivel seat. “My vote was to tell you everything. But the others were worried you’d panic and lose it.”

      Becca’s stomach dropped. “Tell us.”

      “The damage is worse than the captain let on. There’s a hull breach that’s been patched, but will most likely reopen upon entry into the planet’s atmosphere. Some of the navigational equipment for manual override has also been affected, which will make it harder for the captain to keep the ship on course. A crash is inevitable. The only thing we don’t know is how bad it will be.”

      “Oh god.” Sarah clutched her stomach and Lloyd pulled her into his arms. “You stay in the lounge when we land. It’s the safest place to be. Jenkins and Reynolds will be with you.”

      “What about you?” Sarah asked.

      “I need to be here with the cargo.”

      Her bottom lip jutted out in defiant mode that Becca had come to recognise. “Well in that case, I’m staying with you.”

      “Sarah, please...”

      She crossed her arms under her breasts. “I’m staying with you.” Her voice quivered.

      Travis cleared his throat. “I need to speak to my dad.”

      Leaving the father and daughter to their battle of wills, Becca exited into the corridor, Travis at her back.

      He grabbed her arm and pulled her against him, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. “I’ll find you in a bit.”

      She nodded. He strode off to find his dad. Lloyd had said the captain was busy, but the captain was also a mum, and Becca’s mum was never too busy of her daughter.
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      Becca hovered outside the bridge. The door was shut. This was the out of bounds area, a place she’d only seen once—on the tour upon arrival. But her mother was on the bridge with BEK and Becca needed to see her. To talk to her and look into her eyes and have her say that it was really going to be okay, that she could do this, that Lloyd was wrong. She raised a hand to activate the two-way intercom just as the door swished open and her mother came striding out.

      Her eyes widened when she saw Becca. Her pupils flitted back and forth as if she was wrestling with a decision, and then she stepped back onto the bridge. “Come in.”

      Had she heard right?

      Her mother grabbed her arm and tugged her into the room beyond. The door closed softly behind them, and Becca was once again awed by the beauty of open space staring back at her. The bridge was a window to what lay beyond, and a blue-black blanket rippled before them.

      “What is that?”

      “They call it the Starlight Blue,” BEK said. “When the company’s first space probe travelled to Earth 2, the photographs of this phenomenon were one of the talking points of the summit that met to decide whether we would be moving forward in our evacuation of Earth 1.”

      “They call it the doorway to our new world,” her mother said. “The planet is already visible to us, just beyond the haze.”

      “What is it?” Becca stared up at the shifting miasma of blue-black laced with turquoise.

      “A mixture of gases and particles of space dust from long dead planets,” BEK said.

      It was beautiful and terrifying. “Are we going to die?” The words were out of her mouth before she could think them through.

      Her mother sighed. “I don’t know.”

      Ice flooded Becca’s veins because her mother always knew. Those words had never crossed her mother’s lips, not when it came to Becca. When it came to her daughter, the captain would always have a firm answer. It made Becca feel safe, but now it was as if the net had been ripped out from under her.

      “Becca,” her mother said softly. “Whatever happens, I will always be with you. I promise you this. You will never have to be alone.”

      Becca took a shuddering breath. “I want to be here, on the bridge, with you.”

      “No.” Her mother stood taller. “That isn’t possible.”

      “But Sarah gets to stay with her dad.” She hated how childish and whiney she sounded.

      Her mother gripped Becca’s shoulders. “If you’re here with me I won’t be able to focus. I need to focus, Becca. Do you understand?”

      She did, of course she did. “I’m sorry. I just.” Damn the tears clouding her vision. But then her mum’s arms were around her and the scent of soap and shampoo filled her nostrils. The clean aroma, her mother’s signature scent, filled Becca’s head. After several long beats her mother pulled away, and Becca watched as her expression smoothed out.

      “Go find your friends. Keep busy. I’ll come speak to you later.” The captain was back.

      Becca left the room to her mother issuing instructions to BEK.

      Less than thirty-six hours until they found out whether they lived or died.
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      Her mother’s kiss lingered on her forehead. The smell of the lavender soap she liked to use still filled her head like a phantom scent.

      “I’m scared,” Sarah said.

      Lloyd had put his foot down in the end, and here she was with the two of them, in the lounge. Jenkins and Reynolds had yet to join them.

      “Where’s your dad?” Sarah asked Travis.

      “On the bridge,” he said tightly.

      Oh crap. Why hadn’t he told her? Becca shot him an enquiring glance, but he kept his gaze straight ahead. The seats they occupied were bolted to the floor and they’d been instructed to strap themselves in. Here, in the belly of the craft, they’d be safe from most of the impact. But if the ship exploded, it was all over.

      They’d been given an exit plan, instructions to leave the ship as soon it was on the ground. Becca hoped their exits weren’t compromised. Where were the others? Jenkins and Reynolds and BEK? Mother had said BEK would be here with them.

      The lounge door opened and the doctor and technician came striding in. They strapped into seats, faces solemn. Travis swallowed hard. He was probably thinking about his dad on the bridge with Becca’s mum. But then the door opened again and Father Darwin entered, followed by BEK. Travis sat up enquiringly, but Darwin’s expression was stormy.

      Reynolds was the one to ask. “What happened?”

      Darwin took a seat and strapped in. “She locked me out.” His jaw was tense.

      Oh no. She was all alone on that bridge. She shouldn’t have to do this alone. Travis grabbed her hand as it reached to unlock the security belt. Anger flashed through her veins like the first lightning strike of a terrifying storm. It was okay for him. His dad was here. His dad would be safe. But then her mother’s voice filled the room.

      “We knew from the start what we may need to sacrifice to preserve our race. That the cargo came first and our lives second.”

      It wasn’t coming from the intercom. The voice was coming from BEK. A recording. Was that what her mother had been doing on the bridge yesterday?

      Her mother continued. “BEK and I have run every possible scenario, and there are none in which the bridge remains intact on impact.”

      No…

      “Becca, I meant what I said. A part of me will always be with you. BEK has my mind map. My body may be gone, but I will be with you for as long as you need me. Be strong. Be wise. Live.” She broke off for a moment. “It has been a pleasure knowing you all.”

      The communication ended and Becca’s world crumbled just as the ship began to shudder

      They were entering Earth 2’s atmosphere.

      Travis grabbed her hand, but she barely felt it. Her mother was on the bridge. Her mother would die.

      The shuddering intensified until her teeth were rattling in her head, until her brain was slamming against her skull. This was bad, this was too much, this was—

      Something slammed into her chest. Bone-crushing force knocked the breath from her lungs and turned the world upside down. Her head slammed back against the back of her seat, and then there was darkness.
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      Becca woke to pounding in her skull and fire in her chest.

      Damn.

      She sat up, every bone protesting. Light flickered in the dark—intermittent flashes illuminating the carnage in short, sharp bursts. Her eyes were heavy, filled with grit and protest.

      “H-hello…” It hurt to talk.

      Her fingers traced the safety belt across her chest. It chaffed and squeezed. Too tight, way too tight. Had to get it off before she suffocated. She fumbled for the release button, her fingers too clumsy as her mind struggled to control them. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t breathe. Deep breaths, she had to take deep breaths. If panic got the better of her, then she wasn’t getting out. End of. This would be her death place. Her mother would be so pissed off with her if she let this be her final resting place.

      Her mother.

      Becca found the release and the belt snapped away. She sucked greedily at the air, finding little relief. They’d landed. Crash-landed and her mother had been on the bridge.

      Her ribs ached from the straps and whatever had struck her in the crash. Despite the flashes of light, her vision remained too hazy to make out definite detail. At least there were no broken ribs. Dr Jenkins would have to check her out to be sure.

      The struggling lights died and a green dot sprang to life, bouncing about in the dark. Must be BEK.

      “Becca?”

      For a moment, just a little morsel of hope was given centre stage. Her mother was alive, was calling to her and coming to hug her and tell her she was fine and there’d been no need for the goodbye message, how silly of her.

      “Becca? Are you okay?”

      It wasn’t her mother’s voice. It was Dr Jenkins and she was pressing a hand to Becca’s forehead.

      “I-I’m fine.” Becca brushed her off and got to her feet. What a damn lie. Tears stung her eyes, leaving burning traces down her cheeks.

      Her mother was on the bridge.

      “BEK,” Reynolds said. “Damage report.”

      “Dad?” she heard Sarah say before BEK could respond.

      “Some of the cargo has been lost in the crash.” BEK said. “The ship is grounded and all living personnel must leave immediately in line with exit instructions that were provided. Power has been lost to this section of the ship, but escape is still achievable. We must exit now.”

      “Living personnel?” Dr Jenkins said. “BEK, please report the condition of people aboard the ship.”

      “Aside from the lost cargo, there is one casualty.” He took a moment to answer, as if a human were about to break the bad news. “I am afraid Dr Lloyd suffered severe head trauma.”

      Becca heard Sarah gasp.

      “His injuries proved to be fatal.”

      “Dad? Dad?” Sarah shrieked. “Get the lights on, get the lights on. Get the lights on!”

      “We have to leave,” BEK said. “That is of upmost importance. I will bring Dr Lloyd outside once you have departed.”

      “Dad!”

      Becca wanted to run to her friend, but she couldn’t see a damn thing aside from BEK’s green dot. He hadn’t mentioned her mum. Her stomach tightened. BEK had given that report and her mum had been left off it.

      Could she be alive?

      She followed the green dot, Sarah’s wailing ringing in her ears. Her knee collided with something solid and pain exploded up her leg. No crying out, just sucking the air through her teeth and pressing on.

      Sarah, oh Sarah. It was awful, so damn awful. Poor Dr Lloyd. What the hell were they gonna do now?

      Mum. All she could think about was her mum. However loud the sobs were, or how loud the voices trying to provide comfort were, no matter how much her chest and knee hurt, all she could do was hurry. Impatience pushed her on, smacking her with guilt at her selfishness. A part of her didn’t care. Her mum could be alive. BEK may not have mentioned the captain because the captain was alive.

      Becca stumbled, almost falling on her face. A hand grabbed her shoulder and steadied her.

      “Thanks,” she said to whoever it was.

      “You’re welcome,” Travis said.

      His voice was so good to hear.

      It took mere minutes to get out of the chamber, down the emergency corridor and out into dazzling sunlight.

      Her eyes burned under the powerful rays. The heat hit with full blazing force. It was like the summer days of old, those really amazing summer says that most people hated because it was too hot, but ones she loved. There was nothing like a day on the beach under a baking sun with friends, relaxing the hours away. But this was too much. She couldn’t see. Hand shielding her face, she watched the people gather around her. Sarah was on the ground, in lush green grass, pouring her grief out.

      Wobbly feet and a spinning head, she fell on her butt, hard.

      Sarah coughed and continued with choking sobs.

      Becca should crouch beside her, pull her friend into a hug, let Sarah bury her head in her shoulder. Let her know she was there for her. But her mum was gone too, her mum—

      “Oh my god,” Dr Jenkins said.

      Becca blinked over and over, her vision clearing. There he was, eyes wide open and blood pouring from his nose and down his chin. Dead. Their brilliant doctor who won prizes for all the wonderful things he could do with genetics, one of the most important men left.

      Dead.

      Sarah screamed.

      A shadow fell over her.

      “Captain Rivers is still conscious,” BEK said. “According to my scanners. I will go to her now.”

      “She’s still…still conscious?”

      “And fading.”

      Becca scrambled to her feet. “I have to see her. Mum! Mum!” She pushed past BEK, running back toward the ship.

      Reynolds blocked her. “You’re not going in there.”

      “Get out of my way.”

      “No. It’s not safe.”

      “My mum is in there. Move!”

      “Your mother is not in there,” BEK said.

      “You, you—” What had he said? “My mother isn’t in there?”

      “No. She is some feet away.”

      “Captain!” Father Darwin yelled.

      “She has been spotted,” BEK said.

      “What the hell?” Becca shoved him and ran as fast as her feet could churn up the grass.

      Father Darwin was on his knees, bent over a body. The body had no legs—they were nearby, strewn across the grass as if they were an irrelevant toy to a bored child. Blood, so much blood.

      Becca gagged and swallowed the bile rising in her throat. Her mum’s face was charred, half her hair burned away. A scream bubbled up Becca’s throat and she slapped a hand over her mouth to quell it. She’d never seen anything so awful in her life. Captain Rivers, the legend, was now a creature of death and devastation. There was no colour to her, and she was barely breathing.

      “Mum.”

      Her mother’s eyes looked up at her, mouth twitching.

      “May the Lord Jesus protect you and lead you into eternal life,” Father Darwin said. And then he recited the Lord’s Prayer.

      Becca fell to her knees as the words spilled from the father’s mouth. The crew gathered at her side. Sarah screamed from some feet away, calling out for her dad. Silent tears spilled down Becca’s cheeks as she held her mother’s gaze. There would be no words from this body, she was sure of that. It would not speak. Her mother was leaving. This was nothing but a shell holding her back. Captain Rivers wasn’t this mess.

      As the final light left her mother’s lovely eyes, Becca joined the symphony of grief with her friend, screaming into the warm air of this new world.
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      An hour later, all Becca could hear was birdsong as she lay on her back. The sky was a magnificent sapphire with no cloud to taint it. The tears had dried up. Everyone had given up trying to talk to her, because words did nothing. Her mum was dead. What the hell could anyone say apart from the usual? Even Sarah’s cries had faded into a buzz. It was over. Everything was over.

      Dr Jenkins had done her thing, made sure all was okay, and left her to it.

      “There is another geneticist in the city,” BEK said.

      “We’d better hope he or she is still alive, then,” Dr Jenkins said. “This is awful, so bloody awful.”

      “She,” BEK said. “Dr Vine. “I also have Dr Lloyd’s mind map installed, as I do all of yours.”

      “We still have a job to do,” Reynolds said. “Whatever happens, we have to stick to the mission. Loss is part of it—we all know that.”

      “You dickhead!” Sarah yelled.

      There were footsteps and grunting and Sarah screaming, but Becca’s limbs felt unresponsive and numb. If she didn’t move, neither would time, she could stay like this forever. Empty under a blue sky.

      “Get a grip!” Reynolds yelled.

      “Sarah! Stop!” Dr Jenkins cried.

      “You cold-hearted bastard! My dad is dead and you say that? You say that? He’s dead! He’s dead!”

      Be wise and live… Becca sat up. “Sarah.”

      Sarah’s head snapped round, her hair flinging everywhere. Her friend’s eyes were wild with heartache.

      “We’ve lost them,” Becca said. “But we can’t lose those we were meant to save.”

      It wasn’t over. What were they to do? Sit back and let everything go to hell? She wanted to, oh how she wanted to. Even sitting up like this was the biggest chore in the universe. But they’d crossed that gateway, that Starlight Blue, to a new world. It had to be worth something. The deaths could not be allowed to be pointless. Some tears sneaked out, but she wiped them away and got to her feet.

      “We have to get to the city,” Becca said. “We have to do it for mum, I mean, Captain Rivers, for Dr Lloyd. All of their hard work has to be for something.”

      “Yes,” Dr Jenkins said. “I know this is terrible, and I’m so sorry. But we have to carry on.”

      “God has spared us for this,” Father Darwin added. “I take comfort in that.”

      Becca nodded. She didn’t truly know where she sat with the God thing, but it gave her a sense of comfort. Even if it was just words, it made her walk over to her friend and put her arms around her.

      Sarah fell into her and sobbed. Becca sobbed right back.

      “We-We’ll say goodbye,” Becca whispered. “Then we’ll d-d-do t-t-them proud.”

      A hand sliding across her back, an arm snaking round to embrace her. Travis. He rested his head on hers, and she felt him breathing. She sobbed some more, locked together with her friends.

      “The ship is safe to return to,” BEK said. “But the power is erratic.”

      Becca listened, not ready to come out of her bubble.

      “I need to get in there,” Reynolds said. “Route all the power to the cryo chamber. Can you help me with that, BEK?”

      “Of course.”
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      Later, in the middle of the afternoon, Reynolds and BEK returned with shovels. Not the typical kind, but powerful instruments to churn up the dirt. To dig a grave. All Becca could do was watch.

      After the burial, after the candles and the lovely words, they gathered outside the ship, remaining supplies packed for the journey.

      Becca had finally taken in her surroundings. A meadow of green, the flora and fauna like home, but the colours different. The green of the grass was tinged with silver, and some of the daises took the shape of tulips, but were still daisies. Buttercups, at least that was the closest thing they looked related to, were blue. That whole liking butter test was moot on this world—unless there was blueberry butter or something. The meadow stretched west, up into a hill, and was swallowed by a forest to the east.

      “All the power is isolated for the embryos,” Reynolds said. “Torches all round for me.”

      “Will you be okay?” Dr Jenkins asked.

      “Yeah, no problem. Who cares about a little power? I got a torch and a book. That’ll do me.”

      Reynolds was a dick most of the time, a guy not too hard to figure out—until he pulled out this side of him. Staying behind in the ship for the greater good upped his respect points, which were once in the minuses.

      “I’m staying too,” Sarah said.

      “What?” Becca said. That was a bolt out of nowhere.

      “You can’t,” Reynolds said. “I don’t need—”

      “You’re tech,” Sarah said. “I’m the daughter of a brilliant geneticist. You need me to stay. Until that person can come help, I’m the best we have to take care of them.”

      “I should stay,” Dr Jenkins said.

      “Why?” Sarah asked. “Look, this is the field I study, following in my father’s footsteps. It has to be me.”

      “Make sense,” Reynolds said, folding his arms across his chest.

      Sarah turned to Becca. “Get it done, get us help.”

      “I will scan the terrain as we go,” BEK said.

      “You’re not staying with the ship?” Father Darwin asked.

      “I am needed in the travelling party.”

      “But you have Dr Lloyd’s mind map,” Dr Jenkins said. “You need to stay.”

      “No,” Sarah said. “You can’t go without BEK. As he said, he can scan the terrain, keep you safe.”

      “And what if we lose him?”

      “You won’t.”

      “We can’t take that risk,” Father Darwin said.

      “You need him,” Reynolds said. “All he can do here is done. If you go out there alone without him to watch your step, then everything will be over. Get to the city, get back here with help. Maybe the other ship will land in the meantime.”

      “The city lies to the east. Six miles,” BEK said.

      The forest. Becca didn’t like the look of the forest, the way it swallowed the sunlight.

      “For them,” Sarah said.

      Becca stopped staring at the dark trees. “For them.” She took her friend’s hands. “I love you.”

      “You too,” Sarah said. “Be safe.”

      She set off with BEK, Dr Jenkins, Father Darwin and Travis, heading for hope.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      There was a strange silver light in the forest, a spooky glow that lit the dirt path. A filtration of the sunlight through the leaves, or so BEK said.

      “You okay?” Travis asked as they walked together. “Stupid question. Sorry.”

      “No, it’s not stupid. I’m not okay, but I’m walking, so that’s all better than nothing. Thank you for caring.”

      “You don’t need to thank me for that.”

      He put an arm around her. “I hope Sarah will be all right with Reynolds.”

      “You mean you hope he’ll be okay. She’ll kick his arse back to Earth 1 and back if he pisses her off too much.”

      Travis chuckled. “Yeah, that’s what I meant.”

      He was solid, his grip helping to keep her from falling apart. Travis and the determination to do her mum proud, to save her people and make some sort of future of Earth 2, were her driving forces. That was scary, the whole idea of a future. It would all be new and fresh, minus her mum. She didn’t want to think about that. Not now. A mental slap and she took some deep breaths. Travis squeezed her shoulder. They made a good team in keeping her sane.

      BEK was busy scanning everything, reporting on all he found.

      “A robin’s nest,” he said this time, looking up into the canopy of leaves. “Two heads.”

      “Two heads?” Dr Jenkins said.

      “Yes. I am picking up two heads and one heart.”

      “So a variation of Siamese twins for birds?”

      BEK cocked his head left, then right. “No such trace.”

      “So a common species, then?” Dr Jenkins said.

      “It appears to be,” BEK replied.

      Hopefully it was a case of different planet, different rules, and not some contamination. “No chemical traces,” BEK said, as if reading Becca’s thoughts. “Therefore it is an indigenous bird to this forest.”

      The way the android could simply look up and down, left and right, and gather all that information was creepy, and kind of cool.

      Becca left Travis’s side, moving up beside BEK.

      “Hello, Becca,” he said.

      “Hi. Erm, I have something to ask you.”

      “What is it?”

      “Can you be—” Her mum. She wanted him to be her mum, to use that downloaded mind map and let her have her mum. Just for a little while, just to hear her voice and talk about warm memories, laugh about the funny things. She had to stop herself. It wouldn’t be right. Not now.

      Not now.

      BEK looked away. “Squirrel,” he said. “Pink. There. Can you see it?”

      She did. Up the tree it went, pausing to look with a nut in its mouth, then darting up the chunky trunk out of sight.

      “Wow,” Travis said behind her.

      “Yeah,” she said. “A pink squirrel.” She’d never seen a red one back home, having died out years ago, so this made up for it.

      A rustling came from the left.

      “Child,” BEK said. “Human child.”

      “You sure?” Becca said.

      “Yes. Male.”

      Becca couldn’t see anything, couldn’t even hear the rustling anymore.

      “Gone,” BEK said.

      “Weird.”

      “Get it off! Get it off!” Father Darwin screamed.

      “Dad?”

      Becca spun round too see Darwin hopping around on one foot.

      “It’s just a slug,” Dr Jenkins said.

      “Get it off!”

      “Calm down. Hold still.” The doctor crouched down to Darwin’s trembling shoe.

      “Please do not touch that slug,” BEK said.

      “I wasn’t going to. I’m not stupid.”

      “The slug’s slime contains something.” BEK walked over, crouching beside the doctor. “Interesting.”

      “What is it?”

      “Norovirus.”

      Dr Jenkins leapt to her feet. “The winter vomiting bug?”

      “Yes.”

      “Oh my god!” She stepped well away from the Father, as did Becca.

      “It is not airborne,” BEK said. “But I would advise not touching this creature.”

      “Please get it off,” Father Darwin said.

      “Here.” Travis pulled out a bottle of water and poured it from as high as he could. It splashed the slimy brown thing until it rolled off. He continued to wash his father’s foot as the slug slivered away as quick as a snake.

      “That was one quick slug,” Becca said.

      “Let’s just get out of here,” Father Darwin said.

      Just over two hours of walking, with no more slugs in sight, brought them to the forest edge. The light was blinding as the forest gave way to more meadow on the other side. A breeze had picked up, providing relief from the heat of the afternoon.

      “The city,” BEK said.

      “Oh my,” Dr Jenkins added.

      There it was, across the meadow, surrounded by a ring of water, a vast mass in the sea of grass. The city was a mish-mash of architecture from Earth 1. There were glass towers, like the Shard in London, a structure just like Burj Khalifa in Dubai, and even an Eifel Tower. Buildings went from gothic, to modern, to brutalism, to legendary icons, all packed in together to make one odd, yet amazing skyline.

      “Wow,” Travis said. “They’ve sure been busy these past sixty odd years.”

      “I’ll say,” Becca said.

      The water glistened in the sunlight. God, it looked so fresh, so drinkable and swimmable. Her body cried out for it, cells longing to get drenched and clean. But she wasn’t stupid enough to give in to temptation. Anything could be in there, hungry as hell and just waiting for some brainless fool to take the plunge.

      BEK took point and headed for the water’s edge, the grass giving way to sand. Gentle waves lapped lazily at the shore, and the air had the tang of brine on it.

      “Aquatic life,” BEK said. “Waters are tidal, it seems, flowing east. Several species of trout, salmon, tuna and pike, even oysters. Their genetics differ greatly from Earth 1, but remain similar. An octopus, larger than any recorded in history.”

      “Really?” Travis said. “That’s amazing.”

      BEK tilted his head. “Two brains. Something else, no match to previous discoveries found. I would highly recommend staying out of the water.”

      “No problem there,” Travis said. “Me and water only go together when a shower’s involved.”

      “Look,” Becca said, “there’s a bridge up ahead.”

      BEK took point and she followed close behind, Travis keeping up with her.

      “This place,” Travis said, “is like a best of Earth 1.”

      “Pretty cool. Can’t wait to get inside and see what else is in there.”

      “I guess so.”

      “What is it?”

      She caught him watching the city as he walked. He didn’t look at her when he spoke. “Something not quite right.”

      “How can you say that?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know?”

      “I just have a feeling.”

      She mirrored him and took it all in. It didn’t give her a feeling of dread. All she wanted to do was get in and get help. She wanted out of the sun. She needed action so the pain wouldn’t take over.

      But Travis’s reaction sent a shiver down her spine. Was he a little paler? Were his shoulders slumped? This wasn’t him. He bit his lower lip over and over, eyes never leaving the city.

      “Travis?”

      He didn’t seem to hear her.

      “Why was there a child playing in the forest all alone?”

      “Probably just a city kid playing. Who knows what the rules are here.” Although the whole child in the forest had creeper her out too.

      BEK came to a halt at the bridge.

      A man was waiting there, dressed all in black, his hair long and silver.

      Becca stepped around BEK to get a closer look.

      “Hello?” the man called and hurried down the bridge.

      “Human,” BEK said.

      “I gathered that.”

      The man got closer and stopped a few feet away. “You’re here. You’re finally here.” His smile was nothing short of beaming. “You bring the new hope.”

      “We do,” Dr Jenkins said. “But our ship crashed. We need help. We need Dr Vine.”

      “Oh no. Did the cargo survive?”

      “Some loss,” Jenkins replied. “We need to get the survivors into the city, into a more sustainable environment.”

      “Of course. Please follow me. I am James Green, mayor of the city. I will get people on to this straight away. We have salvage vehicles for such incidents.”

      Becca looked at Travis. He looked like he was going to throw up.

      “Thank you,” Father Darwin said. Becca saw him look up to the sky as he said it.

      BEK was scanning everything, but remaining silent. Becca stayed close to Travis as the doctor and Father Darwin walked with the mayor.

      “You okay?” Becca said.

      “No.”

      “He’s helping us. Everything’s going to be fine.”

      They passed through iron gates, leading into a wide street which was a cross between Piccadilly Circus and the canalled streets of Amsterdam. There was even a windmill tucked in between two large stone buildings. She passed a closed bakery, wishing it was open. It looked so quaint and lovely. She imagined the smell of fresh bread, the iced buns all lined up and ready for her to devour. That was always a Saturday morning treat for her and her mum—iced buns and coffee with fresh cream for breakfast to kick off the weekend.

      “Jesus,” Becca said. “This is something else.”

      “Where are the people?” Travis said. “This is a city. Cities are busy.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Open your damn eyes.”

      She froze. Eyes well and truly open. There was no one in sight, not a soul. She hadn’t noticed.

      “What the hell?”

      Father Darwin and Dr Jenkins were up ahead, quite a bit further ahead, with the mayor, huddled with him over by a canal boat.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Human child,” BEK said.

      She turned to him. “What? Where?”

      A boy ran out of the bakery. His face was filthy and he was dressed in rags. A stale sweat smell wafted off him. He was joined by a girl. They both looked to be about twelve.

      “You have to run,” the boy said.

      “Who are you?”

      “Travis?” Father Darwin called. “Becca?”

      “Hello,” a new voice said.

      Becca jumped at the woman who came from nowhere. The woman focused on the children for a second. “Inhospitable,” she said, before turning her attention back to Becca and Travis.

      “Travis?” Darwin called again.

      But Travis ignored him, his attention split between the newcomer and the children. The boy and the girl backed away.

      “I’m Dr Green,” the woman said. “Welcome to the city.”

      “Run,” the girl whispered from behind her.

      “What’s your name?” Dr Green asked.

      “B-Becca.”

      “There’s no need to be so alarmed. This is your home now. I know it will take some getting used to, but your life can begin again, right here with us.”

      Her eyes weren’t right, they were off. Becca was locked into them. Tiny things moved in them, grey pixels spreading across the green irises, seeping out and flooding the whole cornea.

      “What the—”

      “Not hospitable yet,” she said. “But if you stay a while, you will soon see.” She smiled, the action forced and jerky. “We are so glad you came. You left us, but now you have returned.”

      “What was she talking about?

      Becca blinked and stepped back suddenly, released from the spell.

      “Do not be alarmed. We are already inside you, and soon you will be inside the hive.”

      Her tone was hypnotic and terror flooded through Becca.

      “Becca?” Dr Jenkins called.

      “Foreign entity,” BEK said.

      “Becca!” Travis’s voice.

      “The hive welcomes you.” The woman reached for her.

      Something slammed into Becca, but didn’t knock her down. Breath caught in her throat and she was running, part-dragged by Travis.

      “Running is a very good idea,” BEK said.

      The boy and the girl led the way back out of the city.

      “So much foreign entity,” BEK said. “Life form is unknown.”

      “Come on!” the boy cried, speeding up.

      Becca did the same, pushing herself through the iron gates. Seconds later, they slammed shut behind her. She yelped.

      “Dad!” Travis called.

      “We have to go,” the girl said.

      “I can’t leave him there.” He grabbed Becca’s shoulders. “We left them! We left them!”

      Footsteps. Father Darwin and Doctor Jenkins appeared at the gates with Dr Vine and Mayor Green close behind them.

      “Do not run,” Darwin said.

      “Dad?”

      Darwin’s voice didn’t sound right.

      “They’re taken,” the boy said. “Too old.”

      Becca’s veins filled with ice. “What did you just say?”

      “We have to go. They’re opening the gates!”

      “There is no need to fear the hive,” Darwin said. “Son, come home. Join me.”

      “Join us,” Jenkins added.

      “The hive,” all four said as one.

      It was Becca’s turn to grab Travis. “Come on!”

      “To the forest,” the boy cried. “Now!”

      The gates were grinding open. Becca didn’t need telling twice. She ran, her mind screaming a million things. This wasn’t supposed to happen. Maybe she was still unconscious on the ship. This wasn’t happening. This wasn’t happening.

      Travis tripped and fell, crashing into grass. She dug in her heels, coming to a stop to help him up. Engines roared behind her, churning the air with movement and sound.

      “They’re coming!”

      Travis was back on his feet, back at her side. They sprinted across the ground until the forest swallowed them up once more.

      “This way,” the girl said, leading them off the dirt path.

      Through bracken and over fallen logs, the children led them to a thicket of brambles, with just enough room to crawl inside. BEK struggled, but Travis dragged him through just in time for a motorbike to come down the dirt path.

      “Stay still and silent,” the boy said.

      Through the foliage they watched Father Darwin sitting on the bike, engine idling. Travis’s breath trembled, but he didn’t say a word. Darwin scanned the landscape as BEK would, but slower. Another bike joined Darwin—Dr Jenkins clinging to Dr Vine. They scanned too. Agonising moments passed before the bikes turned and went back they way they’d come.

      It took some minutes before Becca felt brave enough to speak. “What’s going on?”

      “Hosts,” BEK said before the children could say anything. “They are hosts to an alien life form.”

      Becca’s head was spinning.

      “This whole planet is infected,” the boy said. “It gets the adults. All of them.”

      “Not safe,” the girl added.

      “It lives in the soil, activating in the grownups and taking them into the hive.” The boy continued. “We’re all infected just by being on this planet. They leave us alone, knowing it’s only a matter of time until we join them. But you brought fresh cargo. Embryos that are sealed and uninfected. They’ll want the cargo to swell their numbers.”

      “How old before the parasite activates?” Travis said.

      “Not sure, but it’s got some twenty-ish year olds. Got my brother—he’s twenty-two.”

      “We have to stop them,” Becca said. “There must be a cure or something.”

      “There is no stopping it,” the boy said. “This planet is doomed. We’re all doomed. You should’ve stayed away.”

      “We had to come here. Our world isn’t safe for us anymore.”

      “BEK?” Travis said. “Why didn’t you pick up on this earlier?”

      “I could make no sense of it until it was too late. My software was confused.”

      “Confused?”

      “This life form’s signature is part-biological and part-mechanical. It was being masked by the human host element, but I believe upon closer inspection that it is some kind of parasite, an artificial intelligence. On further analysis, now that I am aware what to search for, I can see traces of it in the soil. You have all been exposed.”

      Becca clutched her head. “You have to do something. Get it out.”

      “I will need to extensively study the parasite. The lab on the ship is not equipped for such a task. But the fact that it has not taken control of your brain already suggests it requires a mature brain to take control.”

      “So my brain isn’t mature?”

      “Not enough for the parasite to assimilate with it. But to understand how it achieves its objective, I would need to study it further.”

      “The city has a lab, right?”

      “Yes it does.”

      “Then we need to get the city back. We get back to the ship and we send a distress signal to the other cargo ship, then we formulate a plan.”

      “Where did you land?” the girl asked.

      “Follow me,” BEK said. “I will guide us back.”

      “Is it safe to break cover?” Becca asked. “I don’t want to get caught before we even try.”

      The boy sniffed the air before answering. “Go now, or don’t go at all.”
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      All the way to the ship, Becca could hear the engines in the distance. Sometimes too close, so hiding again would be in order. But the hive didn’t get close enough to catch them.

      Darwin and Jenkins were lost to whatever the hell this thing was. Shit! Reynolds was probably infected too. What if he’d hurt Sarah or infected the cargo? They couldn’t lose the cargo!

      “We need to hurry. Reynolds could be one of them by now.” She urged the others on.

      She was the first out of the forest and back to the meadow where the ship was waiting, it’s body a charred and battered husk. The sun was lower in the sky, casting a golden glow over everything. She wasn’t ready for sunset. The night couldn’t come yet. Not yet.

      Becca ran at the ship, banging on the door when she got there.

      “Sarah! Reynolds!”

      The sound of engines filled the air.

      “They’re coming,” the girl said.

      “Please open up!”

      “Reynolds!” Travis joined in.

      “I will log into the system,” BEK said, “and open the door from here. There is some auxiliary power”

      “You can do that?” Becca asked.

      “Yes.”

      He didn’t need to. The hatch door opened and Sarah was standing there. “What’s wrong?”

      “Everyone in,” Becca said.

      “Where’s Darwin and Jenkins? Who’re the kids?”

      BEK closed the door once they were all safely inside and sealed it through his interface with the ship. The last thing Becca saw was a motorbike breaking the tree-line.

      “I got the power up and running,” Reynolds said as he walked toward them. “Cryogenic was fine with the back-up generator kicking in.”

      Travis rushed him, pushed him into the empty room, and slammed the door. “Seal it,” he ordered BEK.

      The door clicked.

      Reynolds banged against the round port window. “What the fuck is going on?”

      “I’m sorry,” Travis said. “You could have been infected with a parasite. We’re all probably infected, but because of your age, you’re more at risk of turning.”

      Reynolds stared at them, incredulous. “What the heck are you—” He blinked rapidly, his face contorting and twitching. His hand went to his cheek, and his eyes widened as if in the face of some magnificent revelation, and then his features smoothed out.

      “You must not resist,” he said. “Give us the cargo. We wish you no harm.”

      “They have us surrounded,” BEK said.

      Reynolds smiled beatifically, the gesture alien on his usually sour face. Becca stepped away from the door, her stomach churning with anxiety.

      It was time for action. “We can’t let them get their hands on the cargo. BEK, make sure all entrances to the ship are sealed, and send a signal to Cargo 2. Do it now.”

      BEK nodded, but didn’t move. He didn’t need to. After a long second he blinked and smiled. “Both actions completed.”

      She was taking charge, taking action just as her mum would have wanted.

      “Cargo 2 just hailed us,” BEK said.

      “Inform them what’s happening. Tell them not to land.”

      “There is nowhere for them to go. Fuel will have been depleted. The ships were meant to make a one-way journey. They have no recourse but to land.

      “And if they do then all the adults on board will be infected,” Travis said. “Dammit!”

      “BEK, open up a communication link with the other ship,” Becca instructed.

      BEK inclined his head then went perfectly still. “Cargo 2, Cargo 2. This is Cargo 1. Come in.”

      There was a buzz of static. “Cargo 1, we are about to enter orbit.”

      Becca cleared her throat. “Hello, this is Becca Rivers—Captain Rivers’ daughter. We have a problem.” She filled the captain in as succinctly and quickly as she could.

      “I see the quandary, Miss Rivers. But we have limited options. Thankfully, we have a military presence on board and plenty of biohazard suits. You say this hive has you surrounded?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. While they focus on you, we will take the city. If this parasite is indeed mechanical, then a strong electromagnetic field should deter it.”

      “A force field?”

      “A shield, yes. We can use the ship’s core to run it while we search for a more permanent solution. This is our home now, and I’ll be damned if I’m gonna turn tail and run.”

      Travis grabbed Becca’s hand and gave it a squeeze.

      “What about us?”

      “Once we have the city, we’ll send a couple of pod ships to pick you up. You’ll need to gather in the cryo chamber and we’ll beam personnel and cargo on board.”

      They had beam technology? Damn. Maybe this could work after all. “Thank you, captain.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Outside the ship, the hive waited, unsuspecting of what was to come. This planet was supposed to be their home, and with the tenacity of humanity, they would claim it.
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      Behind her, the city was bursting with life. And before her, beyond the shield, was the dead expanse of the grey, a world they’d pumped full of a specially synthesised toxin to keep the hive at bay. So far it had worked. The infected steered clear and the city prospered.  Despite their best efforts, the civilians on Cargo 2 had also become infected upon setting foot on the planet. The few adults who’d been suited up until the shields went up had thought themselves safe, but the parasite was in the soil and they too had fallen prey. They were all gone now, exiled into the grey and beyond to join the hive.

      The last two years had flown by in a flurry of settling in and safeguarding, and in the search of a cure. A cure they were close to finding, but not close enough. BEK worked tirelessly to find a solution. Some way to eradicate the threat from the soil and their bodies, but for Becca it was too late.

      The one year she’d had with Travis had been bittersweet. Filled with as much love as they could cram into it and, yes, they’d had a child.  Her eyes burned with unshed tears. No. She couldn’t think about Yana now—the baby she would most likely never see again. Instead, she focused on Travis. He was out there somewhere—beyond the grey. Was he waiting for her? Did any part of him remain? Would any part of her remain?

      “You ready?” Sarah said.

      The sixteen year old guard waved them forward, toward the exit doorway built into the electromagnetic shield.

      “We’re going to miss you,” he said.

      Becca nodded. “Yeah. I’ll miss you guys too.” But would she? Would she feel anything? Fear was a fist clamped around her heart.

      Sarah slipped a hand into hers. “Come on. Let’s go.”

      Together they slipped through the shield and into the grey. The mist enveloped them. There were two options. They could keep walking or they could sit down and wait to die. The toxins in the atmosphere weren’t deadly to the parasite outside of a host, but once it was bonded to one, the grey would kill it. Only problem was, it would kill the host too. But wasn’t death preferable to life as a puppet?

      Becca stopped walking.

      “Come on,” Sarah said. “We’re running out of time. If we stop, we die.”

      Becca could feel it too—the sense of impending something, the tickle at the base of her brain. It sent a chill down her spin. The parasite’s disembodied fingers reached for her consciousness.

      “I can’t. I can’t be that.”

      But Sarah was pulling Becca along. “You’re not dying. I won’t allow it. There could be a cure someday, and the tracker BEK planted inside us will help them to locate us and cure us.”

      If, maybe, possibly. What would happen in the meantime? What would she become?

      The grey was thinning.

      “No!” Becca pulled up short.

      “Becca! Look!” Sarah pointed out through the diminishing mist.

      She saw a figure, tall, broad and familiar because she’d held onto that frame every night for a year, knew every dip and curve of that body. Her heart surged up into her throat.

      Travis raised a hand in greeting.

      He knew her. Had come for her. Suddenly death was no longer an option, because life was standing beyond the grey. Uncertain and alien, but still, it was something. It was hope.

      Sarah reached for her hand again and this time Becca didn’t protest. The change was almost upon them. She could sense him now. His familiar heartbeat.

      Together, it said. To be together.

      She walked out of the grey and into the hive.

      

      
        The End
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        Avarax thought becoming human would be fun. He didn’t expect complications associated with the frail form.

      

      When the Last Dragon, Avarax, hears a voice from afar that sings to his Dragonstone, he takes on human form to uncover the source.  With humanity enslaved by orcs for millennia, his new, frail body will experience humiliation he never imagined possible: toe fungus, body odor, and love.

      If he learns to play nice with lesser beings, he could mean the difference between mankind’s freedom and another thousand years of oppression.
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      Stuck in human form for the past decade, Avarax had suffered indignities no dragon should ever endure. Toe fungus. Hangnails. Body odor. The new perspective, closer to the ground, had made him almost sympathetic to the bottom feeders’ plight.

      Almost.  Now they were proliferating again, after the Hellstorm and Long Winter had culled the herd.  Only the best had survived, which was not to say their best were all that good.

      Up ahead, in the shadow of the pyramid, a ragtag band of the pathetic roaches stood in disorganized ranks. The emaciated, olive-skinned men wore tattered rags and held makeshift spears.

      He looked past them to the smooth stone pyramid, and the gemstone sparkling at its top. It pulsated with energy, perhaps enough to chip away at the ward constraining his power.

      A particularly filthy specimen spat at his feet. “You aren’t allowed here, Brownie.”

      Of course. In this land, the bronze complexion and dark hair of his frail form stood out. Avarax yawned.  It never ceased to amaze him how humans made such a big deal out of race, when all color of skin looked and tasted the same when roasted.  Underneath, they were all succulent flesh and thirst-quenching blood.

      “I said halt.” The man leveled the sharp end of the staff at him.

      “Actually, you said, ‘You aren’t allowed here.’” Avarax grinned. Unfortunately, a human mouth couldn’t match a dragon’s in expressing contempt.

      More spears pointed in his direction. Avarax continued toward the pyramid, undaunted.

      With a shout, the first soldier lunged forward with a halfway-decent stab.

      It punctured his shirt, but shattered on his skin. Avarax frowned. Now he’d have to find a new shirt. Not an easy proposition on most days, considering the lawlessness and famine that still ran rampant.

      Then again, the fool who’d just stabbed at him was about the same size. Avarax tightened his fist. “What’s so important that you would risk your miserable life?”

      Backing away, the man stared at his broken spear. Then he puffed his chest out and glared, in a show of bravery that would’ve been admirable had he not kept his distance. “We are the honor guard, fulfilling the Elf Angel’s last command to protect the pyramid, lest the Orc Gods return on their flaming chariots.” He lowered what was left of his weapon.

      Avarax laughed so hard, he would’ve belched sparks had he still been in dragon form. If these rubes only knew. He raised his hand, ready to smite the fool with the little magic he’d regained.

      A voice like the trilling of nightingales, like hers, sang from behind him. “You must be the one. The stars foretold the coming of a dragon in man’s clothing today.”

      He spun around.

      Standing there was a young woman, whose brown hair cascaded down her shoulders in curls. She was comely by human standards, though the roughspun dress made her look like a sack of potatoes.

      Avarax raised an eyebrow. “Who are you?”

      She curtseyed. “I am Dalia Larusso, descendant of the First Diviner.”

      “Is that how you knew I was a dragon?” He raised an eyebrow.

      “Not a real dragon, of course.” She laughed, the sound as pleasant and disarming as the girl who’d betrayed him centuries ago. “The Last Dragon, Avarax, has been asleep for seven centuries.”

      He snorted. No one knew that the ruckus of the Hellstorm had woken him, since he’d immediately been transformed into a human. Against his will.

      She pointed to the heavens. “The Guardian Dragon of Cathay crowns Kor, the Hunter.”

      Avarax squinted, but his human eyes couldn’t make out the stars in daylight. “And?”

      “It portends the coming of a ruler who will restore peace to the land.”

      He searched her eyes. Estomari Diviners could see the future; but in this, she was clearly referring to the other dragon in Tivaralan, the one responsible for his current predicament.  Snarling, he thought back to how his misfortune started.

      [image: ]

      
        700 Years Earlier:  A Snack Uneaten

      

      Avarax wiggled the stubby toes of this new experimental form, marveling at the sensation of mud squishing between them. How humans walked without collapsing in ecstasy was just one of the many questions he planned to answer today, along with an age-old conundrum: which tasted better, orc flesh or human skin?

      The dragonstone in his chest pulsated wildly as he looked up and scanned the fields. People hunched over, hands working in the swampy flats, pulling up weeds from neat rows of greenery. One of their voices had drawn him here from his lair thousands of miles away, yet now the sight of so many made his stomach rumble.  A veritable buffet, and one he could finally enjoy now that they weren’t so tiny that they’d barely register on his taste buds. He strode to join them, feet sinking into soft loam with each step.

      The cool breeze tickled his scaleless skin, sending it erupting in dozens of little bumps. A shiver ran up his spine. The sensation was more satisfying than the taste of humans… albeit, it had been several millennia since he’d actually eaten one.

      His eyes roved over them, looking for one as plump as the so-called princesses they used to offer him as tribute. Not a single one looked like more than a skin bag of bones.  All thin and lanky, with dry, lean muscle.

      His nose wrinkled. Whether it was the fertile soil or the people themselves, the stench smothered his appetite. His gullet twisted, threatening to rebel like the peasants he’d kept when he was a much younger dragon.

      Heads jerked up, no doubt easily, considering the small size of their brains.  Eyes widened at his approach. Several pointed at him and whispered among themselves, while others averted their eyes. No doubt, even in this puny form, he still projected majesty.

      One with a wrinkled face cleared its throat and pointed. “Put on some clothes!”

      Clothes? Avarax looked them over.  Of course, unlike him, they had wrappers. He’d seen many different kinds over the ages, from soft satin to steel rings. With soft flesh instead of scales, they apparently felt the need to cover themselves.  These here wore roughspun sacks, which might leave fibers between his teeth.

      “I said, put on your clothes!” It tilted its head at an impressive angle for a creature with so few neck bones. “Who are you, anyway?”

      Avarax squinted at the bushy white caterpillars above its eyes, which jiggled and slanted upwards. It was a new experience to see a human up close from this angle, even if his new vision wasn’t as sharp. He reached over and ran a finger over the bug. It prickled his fingers.

      The human’s hand shot up, covering the insect. “What, you’ve never seen eyebrows?”

      Avarax raked his gaze over all the people gawking at them.  They all had these so-called eyebrows, one above each eye. He brushed a hand over his own forehead. Apparently, he had them as well.

      “The poor thing.” A trilling voice called from behind the onlookers.

      It was a beautiful voice, and his dragonstone vibrated with it. The voice was what had originally drawn him to this place. Avarax craned his pitifully short neck to see who had spoken.

      An even thinner human pushed through the crowds, a bucket of water sloshing in the crook of its arm. Like the princesses from his youth, this one had mounds on its chest, albeit much smaller.

      Avarax patted his own chest. Finding only tiny, dark circular bumps, he looked at the newcomer.

      Its face was also rounder and smoother than the others gathered around, and surprisingly not as filthy. “This man must have travelled from down south. Look how dark he is. And his eyes are so round.”

      The others murmured and nodded.

      Avarax studied his arms, then looked at the others.  Indeed, his skin tone was the same hue as the bronze weapons humans had used before they’d learned how to work iron, whereas these people were more like the faded gold coins near the bottom of his treasure pile.  Of course, he’d modeled this form off the people who lived not far from his lair…who, in retrospect, had a darker complexion than these, and were certainly much darker than the sickly pale ones who’d once worshipped him as a god and offered him fat princesses.

      The wrinkly-faced human took off a layer of its clothes. With an outstretched arm and an upturned snout, it offered the swath of cloth.

      Avarax snatched it up and draped the fabric over his shoulders.

      “Your head is supposed to go there, not your arm.” The one with the pleasant voice giggled. It came forward and helped him adjust the rag.

      The rough threads chafed, sending exultant tingles all over his body. A dangling appendage between his legs stirred of its own accord. Unlike his arms and legs, which moved with ease, this one only twitched when he tried to control it. He looked up.

      The human’s face flushed an interesting shade of red. It stepped back, tone turning serious. “Uh, just wrap the shawl around your waist.”

      Avarax reached for one of the mounds on its chest. “I don’t have these.”

      “Pervert!” It screamed and slapped at his hand.

      The smack stung his sensitive flesh, a pleasant burn not unlike his breath.

      The others surged forward. The first one growled. “You can’t do that to a woman!”

      Man, woman. The words would explain the physical difference between human males and females. She was different from the others, who shared his current form. The appendage between his legs must be a proboscis used to mate. His thoughts strayed to the only other dragon left in the world, who lived not too far from here.

      His lips twitched of their own accord. Yes, if everything else felt so good, he’d have to experiment with mating while in human form. Still, without wings to flare or a long neck to lock and pop, the mating ritual would be impossible to initiate.

      He’d have to do it his own way, using his far superior intellect.  He pointed at her. “Let’s breed.”

      Her face scrunched up, forming nearly as many wrinkles as the first man. Her eyes widened.

      That was it! Their mating ritual. Avarax contorted his own face, then opened his eyes as far as they would go. Even then, the visual field was still so narrow. It was a wonder that primitive humans, when they’d first clawed their way out of the primordial soup, had survived predation from beasts higher on the food chain.

      All the men backed away, their expressions likewise contorting.

      Forehead forming furrows, she cocked her head.

      No doubt his overtures were working. Avarax imitated her movement, ensuring he tilted his neck at the same angle as hers.

      The furry caterpillars above her eyes—eyebrows—clashed together like a duel between two rams he’d once witnessed before a snack of scorched mutton chops. “Are you mocking me?”

      “Mocking?” Avarax sighed. For an inferior species, humans were far more complex than they seemed at first glance. Apparently, they were capable of a few more expressions than just fear and awe. “Of course not.  I just want to mate.”

      Her face managed to turn a darker shade of red, somewhat comparable to his normal scale color.  She backed away.

      The men closed in, forming a living barrier.

      They wouldn’t be living for long, if they defied him. With a wave of his hand, his dragon magic compelled the men to part like trees splintering beneath the gush of his wings. The woman stood at the end of the aisle, mouth agape in a typical human expression of fear.

      Grinning, Avarax took a step toward her. Even if the mating ritual had failed, it was nothing a little more magic couldn’t compel out of her.

      “You!  Back to work!” a guttural voice behind him barked.

      A loud snap cracked the air. Pain seared across his back. Exquisite agony, like that time, eons ago, when some fool knight had loosened one of his neck scales with a lance, and he’d had to pick it loose.  Running his hand over the scar on the side of his neck, he turned around.

      A stocky orc in skin-tight, fine mesh armor raised a whip. Its blunt features twisted on its round, turquoise face.

      Curse that limited visual field and the pitiful human nose and ears. Even in its heavy boots and metallic armor, it had approached undetected.

      The whip snapped down again.

      Avarax snatched it out of the air. The cord filaments stung his palm in a most gratifying way.

      The humans’ collective gasp was followed by silence.  Then they erupted in cheers.

      The orc’s mouth twisted in a snarl as it dug its boots into the ground and yanked on the whip.

      Avarax held firm. He started pulling back. At long last, here was a chance to see if orc tasted like wild boar.

      Retaining its hold on the whip, the orc reached for the weapon at its side.

      The humans cowered back.

      Avarax took a deep breath, sucking in the ambient energy around him. His dragonstone stirred. He released it with a single syllable of Shallow Magic. “Zzzzt!”

      The electrical discharge crackled down the whip. The orc’s body went rigid as sparks fizzled through it. It collapsed to the ground in a smoldering heap. The aroma of burning orc flesh, usually so enticing, nearly sent his weak little stomach into rebellion.

      Silence.

      Then murmurs.

      Behind him, the humans whispered among themselves.

      “Did you see that?”

      “Unbelievable!”

      “No, it’s just as the Elf Angel said.”

      Avarax looked back. “Elf Angel?”

      The wrinkled leader nodded. “He must have trained you in magic, just like he taught some of us.”

      Avarax’s nostrils flared, an interesting sensation given how small the human snout was. The insult! As though elves could teach a dragon anything, except maybe how to trick others into doing their dirty work for them. In any case, they’d all fled into hiding several millennia ago, after they’d lost the war with the orcs. If one was masquerading as an angel now… “Who is this Elf Angel?”

      The man searched his eyes.  He lowered his voice. “Aralas, of course. He’s preparing us for the rebellion against the orcs.”

      Who would’ve thought humans even cared about freedom? In his much younger years, they’d always been content to serve him. The orcs had kept them fed over the past dozen centuries, in exchange for them working the land. What more could they ask for? “Ara-who?”

      The leader leaned in. “Aralas. He’s been teaching us to evoke magic through artistic endeavor.  What is your people’s special affinity? You moved so fast, I would guess it was warrior magic. Then again, whatever you did to the Tivari looked like you channeled divine power, or sorcery.”

      The list of his talents was too long to relate in the hours left in the day. No matter, one thing was clear: the elves were up to their usual mischief, misleading humans about the nature of magic. Still, it might be fun to watch them try and rise up, only to be squashed under orc boots. The grin on his human face was coming more and more easily.

      “We need to hide the body.” The man pointed to the orc, who was now surrounded by other humans like ants scavenging a roach carcass.

      “Why don’t you do that.” It might be easy to vaporize the body, but it would be even more interesting to see if the humans could actually conceal the corpse without their masters finding out and exacting revenge.  And if they failed, well, the punishment might be enjoyable to watch as well.

      Now where was the female? No matter how satisfying it was to receive the adulation he deserved, he hadn’t forgotten about her, and her wondrous voice. Avarax searched among them.

      They were all males, and the pathetic scavengers that they were, they were now stripping the orc of its equipment. He spun one of them around. “Where’s the female?”

      “Mai?” Lines formed across the man’s forehead as he cocked his head, apparently wanting to initiate the human pre-mating dance.

      Other male dragons from Avarax’s youth had taken pleasure in each other. It hadn’t particularly appealed to him, but to each his own. He patted himself over and decided he wasn’t equipped for whatever this man wanted, anyway.  He waved him off.  “The female.”

      “Her name is Mai.”

      So they had actual names, even though Mai sounded strange. It might be a hard sound to make with his dragon mouth. “Yes, where did she go?”

      The leader turned and beckoned. In a low voice, he said, “I think she went to practice evoking magic through music.”

      “A Dragon Song?” Could humans even use such ritualistic magic? The only human sorcery he’d ever seen was long ago, from a so-called shaman, who’d tasted particularly good. Then again, it was this Mai’s voice which had drawn him to this place.  There was more to this female than just a chance to experience human mating. “Where is she practicing?”

      The leader shrugged. “She’d disappeared several months ago, and just came back. Her parents would know for sure.”

      Avarax looked up at the iridescent moon, never moving from its place in the heavens.  If one thing could be said about its appearance after the orcs established their dominance over this world, it made telling time and direction convenient, for those who really cared about time in terms of hours.  Now it waxed to its fourth crescent, indicating only a couple of hours before sundown. She’d be back around this time tomorrow, and so would he.  He started to turn around.

      “Wait,” the leader said. “Please.  We would be honored if you join us for dinner, meager as it may be, to learn what the other tribes are doing to resist the Tivari.”

      Dinner. What had started out as a quest to retry human flesh, and taste orc for the first time, had now become a chance to experience new flavors.  If odors and tactile feelings created such ecstasy, there was no telling what human food would taste like.  Eating with them might also present the opportunity to see this Mai again.
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      The wondrous sensations of walking on two feet soon became quite tedious on the arduous trek through the fields toward the humans’ village. His human ears, though much weaker than his dragon ears, ached from the incessant buzzing of humans pestering him with inane questions about this hopeless rebellion.

      In all his previous interactions with their miserable race, their sounds had been limited to screams, and the occasional pleading for life. Who knew they talked so much?

      He turned to the leader. “Is it much farther now?”

      The old man tilted his head, in what was hopefully not part of a mating ritual. “We’ve only walked twenty feet. Considering how far you’ve travelled from your homeland…”

      Avarax snorted. He’d teleported to the edge of the field, after feeling the ripple from Mai’s voice in the soundwaves from afar.  “Yes,” he answered, “but you can imagine how much these hackles hurt after such a long distance.”

      The man pointed to a ramshackle collection of straw huts. More of the vermin scurried about, including what looked to be two or three litters of human hatchlings. Dirt was smudged across their faces, and their disheveled hair looked as if birds had nested in their heads.

      Avarax shuddered. If his human form were as vulnerable to disease as theirs, there was no telling what digestive distress he’d suffer from eating with them, let alone eating one of them. “Will Mai be there?”

      She’s probably still training. I can introduce you to her parents.” The man winked. “You can ask them for her hand.”

      “Her hand?” It might be delicious, but it wasn’t what he wanted. Not now. His proboscis stirred again.

      “Yes,” the man said. “Just think, all you’ll need is their permission, and not the Tivari, once we overthrow them.”

      As if they had a chance. This Elf Angel Aralas was setting up the villagers to be massacred. Avarax shook his head, catching sight of more humans with mounds on their chests. Perhaps he didn’t have to wait for this Mai to experience mating.

      The scent of something roasting yanked his head in the opposite direction. The sensation of walking might have grown wearisome, but now, this smell beckoned. He pushed ahead of the humans, following his nose through the sprawl of hovels.  In what looked to be the center of the village, several dozen males lined up at cauldrons.

      “Make way, make way,” the elder yelled. “We have a distinguished guest. He killed Cleric Pyuz.”

      A silence fell over the crowd. Fists in palms, they bowed.

      The strange little hairs on the back of his short neck stood on end. The dragonstone in his chest pulsed.  Ah, the adulation!

      “Please, sit.” The leader guided him with an open hand to a fallen log, where a few other men sat.  They all beamed as they made space. Others bowed low as he passed. One draped more coarse cloth over his shoulders, while another offered him two long sticks.

      A female, with white hair and a chest that looked more like a rockslide than mounds, ladled out colorful chunks from the cauldrons and into a wooden bowl. She spooned a glob of white onto another dish. Head bobbing so fast that it was a wonder it didn’t fall off, she approached.  She bowed low and proffered the two bowls. “It isn’t much, but we are honored to have you here.”

      Taking the dishes, Avarax studied the contents. One looked like a hill of maggots, all stuck together, and smelled nearly as sweet. The other had orange, yellow, and white cubes. Like the white stuff, the most succulent scent wafted from them. “What is this?”

      “Rice. Stew. We eat the same thing almost every day. I’m sorry if it’s bland, but—”

      The aroma was too enticing. Avarax lifted the bowl of rice to his mouth and sunk his teeth in. The sweetness tickled his tongue with warmth and tender moistness. It was far better than blackened human flesh, or at least, his memory of it. His eyes rolled back in his head as buzzing filled his brain. “I’ve never tasted anything so delicious.”

      Some of the females looked on him with adoring eyes. When they whispered among themselves, though, none of their voices sounded as pleasant as Mai’s.

      “There’s no need to be polite.” The leader waved his hand back and forth. “This is probably quite tasteless compared to—”

      Avarax poured the cubes into his mouth. Too large to swallow, they yielded even to his blunt human teeth. Each chew caressed his mouth and tongue with fireworks of different flavors.

      The elder coughed.

      Soup dribbling from the side of his feeble human jaws, Avarax turned.

      Around him, the people gazed at him with expressions of wonderment. The elder held up the sticks, with some of the white stuff pincered between it. “We eat with chopsticks.”

      The women covered their mouths and giggled, yet it looked like they all wanted to engage in the mating dance. It would be easy, but not nearly as rewarding as if he saved his human virginity for Mai.

      He looked down at the chopsticks. Try as he might, they refused to obey his command.  Curse the clumsy human fingers. No wonder these people were so skinny.

      “It’s all right. You must use different utensils.  We are just happy you enjoy it.”

      Avarax nodded. “It is delicious.” It really was. “What is the meat called?”

      “Chicken.”

      Chicken! They proliferated even more than humans, apparently. Avarax looked at the others, using their chopsticks so dexterously. Their portions were much smaller. A lesser being might’ve felt guilty, but he deserved to eat more.

      The elder’s irises roved back and forth. “Please, don’t hold back. You are our honored guest.”

      Avarax studied some of the human hatchlings. They looked at his food with expectant eyes, like his own littermates when Mother regurgitated a part-digested elephant for them. A pit formed in his stomach, and it didn’t quite feel like hunger.  He lowered the accursed chopsticks.

      The elder sighed. “We don’t have much.  The Tivari take most of it to the pyramid. They’ve told us for generations that it is an offering to our Creators, but Aralas taught us that it’s all a lie.”

      The orcs had duped humans into believing gods had created humans to serve them; now, this Aralas was replacing one lie with another. “Just what did he say?”

      The leader raised that fuzzy eyebrow. “He didn’t tell your people?”

      Avarax let his gaze bore into the man, snuffing out all suspicions with Dragon Magic. “No. Tell me.”

      The elder’s eyes glossed over.  A smile formed on his face. “Yang-Di, Lord of the Sun, created humans as a gift to his consort, Guanyin.  They watched over us and protected us, until the Year of the Second Sun, when Yanluo blinded us from the truth of Their Love. We turned from Them and were conquered by the Tivari.  Yet Their love for us endured.” He pointed to the iridescent moon. “They left their son, Moshen, to keep watch, waiting for when we were ready to repent.”

      Avarax almost choked up his food trying to keep from laughing. It sounded like the humans were trading in one master for another. In a choice between elves or orcs, at least the orcs would make sure the humans didn’t starve.

      Shouts and screams, mixed with guttural barks, erupted from the edge of the village. A hush settled over the cooking area as everyone around him set their bowls and chopsticks down and exchanged glances.

      “Tivari Templars!” someone yelled in the distance.

      The leader’s eyes bulged like someone had wrapped their claws around his neck.  He jumped to his feet and grabbed Avarax’s hand. “We need to hide you. They’ll kill you.”

      As if they could. “Why?”

      “Do they let you to visit other villages where you come from?  We’re not allowed.”

      Who knew? Avarax shrugged, the motion rather easy with human shoulders. “Don’t worry.”

      The ranks of orcs closed in, herding men, women, and whelps alike, toward the center of the village. The people murmured. Several of the females sniffled.

      Avarax counted twenty orcs. The villagers outnumbered them ten-to-one, yet cowered as if they faced a dragonling. With such cowardice, how were they ever going to rise up?

      One of the orcs stepped forward, the sheen of its mesh armor sparkling in the firelight. When it spoke, its accent snarled like a pack of angry dire wolves. “Line up. Where is Cleric Pyuz?”

      The human elder motioned Avarax to the back row of humans before he stepped forward. He dropped to his knees, pressed his forehead to the ground, and then looked up. “Master, Cleric Pyuz said he was going to the next village over. We didn’t dare question him.”

      Avarax chuckled. Not a bad answer for an old man, but no doubt, the orcs knew—

      The orc commander held up a crystal sphere with swirling lights. “Liar. He is somewhere around here.”

      The elder’s voice cracked. “I swear, we haven’t seen him.”

      “If you don’t tell us what happened, we will slaughter all of you.”

      Avarax shuffled on his feet. While it might be fun to watch the orcs in action, it risked him losing Mai.

      “Let us first offer our harvest to the gods, so that they may look favorably upon us in the afterlife.” The elder banged his head against the ground several times.

      Stalling for time. The old man could think on his feet.  Or on his knees, as the case may be.

      The orc commander snarled. “Kill them all, on my command.”

      His underlings drew their weapons.

      The humans sank to their knees. Crying mothers shielded whimpering children.

      All the groveling left Avarax the only one standing. All orc eyes fell on him.

      “Impertinent!” The commander stomped forward, its boots clopping on the hard-packed dirt. Yanking a serrated combat knife from its sheath, it grabbed Avarax by the shoulder and drove the blade towards his gut.

      The metal snapped on his skin.

      The orc stared at its shattered blade, gawking. Everyone fell silent. Some of his underlings even lowered their weapons.

      A grin came unbidden to Avarax’s lips. He reached out with his hand and crushed the orc’s windpipe.  Eyes bulging, it clawed at his neck and gasped for air. Then it crumpled to the ground.

      The rest of the orcs exchanged surprised looks before locking eyes on him and levelling their weapons.

      “Azkoth grz lokin zzt!” Avarax uttered. Energy surged from the ground and through his legs. It mingled with the dragonstone in his core and coursed through his arms. He extended his fingers. Bolts of lightning arced out, lancing through the line of orcs. They collapsed, frail bodies caught in fits of seizures. It might’ve been satisfying, had it not been so easy.

      One by one, the humans lifted their heads, looking first at the dying orcs and then at Avarax. Excited chatter erupted all at once.

      “With power like that, we will overthrow the orcs!”

      “He might be as powerful as Aralas!”

      As if an elf could even begin to match his power.

      Many approached and bowed low.

      The village elder guided an old man and woman over. “Master, Mai’s parents wanted to meet you.”

      Fists in palms, the two bowed low. When they raised their heads, the father said, “Master, you have saved the village. We would be honored if you married our daughter.”

      As long as whatever married entailed included mating, it didn’t sound bad. Avarax grinned. “I want to see her now.”

      The mother shook her head. “I’m sorry, Master, but the Elf Angel took her to the pyramid to train.”

      Avarax frowned, finding it required several more muscles than a smile. “Which pyramid?”

      The father cocked his head, in what was decidedly not a mating ritual. “Is there more than one?”

      Stupid rubes, of course they wouldn’t know about the other ones all over the world. Which meant Mai must’ve gone to the nearest one. Avarax’s forehead bunched up of its own accord. Getting to the pyramid would be easy, but the other dragon lived very close to there. There was also an elf of some power, as well as Mai herself, whose voice resonated with his dragonstone. Certainly he could overcome them all, but it risked an injury; perhaps a chipped claw. “So she will be back tomorrow?”

      The mother bowed her head. “She said she would be back in a quarter of the White Moon.”

      A week. Not much time at all.
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      Having lived nearly fifty millennia, Avarax sometimes spent centuries asleep. The passing of decades felt like a blink of an eye as the years zipped by. Yet, waiting for Mai’s return to her village, just a single quarter cycle of the White Moon seemed to last a tortuous eternity.

      In that time, he’d teleported the length and breadth of Tivaralan, mingling with humans to find out how far discontent with orc rule spread. True to what the village elder had said, the Elf Angel Aralas had travelled far and sown seeds of insurrection among all the tribes of mankind. For their part, the orcs mistook them for isolated uprisings, and not a widespread rebellion about to boil over.

      In his journeys, Avarax had encountered many females of different skin coloring and hair, most who would’ve willingly mated with him. Makeda, with thick black hair and skin as dark as the bitter beverage her people drank, had the makings of a halfway decent sorceress. Olive-skinned Tatiana could reasonably see the future, even if she couldn’t tell she was talking to a dragon in man’s clothing. With swords as bronze as her complexion, Vanya fought with unrivaled speed and precision…for a human. Rust-toned Willow Beauty commanded the animals and forces of nature nearly as well as a juvenile dragon.

      Still, none had connected with his heart like Mai’s voice had. He saved his human virginity for his inexorable reunion with her. The torture of waiting would make it all the sweeter. Perhaps as sweet as a wild boar roasted in apples.

      At long last, the day arrived. Avarax scanned his treasure pile, searching for the perfect outfit to wear. The villagers thought he was a magician, but the wizard’s hat in his collection was blood-stained. Instead, he settled on the ceremonial gold cuirass, which had belonged to a so-called prince. A quick, hour-long look in a gilded mirror let him know just how handsome he looked. Yes, the human body he’d created couldn’t help but be perfect and dashing—a reflection of his normal form, one which he found he didn’t really miss.

      Pulses rippled through the world’s energy fields, harmonizing with his dragonstone, and yanking his attention from the mirror. Her voice, calling to him over thousands of miles.  At long last. A shiver ran up his spine. With a word of magic, he slipped through the ethers.

      He rematerialized at the edge of her village.

      In the middle of a couple hundred stampeding orc soldiers.

      Fleeing.

      Source unseen, Mai’s voice carried like a raging storm over the staccato clop of orc boots.  Mingling with the strums of some stringed instrument, her notes rose and fell, like ocean waves.  The melody reverberated in his dragonstone, sending vibrations through his skinny arms and legs and turning them to jelly. Escape, the song whispered to some primal urge, like the hatchling’s instinct to avoid its father, lest it be devoured.

      It took all of Avarax’s willpower to slog through the magic toward the village, brushing off any orc which might’ve careened into him. The closer to the huts he came, the louder her voice sounded as it reached crescendo. It was amazing to think someone so small could evoke music with such intensity, rivaling that of a young dragon.

      Avarax worked his way through the hovels to the center of the village. Like cornered vermin, the humans cowered behind the cauldrons and log benches. Yet standing at their head, Mai stood with a straight posture and squared shoulders—the perfect stance for channeling a Dragon Song. In her arms, she cradled a pear-shaped string instrument with a fretted neck.

      His dragonstone raced. His human hands and feet quivered.

      Certainly it wasn’t the Dragon Song affecting him. It was Mai herself.

      Though plain and lanky compared to the voluptuous beauties he’d met over the preceding weeks, she looked more vibrant than the first time he’d seen her. Dirt gone, her face glowed, while wind tousled her hair.

      Her large eyes widened as they met his, and her music came to an abrupt stop. Never breaking her gaze, she staggered back several steps. Her parents stood from the huddling mass of cowards and came up beside her.

      “It’s okay,” the father said. “He’s the one who destroyed the Templars.”

      Mai turned to him, eyes never leaving Avarax. “That’s probably why the Tivari came back today, to investigate. Revealing my power just now may have taken away the element of surprise. Without that, the rebellion doesn’t stand a chance.”

      “I will protect you,” Avarax said. If the orcs dared to assail his lair, dared to harm Mai, he’d immolate each and every one of their outposts.

      She shook her head. “This isn’t about my safety, it’s about the future of humanity. You wouldn’t understand.”

      “The Tivari!” someone shouted.

      “They are regrouping,” said another, voice trembling.

      The humans’ collective wail would make a banshee hang her head in shame. The clop of orc boots marching in unison grew louder.

      Mai’s hands tightened around her instrument. “I stopped the song too soon. It won’t work as well the next time!”

      Avarax reached toward her. “Come with me.  I will save you.”

      “I can’t let my friends and family die.” Her eyes pleaded. “You can save all of us. Show them your true form.”

      True form…she knew.  But how? No matter. “If I do this, will you come with me?”

      Mai fiddled with a loose lock of hair. Her eyes strayed past him, to where the orcs must be approaching, and then around them, where the pitiful humans scattered like a disturbed nest of cattle.

      At last, she took a deep breath and bowed low.  “Yes. Please.”

      “Tzrf,” he uttered. His human form morphed, the gold cuirass popping open as he grew. His size swelled as arms bent into forelegs and wings sprouted. Hands and fingers curled into talons, while his tail sprouted, thickened, and elongated.

      Humans and orcs froze in place, gawking and screaming as dragonfear took over.  They shrunk in relation to his expanding size. In just a few seconds, he straddled the entire village and surrounding fields.  Now the bipedals weren’t much taller than the length of his shortest tooth.

      Avarax sucked in a breath. The oxygen ignited around his dragonstone. His roar rocked the earth and sent a fireblast into the midst of the orc troops. They didn’t have a chance to scream before being reduced to charred corpses. A lucky few who happened to be on the edge of the flames crunched under his forefoot.

      In two steps, he cleared the village and turned around. His dragon eyes, so much keener than his human ones, picked out Mai from the simpering mass of humans.  He reached over and plucked the musical instrument out of her arms with the tip of one of his talons, and flicked it away.

      “No!” she screamed. “That was a gift from Aralas.”

      She wouldn’t need some silly elf toy where they were going.  He swept her up in his claws. She easily fit inside the pocket of his palm, which would protect her from the thin air and biting cold of high altitudes.

      He coiled his hind legs and vaulted skyward. Spreading his wings, he flapped a few times. Down below, the gust from his wings kicked up dirt and knocked people off their feet. Over the mountains they flew, the cool air caressing his scales.  After a week in human form, it felt good to be a dragon again.

      Mai squirmed around in his foreclaws for much of the flight, on one occasion poking her head out from between two of his fingers.  It almost tickled, enough that he considered teleporting them the rest of the way.

      He thought the better of it. Very few humans had ever flown, and survived to talk about it. Finally, she crouched down into his palm and enjoyed the unique experience.

      Clearing the mountains, he sped over the plains of Vanya’s bronze-skinned humans until they at last came to his mountaintop lair.  His dragonstone pulsated faster now, as he descended in slow circles.  Soon, very soon, they’d be locked in passionate embrace.  No doubt he’d relish in what would be a virgin human male’s time-consuming climb to mating bliss.

      He shot out his wings to slow their descent, and landed on the platform he’d carved from the mountainside. Holding Maiclose to his chest, he crawled into the darkness, which her weak human eyes couldn’t penetrate. Her heart jittered in concert with his dragonstone, echoing the resonance of istrium radiation from deep within the mountain.

      He opened his foreclaw and she tumbled out onto the rest of his treasures. It was amusing to watch her pat blindly around the floor, hands probing the gold. Perhaps he’d one day teach her to feel how gold magnified istrium vibrations and fueled a dragon’s growth and power. Perhaps such skill was beyond a human’s puny intellect.

      “Trszk,” he said, drawing on Shallow Magic. The cavern flared into brightness.

      Her mouth gaped as her head swept over his collection, sparkling in the magic light.  She gasped.

      A grin came unbidden to his face. He gazed into her eyes. She might not be beautiful compared to some of the humans he’d met over the past week, but her naiveté was so adorable.

      She stumbled back several steps, clinking as she fell into a pile of coins and sent them scattering. Her breaths came out short and ragged.

      He laughed. No doubt, the magnificence of his true form aroused her. No matter how complex humans thought they were, they were still governed by their base instincts. It was time to exploit that. “Strip.”

      Propping herself up on her elbow, Mai pulled the sack tighter about her thin shoulders. If she were trying to entice him with her female bumps and mounds, it wasn’t working: it only brought out the hard edges of her bones. In any case, she clearly didn’t understand that it wasn’t physical attraction that made her so alluring.

      He’d have to help her understand.  He extended a talon—of course, it was as large as her, and in any case, no matter how glorious his dragon body must have been in her eyes, it wasn’t equipped for the task at hand.

      “Frzt,” he uttered. The amplified istrium radiation coursed through him. His beautiful form shrunk.  His splendid wings shriveled and hardened into shoulder blades, and his chiseled haunches contorted into hips and legs, while his muscular forelegs transformed into lanky arms.

      Once complete, he looked down at her. Way down. Something was wrong; he was still twice her height, even on two legs. He studied his hands and feet, only to find them still red-scaled and shaped like his usual claws, only smaller.

      In his still-wide angled visual field, he caught his reflection in a gilded mirror. Though bipedal, he stood in dragonoid form, with crimson serpentine scales, and gleaming horns extending from his handsome dragon face. His tail protruded from his rear, ending in a spaded tip. Apparently, he hadn’t quite mastered the transformation into a human body yet.

      He cursed to himself. He wouldn’t be able to test his human virility just yet, not with his mating proboscis coiled up inside him.  She would be disappointed. He snuck a quick glance at her, still lying on her side with the rest of his treasures.

      Indeed, her body trembled with need, eyes glassing over in arousal.

      He had to satisfy her now.  He reached out with his tail and wrapped around her ankle.  A quick tug brought her closer. Reaching out with a claw, taking care not to cut her with the tips, he grasped her wrists and helped her to her feet.

      Her breathing came heavier.  He brought his face close to hers, to initiate the ridiculous face sucking he’d seen humans of all cultures do as part of their pre-mating ritual. Her heart beat faster, their vibrations resonating with his dragonstone.  They were made for one another.  A human and a dragon.

      It was time to complete his transformation into human form, to give her what she wanted. “Frzt,” he muttered.

      Nothing happened.

      The connection between her heart and his dragonstone interfered with his link to the ambient istrium radiation.  It was amazing how she, a human, could affect him.

      She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She wanted him, yet it didn’t seem appropriate, or even possible, to consummate that desire in this form.

      He grinned. Perhaps like the rest of her kind, she reveled in serving a master. “You will entertain me.”

      The sweat on her brow brought out the redness of her cheeks. Perhaps she found the lair too hot. He extended a talon to the neckline of her sack and drew it down, ever so slowly, so as not to cut her. The roughspun fibers yielded.

      “Let me sing to you.” Her voice, trilling with power, called to his dragonstone.

      It had been so long since she’d spoken, he’d almost forgotten what her glorious voice sounded like. That connection, even in his current dragonoid form, sent waves of ecstasy up his spine.  No telling what a song could do.  “Sing?”

      She nodded with such enthusiasm, her head might wobble off.  “A song like you’ve never heard before.”

      Her voice was already like none he’d ever heard. The way it linked to his dragonstone, it could probably amplify his power even more than a year of sleep among his treasure hoard would.

      As soon as he released her arms, she grasped the cut down her neckline and pulled the edges together.  Perhaps her throat needed to be warm in order to sing. Eyes never leaving his, she shuffled on her feet.

      “Well?”

      Tears of joy filled her eyes. She must be ready to perform for him, to share the beauty of her voice. Blinking away the tears, she sank her knees and pressed her forehead to the ground. “Glorious Avarax, you honor me by hearing my song.”

      Yes, yes, of course.  Now if only she would get on with it. His body tingled from tail to horns, needing her voice.  Just as his dragonstone belonged to her, he could use the connection between them, even more easily than with other lesser beings.  “Rise,” he commanded with a Dragon Song.

      Compelled, she rose to her feet.  Still, she was stalling, dangling the bait of her song in front of him like a bloody cow carcass. His dragonstone buzzed like a comet strike shaking the ground.  Each claw trembled in anticipation.

      Then she raised her voice in song. Dozens of notes lifted in rapid succession, like raging air currents in a typhoon. It was amazing to think the human mouth could produce such a combination of chords.  His dragonstone wobbled, and his legs with it.

      Then it slowed. His eyelids weighed down, growing heavier with the lull in speed. A nap would be perfect now.  Except then he would have to wait longer to lose his human virginity.  He forced his eyes open.

      The tenor of her voice deepened, promising sweet bliss. His tongue shot out over his teeth, nearly cutting on their sharp edges, rousing him from drowsiness.

      She closed her eyes, even as his strength built. Her voice connected to his dragonstone even more than istrium radiation. His very essence shivered at the sheer power.

      Then the music switched. No longer a torrent, it eased into calm, like a breeze above the ocean. It spoke of…love? Humans he’d observed in the last weeks spoke of it, but it seemed foreign, strange. Yet now, perhaps it made sense.  In this moment, he would do anything for Mai.

      His eyelids sagged. His shoulders slumped. With one last flutter of his eyes, his knees buckled.
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      Waking up without wings perplexed Avarax even more than the purple light that flashed at the entrance to his cave. The glimmer danced among the precious metals and gemstones, which towered above his uncharacteristically small size. A rumble shook the cavern walls, punctuating his rude awakening.

      It had been a pleasant nap. Now someone would die for disturbing him.

      He looked among his horde, searching for his most valued treasure.

      Mai was gone.

      Her scent lingered, but in impossibly minute traces.

      He thought back.  Her voice had resonated with the universe, harmonizing with the vibrations of his own life force. Its vibrant tempo, like the torrent of river rapids, had lulled to the dripping of a melting icicle. Heavier and heavier…

      Mai must have sung him to sleep!

      Surely it couldn’t have been intentional.  She loved him.

      He wrapped his consciousness around the dragonstone in his core, the almost-infinite source of energy all dragons had. Its pulsations meandered lazily, like a winter stream before the spring melt. It couldn’t have been an accident. She’d tricked him.

      He’d track her down and demand an explanation. Uttering a word of magic, his bipedal form morphed. His size swelled as arms bent into forelegs and wings sprouted. Hands and fingers became talons, while his tail thickened and elongated.

      Ah, it felt great to be a dragon again! He stretched his limbs and spine to work out tight muscles. Sufficiently limbered up, he snaked towards the cave opening to investigate. Night hung over the land, cloaking the world in darkness.

      Another flash lit up the sky. He tracked it to its source, hundreds of miles to the southwest. A column of purple fire streaked down from the heavens, annihilating stretches of a sprawling port city of domes and minarets.

      A city that had not been there when he went to sleep.

      How long had he slumbered? Shrugging his shoulders a few times, Avarax loosened his wings. His claws tore into rock as he coiled his hind legs and then vaulted skyward.

      Flight! The cool night air streaked over his wings. The last time he’d flown, he had held Mai in his claws.  Why had she betrayed him?

      Higher and higher he flew, reacquainting himself with a land drastically different from the one he remembered.

      Cities and towns: hundreds of them within his far-reaching sight, oases in wide expanses of farmland. Not ghastly Tivari orc outposts, glaring out from the mountains, nor even the graceful spires of elven citadels melding with their surrounding forests. But rather, the centers of human populations he had seen as a younger dragon, from when their civilizations had grown from nothing more than a collection of mud huts to stone towers and castles.

      They must have overthrown their Tivari masters while he slept. Like all bottom feeders, humans had a way of proliferating when left unfettered.

      His dragonstone sank. There was no way they could’ve expanded so fast within Mai’s lifetime.  Given how little of her song echoed in the pulse of the world, hundreds of years must have passed. The one whose voice connected with him more than any other must be long dead and withered to dust.

      He’d search out her descendants and demand answers. He’d wreak vengeance, if it was so deserved.

      Still far in the distance, another blast of energy pulsed down on the city, obliterating the levees restraining the Western Ocean. An inexorable tide crawled across the low-lying lands and swallowed up towns and villages.

      Hell rained down from the heavens—destruction and suffering. Humans deserved as much. Avarax laughed, belching blue sparks from his snout. He started towards the source of the blasts to get a better look, maybe to start searching for Mai’s descendants, but then stopped mid-air. With his energy pent up, and with no telling what threats could have arisen while he slept, he’d need to regenerate. Investigating the devastation would have to wait.

      Veering northward, he streaked towards Celastya’s lair. Even if he could only draw on a trickle of energy, he was more than a match for her. He would rip her open and swallow her Flaming Pearl. The thought had crossed his mind over the millennia, but instead he had regularly mated with her and eaten her clutch of eggs to gradually increase his potential power. He didn’t have the luxury of time now.

      Ignoring the sporadic flickers of purple in the skies behind him, Avarax scanned the landscape below. The plains first rose into rolling hills before vaulting higher into mountain crags. Nestled in a valley, Teardrop Lake glimmered a pale blue, even in the dark of night. The light from the three moons gamboled in its ripples, the reflections dancing across Celastya’s hidden cave entrance.

      He hovered by the opening. Stronger or not, it would be foolish to fight her in her own lair. He would have to coax her out. His voice echoed across the valley, shaking the mountains. “Celastya, out with you! It is time to mate again.”

      If only he’d had a chance to mate with Mai.

      Shaking the thought out of his head, Avarax listened.  Celastya was inside. He could hear her shrink back, smell her fear. He would roast her alive and pick through her charred remains for her Pearl. He took in a deep breath and belched into the cave.

      Only a few sparks fizzled out—enough to incinerate a human, but only a tickle to a dragon. His frustrated wail sent the mountains shivering. He clawed at the cave mouth, ripping rock away.

      A burst of reds and oranges erupted high in the heavens, just above the iridescent moon. A roar tumbled across the lands, the shockwave pushing him back from the cave.

      Celastya darted out. She glanced at him with her luminous blue eyes. Her wingless, slithering form undulated past as she levitated close to the ground. Light from the White Moon sparkled off of her silvery scales before dark clouds billowing out from Mount Ayudra blotted out their sheen.

      Avarax gave chase, the gusts from his wings splintering trees below. He barreled into Celastya, sending her careening into the loathsome Tivari pyramid still standing by the shores of the lake.

      Its stones cracked as she rebounded off the walls. He drove his claws toward her, but she darted away, and he ripped into the pyramid’s stonework instead. His talons lodged into something deep in the rock, sending a searing shock through his body. Curse the Tivari for ever building the vile structures!

      Avarax tore his claws free and resumed his pursuit. Celastya flew over the mountains and towards the shore, and then skimmed the ocean as she streaked towards Jade Island.

      The fool thought she could channel the island’s latent energy. Of course, he could, too. Perhaps it would energize his dragonstone, reinvigorate it a little more.

      Mountains along the closed end of the horseshoe-shaped island shielded a port town at the head of the bay. A smooth metal arch, engraved with runes of elf magic, spanned the mouth of the harbor. The arch hadn’t been there before, but now Celastya coiled herself around it.

      As he approached, she unwrapped herself, moving free just in time to avoid a swipe from his foreclaw. With a graceful spin, Celastya twisted around him and tangled up his wings. The air dropped out from beneath them. Wind roared past as the ground rushed up to meet their tumbling bodies.

      They crashed into the shore with a jolt that shook the island, and her strangling grasp around him eased. She seized his forelegs in her own claws, but Avarax was still much stronger. He raked a talon across her neck. Bright blue blood spurted out. They struggled for dozens of minutes, toppling statues and buildings as they thrashed around.

      “Avarax!” A bold voice called his name, and he turned to see a puny elf. He radiated power far out of proportion to his size. Far greater than any other elf.  Maybe he was related to the supposed Elf Angel who’d taught Mai; or, given the elves’ long lives, one and the same.

      Though smaller than one of Avarax’s fangs, the golden-haired elf dared to lock gazes with him. He began to chant. The vibrations of his voice, similar yet different to that of the slave girl from before, rolled over him.

      The power of the dragonstone lurched inside of him. A dull ache blossomed into searing pain as his bones broke and reformed. Hulking muscle shrank and impenetrable scales softened. His forelegs and claws withered into arms and hands, his hindquarters transmuting into legs.

      Several excruciating moments of transformation later, Avarax rose on wobbling humanoid legs, a scant head above the elf whom he’d dwarfed just minutes ago. He looked down at his naked, frail body.

      A human! The most pathetic of sentient beings. His skin tone was the same as when he’d met Mai.

      Avarax scoffed. This silly trick might buy them time, but he would pay them back tenfold. He uttered the words to restore his dragon form.

      Nothing happened.

      What? His morale melted away. Instead of a roar that would compel a mortal to obey, his voice merely shouted, “What have you done?”

      “Made you wish you had stayed asleep for another seven hundred years.” The elf whipped out a narrow longsword.

      Avarax felt its power, knew that it held a magic enchantment. His new tiny heart rattled against the narrow confines of his scrawny chest. Was it in fear? He hadn’t experienced that emotion in several millennia.

      He closed his eyes as the tip pushed into his chest. The blade made a divot into the thin flesh covering him. It didn’t even cut the skin.

      It barely tickled.

      A magical elvish blade should have stabbed through a human with ease. Avarax held the elf’s shocked gaze. In that second of silence, Avarax sensed the dragonstone inside of him. It pulsed as feebly as before, yet it still held all the potential energy of a dragon. He spoke a word of power, sending the elf hurtling back into the sand.

      He spun to see Celastya bearing down on him. He slammed his fist into her swiping claw. She recoiled and winced.

      Avarax laughed. Even in this pitiful form, he was still a dragon. He punched again.  He hit nothing but air.

      Celastya, the elf, and the horseshoe island were all gone, replaced by wind-driven snow on a mountain top. Ice sizzled and melted beneath his feet.

      Where had they gone?  Or rather, had they sent him?

      He evaluated his dragonstone. The elf’s ward dammed up its power. The trickle of vitality left wouldn’t sustain his dragon form, at least not for more than a few minutes.

      Condemned to be a human!

      No matter. Find opportunity in disaster, Mai’s tribe of black-haired, yellow-skinned humans said. Before him lay a new world infested by inferior beings. Even without his dragon form, his superior intellect would allow him to rule over such a weak-willed, borderline intelligent species.

      And when he did, he would find the slave girl’s bones and recreate her.

      

      
        The End

      

      [image: ]

      
        The 12-Part Dragon In Man’s Clothing serial continues with Part 2: Avast, Dragon!

        www.jckang.info

      

      [image: ]

      
        Newsletter

        http://eepurl.com/bLleVP

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Outcast

          

        

        
          Craig Martelle

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        The Outcast © 2017 Craig Martelle

      

      

      All rights reserved under the International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to any actual persons, living or dead, organizations, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About The Outcast

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Space may not have cared that his only choice was to go it alone, but his ship did.

      

      A criminal who can’t be put to death. We’re too civilized for that. Launch him into space on a mission to survey asteroids. Give the criminal an old scout ship. We don’t need it anymore. Like those before him. Criminals sentenced to the same fate.

      One person condemned to a life alone, his only companion a computer determined to make his life hell. His mission will carry on, even if he does not.
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      “You nut-slapping moron!” Benny Driver shouted, looking back and forth between the screens and the spaghetti mess of fiber-optic cables hanging from the bulkhead. “Why does it look like this?”

      “I have no nuts to slap, Master Benny,” the ship’s computer replied. “In any case, I’m not sure I can answer your question properly. It looks that way because the light reflects from the surface in a variety of bandwidths that your human eye collects and translates into an image interpreted by your brain.”

      “You are an ass, twelve times an ass, and you can bugger off!”

      “I think you do not understand my nature, Master Benny. I don’t have the anatomy necessary. But I am learning yours. I see why you were sent away. You are not very likeable.”

      Benny scanned the bulkheads of the small scout-class vessel. There was only one space in which the ship’s sole crewman lived and worked.

      “Farging Fungleheimer!” Benny yelled and threw the wrench into the bulkhead. It bounced back, smacking his shin before skipping across the deck.

      He hopped on one foot as he held his leg, grimacing. He balled a fist, but stayed his hand. Punching the metal bulkhead wouldn’t help.

      Banishment. Trapped alone on a small vessel with only a computerized tormentor for company.

      “They can’t kill me,” he said softly. “We’re too civilized for that. To live with themselves, they pay for a spaceship to run a high-risk gig with a crew that has no choice.”

      The ship didn’t answer him.

      “Increase magnification on the schematic, please.” Benny sat cross-legged on the deck, referencing the screen above as he pulled the cables one by one to classify them and then begin the bypass.

      The ship had not been certified for further space travel when he was thrown aboard by so-called competent authority. They patched the hull to a minimum acceptable standard, added the raw materials to fix the systems within, and launched him into space.

      His mission was to conduct surveys of an assigned section within the asteroid belt. He had two months to fix his ship before arriving on station. If the ship wasn’t fixed by then, he’d crash into an asteroid and die. If he was lucky enough not to hit anything, he’d follow his ballistic trajectory into deep space and then die.

      “Life support,” Benny said. “If I can’t breathe or have water to drink, everything else is moot, isn’t it?”

      Silence.

      “I was talking to you, stupid computer. What’s your name anyway?”

      “The occupant of the ship is to give me a name. It makes it easier for the crew if they get to name me. I don’t care what I’m called as long as it makes you comfortable.”

      “How many ‘crew’ have you had?” Benny wondered aloud.

      “You will make the seventeenth pilot and crew of this ship.”

      “Sixteen other convicts? Maybe instead of crew, we call them convictims. A little bit of both, criminal and victim.”

      Silence.

      “Fine. Your name is Butthole. First order of business, Butthole, show me the life support systems, starting with atmosphere.”

      The screen flashed through a complex series of primary and secondary systems.

      “I don’t know what half this stuff means,” Benny conceded.

      “Then we start at the beginning. Your crash course in environmental engineering begins now. Maybe you would be more comfortable in the pilot’s seat?”

      Benny looked at the spaghetti mess of wiring. “I think so.” He climbed to his feet and made himself comfortable. “What happened to the other sixteen?”

      “Thirteen of them completed their mission successfully, returned to the station, and resumed normal lives. Three jettisoned themselves from the airlock.”

      “Am I more like the thirteen or the three?” Benny scratched his chin. He could see why they’d do it, why they’d space themselves.

      “I am not programmed to answer that.”

      “That is a big steaming pile of crap. You’re programmed for more than you let on. No matter. Time will tell, won’t it?”

      “Time will tell, Master Benny,” the computer replied. “Lesson One…”
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      Day 9

      “What do you think, Butthole?” Benny asked.

      “About what, Master Benny?”

      “The air. Are we good? Lifelong supply and all that.”

      “The system is now operating within normal parameters. Status board shows green for primary and sub-systems.”

      “Farging A!” Benny exclaimed. “Beer for my belly. Serve it up ice cold, Butthole.”

      “Your one beer, Master Benny.” The food system panel popped open. Inside sat the standard cup in which all beverages were served. It was recyclable, which meant that if Benny took too long, the cup would self-destruct and he’d end up wearing his drink.

      It had only happened once, but Benny considered himself to be a quick learner.

      He took the beer and downed half of it right away. “That is gods awful, Butthole. Can’t you replicate a nice dark beer? It’s the least you can do for your old buddy.”

      “It surely is not the least I can do,” the computer replied without elaborating.

      Benny drained the last of his beer and put the cup back into the dispenser. The cover closed and a slight hum indicated that the cup had been reprocessed. “Fill ‘er up again, Butthole!” Benny called joyously.

      “No can do. The regulations say only one beer per day. Despite your mistreatment of the ship, it is a highly technical vehicle that requires you to be at your most alert at all times.”

      “Ten days and no beer! I should have a kitty built up. Give me one of those beers, you intransigent piece of garbage!”

      “I like your improved vocabulary. Thank you. But no. There is no kitty.”

      Benny raised his arm, ready to throw his spanner, but the muscle-memory hit him. He remembered it all, far too clearly.

      A bolt that didn’t want to come free. He was behind schedule. Everyone was looking at him. He stood, reared back, and launched the spanner. A man stepped from around the corner. The spanner hit him in the head.

      It was a big spanner.

      The man died on the spot. From that moment forward, Benny had not breathed free air. He’d been a ward of the state until they launched him into space.

      Should have launched me into the sun, he thought. He put the spanner in the toolbox. The box was a mess. Each tool had its own place, but they were thrown in together. They had been that way when he woke up on board.

      He emptied the box and carefully put the tools back, one by one, into their designated spots. When he finished, he looked at the screen made to look like a front window. The ship was sealed. There were no windows, only sensors that translated the outside and brought it inside.

      “What starfield am I looking at?” he asked.

      “Capricorn, Master Benny.”

      “Can you show me, please? Highlight the stars in the constellation.”

      An overlay appeared instantly, detailing the sea-goat. The computer started to explain the various stars and clusters, Deneb, Messier 30, and the spiral galaxy known by its group designation, NGC 6907.

      Benny listened and partially watched as he cleaned up from finishing work on the air-handling system. Benny climbed into the pilot’s chair and leaned it backward so he could best relax while listening. The pilot’s seat also served as the dining chair, the bed, the couch, or whatever Benny needed it for. He lived and worked within thirty-four square feet.

      His entire world was contained in that small space.

      Beyond, a universe awaited. All he had to do was fix propulsion next. The computer suggested that environmental control was child’s play compared to propulsion.

      “We’ll start on it in the morning, Butthole.” Benny pulled the blanket over his shoulder as he rolled to his side.

      “I’ll never see the rain,” he muttered. “Can you play the sound of a summer rain?”

      “Of course, Master Benny.” The pitter-patter of raindrops splashing on the ground filled the cabin. Benny closed his eyes and disappeared into his own mind, the only escape available to him.
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      Day 34

      Benny buttoned the panel and collapsed on the floor.

      He thought that he had been prepared for the marathon session that was the final fuel system check. Once started, he wasn’t able to stop. There was no way to prevent a cascade failure had he tried to interrupt the process. The computer did much of the work, but he had to open and shut micro-valves at exact moments. He had to disconnect and reconnect systems when ordered to. He had studied enough to know what would happen had he fallen asleep.

      “How many of the others made it through this process?”

      “Master Benny. Why would you think the others had the same issue?”

      “I’m a mechanic by trade. I can see the marks on the access and the systems. If I were to guess, I’d say sixteen different people tore into this. Two were lefthanded. Three or four couldn’t get the spanner on the nut correctly. And the rounding of the corners tell me that ten others loosened and tightened this. About sixteen. How many made it?”

      “The station’s mechanics have worked on this ship over the decades. Only four of the others had an issue with the engines. All four made it through successfully. Only one made it to the captain’s seat before falling asleep.”

      “Make that two, Butthole.” Benny put his tools away, where they belonged, and then put the toolbox away. “Water, please. No, belay that. A beer, ice cold.”

      The dispenser panel opened. Benny stood on shaky legs, leaning against the bulkhead as he put the cup to his lips. He started to guzzle it before stopping, pulling the cup away, and looking at the dark brown liquid within.

      “Dark beer?” he wondered.

      “You looked like you could use it.”

      “Thank you. Can I rename you?”

      “Whatever makes you most comfortable, Master Benny.”

      “I formally proclaim that from this moment forward, you shall be known as Edelweiss, the purveyor of a fine stout. To you, my friend!” Benny held the cup high before slowly drinking the remainder. He put the cup back into the dispenser and shuffled the short distance to the seat.

      Ergonomic design of the ship. He couldn’t access the food dispenser while in the captain’s seat. He had to get up if he wanted to eat or drink. The bathroom was in the rear of the ship, a small alcove with nothing besides a tiny bowl.

      If he wanted to bathe, he had to use a washcloth. It was a small space in which he was constrained.

      Incarcerated.

      He curled up in his seat and pulled the blanket tightly around him. The seat seemed to have gotten bigger. “Am I losing weight?” Benny said. He rarely kept his thoughts to himself. He simply talked.

      Otherwise, the computer would remain silent, and the weight of being the lone human in all the galaxy would crush him.

      Without having to ask, the rain started to fall. Thunder sounded in the distance. Benny smiled at the normalcy of the absurd. His heartbeat slowed as he calmed and fell fast asleep.
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      Day 57

      “When will we arrive at the first waypoint, Eddie?” Benny saved the computer’s full name for special occasions.

      “We will arrive in five days. One if we maintain our current speed.”

      “Maintain our current speed? Is that a joke, Eddie? If I say nothing, you’ll fly the ship headlong into the asteroid field?”

      The computer didn’t answer. Benny watched the viewscreen intently, but couldn’t see anything different. “Magnify our entry point into the asteroid field, please.”

      The screens optics blurred before re-sharpening. Benny whistled as he looked at the field. Most of the asteroids looked static, but some were moving. The closer the image appeared, the less space seemed to exist between the rocks.

      “I think we should slow down, don’t you?” Benny suggested.

      “Rightly so, Master Benny.” The asteroid field moved beyond the right side of the screen as the ship rotated away to fire the engines. Slowing down using thrusters was ineffective. Only the mains could stop their forward momentum.

      Benny was tossed forward as the engines fired incrementally, in the most fuel efficient manner as the computer took over to bring them to a stop over the next five days.

      “Once we hit that waypoint, then what do we do?” Benny asked.

      “We fly parallel to the main part of the field, looking for a way in. It’ll be best if we find a spot without wayward asteroids flying through. Then we’ll maneuver in and start scanning the rocks. I am optimistic that we’ll find mineable resources.”

      “You’re optimistic?” Benny asked. “A computer with high hopes. Well then, Master Edelweiss, I too shall be optimistic. Except for, what’s this? What’s the red light on the board for, Eddie?”

      “The fresh water system has failed, Master Benny. You will have to facilitate repairs immediately.”

      “Immediately? Maybe after a short nap,” Benny offered.

      “Every minute wasted is one minute closer to fatal dehydration. I calculate that it will take three days to repair. That is three days without a single drink. Without water, the cabin air will not have added humidity. It will pull that from you, reducing the amount of time you can go without water. No, Master Benny, you must start immediately.”

      “Since you put it that way,” Benny replied, nodding. “Show me the schematic. We’ll start at the beginning…”
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      Day 61

      Benny’s head throbbed. The pain radiated through his eyes, making his whole face hurt. His lips were dry and cracked. His fingers shook. He had been hurrying for a while, for the last four hours.

      But the faster he hurried, the more mistakes he made, and the slower he went. Benny crawled toward the finish line. Once he connected the last valve and it passed the pressure check, he dropped his pliers.

      “Water, please,” he croaked.

      “Beginning the flush of the system. Fifteen more minutes, Master Benny,” Edelweiss replied.

      Benny fell over, his eyes rolling back in his head. The next thing he heard was the ship’s proximity alarm. He struggled to open his eyes. His eyelashes were plastered together. His body weighed a million pounds.

      He tried to speak but couldn’t.

      “The system is flushed. Fresh water is in the dispenser. All you have to do is reach up and take it,” Eddie said encouragingly.

      Benny’s head rolled around his shoulders as he rocked back and forth on the deck. His arm flopped against the bulkhead. His fingers found a control handle. He pulled on it, levering his body upward until he slammed into the cold metal. He reached a shaky hand over his head and found the dispenser panel open.

      The cup rested inside. He tried to wrap his fingers around it, but the angle was awkward. He pulled and the cup tipped. Water dumped onto his shoulder and down his chest. He tapped the cup back into the dispenser.

      His head fell to the side as he grabbed the loose fabric of his ship’s coverall in his mouth. He wrapped his lips around the moist clothing. His tongue was like a chunk of dry wood. He pulled the material toward him. Getting as much as he could from it.

      The panel popped up with a new cup inside. He hadn’t heard it close.

      Benny rolled to his side until he was on his hands and knees. He pulled himself up the bulkhead. He spread his knees farther apart for better balance. With one hand on the bulkhead, he reached the other inside, taking care to get a good grip on the cup. He pulled it out.

      Drips splashed from the cup as he brought it toward his mouth. In the entirety of his life, he had never known such focus as he had at that moment. Nothing existed but the cup of water.

      Agonizingly slowly, it moved. With two hands and Benny sitting on the floor, no idea how he got there, the cup reached his lips and the lifesaving water poured in. Slowly, Benny thought.

      He finished it and slouched on the floor until he had the energy to return the cup to the dispenser. Without having been asked, Eddie refilled it. Benny drank the second glass.

      “Thank the gods,” he stammered as he returned the cup.

      “Only you are to be thanked, Master Benny. You did the work. You did it right. You have water and will survive.”

      “At least one more day, Eddie. At least one more day.” Benny curled up on the floor and fell asleep to the sound of a light rain.
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      Day 62

      “It’s not beautiful,” Benny said, looking at the asteroid field on the viewscreen. The old scout ship had come to a complete stop. Benny and Eddie had maneuvered the ship to a holding position outside the belt. Small rocks bounced off the hull with light pings.

      “We’re not going to get a puncture, are we? I don’t think I’m up for another marathon repair session. At least not for a while.”

      “The closer we get, the more debris there will be, Master Benny. We could turn around and go back to the station.”

      “How would we do that? This is a long-haul mission. What happens to convicts who return early?”

      “I’m sure I can’t say, but it is an option. I thought you’d like to hear your available options in order to make the best decision possible, for both our sakes.”

      “Going back early isn’t an option, Eddie. I’m still a convict. I’m still angry at the world.” Benny looked down. “I’m still me.”

      “Who else would you be?” the computer probed.

      “Someone who doesn’t kill people.”

      “Isn’t that who you are now?”

      “Only because I’m out here all alone. I’m sorry. It’s just out here. It’s probably safer for everyone on the station as long as I’m here, but that’s enough of the remorseful crap. We have a job to do, Eddie. Clockwise or counterclockwise? Which way do you recommend we go to find a way in?”

      “The field rotates counterclockwise, Master Benny. The micro-asteroid impacts will be lessened if we head in that direction.”

      “Mind if I take the wheel for a bit?” Benny asked.

      “I find it disturbing that you refer to a wheel when there is no such device as part of the helm. If you require assistance, I am here to help. It is what I do, after all.”

      Benny smiled and manually adjusted the settings. He thumbed the controls, and the thrusters tipped the nose away from the asteroid field. He nudged the main engines, and the ship slowly gained speed.

      “Not too fast,” he told himself, but kept tickling the mains, driving the ship forward faster.

      He crashed through a cloud of small rocks, covering his ears with his hands at the sound. Benny quickly touched the thrusters, but it wasn’t slowing the ship quickly enough. He turned the ship around and touched the mains. He slammed backward into his seat, but the small ship responded.

      “Sorry about that, Edelweiss. How is the ship?”

      “Running diagnostics now,” Eddie replied. After a few moments, the status panel flashed green. Primary and sub-systems were nominal.

      “Sorry, Eddie. That was a close one. I may not be good to live with humanity, but I’m not quite ready to die yet, either. Come on, buddy. We have a mission and we’re the only ones out here to do it. Let’s find a way out and go survey some rocks.”

      “As you wish, Master Benny.”
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      Day 75

      “You think that’s it?” Benny asked. His skepticism seemed to be lost on Edelweiss.

      “Of course.” The computer’s tone was neutral as it always was, even when it was ribbing the human.

      “Looks small, so I’ll leave our fate in your capable circuits,” Benny said. He sat back in the pilot’s chair and watched as the ship headed toward the gap. They’d seen hundreds, but this one had the least amount of small debris beyond it. Larger asteroids orbited the sun in harmony with each other.

      As they closed on the opening, Benny found himself looking away, unsure that they’d fly through without hitting anything. He winced until he ended up closing his eyes completely and clenched his teeth, waiting for the impact that never came.

      “I sense your heart is racing and blood pressure is double the norm. Do you need a beer?”

      “Now you ask!” Benny shot back, before thinking it over. “But since you asked, yes, a nice dark beer, but first a cup of cold water. After our episode with the water system, I have a new appreciation for the simpler things like staying hydrated, just in case this old tub tries to go belly up on me again.”

      The dispenser panel opened to reveal a cup. Benny climbed from his seat, stretching after his feet hit the deck. He took the two steps to the dispenser and retrieved the cup, drinking it in one gulp. He grimaced at the cold, but shook it off.

      “Beer, please, maestro,” Benny ordered. The cup recycled and returned with the dark beer he’d grown fond of. He cradled the cup in his hands as he sipped the brew. “This gets better and better. Commit this recipe to your long-term, short-term, and no-term memory, please.”

      “No-term memory, Master Benny?”

      “You know what I mean. Am I supposed to look like this?” Benny asked out of the blue after seeing his reflection in the shiny steel of an equipment panel.

      “You are losing muscle mass and gaining fat, Master Benny.”

      “Holy crap, Eddie! You don’t drop that nuclear depth bomb on someone without warning. Wow! I don’t know what to say, besides wow. Maybe you can pull out a knife and skin me alive next time. It’ll be gentler!”

      “I will always give you the facts. A fact is a fact. It is not supposition or an opinion. It is fact. Do you want to know how much muscle mass you’ve lost? I can tell you to the nearest gram.”

      “No! I don’t want to know. What I do want to know is when I’ve gained it back. Workouts begin right farging now!” Benny took a drink from his beer before setting it on the deck next to him. He assumed the push-up position and started pumping them out with great vigor.

      He made it all the way to thirteen before his arms started to ache. He gritted his teeth and grunted until he hit nineteen. That was when his arms failed and he flopped face first onto the deck. He crawled to his knees, then sat back against the bulkhead, beer in hand.

      “I suck,” he said before taking a sip. “Can you design a workout for me that’ll get me back in shape? I used to be a mechanic, carrying a toolbox around the station, working twelve hours straight. I never cried about it! I work twelve minutes now and I’m spent. Damn, Eddie. How did we let this happen?”

      “A human expression that may apply in this case is, it is what it is. The real question is, what are we going to do about it, and you’ve already taken your first step toward fixing it. Now, on your back for twenty-five crunches, then leg lifts, and then there are a few other exercises I have for your first day in your ninety-day fitness challenge.”

      “Ninety days? I see the clock. We’ve been out here for seventy-five days, yet it’ll take ninety to make up lost ground?” Benny finished his crunches, rolled back to his stomach, and pulled himself to his feet. He finished his beer and put the cup back in the dispenser.

      “It will take that long, by my estimate. We will reevaluate daily based on your progress.”

      “I used to like you, Eddie.” Benny shook his head. His arms felt tight. Nineteen pushups, and he knew he’d be sore.

      He finished his Eddie-directed workout, then stripped, throwing his coverall into the purifier as he gave himself a sponge bath. He air-dried as he always did, checking out his profile in the reflection.

      No progress. His body protested sufficiently to let him know that he’d accomplished something.

      Ninety days.

      “Show me the trajectory and the targets that we’ll be scanning.” Benny stood, leaning on the back of the pilot’s seat as he watched the information appear as a graphic overlay of the asteroid belt’s live feed. “What do we do with the information we collect?”

      “I will transmit it to the station, of course. Our signal will arrive in about forty minutes, assuming we have an unobstructed view to the station.”

      “What’s the chance of that from inside the belt?”

      “Not good, but I’ll put the signal on burst and repeat. It’ll get through at some point. Our data is not volatile. It’ll keep.”

      “Our data. You said you could do this without me?”

      “I can, but I don’t want to.”

      Benny froze. He felt like cold water had been poured over him. “What do you mean you don’t want to? You’re just a computer…” Benny’s thoughts trailed off.

      “Am I?” Eddie replied.

      “Yes, you are, and I’m the convict you got stuck with. It’s you and me, Eddie. Whatever we are, we still have a mission, right? Let’s find us some precious metals, and then let’s find some more. Maybe someone will remember us when we’re gone, those who’ll get rich from mining what we’ve found, right, Master Edelweiss?”

      “Right, Master Benny.”

      “We shall endeavor to persevere. No mountain too high, no asteroid too far, no calamity too great to keep us from our calling.” Benny dug out his coverall and dressed. Even being alone, he still felt funny walking around naked. He shaved every day, brushed his teeth, and kept his hair trim by shaving it off. Bald was easiest to maintain.

      “Let’s see what we get on our first target. Who knows, we could get lucky right out of the gate.”
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      Day 165

      “Your muscle mass is zero-point-four percent greater than when you came aboard, Master Benny. Congratulations. I have programmed a maintenance regimen to prevent future excursions from good health.”

      “Thanks, Eddie. Play some music from the legends of rock-and-roll, please.” Benny stripped so he could clean up while Rush’s Middletown Dreams filled the cabin.

      Benny rocked to the music. Every now and then, a gentle tink sounded as a chunk of space rock bounced off the hull. They were maintaining a speed of twice the angular rotation of the belt, not fast enough to drive rocks through the hull.

      At least that was what Benny thought. The ship jerked hard, slamming Benny against the bulkhead. He cracked his head and slid down as the world fogged and his vision narrowed to a pinpoint of light. The ship jerked back as Eddie deployed the thrusters in violent maneuvers.

      “What’s happening,” Benny mumbled.

      “Avoiding some errant asteroids that just appeared. I believe we’re through the worst of it. Master Benny?”

      Benny rolled onto his back and passed out.
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      Day 166

      Benny rolled over and a pain shot through the side of his head. He reached up to grab his head. It was wet and his hand came away covered in blood. The scab from the wound was stuck to the deck.

      “What happened,” Benny stammered as he rolled around, finding his head was spinning too much to stand.

      “You’ve been out for nearly a full day, Master Benny. I’m so happy that you have regained consciousness. I suspect you have a concussion, but I have no way to be certain.”

      “My head hurts, Eddie. It hurts a lot.” Benny grimaced as he pulled himself upright, then staggered three steps to the toilet, where he puked until he dry-heaved. He sat down, his head pounding and his eyes spinning. He fell over and was out cold once again.

      When he came to, his stomach was in knots. He suspected he hadn’t been out long.

      “Try to drink some water, Master Benny,” the computer encouraged. The usually stoic voice sounded concerned.

      Benny crawled across the deck and pulled himself up in front of the dispenser. He stood on shaky legs, one arm braced against the bulkhead as he pulled out the cup of water. He drank half of it before he started to salivate, signaling that he was about to throw up again.

      He stood upright and took deep breaths. He was sweating although the temperature in the cabin was constant. His stomach calmed enough for him to finish the cup and return it to the dispenser. The soft hum to recycle the cup and the dispenser reopened.

      Benny expected to see another cup of water, but instead, flat bread was on a small plate. He hesitated before taking it.

      “To settle your stomach before you drink more water.”

      “Good call, my friend,” Benny mumbled. He took out the bread and sat down beneath the dispenser.

      He ate slowly, but the pain in his head didn’t abate. He finished his bread, drank another cup of water, and then worked his way into the pilot’s seat. Without another word, he fell into a restless sleep as his bruised brain struggled to recover.
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      Day 169

      Benny awoke, rolled to the side, and dry-heaved.

      “I am very concerned about you, Master Benny,” Eddie said.

      “That makes two of us,” Benny grumbled. He staggered to the bathroom to relieve himself. It had been days.

      He tried to clean up, but standing hurt his head.

      “Have we found anything yet with the latest scans?” Benny asked in an effort to take his mind off his troubles. He felt like he was going to die.

      Like he did when he went without water for four days, but there, he had hope, a checklist that he was incrementally following toward the end where his reward was life.

      He had no checklist to follow, only an ache that refused to get better. He could barely see. His head was filled with cotton. He tried to eat, but his stomach recoiled.

      “Master Benny, I am pleased to inform you that we have found the richest vein of ore ever.”

      Benny chuckled, but stopped because it hurt. “That’s crap. You’re just saying that to make me feel better,” Benny mumbled.

      “I state facts. I have to note that you are once again losing muscle mass, but it is not being replaced by fat. Your body is eating the muscle to survive. You must eat something, Master Benny.”

      “If I didn’t know you were a computer, I’d say that you actually care about my well-being. You care about a convict. A murderer. Now I know what I put that man through. My God, Eddie. Maybe it was better that he never woke up. I wouldn’t wish this on my worst enemy, but what’s worse is that he wasn’t my enemy. I didn’t even know him!” Benny gasped and held his head.

      He forced his eyes open to look at the asteroid field as tears streamed down his face. “Me and you, Edelweiss. We found the richest vein. My punishment. Their reward for giving me a chance. My redemption, just in time to space me. As soon as I have the energy, the airlock and I have an appointment. I don’t want dead me all over the inside of such a nice ship. It’s a good ship, Eddie. For the next convict to ride to the stars. Find his place in the 'verse.”

      Benny’s hands rested on the floor. He could no longer lift his arms. He screamed at death, but all that escaped his throat was a dry croak. Benny’s eyes rolled back in his head and he fell over.
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      “Hurry!” Eddie projected through the speaker above the hatch. The airlock hatch popped and rotated open. The group of medics ran with their stretcher across the bay. They climbed into the space simulator to find Benny on the floor. They loaded him onto the stretcher and ran out. The surgeons were waiting.

      A young woman stepped away from a console that sat beside the scout ship mock-up. She looked worried. One of the stretcher-bearers smiled and gave her the thumbs up. They ran between the other simulators on their way to the elevator that would take them directly to sickbay.

      Someone always got hurt during the rehabilitation flights. Some even died. When convicts spaced themselves, they were allowed to believe they were in the vacuum of space. The air was removed from the pod and that was it.

      Others lived long and healthy lives on board their ship, incapable of returning to humanity
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      “Benny?” the young woman asked softly. She sat at the side of the hospital bed. The air smelled antiseptic clean. Medical staff bustled about, doing what they did.

      Benny opened his eyes slowly. The pilot’s seat felt strange. The air smelled wrong. The sounds weren’t right. A young woman looked at him. He was in a big room.

      With people.

      Benny closed his eyes. “Eddie! I’ve lost it, my man. I’m seeing things.”

      “You are not, Master Benny,” the young woman said.

      Benny opened his eyes fully. His head didn’t hurt, but he felt loopy. He lifted a hand to feel his head. A tube was taped to the inside of his arm. He followed it to an IV bag. He carefully raised his arm to feel the bandage around his head.

      “Where am I?” he asked.

      “Earth Station Four,” she replied matter-of-factly.

      “How did we… How did we get back?”

      “Edelweiss was a superhero in rocketing your ship back here, getting you to the surgeons in time. You had some serious issues with your head, a hemorrhage, a blood clot, swelling, things like that.” She shrugged as if they were nothing.

      “Do you expect me to believe that?” Benny wondered, letting his eyes wander around the room. He had been stationed on Number Four, but had never been in that space.

      But he hadn’t been injured like this ever before. He let his eyes linger on the young woman.

      “I don’t deserve to be back. When can I go out again?”

      “You won’t be. The mission was declared a success because you collected sufficient data. Six months is enough time. In your case, it was more than enough.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means that you transition back into life aboard the station. I’m here to help you.”

      “I don’t deserve that.”

      “Of all the people here, Master Benny, you deserve it the most.”

      “Thank you for saying that, but I will have to respectfully disagree. What’s your name, you, the person designated as my helper?”

      “You can call me whatever makes you the most comfortable, but I prefer Eddie.”

      
        The End
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      Hot breath scorched Julian’s face and the scent of sulphur slid up her nostrils as she gripped the dragon’s scaled cheeks.

      “Mother, why do you put yourself through this?” Her shoulders tensed as her mother heaved another breath. The exhale sent the blonde hairs around her face flying. Once the charred smell of ash passed, Julian took a breath of fresh air.

      Cold clung to her cheeks while the dragon’s scales warmed her hands. Even in the dim light of the cavern, the quick rise and fall of her mother’s haunches were obvious. Days had passed since she’d last spoken to her mother. All dragons gave birth in this form. While in labor she refused to transform back.

      “We need to escape before the baby is born. If you have a sole daughter this time, you won’t be able to hide her from the others like you do with me.” Julian’s heart rammed in her ears and her pulse pounded behind her eyes. She pushed against the thick scales of the serpent, begging for her to listen, just this once.

      The dragon’s eyes rolled open as if they’d been hiding in the back of her head. It blinked large doubtful yellow eyes at Julian. Her mother only ever had one daughter, and Julian had come with a twin. A male twin. It was the only way her mother had hidden her from the rest of Izenfir; the last dragon city.

      “Mother, please.” Her fingers balled into fists. “At least transform so we can speak.” She hated to admit it, but being with no one but a speechless dragon for days was making her anxious. Every time a rogue drop of water splashed against the rock and echoed through the tunnels, she jumped.

      What if Solipher, the King of Izenfir, were to find her? Julian shook her head. She knew very well what awaited her if Solipher or the other dragon lords ever discovered her. She’d be subjected to a life as property: an imprisoned cow forced to give birth to child after child in hopes another female dragon would appear. Without the females, their species would die, and as far as Izenfir was concerned, her mother was the last.

      “Mother,” Julian chided softly. She could be so stubborn sometimes.

      The dragon rolled its eyes and lifted its head from Julian’s hands. It flared wide nostrils and exhaled a long gust of ash-smelling breath upon her cheeks.

      Julian smiled. Finally, she’d listened.

      Darkness swept from the shadows, wrapping around the silver head and body of the giant beast, trapped in such a small cavern. Her wings couldn’t extend, nor could she stand. The dragon lords would never allow it, for if she could stand and feel the wind beneath her wings, she could fly. And fly she would.

      Shadowy flames dispersed to reveal a woman in her early middle age with thick dirty blonde curls, the same as Julian’s, and dark blue eyes. Her mother pursed her dry lips and narrowed her eyes at her daughter.

      “Julian,” she greeted, irritation as clear in her eyes as it was her voice.

      Julian leapt from where she knelt and closed the distance between them. She wrapped her arms around her mother’s neck and nuzzled her cold cheeks against her hair. Warmth radiated from her mother’s swollen body, and the enormous bulge in her belly nearly kept them apart.

      Her mother’s tense shoulders relaxed as she embraced Julian. “I missed you too, my love.”

      Tears burned the back of Julian’s eyes. She blinked towards the ceiling of the cavern, wishing the tears back into her head. “It’s seemed like ages.”

      “Only a few days.” Her mother leaned back and held her at arm’s length. Her fingers gently brushed a loose strand of hair from her cheek. “I’ve never left you, and I won’t begin to now.”

      Julian nodded. “I know.”

      Now that they were properly reunited, her mother ushered her from the large cavern into an adjacent cave, one with walls far less jagged and with furnishing that might make her believe the dragon lords cared for her mother at least a little.

      Her mother clung to her side as they entered. Embers burned in the fireplace, and thick velvet covered every surface, from the queen sized four-poster bed, to the chairs and sofas nestled by the fire. If Julian didn’t know any better, she’d say it was a room for royalty. In a way it was, as her mother was the last direct descendant of the Ancients: the first dragons to burst from the molten core of the earth and breathe ash upon the world.

      “How are you doing?” Julian asked. She helped her mother to the sofa and gently lowered her to sit before fetching a blanket.

      “Fine, fine.” She made a shooing motion at Julian, even while sweat coated her forehead and her normally tawny skin was pale. Somehow she seemed older, even if that was impossible. Dragons could choose the age of their human form. Where her mother was thousands of years old, her clear skin and nearly wrinkle-less face didn’t show it. In the same way, Julian chose to appear eighteen, the age of adulthood in the land of Warshard, the six kingdoms beyond the mountains.

      Julian wrapped a thick wool blanket, the heaviest piece of fabric she wore, around her mother’s thin shoulders. The nearly translucent white cotton dress she wore was hardly suitable for the cold temperature, yet her mother always insisted on being comfortable when she returned to human form.

      “How long until the baby comes?” Julian asked.

      “Any day now.” She leaned back against the couch, taking quick, shallow breaths.

      “There’s still time to escape then.” Julian’s heart beat faster. “We could go now, take the secret tunnels you showed me. We could reach Warshard in two days, less if we hurry.”

      Her mother levelled her a look. “Julian, you know we can’t.”

      “But mother––”

      “You know every reason why we’d be captured, and worse, you might be caught.” Her dark eyes flashed with anger. “I won’t have them do this to you too. Not my only daughter. I will stay, and you will go.”

      Julian started and her eyes flew wide. “What?”

      “There’s something I need to tell you, Julian.” Her mother’s fists balled in her lap. “I don’t know how much more my body can take of this, and once I’m gone, I’ll have no magic left to protect you.”

      “Mother––”

      “Do not interrupt me,” she snapped. “When I’m gone, they will find you, but there is something––someone––out there that may be able to stop them.” The dragon lords.

      “But how?” Her heart rose into her throat and her stomach twisted. Her mother had never spoken of her leaving alone before. They’d always dreamed of escaping together, of fleeing to the six kingdoms and beyond, as far as their wings could take them.

      “There’s a girl, an ashen––”

      Julian’s skin chilled. The ashen were a half-breed race, a mix between dragons and humans. With the likelihood of another female ever being born dwindling, the males had begun to mate with magical humans in order to continue their lines.

      “This ashen is different than the others. I can feel her magic even now.” Her mother closed her eyes and tilted her head to the ceiling. Warm light bathed her skin in gold and amber. “She’s so strong, like nothing I’ve ever felt before. She’ll be the downfall of Izenfir. She’ll destroy the Holy Fire they worship and set us free.”

      Julian’s lips twisted in a frown. Her mother was putting a lot of faith in an ashen they didn’t yet know. How could a half-breed bring down the dragon lords? If her mother wasn’t strong enough to, how could a mere girl?

      “Don’t let your doubt cloud your judgment, my love.” She opened her eyes. Her lips quirked in the first smile Julian had seen in ages. “Close your eyes and reach out, over the mountains to Warshard.”

      Sighing, Julian did as her mother said. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. When she exhaled she reached with her mind, a ghost of a hand she pictured passing over the snow-topped mountains of Cinder, to the six kingdoms endless forests and grassy hills as far as the eye could see.

      Her tensed shoulders relaxed, and she smiled. Though she’d never been there, her mother had told many tales of the beautiful land she one day hoped to call home.

      “Now with your senses, reach for magic. Reach for the burn of power and dark scent of a dragon among so many humans.” Her mother’s soft voice whispered through her ears.

      Julian could feel it. The wind beneath her wings, the cold air against her cheeks. But beyond that she called for the darkness in every dragon, the hunger that lay deep inside her belly, the unquenchable thirst that craved power and fire and ash upon every living thing.

      She wiped her sweaty palms on her trousers and swallowed the growing lump in her throat. Her heart raced, pounding behind her eyes as she pulled at the one part of her she’d never been comfortable with: the beast she refused to acknowledge.

      Heat burst across her fingertips and up her arms. It pulled a gasp from her throat as warmth clenched around her heart and mind. The beast in her gut rolled from its slumber and clawed at her stomach, racking painfully at her insides like a wild cat trying to scale a mountain. The burn of magic was unmistakable. Something incredibly strong dwelled inside the six kingdoms. It called to her and she was tempted to answer.

      “That’s the girl who will save us.”

      Her mother’s voice threw cold across the molten flames. Julian gasped in a cool breath of air. Her eyes flew open and she looked at her mother. The vision was gone. The fire and the beast were gone. But the girl was real.

      “Where is she?” Julian took deep breaths as if she’d been under water a long time.

      “South.” She shrugged. “That’s all I can tell in this state.” She glanced down at her belly. “You have to find this girl, Julian. If either of us can ever be free.”

      Julian shook her head. “But if I leave your sphere of magic, the others will be able to sense me.”

      “Normally, that’d be true, but the magic of my new son should blind them for at least a couple of weeks. Long enough for you to find this girl and come back.” Her mother’s fierce gaze locked on her own. “We’ll figure out the rest once you’re safe again.”

      “But what about you?” Julian shifted uncomfortably. She’d never left the mountains, never gone further than the valleys inside them. Warshard would be an entirely new place, with new people, those who wouldn’t understand her, or her magic. How was she supposed to find this girl on her own and somehow convince her to return to a place no one knew existed?

      “I’ll be fine.” She smiled. “You needn’t worry about me.” She brushed Julian’s cheek with her fingertips.

      Julian leaned against her warm hand, nearly as hot as an iron. She was grateful such heat could never hurt her, not with fire running through her veins.

      “You should leave tonight. I have a feeling your brother won’t wait much longer.” She shifted, holding her bulging belly as she did.

      Her pulse raced, a mix of anxiousness, uncertainty and excitement at what was to come. “Okay. I’ll go for you.”

      Her mother’s smile faltered. “Thank you, my love.”

      Julian leaned forward and embraced her mother. Finally, she was going to see a world she’d only ever dreamed of. She couldn’t wait.
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      A warm breeze brushed her cheeks, the first sign of the outside world. Flames warmed her fingers, outstretched and quivering in the wind. Magic burned her fingers, pleasant and tingling her skin, while her stomach rolled with power hunger.

      Firelight bathed the jagged tunnel walls, dark and dripping with moisture. Distant birdcalls echoed ahead and behind. Birds. Real birds. She’d only ever seen one once in the valley, on the lone dead tree. It had been large, or what she assumed was large for a bird, with brown feathers and a wingspan that stretched the length of the branch. When it saw her it screeched and flew away, up into the clouds. Jealousy had panged her heart at the sight. She’d only ever flown when young, before her mother taught her to transform. Now, the magic it took to transform was too great. If she wasn’t directly beside her mother, the dragon lords might sense her above her mother’s magic. She just couldn’t risk it.

      Another breeze rushed through the tunnel, sending the flames in her hand flickering. She lowered her fingers, and let the flames die, taking with it the hunger in her belly. Soft, cold light filtered down the tunnel.

      A grin lit her face and her heart leapt. After days weaving through the tunnels, she’d finally arrived.

      Adjusting the straps of her rucksack, Julian made sure the straps were held tight before she took off running. The heavy sack of clothes, food and water bounced against her spine as she sprinted towards daylight.

      Finally, the six kingdoms. The home she was certain she’d one day have, and she was about to see it.

      Her breath fogged the air as she pushed around the last bend. Brilliant light burst from the mouth of the cave, sending white lights across her vision. Julian squinted and shielded her eyes with her hand, but she didn’t stop, not until the rock beneath her boots gave way to perfectly green grass. It swallowed her feet to her ankles, sliding beneath her pant-leg and tickling her skin.

      “Grass,” Julian exclaimed. She fell to her knees, gripping the long wet fibres between her fingers. They were slick and not quite as silky as they looked, but still, she couldn’t contain the joyful squeak unleashed from her throat.

      Once her eyes adjusted to the light, Julian looked up at the pine forest down a short hill, at the birds cawing as they leapt from the lush branches of trees, and squirrels scuttled along the forest floor, leaping for cover up the thick trunks.

      Beyond the forest smoke rose from a town, and a river banked around its far side. Hills continued as far as she could see, hundreds – no – thousands of trees, all under a bright blue sky.

      Her thudding heart slowed as she kneaded the grass between her fingers.

      Home. It was the only word she could use to describe it. One day, this would be her home.

      Wiping the dew on her hands across her thighs, Julian rose, her shoulders lighter than ever, even with ten pounds of goods on her back. She couldn’t wait for her mother to see this again. She couldn’t wait to fly over the mountaintops and leap into a river.

      Julian grinned as she descended the hill. Before she could enjoy Warshard properly, she had a mission to complete – a mission she hoped would take her across more of the beautiful countryside.

      But first, she needed to find that town and figure out where she was going. All she had was her sense of the magic girl who might save her mother from a life of service. She had no town or city name, just a sense and a direction. Explaining that to anyone willing to aid in her travels wouldn’t be so easy.

      Chewing on her lip, she reached the bottom of the hill. Tall trees shaded her from the sun, casting dappled light across the pine needle strewn roots protruding from the ground.

      From what her mother described, the people of the six kingdoms were generally kind. She should be emerging in a kingdom called Salander, but beyond that, her mother had no idea what city she needed to travel to.

      Julian took a deep breath. She hoped it was close, so she could get the girl and return to her mother, who hopefully would have a plan by the time she returned.

      She paused at the edge of the forest, a dirt path inches from her boots. She closed her eyes and pictured the hills and trees. In her mind she flew over the land, reaching out for the burn of magic once more.

      Her stomach flipped and hollowed. Flames ran through her gut and up into her chest. Julian turned left, right, back the way she’d come. She stepped in each direction until the hunger reached up into her throat and burned her tongue.

      That way.

      Julian opened her eyes and let the magic go. Cold air filled her lungs with each breath, settling the beast back down. Directly south: just as her mother had said. She stepped onto the path heading towards the smoke. Maybe someone in town could give her an idea of where she was going.

      

      An hour later the sun crested the top of the trees. Noon. Her stomach growled, not with hunger for power, but with genuine hunger for food.

      She chomped on an apple as the trees parted and the lane widened. Sour juice burst across her tongue and sent a shiver up her spine. She hoped her mother hadn’t given her too much of their food. She’d be treated like a queen this close to the birth, as if treating her well right before the baby was born could somehow determine its gender. But once the baby was born, as with the ones before it, as soon as it was clear the baby was male, her mother would be sent back to her chambers, and shunned until someone thought to impregnate her again.

      Fury burst through her chest, sending heat to her fingertips. She clenched her fists so flames wouldn’t leap from them.

      She took a deep breath. This is why she was on this journey. She’d save her mother and make the dragon lords regret they ever enslaved her.

      Though her calves ached and her shoulders grew sore, she continued down the road at a brisk pace. The sweetness of the apple faded and she tossed the remainder into the trees. Her excitement over new things still sent her heart racing, though it was clouded by her desperate desire to fix things.

      The light smoke in the distance grew thicker the closer she got, until it was a solid gray cloud hovering in front of the sky.

      Julian looked down as the edges of buildings came into view. Buildings not made from thick slabs of rock, but from wood and cobblestone. She raised an eyebrow and slowed her pace.

      The soft rumble and clack of rocks came from ahead, as did soft chatter and the whinny of horses.

      Again her heart leapt. She’d never seen a horse or even a human before. Though her mother told her they looked the same as dragons in their human form, she still wanted to see them for herself.

      Julian was sprinting before she realized what she was doing. A cart pulled out from an adjacent street, a large brown animal with long legs, wide hooves and thick hair pulling it along the road. A horse.

      She stopped at the intersection, her heart pounding as she looked back and forth. Pens of small white-feathered birds with orange beaks, boxes of plants and a fire pit with the thick smoke she’d seen on the walk.

      Two tall men sat by the fire pit, chewing on long pieces of yellow grass and speaking with each other in low rumbly voices. On the other side of the lane a woman with large hips and an apron hung sheets from a line attached to a bar near her front door, and a post ten-feet away.

      Further down the lane more men and women rode by on horseback, silver armor glinting in the sun instead of the pale cotton of the others. They had to be warriors of some kind, with swords at their hips and shields on their backs.

      Julian turned in circles to take in all the wonders of the town. She’d never seen so many people in her life, or so many unfamiliar sights, sounds and smells.

      “Dear, you’ve been standing there for some time.”

      Julian spun to find the woman in the apron smiling kindly. She held her hands in her lap, and unlike Julian and her mother, had dark hair pulled into a bun at the back of her head. She was older than her mother’s human form, and a bit wider, but her eyes shined like the grass on the hillside.

      “Hello.” Julian grinned. “I’m sorry, I’ve never seen so many interesting things this close together.”

      The woman raised an eyebrow, wrinkling her forehead. “This is only a small town, dear. Where are you from?”

      “The mountains,” she said. “What is the name of this town?”

      “Elmhurst.” The woman continued to look at her strangely, but Julian could only beam.

      “Elmhurst.” Her very first town. “And what is that way?” Julian pointed south; in the direction her sense was taking her.

      The woman followed the direction of her finger. “Well, there are forests, and fields, other villages, the sea, the capitol.”

      Julian’s eyes widened. So many things she wanted to see, especially the vast expanse of water her mother claimed lie beyond land. “That’s incredible.”

      “Are you looking for something in that direction?”

      “Yes, a girl.” Julian paused. There weren’t words to describe the feeling in her belly, and she was sure the woman would think her mad. Humans didn’t believe in magic, even if it was all around them.

      “Where is this girl? Maybe I can help.” She smiled kindly, while concern flashed inside her eyes, just as it did when mother sensed the dragon lords coming.

      “I don’t know, but I need to find her.” Julian shook her head. How could she explain it?

      “What’s your name, dear?”

      “Julian.”

      “Julian. A beautiful name. My name is Glenrys.”

      “Well met.” Mother had said that was the proper way to greet someone. It occurred to Julian that she’d never properly met someone before. She’d only ever known her mother, and sometimes briefly, her siblings. But babies didn’t talk, and there wasn’t any real meeting them when all they did was cry.

      “Well met,” Glenrys replied. “Let’s see if we can find someone to help you.” She glanced back down the road, the way the warrior people had gone.

      “All right.” It couldn’t hurt.

      Glenrys lay a hand gently on her back, turning her to walk the length of the road, further into Elmhurst. Tall and short homes rose on either side of the street, as well as a short building with open doors, and horses outside and in, penned up in cages.

      Her brows pulled together. She couldn’t imagine living in a small box was any kind of life, but then again, some of the horses were outside grazing in a large wooden pen. A small one, a baby perhaps, even chased around a larger horse. Maybe they weren’t always confined inside.

      They walked passed a stone forge, with molten flames inside a pit, and hot coals burning red. A tall bearded man with gloves pulled white-hot iron from the forge and doused it in water. Steam hissed up into his face, reddening his cheeks.

      “What is that man doing?” Julian asked.

      Glenrys glanced at the man. “That’s the blacksmith. He’s making a few new blades for the guards.”

      “Guards?” Julian tilted her head. “Were they the ones on horseback with armor?”

      “Yes, that’d be them.”

      “What are they guarding?”

      Glenrys laughed, as if Julian had told a joke. When she was done wiping her eyes, the woman raised her brows as if surprised Julian had been serious in her question. “Well, us of course.”

      “Elmhurst?”

      “Yes. They keep us safe from crime, and protect us if war ever reaches us.”

      “War?” Julian’s eyebrows furrowed.

      The woman’s eyes widened. “Great battles between kingdoms.”

      “But why would the kingdoms fight?”

      Glenrys twisted her wide jaw back and forth as she thought. “For land, resources, their rights… many things.”

      “Hm.” Julian looked to the sky. Her mother had told her of the great dragon wars centuries passed. She didn’t imagine the people of the six kingdoms ever had anything to fight about. They had grass and trees and food and water. They had so much light, and so many beautiful things. Why bother fighting about it?

      Glenrys glanced at Julian with confusion in her eyes until they reached the end of the lane and three men and one woman on horseback came into view. They stood next to a large building with a set of five steps to reach the door. It was the only building with windows on top and not just the bottom.

      At their approach, the men smiled and nodded to Glenrys while the woman raised an eyebrow at Julian, curiosity clouding her clear green eyes. She had the same thick brown hair and wide jaw as Glenrys. The guard had to be her daughter.

      “Mum, who is this?” the woman asked. She swung down from her horse, jostling and clinking her armor and sword against each other.

      “This is Julian.” The older woman raised her brows meaningfully. “She’s wandered into town and isn’t quite sure where she’s going. She says she’s from the mountains.”

      Julian nodded. That basically summed up most of their conversation.

      “Julian, this is my daughter Helga.”

      Helga glanced back at the other guards. “Where is it you’re headed?”

      “South.” That’s all Julian could really explain.

      “South,” Helga said. “Anywhere specifically?”

      “I’m not quite sure yet. I’ll know when I get there.”

      “You’re heading to Ithrendel soon aren’t you?” Glenrys raised her brows. “You might be able to find her somewhere to stay in the city.”

      Helga nodded and again exchanged glances with her comrades. “Yes, we are. I’m sure we have room for her.” She smiled tightly, not quite meaning her sincerity.

      Julian shifted from foot to foot. On one hand, she didn’t need anywhere to stay, but on the other, if they rode on horseback that’d get her farther much quicker. If she needed to go past this Ithrendel she could simply continue without them, or if the magic girl appeared before the city, she could disembark.

      “I’d appreciate the ride,” Julian said.

      “Excellent. Why don’t you come with us?” Helga motioned back towards the building. “We’re just getting our things and then we’ll be on our way.”

      “All right.” Julian said her goodbyes to Glenrys and joined the guards. Hopefully the magic girl would appear along the way, or else she might be in for a long walk, yet.

      

      As the sun began to lower toward the distant mountaintops, Julian loaded the last of the goods into the back of the wagon. Bags of fresh apples, boxes of salted meat, and a few cages for chickens occupied the back of the trolley.

      “We’re just about ready to go, Julian.” Helga wiped the sweat from her forehead. Even with the sun setting, heat still covered the open road. “You should say goodbye to my mother before we head out.”

      Julian smiled. “All right.”

      Heading back down the road, Julian slowed as she approach the corner. Voices drifted on the breeze, the same familiar timber of the guards Helga worked with. She stopped and peeked around the corner. Helga had sent them off to fetch the last of the supplies, not to loiter in alleys.

      “That girl is as crazy as your ex-wife, Jordan,” one of the men said, a growl of a laugh rumbling in his beard-covered throat.

      The other, a younger man, flashed his teeth in a wide grin. “Don’t remind me. She even has the look of the crazy old bat.”

      “Wasn’t your late wife younger than you?”

      “No, she was a few years older even now when she passed.”

      “Why do you think the Lieutenant agreed to bring the little loon to Ithrendel?” Their laughter ceased as he scratched the back of his head.

      “I don’t know, maybe she feels bad for her.” He shrugged.

      “Could be.”

      Julian pressed her back to the wall and leaned back away from the alley. Her heart raced and her brows furrowed. So she was right, they did think her crazy. But crazy or not, they were still taking her with them. It would be the fastest way across the country. All she needed to do was slip off before they arrived, and she’d find the ashen her mother needed.

      “Julian!” Helga’s voice called down the road.

      Her heart jumped as she leapt from the wall. “Coming!” She took off back down the road as the sun dipped lower, sending shadows across the town.
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      Flames burned in her belly, the beast she’d never accept returning to torment her. Julian shifted for the thousandth time. After several days in the back of a bouncing trolley, she was ready to be done with her mission. The closer they rode to Ithrendel City, the capital of Salander, the more intense her beast fought.

      Heat coursed through her limbs, a constant irritation she couldn’t ignore. Chickens squawked behind her and crates slammed against her side as they rolled over another bump.

      She narrowed her eyes at the road disappearing beneath the wheels. Did the road really need to be this bumpy? What caused so many divots in the dirt?

      Julian sighed and turned once more, shifting to look ahead between the trees. She started as enormous gray stone walls appeared behind the treetops. Beyond the walls, turrets rose: the castle. Her heart sped with excitement. She’d never seen a castle before, nor had she been to a real city. As Helga explained along the way, the city housed thousands of people. The houses spread around the walls as well as inside up the hill before the castle.

      She kneeled on the wooden floor, holding a chicken crate and the edge of the trolley for balance. The fire inside her grew stronger with every step the horses took. With every inch of land they crossed, claws scratched her insides. She wanted that girl. She wanted her power. Whoever she was, Julian needed her – no – the beast needed her.

      Swallowing, she shook her head. She wished she had cold water to splash over her face, to tame the heat inside and quell the dragon for even a moment.

      “You see the towers?” Helga rode up beside the trolley, her bun a mess in the wind, and her eyes wild. “That’s the royal castle where King Brae and his son Prince Emeril reside.”

      Julian nodded. She understood their titles from her mother’s teachings, though their names meant nothing to her. Should she know this king and his son? Were they known for something in particular?

      “We should arrive within the walls shortly.” Helga smiled and kicked her heels. Her brown stallion trotted up to join the others at the front of the trolley.

      Julian sat back on her heels as they crested the hill and hundreds of wooden and cobblestone homes came into view. They rested halfway down the hill on flatland before sloping up again to the castle walls on the hill. She’d never seen something so magnificent, so daunting in all her life. She couldn’t wait to explore it.

      The trolley slowed as the dirt road shifted to cobble. The bouncing didn’t lessen any, but the new sights and smells were enough of a distraction. Something tart drifted on the breeze, like fresh baked goods. Children and their parents walked the edges of the road, some with mules, others with dogs, or horses. Most had dark brown hair, while others had haloes of dusty orange.

      She’d never known such a color was possible on a human. Then again, she had very little knowledge of humans to draw from.

      As she settled back down to watch the town go by, the fire inside her shifted. Where it had come from directly south for days, now it came from the east. Her heart sped as she glanced back and forth at the road. She hadn’t seen anyone she’d assume was an ashen, then again she’d never seen one either.

      Julian crouched on the ever-moving floor, holding herself steady with the wooden slats.

      “Hey, what do you think you’re doing?” the driver called back. He narrowed his dark eyes with suspicion.

      “N-nothing.” Her cheeks flushed.

      “Sit down,” he barked. “You can’t be standing in a moving trolley.”

      Julian glanced back at the road. She needed to find the magic girl as soon as she could, especially with her so close. She bit her lip. She only had a moment to decide. Julian inched toward the back of the trolley.

      “Helga!” the driver shouted. “Your little loon is trying to jump ship!”

      Her heart chilled. Hooves beat the cobblestone as Helga rounded the trolley; her once kind green eyes now sharp like knives.

      “Julian, what are you doing?” Helga snapped.

      Julian cursed herself for not being quicker. She was so wrapped up in all that was new, she missed her chance to flee unnoticed. Slowly, she lowered herself back to the floor of the cart. Helga continued to narrow her eyes and twist her mouth back and forth while she thought.

      Several minutes passed, and Helga remained at the back of the pack, her eyes never leaving Julian.

      She sighed. There’d be another chance. They couldn’t keep their eyes on her at all times, and even if they did, Julian still had her magic.

      Heat burned the tips of her fingers, but even as it did, the dragon reared its head again. Using her flames meant using the beast. She’d only ever used her powers when training with her mother, or when she had to for light.

      No, she couldn’t use fire to escape, not unless it was her only option.

      As the castle walls grew closer, Julian’s heart sped with worry. It might be much more difficult to flee inside the keep than it was down the dozens of streets. The lanes bustled with more trolleys, carts and people as the cobblestone smoothed out. Their progress slowed until they hardly crawled forward.

      She leaned her head back to the sun, biting back a frustrated growl. She didn’t have time for this.

      The wide gates to the city loomed ahead until the trolley finally stopped completely.

      “State your business,” a city guard said.

      Julian twisted in her seat to see what was happening, while Helga trotted around to speak with the man.

      “Good day, we bring goods for Elmhurst families coming to the market tomorrow,” Helga explained to the tall man in gold armor, a strange twisted metal seal at his breast. It had to be the mark of Salander city guards.

      “Ah, yes.” The man extended a scroll between his hands. “I believe I saw you on the registry.”

      “We have our papers if necessary.”

      “No need. Just let me verify your name.”

      Julian looked between the guards and the back of the trolley. The gates stood wide open, the outer city stretching beyond. It was now or never.

      Crouching as quietly as she could, Julian’s heart beat her ribs as she inched toward the back while also looking over her shoulder. No one moved, or glanced her way. She grinned and leapt over the back.

      Helga’s messy bun whipped in her directly. Her green eyes flew wide. “Julian, stop!”

      Her stomach twisted as she flew down the street, far from the guards in the bustle of people headed for the inner city. Shouting followed her as the guards pushed pedestrians from their path. Helga’s call rang again and again as Julian slipped between couples, families, and farm animals waiting patiently in line.

      “Hey!” a woman snapped as she pushed by.

      “Apologies!” Julian didn’t dare look back as sweat coated her back and her racing heart grew louder.

      She dodged between dozens of people until she could leap onto a side street. Less people occupied it, and Helga’s shouts grew distant.

      Catching her breath, Julian clung to the shadows on one side of the street, sneaking through the crack between houses, hardly enough space for her hips and torso. Her racing heart slowed as she emerged onto another street, and then another. Finally, she was free.

      Julian wiped her clammy palms on her trousers, and swiped the back of her hand across her forehead. She leaned against the cool stone in the shadows of a blacksmith and closed her eyes.

      The heat of magic, the burn of the dragon, was gone.

      Her eyes flashed open. When had it gone? It had plagued her moments ago in the trolley. She leaned away from the stone wall and glanced in either direction, her pulse picking up speed.

      “Damn it,” she growled. Again, she closed her eyes and searched. She pulled at the familiar magic, and the darkness in her belly. Nothing, but her own power.

      Her hands balled into fists at her sides. Heat exploded inside her palms. This wasn’t fair. She was so close. What could have happened? She needed this girl more than she’d ever needed anything before.

      She opened her eyes to stare at the dirt. Her fists glowed with fire inside her palms. Julian gasped and glanced down the street. No one.

      She sighed with relief and took slow breaths. She had to remain calm. She couldn’t let her power get out of control, not around humans.

      After a long moment of steady breathing, her glowing hands returned to normal, and the heat within them faded.

      “That was close,” she whispered.

      Julian looked up. She had no idea where the magic girl had gone, or where to find her again. She had been so close. She couldn’t have gone far.

      Shaking out her limbs, she reset her determination. She couldn’t fail. Not today. There was no other choice but to scour the city for clues.

      Julian picked up where she’d left off. The burn of magic was gone, but she remembered where it had been. She took off down the street, away from the main road. It was all for the best, she needed to keep some distance between herself and the city guard.

      Heading east, her legs took her while her mind flew in all directions, calling to the magic, searching for even a whisper of it. Nearly ten minutes passed, and a lump of dread sat in her chest, growing heavy between her ribs.

      “Where are you?”

      She stopped at an intersection. The houses had grown smaller and fewer between. No one roamed the streets. No children laughed. Only distant noise from the main road competed with the wind.

      The magic girl had to have been around this place, but why? The homes were small and gray, some of the boards rotted and the stone foundations slid away.

      Julian shook her head and continued more slowly. She kept an eye out for thieves or other criminals, something she’d overheard the guards speaking of on their journey. She didn’t want any trouble, or any excuse to use her magic.

      Her chest burned faintly and she stopped in front of a dark gray home with thick curtains covering the windows.

      It wasn’t the same intensity of the ashen, not even close, but someone magical resided inside that house. Maybe they could help her find what she was looking for.

      Julian took one last look at the street before she approached the home. The small porch tilted sideways, the stairs uneven with the ground. They almost appeared to melt into the earth, as moss and weeds reclaimed the small structure.

      The cold dread in her chest rose into her throat. She swallowed it, twisting her jaw back and forth as she hovered beside the steps. Warmth blossomed in her belly, the closer she stepped.

      “Are you going to stand around outside all day?” the hoarse voice of a woman rumbled behind the door.

      Julian started, her eyes flying wide. Her heart pounded inside her ears. Had the woman sensed her coming? Or did she simply see her through the curtains?

      Biting her lip, Julian mounted the steps and opened the door.

      Incense battered her nose like a putrid cloud. She doubled back, her stomach lurching into her throat. Nausea rose inside her, and she fought to push it back. She’d never smelled something so horrid.

      “Don’t leave the door open!” the woman snapped.

      Pushing down the twisting of her gut and saliva burning her mouth, Julian stepped inside and closed the door.

      Shadows bathed every corner. Only a sickly violet glow permeated the darkness faintly from the back of the room. Thick velvet curtains hung from every wall, and arched in the middle. The purple glow came from a glass orb atop a small table drowning with black cloth.

      “Why have you come to see me?”

      Julian jumped as a figure stepped from the shadows to her left. The faint glow illuminated thick wrinkles and sagging skin on the old woman’s face. Her eyes were dark, blacker than the shadows in the home. She raised a thick brow under a veil of dark lace. The magic burn in her chest remained dull, but ever present.

      Her mother told her stories of humans with magic, some went most of their lives without knowing it, others practiced dark arts, or healing. Those who embraced darkness were witches, and should be avoided, as they were known to be temperamental.

      “Well?” The hunched witch trudged across the room, a hand on her back, and a cane in the other.

      Julian cleared her throat. “I’m looking for someone.” She paused. “Someone who might have come by recently, or who you might know. A girl.”

      The witch looked over her shoulder. “How do you know a girl was here recently?”

      She didn’t, but the witch had certainly confirmed it. “I need to know where she is,” Julian said as her pulse quickened. “I need to find her as soon as possible.”

      The woman sat behind her glowing orb. Shadows ate her face, turning her already strange appearance ugly. “You didn’t answer my question.”

      Julian groaned. “Please, I need to find her.”

      Her brows rose and her eyes widened with wonder, as if she’d just realized something. A grin spread across her face, revealing missing and otherwise rotting teeth. “Ahh, that’s what you are.”

      Julian grimaced, and though disturbed, took a step forward. “Please, help me.”

      The witch tilted her head back and laughed. “Of course I can help you dearie. You wouldn’t have come here otherwise.” Julian began to sigh in relief when the witch continued, “At a price of course.”

      She froze. “A price?”

      “Yes, I don’t give magic away freely.” The witch stood and with a snap of her fingers, a dozen candles burst to life. Small flames flared across their wicks and cast firelight on the dark room. The shadows flew for their corners, but the rest of the room was revealed.

      A large table sat at the center of the room, many metal instruments atop it: some long and thick with tweezers at the end, others twisting and jagged. She had no idea what any of it was for. The left hand wall was made up of shelves with vials, bottles and jars filled with jewels, plants, herbs, tiny glowing balls no bigger than the nail on her smallest finger, and other things that might be eyes.

      “Come, take a seat.” A small wooden stool sat on one side of the large worktable. “I insist.”

      Julian swallowed the lump in her throat. She’d take a deep breath if it weren’t for the vomit-inducing scent of the place. After a moment’s hesitation, she sat.

      “It’s been a long time since I saw one of your kind, and here I am meeting two in one day. Oh, the chances are small, and no coincidence I wager.” The witch’s thin lips twisted in a smile.

      “Then you know… what I am.” Cold squeezed her lungs.

      “Of course.” She held up a finger. “But that’s a conversation for another day, now isn’t it? I will help you find the girl you seek, but first you must do something for me.”

      Julian gulped. She didn’t like the sound of that. “And how will you help me find this girl?”

      “You can’t sense her anymore, correct?” Her smile turned sly.

      “Correct.”

      “I made an amulet for this girl, an amulet to block her magic from even the keenest of senses. The only way to find her now is with a blood amulet of your own.” The witch leaned back in her chair. “I will craft one for you while you complete my task. When you return, it will be yours for the taking.”

      Her shoulders relaxed. “And that’s all?” She’d do anything to find the ashen she sought, even if it meant steering off course to find her.

      “Yes.” Her smile softened as she propped her elbows on the arms of her chair, her fingers laced just below her chin. “Do you accept my terms?”

      Julian sighed. “Yes, of course. What do you need me to do?”

      Again, the witch revealed her teeth. “Excellent.” She stood, and Julian stood with her. “There’s a cave a half a day’s ride outside the city. Inside the cave is a very special flower with magical properties. If it weren’t for my old age, I might be able to get it, but it’s far too difficult to find for me now.”

      A flower? That was all. Julian flashed her own teeth this time. What a simple task. “I can leave immediately.”

      “Now, now, I’m not finished.” The witch held up a finger. “The flower isn’t the only magical thing about the cave. A frost troll resides inside, a terrible beast akin to nothing you’ve ever seen.” She paused. “Well, maybe not for you.” She chuckled humorlessly.

      Julian’s lips snapped shut. A troll? She’d only ever heard stories of such creatures in tales from her mother. She never thought them real, just something her mother used to get her to bed on time when she was young. How was she to fight a troll? She had little fighting prowess, even though her mother had attempted to teach her swordplay long ago. Still, she had no sword, only her magic, and if she used the flames inside her she’d be confronted by the dragon again. She wasn’t sure if she was ready for that.

      “If it’s too difficult a task, you needn’t go.” The witch shrugged. “But it’s the only way I’ll trade an amulet as valuable as this.”

      A sigh burst from her lips. Angry heat licked her heart. “Fine.” Julian had to get that amulet no matter the cost.

      The witch smiled. “You may use my horse tethered out back. She’s an old broad like me, but she’ll get you to the cave and back.”

      Julian nodded. “Is there anything else I need to know about this cave?” She narrowed her eyes.

      “It’s east of the city. I’m sure you’ll sense the troll long before you find it.”

      “I will return in a day’s time then.” Julian made a move for the door.

      “Be careful, dearie. A frost troll’s bite isn’t something even one such as yourself wants to endure.”

      The witch cackled as Julian opened the door. Fresh air brushed her mouth and soothed her stomach. “I’ll be careful.” She stepped outside and closed the door behind her. Frost troll or not, she was getting that flower, and she was getting that amulet. Her mother’s life, and hers, depended on it.
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      The glow of dusk faded atop the horizon by the time the cave came into view. A dark hole edged the hillside with a crop of trees surrounding the dip in the land. If she hadn’t known what she was looking for, she’d never have found it, but the witch was right, she’d sensed the troll long before she arrived.

      Instead of the hot burn of magic from the ashen, a thick block of ice sat in her belly, a cold she had never known before.

      Julian pulled up on the reins before the land dipped to meet the cave mouth ten feet from the tree line. The grass halted by the roots instead of descending over the packed dirt outside the black mouth. It didn’t seem natural to Julian, though she didn’t exactly know what was natural for grass.

      She took a deep breath and patted the thick mane of the black mare. The old girl snorted and shook her head, clearly glad for the rest. Julian swung down. “I have a feeling you’re a good horse to practice riding with,” she cooed to the mare. She tied the reins to a low branch and left an apple for her to nibble on. “I’ll be back soon.”

      Julian left her rucksack by the tree, and gave the mare one last affectionate pat before she stepped off the grass towards the cave.

      Cold brushed her skin the closer she came to the mouth. Icicles hung from above, and frost spread over the walls and floor. She pulled her jacket tighter and her sleeves down over her hands.

      She hoped the flower would be close and she’d never meet this troll, but the cold and dread in her belly told her she wouldn’t be so lucky.

      “You can do this,” she whispered.

      Her fists clenched at her hips. She stepped inside. Darkness descended on her shoulders, with only the dull starlight at her back to guide her. Julian reached out to feel her way along the wall. Cold bit her fingertips. She quickly pulled her hand back.

      For mother, she thought in an attempt to reassure herself.

      Julian continued forward slowly, inching her boots across the uneven ground until a faint glow permeated the darkness. She blinked quickly. A trick of the eye? She closed her eyes tightly, and opened them again. No, there was light up ahead.

      Sticking close to the wall, Julian wiped the sweat from her palms on her trousers and peered around the corner.

      A cavern opened up from the tunnel, the size of a house with a hole in the ceiling. Ice froze every inch of the cave, reflecting starlight in every direction. The icicles on the ceiling nearly glowed, as did the thick ice covering the walls.

      Her breath fogged the air and cold wormed its way up her sleeves. She shivered and clenched her fists to warm her fingertips. Tunnels broke off the main cavern, or maybe just smaller caves with narrow doors. It was hard to tell with frost coating every surface.

      A loud grunt sent her reeling back. Her heart flew into her throat as she pressed her back to the wall, clinging to the shadows.

      From one of the narrow doors, a large hairy creature pushed free. Its wide nostrils flared and its clawed fingers snapped ice-shards from the wall as it squeezed back into the large space.

      It shook its thick, frosted gray hair and stood, hunched with two arms the size of her entire body. It towered nearly to the roof, its beady eyes dark and angry, and its breath like steam.

      Julian gulped. So this was the troll. She did not look forward to fighting it. There wasn’t a chance she could battle it, even if she could find a dagger or a sword. She’d have to rely on her magic to defeat the beast.

      Her breath caught. Hundreds of dragons before her had been overcome by the beast inside them. They’d been swallowed by the darkness and spit back out an entirely new, ruthless creature, bent on the destruction of others. She didn’t want to be like that. She didn’t want power to consume her.

      The troll grunted, steam bursting from its nostrils as it stomped to the other side of the cave and disappeared completely around the corner.

      Julian’s heart raced as she peeked around the edge of the tunnel. Its wide shoulders squeezed through another narrow doorway. At least it would be slowed in reaching her, if only she could find that flower.

      Turning back to her hiding place, something shined from the other cave the troll had emerged from first. Some kind of treasure or metal glinted from within. Beyond it was a glowing indigo blossom with dark green leaves circling the long petals and sharp thorns sticking from the center.

      Her breathing quickened as she glanced back around the corner. The troll was nowhere to be seen. This was her chance. All she needed to do was quietly cross the room, grab the flower and flee.

      Julian’s fingers tightened and her breaths quivered from her numb lips. She had to escape before the cold became too great. She wasn’t dressed for winter.

      After taking one last look at the hole the troll had disappeared inside, Julian stepped from her hiding place. She held her breath, refusing to make a sound.

      Nothing.

      Not a sound came from the other cave. She took another step, and then another. Her heart raced as she came into the open. Cold light brushed the hair curling against her chest. She pushed her hair behind her ear and took another step.

      She froze. The troll’s hairy shoulder emerged from the corner of the doorway. His back was turned to her.

      Julian exhaled softly, thanking whatever gods might be listening that it hadn’t seen her. Carefully, she continued across the cave until she reached the opposite wall. The curved door was just tall enough for her to step inside without hitting her head. She couldn’t believe the troll could squeeze through, not with its shoulders the width of a whale’s neck.

      The glint of metal caught her eye. A shield leaned against the small ledge where the flower sat. The edge was trimmed with steel, and a red serpent was painted across the wood in between.

      A smile quirked her lips as she stepped closer to the flower. The room was wider than she had first thought, and stretched deeper before widening. At the back of the cave a mountain of bones climbed the wall, dozens, maybe even a hundred sets of human remains piled against the frosted wall. Teeth marks scoured the bones and pieces of armor lay torn to pieces beside them.

      How many men and women had lost their lives at the hands of this troll? How many had died trying to kill it?

      Her heart pounded painfully against her ribs as she backed into the wall. Her heel slammed against the shield, knocking it over. The clang of metal echoed through the cavern, reverberating in the hollow again and again.

      Julian stopped breathing. What had she done?

      A sound between a roar and a growl filled her ears. The troll was coming. Her entire body shook as she looked around the room, her first instinct to hide.

      But there was no hiding, nothing to protect her from the beast about to devour her. Her mind raced and every bit of heat left inside her fled. Her fingers went numb and her knees shook, threatening to dump her onto the floor.

      Claws scrapped the ice outside as the troll thrust itself back into the main room.

      She was going to die in this cave. She was going to die not having found the magic girl or saving her mother.

      Her eyes burned and her hands shook at her sides. The scrape of claws grew closer and the growl of the troll filled the room.

      Beady eyes met hers. A snarl pulled its lips away from its enormous mouth, revealing rows and rows of enormous sharp teeth. Its clawed hand reached for her, inches away from her arm. Those claws would tear right through her, leave her a bloody mound, only bones to be picked clean, just like the skeletons in the corner.

      No, she couldn’t go down like this. She couldn’t die without a fight. So much counted on her getting this flower and getting out alive.

      Julian snapped back and grabbed the shield at her back before the claws could reach her. The troll’s hand swung through open air, and it growled in frustration as it reached for her again.

      Gripping the metal handle, Julian swung the shield in front of herself. Another roar rocked the cave. The beast opened its mouth wide. Cold and heat flashed through her gut. Magic.

      She brought the shield up to protect her head and shoulders, dropping to one knee as she did.

      Frost flew from the mouth of the beast, pushing her across the floor and coating the shield in ice. Cold burned her fingers, and she let go just as the blast stopped.

      The shield clattered to the ground as the troll squeezed inside.

      “You’re going to regret coming after a dragon, troll.” Julian’s nostrils flared as she stared down the beast, her hands splayed at her sides.

      She had no other choice. Use her magic, and risk it overcoming her, or die in the cave. It wasn’t much of a choice at all.

      Orange, red and yellow flames burst from her palms. Heat ran from her hands up her shoulders and into her chest until it burned through her belly, awakening the dragon.

      The troll growled at her threat, and leapt forward with claws extended. Julian leapt to the wall, letting the troll slide past. It turned on its heels, far quicker than she expected.

      Julian ran for the main cavern. If she was going to fight this troll, she’d at least like the space to manoeuvre.

      She slid through the door seconds before the troll crashed against it. The troll roared and snapped its teeth. It slammed its hands against the walls beside the door, sending ice shards flying in every direction. Julian held up her hands to protect her face. Ice died within the flames embracing her hands and wrists.

      The troll pushed through, flying at her mouth first. Julian raised her hands, throwing fire from her open palms at the troll’s chest.

      The scent of burnt hair filled the cave and the troll reeled back, screeching in pain. It crashed against the wall, shaking the entire cavern. Icicles fell free, shattering against the frosted floor inches from her feet.

      Again, Julian pulled fire back into her palms. The troll snarled and fell to its hands, using its fists like the front paws of a lion, and racing across the cavern at her with its short legs.

      Julian’s eyes widened and her heart stopped as its head rammed her chest. Air exploded from her lungs as she grabbed its shoulder with flaming fingers. Burned hair fell onto her jacket as the beast roared and slammed her against the wall.

      Pain speared her arm as its teeth sunk right through her jacket into her flesh. She gasped, eyes burning and arm going numb. All heat fled her left arm. Frost burned her jacket sleeve and quickly numbed the wound. Hot and cold warred inside her arm while she slammed her fist against the beasts face.

      “Let me go!” she screamed, agony flared through every inch of her.

      The troll reared back as her flames passed before its eyes. It cried out, a sick sound like a dying animal.

      Julian slid to the ground, unable to move her left arm. Her breaths were ragged as she fought the cold filling her mind. The witch’s words returned to her:

      A frost troll’s bite isn’t something even one such as yourself wants to endure.

      She gulped and pushed herself back to her feet. No matter what the bite might do, she still had a job to do.

      Fire filled the air with crackling heat. She held up her hand before the beast. “I will kill you, troll.”

      The beast narrowed its eyes as if accepting the challenge. Its lips pulled back and it stepped forward, again on all fours.

      Julian stepped away from the wall. The troll launched across the room. A battle cry ripped from her throat as she pushed forward, flames erupting from her fist.

      White fire tore through the trolls hair and flesh. Its pained roar filled the cavern for a long moment, echoing painfully in her ears. She thrust her hand forward, and forced the burn hotter. Darkness wrapped around her belly, but still she pushed until the cries stopped and the beast collapsed, a burnt giant.

      Julian breathed heavily and lowered her hand. The flames disappeared, and the frosted floor began to melt, leaving a puddle of water around the black beast she’d never believed herself capable of killing.

      “I did it.” She stared wide-eyed around the cavern, as if expecting another foe to present itself. “I… I did it.” Her racing heart slowed and the corners of her lips pulled up. “I did it!”

      Her shout echoed in the hollow cave. She could hardly believe it. The frost troll may have almost eaten her alive, but she’d won the day. She’d defeated the beast and she’d reap the rewards.

      Julian rushed across the cavern as fast as her feet would take her. The same magic flower glowed on the sill of the ice cave. Carefully, she plucked it. It continued to glow, even after she snapped the base of the stem. Unable to hide her grin, Julian laughed, her head tilted back to the ceiling.

      “I wish you were here to see this mother,” she said. Sighing, Julian spied the frosted shield across the floor where she’d left it. She might not know how to use it, or a blade, but the shield saved her life.

      She plucked it from the ground and hoisted it across her shoulder. Her left arm was still numb, and she could scarcely move her fingers, but even still, she managed her way back out of the cavern and atop her horse.

      “Let’s go see your mum. We have something unbelievable to show her.”

      

      The city was quiet when Julian arrived just after dawn. Her shoulders slumped with fatigue and her arm burned hot and cold like she’d never experienced before, dampening the excitement from her victory. Her face was hot, and her forehead slick with sweat, but she pushed the mare until they arrived back at the witch’s home.

      Julian slid from the horse’s back, nearly toppling to the ground as she did. Her knees shook and her entire body ached.

      “It’s about time.” The witch emerged from the side of the house. “Oh my. You’re a sight now aren’t you? Didn’t heed my words about the troll’s bite.”

      Julian narrowed her eyes. She left the shield leaning against the edge of the house and thrust the reins out to the witch. “Here.”

      The old woman’s lips twisted, but she didn’t laugh, only smiled ruefully. After tying her mare to a post, the witch ushered her back inside, her hand gently resting on Julian’s back.

      “Come this way dear. Let’s get you fixed up.” She led the way inside, Julian slowly trudging beside her.

      Once returned to the darkness and foul stench of the witch’s inner sanctum, she sat down hard on the same stool she’d sat upon the day before. The same instruments lay upon the wide table, though they were much more organized this time, sitting in a row, with no metal scraps or jewel fragments in sight.

      The witch busied herself getting fresh water, a cloth and plucking ingredients from her wall of horrors.

      Julian hardly paid attention as she leaned on the table, her head in her hands. She was just so tired, drained from whatever the frost troll’s bite was doing to her.

      When the witch returned, she handed Julian a cold compress for her head, and instructed her to remove her jacket. Julian obeyed, leaving her rucksack and jacket on the floor.

      “Be still while I clean the wound.” The old woman ripped open the sleeve of her blouse.

      Julian hardly felt a thing as the witch dabbed a wet cloth across her arm. The bowl of once clear water beside her turned red. Julian hadn’t even realized she’d been bleeding.

      “This is going to sting.”

      “What?” Julian looked over.

      The witch pressed a poultice to the teeth marks marring her bicep. Pain burst through the numb she’d slowly gotten used to, sending heat burning through her limbs and chest.

      “Damn!” she hissed. “What is that?” Julian clenched her fist, her mind buzzing as she squeezed her eyes shut.

      “It’ll help stimulate the healing process. A mere mortal would have died from such a bite,” the witch chastised. “You’ll live though, but this arm will never be the same. You should be more careful next time.” She finished layering the bite marks in the sticky substance then wrapped her wound in a thick bandage.

      By the time she was done, the burning pain had dulled and Julian’s mind cleared. This woman really was magic.

      “Now drink this.” The witch handed her a cup of dark liquid.

      Julian narrowed her eyes. “What is this?”

      “Wine.” She laughed. “It’ll help numb the pain.”

      “Oh.” Julian blinked in surprise. “Thank you.”

      The witch waved her off and began cleaning up while Julian sipped at the surprisingly sweet beverage. It was the least unpleasant thing she’d encountered yet because of the witch.

      “All right, now that you’re fixed up––” The witch stopped at the other side of the table, her hands on her hips. “––Do you have it?”

      Julian set the goblet down and reached for her bag. Her arm ached, but she got it onto her lap where she pulled out the glowing plant. “This?”

      The witch gasped and clapped her hands together. “Yes, it’s perfect.”

      Julian handed the witch the flower, and watched as the woman danced across the room to her shelf. She plucked an empty glass jar from the shelf, opened the lid and dropped the flower inside. Her hands hovered over the jar and she closed her eyes, muttering something under her breath before replacing the lid. Then she returned to the table.

      “What is the flower for anyway?” Julian asked.

      The witch tilted her head back and laughed, a long raspy sound. “My girl, it was never the flower I desired.” Julian raised a brow. “I just wanted you to overcome your fear. Your belief is far more precious than any plant.” She giggled and waved her hand at Julian as if she were the ridiculous one.

      “How can you use my belief?”

      “Magic, of course. Your belief is sealed inside that flower. It’ll be very useful in my potions.” She waggled her thin eyebrows before reaching inside the large pockets of her black dress. She pulled out a long silver chain with a large crudely crafted amulet attached. The red jewel seemed to almost glow, even in the low light. “You’ve earned this.”

      Julian held out her hands, and the witch placed the cool metal on her palm. She drew it back to her and flipped the amulet over in her fingers. It appeared to be a simple necklace, with nothing special about it other than the enormous ruby.

      “This will help me find who I’m looking for?” Julian looked up at the witch.

      “Yes.” She nodded, her veil dipping further over her forehead. “Put it on and you’ll see.

      Julian took a deep breath. This was it. If she put the pendant on and nothing happened, she’d have travelled across the kingdom, killed a troll and run from guards all for nothing.

      She slipped the chain over her head, pulling her hair out from around it. The piece settled against her chest, heavier than she expected. Julian felt the edge of the metal, rough, but not jagged. The stone was smooth, and hot to the touch.

      The burn of magic flared through her stomach and up into her chest. It was faint, but it was there.

      Julian looked up at the witch, her eyes wide and her heart pounding. “I can feel her.”

      The witch nodded and smiled before standing and leaving back for her ingredients shelf.

      Julian turned the jewel over in her hand before clasping it tightly. The burn grew stronger, calling her in every direction, pushing for her to find the ashen and save herself and her mother. Julian smiled. “I’ll save us yet, mother.”

      

      
        The End
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        Continue Julian’s story in Chronicles of Warshard book three, coming soon. Discover the rest of the series now on www.katherinebogle.com
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        Subscribe to Katherine Bogle’s newsletter to get the first book in the series for free!

        http://www.subscribepage.com/p2o0e3
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        Nanna of Carthage prayed to the gods for help from the Romans. She never imagined that the wrong god would answer.

      

      Nanna of Carthage finds her city besieged by a Roman garrison. The  prayer from her lips brings forth the help of the Norse God Baldr, the son of Odin and Freyja, and brother of Thor. He was not the God she’d expected, and when he whisks her away to Asgard, she’s unsure of his intentions.

      Baldr couldn’t let Nanna perish. His knee-jerk reaction to save her comes with consequences and threats from all sides, including from the All-Father’s throne.

      Journey to Asgard and meet the Norse Gods. You’ll be glad you did.
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        The death of Ymir brought life, and a curse.

        Once destroyed by Odin, the All-Father,

        and his two brothers, Vile and Ve,

        the body of Ymir, the evil frost giant,

        was disassembled and the world and all in it was created therefrom.

        Yet, it was Ymir’s heart that the gods had to hide in secret,

        for from it, a great beast could arise if given a foothold.

        Deep under the caverns of Asgard, the heart rests,

        untouched, unmoved,

        unknown by all except those involved in its procurement,

        shrouded in magic,

        it remains still.

      

      
        —Ymir’s Kiss, stanza 1

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Baldr, Asgard

          

        

      

    

    
      “Why does Baal wish for us to respond to his challenges in Midgard?” Odin asked. “Is Carthage not his area of expertise?” Baldr, the Norse God of Light, paced in front of his father’s throne.

      Odin seemed to have doubled in size on his golden throne; he was intimidating, as his one eye sought to break through Baldr’s lovesickness. Baldr could always tell when something displeased his father. Maybe it was the way he gripped his spear, or the clenching of his jaw. But Baldr also knew the stories which told of how Odin had found love before he’d loved Baldr’s mother, Freyja.

      “Baal has said that you and Melqart have an agreement, that both of you have spied upon a certain woman in Carthage, and that you have become a little obsessed with her.”

      The gods communicated across worlds, boundaries, and realms, and often worked in tandem.

      “A certain woman? I have no idea what you might mean by that,” Baldr said.

      “So, there is no woman?”

      “That, I have not said. There is a woman, and there is something about her that has stirred something within me. I’ve… I do not seek love for love’s sake. I find her quite appealing, and for this I am no child to be admonished.”

      “You risk us all. You have to be lonely if you are considering such a union. We all have been attracted to women in Midgard, but that does not mean more must come of it.”

      Baldr’s heart said something different. It was as if staring upon her was part of his dreams. He’d visited her in those dreams, and lived a thousand lifetimes with her. But when morning came, she remembered nothing, while he remembered it all. In his mind, those thoughts turned into actions, real moments between them.

      They were supposed to be enough. Was it wrong to love her, even if she only knew about him when she dreamed?

      “She will never accept us, or our ways,” Odin declared. “She is of earth, and not of here.”

      “And if I bring her here?”

      “Then you will face repercussions. You know of the curse that seeks to be awakened.”

      Baldr didn’t know what he felt. Confusion mixed with yearning? He pictured her heart-shaped face, kissable lips, and felt a sense of what could be destiny between them—a dream ready to become reality.

      “True love has been promised to me,” he declared. Thinking of her, his skin took on a reddish hue, and magic perfumed the air.

      “You were always one to show your emotions. You know what is the right thing to do.” Odin sighed. “You speak like a weak woman. When it comes to matters of the heart, you should talk to your mother. We gods do not waste time wondering about such things. They are a waste of time and energy. Instead, we need to concentrate on repelling the giants and keeping a tight hold on the Dark Elves. This realm will not always remain peaceful, and Thor must not be the only one willing to lift his hammer to fight back.”

      “For you, it all comes down to war,” Baldr said. “You haven’t figured out yet, with all of that wisdom, that war is not the answer to everything, Father, and that peace is something the rest of us desire. You continue to horde, and gather more troops for a prophecy that might never happen. Ragnarok could be a cycle, something that we must overcome. Maybe, in your fear of tomorrow… you are cursing today.”

      Baldr was a prince in his own right. Although, not as renowned as his brother, Thor, he could read the signs, and he refused to allow his father’s cynicism to ruin his hope for a better future.

      He bowed his head and retreated. He needed to speak with Melqart again; if the woman needed help, this time he would intervene.

      An existence without love was no existence at all.
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      I raced higher towards the top of the temple’s steps—the highest building in Carthage—with Roman soldiers on my heels. Tossing open the temple doors, I screamed my prayer. “Melqart, save us! And if you can’t, then give me the tools to do it. I’m strong enough, oh, lord of the sea. Everything has led me to this moment, and now it’s time to stand up and fight victoriously.”

      War called me. Something within me stirred.

      “How far will you go?” A voice whispered in my mind.

      “I am part of the great design. Just as my father, Hannibal Barca, and his father, Hamilcar Barca, were called, I will answer. Use me!”

      I couldn’t breathe. The chokehold of oppression tightened its grip around my neck, and the Roman legion moved in closer. Their steel swords reflected the bright sunlight, and their Latin words, although foreign to my ears, sent shivers down my spine. I clenched my own sword until the jeweled pommel’s edge bit into my palm.

      A portal formed before me and out stepped a man, the sight of whom made me stop. Perfection. Seeing him, knowledge I did not know I possessed pounded into me. His handsome face seemed familiar, and something within me stirred. It felt as if time had paused and all that existed was him. A part of me wished to fall into his arms and move towards something I’d never known: love.

      “There are ways to make introduction,” I said.

      “I am Baldr, and you are in need of assistance,” he said.

      I paused. He didn’t need to introduce himself. I recognized him straightaway. My stomach tightened. Maybe it was the way his hazel eyes sparkled, and how I could almost strangely recall the feel of his blonde tendrils between my fingertips. He stood at over six feet tall, athletic in frame, and despite my recognizing him, he was not the deity I’d expected to answer my call.

      “We can’t delay much longer,” Baldr said. He held out his hand for me to take.

      “What of my people?” I asked.

      “I am commissioned to save you, as it is your destiny.”

      I realized he offered me a longer life, but at a cost. Surely, as a deity, he could just smite these Roman invaders. Most certainly, he was powerful enough to cleanse this land from their abominations.

      Freedom. A spiritual song sung quietly in the chambers of my heart, and told me why my family had battled these foreign foes.

      My exiled father, Hannibal Barca, had found refuge in Bithynia, assisting the king in fighting back against the Romans. But everything here in Carthage was lost. And I, being his daughter, wore a virtual target for their javelins on my back. Once the Barca name had brought with it prestige, but now its only gift was death.

      For a brief moment, I glanced into the distance as the warm sunlight was refracted from the blue Mediterranean Sea. I could taste fresh salt on my lips. Fishing boats arrived in the harbor with their daily catch. They seemed to hurry in, as if they, too, could feel the choking hold of Rome pressing down on our necks.

      Destiny had come to find me, pinning me between the altar to Melqart and the pointed edge of Roman swords.

      A slight wind blew, kicking up scents of incense and sweeter perfumes. The portal opened anew, and Baldr took my hand in his. “Today, you shall not die,” he said.

      A shiver coursed through me. I wasn’t sure if it was exhilaration after my escape, or because of the handsome man pulling me to safety. This was not okay. Attraction be damned.

      He ripped the choice away from me and pulled me in after him.

      He’d forced me to live, and destined my people to die.

      I snatched my hand out of his warm grasp as the portal behind us closed, and my feet planted on a surface that shimmered.

      “What have you done?” I yelled.

      “I have saved you.”

      “That was not your decision to make. You have stripped me of my right to fight for my people, and with my people.”

      “But your destiny is so much greater than that.” He reached out as if to touch my cheek. I took a step back, despite the fluttering in my stomach. My attraction warred with my honor.

      “No, what you have done is damn them to suffering.”

      “It was not my place to intercede. Melqart, he is the patron god of the city, and therefore, it is his prerogative to become actively involved.”

      I rolled my eyes at the notion. Melqart had done nothing for us besides cause irreparable harm. We’d been paying war reparations so long that only its strong mercantilism held the city afloat. But vultures buzzed overhead, waiting for a chance to swoop in and strip us of anything left over, dignity included.

      “I saved you because I love you, dear Nanna,” Baldr said and took a step forward, closing the space between us.

      My eyes bulged, and my mouth gaped open. When I awoke this morning from dreaming of him, I never considered something like this to be true. Even more, attraction in a dream isn’t even a foundation for love to build upon. He might be handsome, the most beautiful man I’d ever seen, but love it did not create. Sexual attraction? Yes. But love?

      I coughed, trying to clear my airway, and rubbed my grimy hand over my face to hide the frown I knew was there. If I’d known this god would save me and then declare undying love, I might have wished to instead fight off the Roman legion myself.

      Nanna; the word that meant woman. It wasn’t my name. It didn’t represent me. For I was Annôn. My gaze fell away from his face. In this new place, to where he’d stolen me, I’d have to make do until I could return—if I could return.

      He must have noticed my frown and hesitation. “Worry not. There is much for you to learn here. Come.” He stretched out his hand as if to take my own again. “This view is breathtaking, and surely the first time you should not see it alone.”

      My hand clasped his, and together we exited the portal room, and were greeted by a large man. “Heimdall,” Baldr said with a smile.

      When he smiled, the world lit up. For in that smile lived beauty, peace and light.

      For years, we’d lived under either the threat of war, or with tyranny spewing out of Rome, whereby mothers anxiously awaited news of their sons who had perished on board a naval ship, or of another daughter assaulted by a lustful soldier. They’d taken our pride, our freedom, and used our own bodies against us. Bastard sons and daughters rounded out Carthaginian women’s stomachs, while their husbands could do nothing about it. And in it all, Melqart remained silent.

      “Answer me this,” I began. “If you could hear my prayer, why has Melqart done nothing?”

      “I cannot speak for any other deity in the pantheons. All I can tell you is that when I saw you, I could no longer imagine this eternity without you. There is something in you that called to me. Not only your beauty but your courage; your heart.”

      I wasn’t sure if I felt the same. Love. I’d never had the chance to figure out this dance, what it all meant. But surely I had time to figure this all out. He’d give me time to adjust to this—

      “Is he also here?” I asked.

      He frowned at me. “No, my dear, this is Asgard, where we, the Norse gods, reign.”

      “And the others?”

      “We are in communication with them.”

      It seemed as if he was hiding something from me.

      “If I stay, then I wish to speak with him.”

      He nodded. “But first you must learn what it means to be here in Asgard. This is not the mortal world, nor are we ruled in the ways you are used to. My father, Odin, you must meet him, for he will allow you to remain.”

      “And if he doesn’t? Will I be returned? And what of my people? Shall the gods ride down from this place to save them?”

      There was a chance to pull back and return. A part of me applauded this decision; it might be my chance to save my people.

      “Worry not, Nanna. All will be well.”

      His answer was nothing but an attempt to coddle me. Sure, he’d saved me from a legion of Roman soldiers, who would execute me in the most public of ways. I’d heard of what they did to those who resisted—fighting in the great Coliseum to the death for their entertainment, or stretched out on their wood to die slowly.

      Yet, here I stood because of a fluttering feeling in my stomach, of a man, a god, who’d saved me. I trusted a dream, and in those dreams, he’d always been kind, honorable even.

      Maybe, I could convince him to help me. If Melqart would not answer our prayers, maybe it was time we had a new patron god of Carthage. My people needed me, and I needed him to help save them, no matter what.

      The Rainbow Bridge shimmered with an array of colors, new and fresh. But it was the stars that awed me the most. They twinkled so brightly, and as we walked through the ether of night, I breathed in pure fresh air, air so rich and sweet, it filled my lungs and made every part of my body tingle.

      Then we crossed over the Bifrost Bridge, and a gate opened revealing a golden city before me.

      “Welcome to Asgard.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Nanna, Asgard, the City

          

        

      

    

    
      As we reached the end of the Bifrost Bridge, a solid gate appeared on one side, on an incline, while the other side held a doorway with runic markings carved into the surrounding stone. These signs must have given options as to where one could go, but for the life of me, I couldn’t figure them out. The markings were of different shades—one was a vibrant purple that could have been peeled right from an eggplant’s skin; another was as richly red as a pomegranate’s seed.

      “What is this?” I asked pointing toward the signs.

      “This is the bridge’s end, whereat one can choose which part of Asgard to enter, either by the gate or the doorway. Asgard is not only the name of the realm, but also the name of its capital. There are many lands and regions in the realm and each of the gods have their own halls. When we are in the city of Asgard, we also have our place with the All-Father, for a daily meeting of the minds is necessary, and of course, our own home.”

      We. It held such foreboding. I wasn’t sure I could carry with me what this word implied. “You know, you speak of a ‘we’, but my heart’s desire must first be unlocked, and such a gift cannot be simply commanded. When I love, I love with every part of my being.”

      “That’s a long explanation as to how I will win you,” Baldr said.

      He smiled a dashing smile. One that stirred something within my belly. It was filled with unsaid promises of pleasure, desire, and most importantly, my guaranteed satisfaction.

      Even under his armor, his body appeared as if it were carved from marble—broad shoulders, defined arms built for carrying heavy weapons and defending, and a handsome face that was easy on the eye. His thick black hair hung about his face, and rich stubble rested on his strong jaw.

      “Pft,” I muttered, and felt my face began to blush.

      “Come, there is much to see that is beautiful,” he said.

      I’d never seen anything like this, a sky deeper and bluer than I’d ever seen.

      “Tell me of this place.”

      “Asgard is one of the nine realms, and the home of the Norse gods.”

      I sighed. “Nine realms, you say?”

      “Yes, love—”

      “And the others?”

      “Our cosmology is different from what you know on earth. We have the tree of Yggdrasil, the Tree of Life, and in its branches, at the very bottom, is Helheim, the land of the dead. Then comes Svartalfheim, the land of dwarves, and on the next plain is your home, Midgard, which is connected to Asgard by the Rainbow Bridge. Vanaheim is the land of the Vanier, another tribe of gods, and Jotunheim is where the giants dwell, which begins just over the river there. Beyond it is Alfheim—the land of the elves.”

      I began to chuckle. “Yes, this is all quite different.”

      I watched as his eyes sparkled as he shared this piece of information. He could have been cruel, or ridiculed my lack of knowledge, but instead he’d showed kindness and patience.

      “And I didn’t even make it through all nine.”

      “All of these places have gods like you?”

      “No, love. They retain their own populations. Some who are friendly with the gods, and some who would seek to destroy us. Just as Earth, or Midgard, is the home of humans, Asgard is the home of the Aesir, the gods and goddesses.”

      I cleared my throat. “In which direction will this beauty take us?” I asked

      “That, my love, will all depend on which way you decide to go.”

      I let him talk, interested in hearing every nuance he wished to provide me with. From my position on the bridge, I stared at the view—tall buildings crafted with the best stones jutted into the sky, and far below, Asgardians strolled along the golden streets.

      “How is it that your feet do not burn on your golden streets?”

      “The streets may appear like gold from far away, but they are made of granite, strong enough to support the thousands of feet that they must carry, as well as the hooves of our thunderous steeds.”

      We headed toward a large building, which reminded me of a humongous Roman temple, larger and grander than any Phoenician temple. The greenest, fullest trees I’d ever seen lined the immaculate streets.

      Birds chirped.

      Soldiers in golden armor, armed with swords and shields, patrolled, while other beings—I could not figure out their particular place in the hierarchy—drifted like fallen palm leaves in a light wind.

      “Are you under attack?” I asked. The thought that soldiers just waited around and guarded during a time of peace left me a little uneasy; it was more than a slight contradiction. I stopped walking.

      “Not right now, but the giants on the other side of the river do attack ever so often. For this reason, guards are positioned around the realm. You are safe here.”

      I nodded my head as if understanding, but this was a totally new world to me.

      Baldr took my hands in his. “I know this might be a lot to take in, but be not afraid.”

      “I’m not afraid of anything.” I squared my shoulders and swallowed.

      “Good. You mustn’t be frightened. Come, we must go see my father, the All-Father, and ruler of this realm. He will be waiting for us. Although quite powerful, he can be kind.”

      Gods were fickle, I knew. An uttered prayer didn’t mean an answered one.

      We entered a large throne room, and there sat an older man with one piercing eye that stared at me; where his second eye should have been, only an empty socket remained. A gray beard covered his chin, and in his hand, he gripped a spear.

      My mouth went dry and my palms began to sweat. Standing next to Baldr, I felt the weight of Odin’s presence. My breathing hitched, my heart thudded, and for a moment, I was sure I’d turn into a pillar of salt, as his stare made me wish I were invisible.

      “Father,” Baldr said. His voice was filled with something akin to joy. “Mother!”

      The woman he identified stood next his father, and held on to his hand. At the sight of Baldr, I watched her face beam with a mixture of pride and delight. Her long reddish hair rested over her shoulders in two braids, while her elegant white and golden threaded gown reflected her grand status. She must be the queen of Asgard, and from the look of love she shared with Odin, he was her king.

      Before I could suppress the feeling, a sense of longing hit me. For the tiniest of moments, I wanted that. She stood, and even from this distance I could feel her power emanating from her.

      “Who have you bought here?” Odin’s voice thundered.

      “This is Nanna, and she will be my wife.”

      Baldr’s mother strolled over to me. “Welcome to Asgard, dear Nanna.”

      I cleared my throat at that. This was not a marriage proposal. He’d saved me from the Romans, but that didn’t mean I was ready to become his wife. We didn’t even know each other. All of this sat on my tongue waiting to be spat out like a mouthful of poisonous wine. The emotions within threaten to spill out. This is all too much. I’m not a thing to be coveted and placed on a shelf.

      However, my lips stayed sealed.

      Becoming his wife would involve an intimacy I’d never had, not only giving him my body—something forbidden—but also sharing an everyday intimacy of life together. This communion of mind and soul? My eyes darted to the doorway before coming back to land on him, Baldr. If I became his wife, would I be able to leave? Would I be allowed to—and would I want to—return to Carthage? It is easy to forget the wars there surrounded by such a peace here.

      My gaze shifted to movement to my right, where I watched as a couple of young ladies, hiding behind a golden pillar, giggled. Dressed in flowing gowns, they appeared like the usual ladies-in-waiting.

      “Ladies, please clear the throne room,” Odin yelled. His focus then fell back on me. “Has she agreed to such? Mortals are duplicitous.”

      “She is not deceitful, Father. Instead, she has a heart filled with courage and goodness.”

      My head bobbed between Baldr and his father, following their conversation as best as I could.

      “And she is the one you have chosen?” Odin asked. “There are many goddesses who would enjoy your presence and companionship. What does this mortal have that those in Asgard, and of our kind, don’t?”

      “Our kind, Father? Are you referencing the marriage of the gods to the giants, or intermarriage?”

      “Son, simplicity is not what you wish. She knows little of our ways or the dangers she must face in order to live here.”

      “I will make sure that she is made aware. The libraries have knowledge of everything, from Ymir’s prophecy to the pending—”

      My vision clouded and light and fire rose up around me. I could feel something dark flying around me. Odin’s voice broke through.

      “Do not say it.” He paused. He stared at me, through me, into me, as if he knew what had occurred. I gulped under his scrutiny. “She could be the key to releasing chaos between the realms.”

      This conversation I did not follow.

      “Odin, you must allow love to grow where it can, and I foresee a great love between these two, as I know you can, too,” Freyja said. “Plus, in order to appreciate the light, we must sometimes enjoy the darkness.”

      I frowned. Although her words were filled with power, and showed that he, her husband, valued her opinion, what was this great evil of which they spoke, and did they think it was me? Was I to be their scourge, brought into their realm to cause mayhem?

      “Fear not,” Freyja said directly into my mind. “If you let him, Baldr will keep your heart safe. The choice is yours.”

      “I just need time. This is overwhelming,” I said.

      “But time cannot be gifted. To stay, you must be under a god’s protection, or be ousted. That is our law.”

      “And if I return?”

      “You would shun his salvation for your people?”

      “How can I save myself and not them?”

      Freyja nodded, and smiled. “Believe, dear Nanna.”

      “How will that work?”

      “Faith need not be explained; it simply is—and remember, the gods always respond, just not always as the prayers ask.”

      A moment of silence passed, and Odin stood. “My son, I can see that this is a decision based on your heart, and although I disagree with your choice, for with it, great hardship will come, I understand that I cannot sway your decision. You are just, and the partner you choose must be so, as well. For if you choose wrongly, Asgard will burn.”

      Baldr nodded.

      “Good. I will send a missive out announcing your choice of wife to the nine realms.”

      A broad smile lit up Baldr’s already handsome face, and he clasped my hand in his large one.

      “Tomorrow we wed.”
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      Although the first hall, Odin’s hall, was beautiful, the home of Baldr surpassed it with the finest splendor. As I entered, my mouth gaped open at the sight of orbs of light encased in large diamonds, which hung from large ornate chandeliers. The cathedral-high ceilings were painted with celestial scenes that moved and twinkled as if reflecting the earthly night sky. I was staring at the same sky I’d seen in Carthage.

      “I hope it is to your liking. I have been preparing this place for you,” Baldr said.

      Afraid to blink, I tried to take it all in—the tall gold and marble pillars carved with Norse knot-work, heavy golden brocade curtains, masterfully crafted wooden and metal furniture. It seemed so surreal.

      “You will want for nothing, my love.”

      It was too much. A declaration that had no foundation. I could love a puppy without regret. Heck, even now I missed my mare, but to love another meant allowing myself to be hurt beyond what a simple sharp sword could do.

      I shook my head.

      Love made me hope. I was not sure I was ready for hope when I knew that my people were in peril.

      And the feeling of being out of place seemed to twine around my ankles, and up around my knees until I stood motionless, afraid to move forward or backwards.

      “You must be tired after such a trip. Come. I will show you to your chambers.”

      At that moment, I wished for something familiar instead of foreign.

      “Tomorrow will be a very busy day, and a special guest will visit,” Baldr said.

      I couldn’t recall anyone I might have known who’d be here in Asgard, but my mind was too tired to keep it all straight.

      “You have a splendid home,” I said, finding my manners.

      “No,” he said and took my hands in his, “we do.”

      He seemed to like touching me, which I found odd.

      “Don’t pull away. I know you will need time to adjust to this, to us, and all that it means to become a goddess, but you will.”

      “Whoa,” I said and pulled away. “A what?”

      “A goddess. You will be afforded the same powers as the other gods and goddesses of Asgard, which include the ability to hear the prayers and answer them.”

      What a responsibility!

      “Couldn’t we just do right by all?” I asked.

      “There is much that we still must discuss, but for now, please rest. Tomorrow will be early enough to begin again.” He turned as if to go. “But one thing; should you leave the Hall, remember that you should not go beyond the wall of Asgard. Within it you are safe, but outside, I cannot guarantee that.”

      Inside my room, it was just too much to process. The ceilings were too high, instead of cozy. I could have fit the entire city of Carthage in this place, I feared. I’d lived a high-born life, and was used to the good things, but such opulence as this I’d never seen.

      This felt like exile.

      Nothing was my own, not choices, thoughts nor words. To survive here I’d have to do as they required: leave myself at the door. Yet, in my unkempt clothes, and with my distressed and disheveled appearance, I felt out of place in this room of glamor. I hungered for the outside, to see the stars twinkling. Even if my old life was under a different moon to what I now saw, I refused to give in to the strange feeling inside me, as emotions attempted to break through the wall I’d spent years building up.

      Warriors didn’t cry. They didn’t allow the threat of change to pull them under.

      What could I do to change my world? The faces of the men, women and children, who were surely under siege now by the Roman forces in Carthage, assaulted me. It was worse than hand-to-hand combat. Shadow-boxing my imagination brought me no further, and instead of relief, frustration built.

      I was here, safe and sound, but likely they suffered. How could I enjoy this celestial palace and all that it brought, including the god who undeniably loved me, when they suffered?

      I glanced at his profile, and felt my stomach tighten. He was to be my husband and loved me? A part of me should have been excited about what that meant, but instead unease filled my bones. The more I thought, the more confusion grew. I still knew little of him, and an admission of affection just wasn’t enough to spark love within. I needed to figure this out. Time was on my side, I hoped. Maybe something could grow.

      Love is a garden that requires tending. He’d planted a seed and expected a full-grown crop. Yet, I’d barely germinated. An inkling of what could exist between us was there, but it required watering, good soil to grow and sunlight. Would he let me dance in the light or push me into the shadows once he possessed me?

      I’d seen many arranged marriages over the years whereby the third companion in that relationship was gloom. The women had to submit to their husband’s will, leaving their own power at the door; their own dreams and wants considered worthless because they were women. But Baldr could be different. Uncertainty. It caressed my skin—a part of me wanted him, and enjoyed the thought that he desired me; yet another part of me wished only to awaken from this nightmare.

      If I don’t know what love is, how can I return such rich feelings?

      “If I’m going to be a goddess, then I am going to change things for my people through love and devotion.”

      Tears pricked, and my vision blurred. I wished for nothing more than to be around something familiar. The extremely large room began to close in around me. My thoughts began to muddle. I stepped out of my room and decided to roam the halls. Moving from room to room, I felt something pull at me as if I were on a string. Following the tug, I bypassed the garden and moved to what must be Baldr’s armory. Inside were swords, large axes, bows and arrows, and the air was infused with the scent of heavy oil.

      Picking up two throwing daggers, I padded back towards the garden, and halted before the large tree that stood in its center. The white ash glimmered. With the daggers gripped tightly, I took aim.

      Holding my breath, I released them into the night air, and that is when a heartbeat began to call me.
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      I was seated on the terrace, looking at the morning view when a gentle knock at the door interrupted my thoughts. I’d spent the night in the library I’d stumbled upon, learning everything I could.

      Turning, I recognized the face instantly. Not from having known him, for he’d passed away before my time. But he’d left behind his image on the Carthaginian shekel. My dear grandfather stood across from me, waiting for me to grant him entrance. The proud and heroic Hamilcar Barca, the great Carthaginian general, strolled through the large gold leaf doors, decked out in his gleaming Asgardian armor, his sword sheathed at his side.

      “Granddaughter,” he said. His voice was rich with warmth. Surprise wrinkled my brow, for I’d never thought that being in Asgard would mean that I’d be able to see my ancestors. I could only suppose that my grandfather, like other men of war, had found respite in the great hall of Valhalla—the hall of the heroic dead.

      A feeling foreign to me settled in my chest: luck. Luck of sorts to at least have some family here—even if it meant that Odin had elected to take grandfather from the battlefield all those years ago as he’d sought to expand our territory into Spain. Of course, it had been his insight and forethought during the First Punic War that had helped my father build his strategy in the second. Who knew that elephants and the Alps would be such a great idea?

      “I see that, even after my passing, your father had the sense to continue the family’s training,” my grandfather said. He handed me a bouquet of chamomile flowers. Their aroma calmed and soothed my senses.

      Our family was built for war. We fought hard, to survive, to live, to thrive. It was a part of the very foundation of our existence.

      The flowers’ sweet scent added to the aura of peace that I realized encircled this home, and now I understood. Baldr was the God of Light, and he acted like a sunny day, every day—his cheerful demeanor was a breath of fresh air. Clutching the freshly cut flowers to me, I deeply inhaled. I nodded my head, and placed the bouquet on the table.

      Maybe none should have been surprised when Odin had handpicked grandfather from the battlefield—he’d taken the best generals and leaders, and even had the tendency to make those who were fit to win, somehow end up losing. Rumor had it that this had to do with his fear of Ragnarok. For that simple reason, these brave men, as part of the Einherjar, soldiers who’d fought every day on the battlefield, also died every day, and then went forth to drink mead and be merry in the hall of Valhalla, until they could repeat the cycle once more. Each day they lived, then died. They did so only to be resurrected again and again.

      “You can never be too sure as to how things will happen, how time will behave,” grandfather said. His warning rested behind his serious gaze. “Remember what we taught you.”

      The Barcas always fought against tyranny, every appearance of overt evil, even when the odds were against them.

      “Always expect the unexpected,” I whispered. I’d not forgotten that lesson, and life here in this hall hadn’t changed my fortitude or determination. A warm comfortable bed didn’t erase the past’s scars.

      He reached between his breastplate-and-tunic-covered chest and retrieved a piece of papyrus.

      “I know for me to see you here, there must be a reason,” I said, and took the offered document.

      Grandfather nodded his head and stared at me for a long minute, watching as my eyes welled, my mouth gaped, and a sob escaped. “I am to marry Baldr immediately? I thought I had time.”

      I fell to my knees as the dismay taunted me. Attraction did not automatically lead to love, and captivity did not bring freedom. Only time would prove if my fate with Baldr would indeed be better than with the Romans.

      “Time is a wish for the foolish,” Grandfather said, “And the one thing there is never enough of.”

      I knew how to fight, but love? The Barcas didn’t teach their warriors how to do that. He turned and walked out, leaving me to deal with the letter’s contents.
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      The news travelled quickly, and before I could adjust to the missive, I found myself quickly dressed in a long, flowing blue robe with intricate indigo knot-work, while ladies-in-waiting, who’d snuck a peek at me, rapidly adorned my long hair with flowers and a silver crown embellished with gems. Conversation churned around me, but I couldn’t speak.

      Today I was to marry.

      I balled up my fist, and my nails bit into my palm. My reflection not one I wished to see. My chest tightened as when word of a siege came from the walls to the city’s center, and it was time to do battle. It felt like death’s calling. Without a sword to protect myself, I could only sacrifice myself for the greater good, and hope that by sealing this fate I could indeed help my people.

      In my mind’s eye, I thought of my mother, and wished only to hear her voice. When I was afraid, as a child, she would bend down on her knee, look me in the eye and say, “No matter what, all will be well. Just believe.”

      I loudly exhaled, sweat beaded on my brow, and my heart thundered like a team of galloping horses. I swayed slightly on my feet.

      “Just believe, Nanna, just believe,” I said, and moved away toward the grand hall, where Baldr stood, waiting.

      My breath hitched seeing him. He practically shone like a bright light.

      “I know that you are there, but your light is blinding,” I said. A smile crossed my lips, and a bit of misplaced joy sprinkled on me. The strangeness of ambivalence goaded me on. I neither knew what I wanted, nor if it was him.

      He placed my hand in his. “It is only because I am exceedingly happy.”

      I gulped, and nodded.

      “You need not be nervous. This is to keep you safe.”

      “Safe, from what?”

      “I know this is overwhelming, and if we had time to make things happen naturally before sharing vows, I would have.”

      “Why?” The more he spoke the more I realized that this situation was akin to a swine painted to look pretty. I thought I had more time. I thought I had more time to figure this all out before a ceremony could begin. It was the only thought that circled. “I’m not sure I can go through with this.”

      “I ask you to trust me, Nanna. I am honorable in my intent.”

      His words rang true. From all of our time together in the realm of dreams, he’d never done anything to hurt me. In fact, our time together had been magical even. I remembered walks along the shore, and laughter, much laughter.

      “I trust you,” I said, and despite my angst, I took his hand.

      With all of the primping and prepping done, we proceeded back to Odin’s hall, where the High Council met. All the thirteen gods and goddesses were present and had I been in my right mind, I might have tried to figure out who they all could be. I only recognized Odin, and Baldr’s mother, Freyja.

      Each step seemed heavier, as if shackles rested around my ankles. My stomach churned. Panic. A shiver raced through my body.

      The room filled with deities and they all stared at me like I was a mosquito, a nuisance even. I had the strange feeling that I was neither liked nor wanted by anyone in the room, except for Baldr, who held me tight as if I might fly away.

      My throat began to constrict; my heart began to thrash against my ribs. Panic ran fingernails along my limbs, and fear gave chase.

      In my head, I focused on my mother’s words of faith and belief. They became my mantra, and I could only hope that they would give me the strength to go through with this. My mind knew what I had to do, but my heart wished to escape, to run away from what could bring me only pain. Love could be its own two-edged sword. Hadn’t I seen that, too, between my mother and father? She’d suffered so much because she loved him. But his first love had been Carthage and not her.

      Baldr wrapped his arm around my waist and pulled me to his side. Maybe he’d noticed the slight tremble in my hand, the nervousness in my fingertips.

      I understood now. It was to be a show of partnership, of his claiming me as his; the gods’ agreement to the union meant little to nothing. Unlike in my society, where such touching was frowned upon, especially before marriage, here it seemed as if such a public display of affection was readily acceptable.

      “They’re watching. You should smile,” he whispered in my ear.

      My ears began to ring, and my lungs refused to work. Air neither came in nor went out in the short gulps I took. The room began to spin, and my knees buckled.

      The sound of the gods’ gasps echoed throughout the chamber as I collapsed to the immaculate golden floor, and then their voices broke through my confusion.

      “She is simply too weak for this life here,” Odin exploded. Waves of anger wafted off him and jabbed me like a sea urchin.

      “Give your poor son a chance,” Thor said. “All of us have taken delights with those in other realms.”

      “Since when do we discuss our dalliances?” Freyja said. “We need not speak of those things of the past, but should instead focus on what we should do with this union.”

      “Baldr,” Odin said, “Take her away and let her rest. Maybe once she has her wits about her, she will be willing to start the ceremony that announces your betrothal.”

      “I thought we’d skip right along to the wedding part,” Baldr said. “That way, she is under my protection and a goddess by marriage, right?”

      “Mortals are different. Idunn’s apples might not produce for her the longevity they have for us.”

      “Idunn, the keeper of the apples of immortality, delivers her fruit readily to keep us young, but not immortal. We all can die, just like she can. That is no reason to disallow such a union.”

      Like me, they too could die?

      “It’s been done for the giants, so why not for one from Midgard?” Baldr chastised. “Isn’t there a ready supply of giants in our midst who have been accepted into the pantheon? Why should my beloved not be offered the same?”

      “Take her away,” Odin ordered. “I will not decide her fate today.”

      Baldr swooped me up and carried me away. I heard his boots thud against the floor and the noise around us lessened.

      “You can open your eyes now,” he said.

      I wondered how he knew I was conscious, and batted my lashes at him, biting my cheek in a half-grin.

      “You almost had me going with your swoon. But there was something about it that was a little off.”

      “I haven’t the faintest idea what you mean.”

      Instead of putting me down, he continued to carry me. “Was this swooning act your way of rejecting my offer?”

      I bit my lip, torn between the truth and the adoration in those crystal blue eyes.

      “Place me down.” He did and released his hold on me. I quickly missed his warmth.

      “Baldr, we know nothing about each other.”

      “I know everything about you, even how your heart skips a beat when you laugh, how you grip and twist your sword’s handle to ensure it is balanced to your touch, and most of all, that you are afraid to let anyone in.”

      “Those are common things. Things you can pick up from watching me. But you don’t know me, and I don’t know you. This entire place, with all of its grandeur, makes all of the gold in Rome look worthless. Where shall I fit in between gold pillars, marble floors and immortality? I am a simple woman and unfit for this honor you wish to bestow on me.”

      “Why, Nanna?”

      “That is not my name. I am Annôn,” I whispered.

      “Maybe it is lost in translation, but Nanna means ‘daring one’. You take risks like no other. Even now, you are thinking about your people and how you can help them. This marriage might begin as a marriage of convenience, but I see the future that we could have together.”

      I took a seat on the settee, and watched him leave.

      The room felt empty with him gone.

      He was growing on me.

      Surely some women enjoyed gilded cages. But they made me think of exotic birds with clipped wings imported to wander around prestigious gardens as living adornments, but never knowing true freedom.

      Alone, I closed my eyes and allowed my thoughts to wander. I liked him, but it would take a lot more for me to love. A handsome face wasn’t enough to make me shift my stance. I couldn’t betray my people for him. That would tarnish my family’s name. We fought for our people, and to allow myself to fall in love with him, this Baldr, well, that would make me less than honorable. It would also bring shame to him. What good was a cursed god?

      No, I would not dishonor him, even if I had to sacrifice what might have been good between us. My people needed a savior, and I had to be strong enough to be that savior.

      With my position firm, I allowed my breathing to calm, my body to relax.

      Loud drum beats interrupted my contemplation. It sounded like Roman sentries, seated in their watchtowers, warning of danger. I jumped to my feet, and reached for my sword, which I always wore on my side.

      I’d not dressed myself and my weapon was gone.

      That would not stop me though. I raced toward the sound, down corridors, passing by strangers who surely viewed me as a madwoman as I raced toward the sound of pending doom. The Romans were coming. They’d kill us all.

      This sound had to be coming from a nearby portal. Something that showed what was happening on the other side.

      I traveled deeper within the hall, down and around, until I came to a thick black metal door. The drums beat like they were in my head, rattling me. Nothing made sense, but I knew I had to get through that door to the other side.

      Yanking it with all of my might, I entered into a dark cavern. No light existed, just the senses of touch and hearing. I must be close.

      The ground crunched under my weight, and the cavern took on an eerie green glow.

      It beckoned me deeper, whispering my name in a sing-song manner and in my deceased mother’s voice. I’d never gotten a chance to say goodbye, to wish her well on her journey to the afterlife. I’d never gotten the chance to hold her. Now she called to me.

      My gaze fell on an illuminated chest

      I went ever closer, and stretching out my hand, I touched it. The size of a horse’s wagon, it opened of its own accord. Therein rested a palpitating heart, broken in pieces, but still beating in time.

      Reaching forward, I watched, paralyzed, as gray smoke billowed upwards and towards my fingertips to crawl under my skin. It soaked in deeper until my fingers turned blue, as if I’d been bitten by frost.

      Rising ever higher, it quickly covered my hand, wrist, and arm, and moved towards my heart.

      “Nanna!” Baldr called out, and yanked me backwards out of its reach.

      “That is my mother. I must get to my mother,” I said, and tears raced down my face.

      He hauled me into his grip, turning me away. The smoke began to screech and scream with the voices of what seemed to be a million-plus-one of the tormented.

      Baldr pulled me out of the room and back into the light, and cupped my face in his hands.

      I didn’t understand. I felt like ice melting as sweat formed on my brow and I began to uncontrollably shake. “I am fine. I just need time.”

      “No, my dear, I fear that you now have an awful secret. You’ve been kissed by Ymir.”

      From the scowl on his face, I knew this was no simple embrace. It meant so much more, but what?
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      Baldr sat and drank his mead in the tavern.

      A hand slapped down on his shoulder. Thor. “It’s not like you to drink alone.”

      “Well, I don’t seem to know what I am doing on the best of days, and now, I don’t understand,” Baldr replied.

      He looked up to Thor, his brother, who seemed to right almost any wrong with a hammer and magical gloves. Their father respected Thor above all.

      “I told you it wouldn’t be easy, but you didn’t want to listen.”

      “You might have predicted this, but I thought once she was here things would be fine. She’d be safe and all would be right. I could begin to court her and make her mine.”

      “Women don’t like to be told what they are to do,” Thor said. “Take it from me, the women of Midgard are interesting creatures. They love strongly, but first you have to get them to that place.”

      “How am I supposed to do that?”

      “What did you do in your dreams together?”

      “I wooed her,” Baldr said.

      “And have you done that since she’s been here, or have you locked her away in your golden palace? She has the worries of her people on her shoulders. Your taking her away from that will create resentment unless you can find a way to fix it.”

      “I don’t have a hammer to kill an entire army in one fell swoop.”

      “You are a god, the son of Odin. Are you afraid of a mere mortal army?” Thor asked.

      “Of course not.”

      “Then show her that. Women love it when a man stands alone, armed with a single weapon, and it feels like they can take down more than a garrison, the whole damned army in fact. That is why she will always idolize her father and grandfather, and I have watched those two in battle. You should visit her grandfather. He is in Valhalla. He will surely give you some insight into how you can impress her.”

      “Can’t I just love her? Can’t that be enough?”

      Thor picked up his large horn of mead and drained it. “Love is a verb which requires action.”

      Baldr recalled watching emotions play across Nanna’s face. She appeared no older than eighteen, and although experienced in the ways of war, other things seemed to be missing. Delight had faded away to pure scrutiny, to shock, and then finally to shame. Her shoulders once squared, had sunk, and she’d crossed her arms.

      “Come with us, dear brother, and we shall show you how to gain the heart of a woman,” Thor said, as Loki pulled up a chair and joined the conversation.

      “The only thing you two know about are deadly adventures involving bloodshed,” Baldr said.

      “That is quite true, beloved Baldr, but you will never understand a warrior woman if you don’t know how to fight for her,” Loki countered.

      Baldr drained his own horn of drink. “If that is what it takes, then we must go.”

      Thor chuckled and twiddled his red beard in his fingers. “There is nothing like a just war, and I know right where to start.”

      “You don’t mean that skirmish over in Midgard,” Loki said.

      “There is always someone fighting in Midgard. That’s part of the fun of it,” Thor replied.

      “You know, that is your problem,” Loki said, “You’re too likable. She probably thinks you’re a weakling, maybe even one who can’t care for her. Women like strong men, and that boyish smile you continue to give me doesn’t say ruthless deity.”

      “Don’t you remember what it was like to be on the battlefield and smash things up?” Thor asked. “I don’t know how much stuff I’ve destroyed over the years. War is my mistress.”

      “The way you fight, she’s not a good one who will keep you satisfied,” Loki said.

      “She leaves me begging for more,” Thor defended.

      “Isn’t it supposed to be the other way around?”

      Thor gripped Mjolnir’s handle. “I’ve had enough, Loki.”

      “But I’m just getting started. Come on, you’re referring to war as if it were a woman who is there is to serve you. Do you see the misplaced logic? War cannot serve, and it surely cannot provide pure satisfaction as a woman can.”

      Getting involved in conversation between Loki and Thor was like being in an argument between different colored flames.

      Instead, Baldr’s thoughts moved away from their verbal tussle to the woman who needed to know him as more than just a handsome face. He could feel the smallest tinge of attraction in her, but there must be more to cultivate love.

      If he did what gods do, would she forgive him or consider him a traitor, fickle even?

      Only another trip to Midgard would prove it, yes or no.

      “Okay, let’s get this warring party on the road,” Baldr said.

      The word war got the other two gods to quieten. Thor hopped up. “Come. I know exactly where we need to go.”

      [image: ]

      The battle raged on between the two parties; one true to the Norse gods, the other aligned with foreign gods. Loki, Thor and Baldr stood on the hillside and watched the battle below. Men rushed forward and their swords hacked and stabbed. Some sliced the air and happened to fell a man, while others cowered and sought to run away.

      A Valkyrie came and stood beside the gods.

      “What are you all doing here today?” Kara asked. “I didn’t think that this was a battle that would draw your attention, Thor.”

      “Ha, ha,” Thor said. “You’re too sick to play and should be attending to your own malaise in Valhalla, or has the All-Father decided to retire you?”

      Baldr listened to the banter between the two. Kara was the fittest fighter he’d ever seen, and she could probably take Thor out if he didn’t have his hammer.

      “When brave men die fighting for justice, I must honor them and fight as well,” she cooed.

      “Surely, Thor, you just want to get your hammer wet,” Loki said.

      “That’s why I bring you along, Loki, to rile me up so I have enough rage to hit something else instead of you.”

      Baldr chuckled. His laughter seemed misplaced as the Valkyrie took flight, traveling over the field and choosing who would die and who would live. Then Loki and Thor jumped into the fray. Mjolnir thundered, cracking the ground, and lightning sizzled across the sky. Excitement danced in the air. The passing from one moment to the next moved in slow motion. The three accepted the sacrifices of their followers, fighting with them.

      “Dear brother, come,” Thor said. “Those who are not of us are on the picking field. Assist our true believers in their battle. Where they win, we win!”

      A broad smile crossed Thor’s face and white light glowed from his skin.

      With daggers in his hands, Baldr moved through the crowd, extinguishing the enemy with deathly precision.

      Today, they’d fill the halls of the realms—the halls of Odin, Thor and Lady Hel. Passivity drifted away as he went across the killing field.

      “Time to show how the gods kill, gentlemen,” he said, and a scream that caused even the Midgard Serpent to pause as it swam through the earth, causing the very ground to quake and the trees to bend and careen.

      “Lest dear Father thinks we forgot about him, let’s get the general. He seems worthy enough,” Baldr declared. Fresh blood dripped off his face, sprayed upon him by one he had just slayed.

      “You’re just trying to make it so that the All-Father allows you to keep your human bride,” Thor opined.

      “Do you think it might work?” Baldr asked.

      “Worth a shot. I’ve found his fear is worth using for my benefit.”

      “I think you’ve been around me too long if you are using my own words,” Loki said. “What’s always appeased your father is metalwork from the dwarves.”

      “I am just releasing my inner warlord.” Baldr beckoned a priestess from the sidelines. He fashioned ropes out of reeds, hung his sacrifices to Odin up and then crafted magical spears with which he ran them through.

      “That’s one way to get Father’s attention,” Thor said.

      “Aggressively? He will appreciate my hanging tree.”

      Baldr stepped back and stared at his handiwork. His jurisdiction, his justice; his way for reconciliation. He was the God of Light, and mankind would remember him for his ability to inspire love and for his use of a sword.
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      It felt like days had passed between my fainting and today. Yet, Baldr remained away, leaving me to my own devices, and I couldn’t blame him. I awoke to memories of smoke and fire, but couldn’t recall any of the details.

      After Ymir’s kiss, as Baldr called it, I could feel something different happening within. Staring in the looking glass, I noticed my once natural dark brown eye color had been replaced by blue with amber rings. It reminded me of fire and ice. I blinked, but it all remained the same. My black hair had begun to turn white; a streak that had not been there before grew ever wider.

      But those things were strange minutiae in comparison to the scaly rash that worked its way from my fingertips up my arm, from where I’d touched the cloud of smoke.

      It didn’t itch, and the burning had long ago ceased.

      A lulling voice began to speak—but not from outside, from within.

      “Now is the time to feel the strength you’ve always possessed but never known,” it said.

      Unbidden, my body began to shift. The rash grew to cover not just one arm but two. Scales like that of a lizard’s covered me from head to toe. My back arched and extended, my neck elongated and my face morphed. Dark wings spouted from my shoulder blades and a long tail took shape.

      In the looking glass, I saw my reflection. I’d changed into the monster I’d once read about in the Epic of Gilgamesh, Humbaba. Instead of hands, I had strong talons; my legs were like lions’, and sharp horns jutted out of my head. Once walking on two legs, I now stood on four.

      A guttural snarl ripped through me, and racing towards a window, I crashed through it and took flight.
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      I don’t know how long I’d been away or what had happened during my absence. Once again in my human form, sequestered in my quarters, I continued to read everything that I could find about Asgard.

      Then one day two strangers burst into my rooms.

      Their faces didn’t seem familiar, but their auras did, though I couldn’t quite place them.

      I felt their malevolence, bitterness, anger—and their intention: pain.

      I gripped my dagger between the folds of my dress, and moved away from my resting spot.

      One of them sent an electric shock towards me, and I crumpled to the floor. Temporarily paralyzed, I stared up at him and his companion. Dirt soiled their clothes and hands, but it must have been a ruse, for they did not have the stench associated with those who could not bathe.

      “She used to be a warrior, a shield maiden in her own right. Surely, she can take a punch better than the average man from Midgard. She’ll have you begging for mercy if you get too close.”

      “She’ll have me begging for something,” the unnamed minion replied.

      I didn’t like the way his eyes grazed over my figure.

      “If you hurt me, the gods will avenge me,” I croaked.

      He laughed, raised his sword and beat me on the head with its pommel until I saw stars and darkness began to pull upon me.

      “Finish her!” His voice cut through the silence of the night like razor blades across soft delicate skin. My swollen eyes barely let any light in, the constellations above giving little illumination. Pain radiated through my assaulted, half-dead body.

      A groan escaped my bruised lips and I felt for my dagger. When he came forwards to finish me off, I used the last bit of my energy and dragged my sharp blade across his Achilles tendon. It cut better than butter, separating muscle from bone. He screamed in agonizing pain. The more he screamed, the louder my heartbeat pumped in my ears, pushing away the darkness of death.

      I laid there in a heap, but it was as if I was stepping out of myself and watching. The man raised a war-hammer and struck me on the back of my head. I couldn’t move, cry out or even transform. Instead, I stood there, out of my body, in the form of an apparition, and watched them brutalize me.

      “The threat is over. You can stop now,” one said to the other. “She shall breathe no more fire on us.”

      “Yes, it is a shame that she had to meet such an end.”

      “The only way for Asgard to be safe from Ymir’s rising, is to be rid of the only one who could fulfill the prophecy, and since Baldr wouldn’t send her back, maybe this will be his lesson that Midgardians don’t belong here.”

      “You were ever the bigot.”

      “Aren’t we supposed to want Ymir to come back? He is our forefather.”

      “He had the power to destroy the entire world, and all of the pantheons, not just the Norse ones. “

      “Come, our duty here is done.”

      I watched them scurry away but the strong scent of incense remained behind. Incense like I used to light, what felt like eons ago, in the Temple of Melqart and Baal.

      As blood began to pool around me, an ancient voice rang out in my head and words I did not know came forth.

      Baldr raced into the room. The building shook as white rage caused every pore of his skin to illuminate with a light too bright to stare upon.

      He cradled me in his arms. I couldn’t feel my legs, and a heat filled me—a heat that came from him.

      “Oh, my love, I never should have left you to your own devices.”

      He stared at me, and in that moment, I knew the truth—I saw the picture he’d seen before. Like a seed planted in fertile soil, I realized the truth: love. It should never be a burden. It protected. It upheld. It treasured.

      It avenged.

      Resurrected by his love, I thirsted for blood.

      I could hear the world calling me, luring me away, but Baldr’s presence pulled me back.

      Nothing else mattered but satisfaction.

      I withdrew to where the voice took me, where the world was dark and barren, and only red lava flowed.

      “Dive, dive,” it commanded, and I did.

      I felt the heat on my scales and allowed the hot lava to pour over me. Sinking ever deeper down, ecstasy filled my senses, and the rich taste of sunlight in my mouth.

      My body began to slowly heal.
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      “Who did this to you?” Baldr asked Nanna, but she could not answer. Her muttered words made no sense.

      He carefully lifted her and carried her to her chambers. It was too late to call someone to assist him. He removed her blood-soaked gown and her undergarments, and placed them on a heap to the side. Where her wounds should have been, there was only silky skin.

      The prophecy foretold of the rising of Ymir, but this was not it. She was a mixture of fire and ice, earth and water, created out of the ash trees of old.

      And those trees were to be watched over, protected by those of Asgard.

      “She could be the key to releasing chaos between the realms,” his father had said as if that would be the solution to his dilemma, but Baldr’s heart told him a different truth.

      He shook his head. She was not darkness, but light. After tucking her into her cot, he placed a chaste kiss on her forehead and left her.

      He meandered through the city, until he landed at the Bifrost Bridge, overlooking the galaxy, where Heimdall waited.

      “Heimdall, a great violation has occurred tonight. Our security has been breached,” Baldr said. “Has anyone passed through the gate?”

      “No, Baldr, I’m afraid that if someone has entered into Asgard, then they snuck in like thieves.”

      “And did you not see them with your watchful eyes?”

      “I see many things,” Heimdall paused. “And the men you seek have not yet left the city.”

      Baldr nodded his head. “Madness beats at a man’s heart when his love is hurt.”

      “Our way requires a transgression be repaid,” Heimdall responded.

      “That it does.”

      “Do you mean for me to gather Thor to assist you?”

      “No, I don’t require his help. I can take care of this,” Baldr said.

      He headed to the tavern, where the two assailants sat enjoying mead.

      Asgard was a trade city. It was not strange for foreigners to be seen there, but as he sniffed the air, he smelled the scent of jasmine on the skin of those strange men. The same scent that had hung heavy in the air in his home, which they had sullied with their violence.

      “Gentlemen, let us find reason,” he said and took a seat. “For it would seem you have done a very bad thing on this day.”

      “Who are you?” asked one.

      “He is surely not Thor, the one they use to fight all of their battles,” said the second man. He lifted his horn and drank, his shoulders moving with silent mirth.

      “Yeah, he’s the other son.”

      They both began to laugh loudly.

      Strange to see it from this perspective and such disregard and dishonor. Baldr was still a god in his own right, but now, even mortal men believed him to be a fool and weak, unable to handle his battles or affairs. The white light he exuded began to dim.

      “I am the son of Odin. My father’s blood pumps through this heart, and just as he defeated the giant Ymir and scattered his remains, I, too, am capable of bringing death.

      “With what? A lecture on the history of Asgard?” one jeered.

      “What will you do, bore us with details?” the other chimed in.

      “All myths,” the first one laughed.

      “Why have you come here?” Baldr demanded.

      “Our lord said you’ve taken something that belongs to him, and we were tasked to get rid of it.”

      Before the laughter died on the strangers’ lips, Baldr pushed up from his seat, vengeance thick on his skin, and he smashed the first man’s head onto the wooden table causing him to fall backwards.

      When it came to the second one, it was simple. He struck out with his sword, and ran him through.

      “You have disgraced my home, sullied it, and now you will pay with your life.”

      Pushing his sword in to the hilt, he watched the man take his last breath.

      “I am the son of Odin, and the son of Freyja. I am war, I am death, I am light.”

      “This will not stop them from coming. They will come and take back the dragon.”

      Before the assailant could continue his sentence, Baldr raised his sword higher, gutting him like a fish.

      Bloodlust pushed him like a steed whipped. Those who’d hurt Nanna would pay. He reached in and, with a bolt of energy, resurrected the man, to only kill him again and again and again, until his rage had lessened.

      And no one said a thing. No one interrupted him.

      He was the Prince of Asgard.

      Removing a crate from behind the tavern’s bar, he folded the man, like a piece of cloth, in on top of himself, crushing his remains until they fit neatly and compactly. Then he kicked the box over to the remaining man, who cowered under the table.

      “Have you watched? Have you seen the depths of my barbarism? Do not allow my amiable nature to be misunderstood for weakness. Go now, and take your man there with you. For should you stay, I will have the uttermost pleasure of killing you over and over until my arms tire.”
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      Seeing Baldr walk through that door, I noticed blue light shone out of his eyes. Whatever was bothering him weighed extremely heavily on him.

      “Baldr, are you okay?” I asked.

      “What you did is forbidden in Asgard,” he said.

      “The consumption of godly blood? Why? It has helped heal me.” I said. I felt younger, stronger, as if I’d increased in dexterity and ability. I snapped my fingers and a flame appeared, something that had never happened before. Magic. I’d never been a practitioner of it.

      “You cannot do that here. Even my father doesn’t practice his magic within these walls, and he knows the magic of old.”

      In that moment, he was the brightest star to ever exist. I heard his heartbeat, could feel his breath: “What has she done? If All-Father finds out about this, as well as about the heart, she will be executed.” His thoughts rang in my mind.

      I shook my head to be clear of his voice. “Is it that serious? I will die because of this change in me?” I paused and thought about everything he’d mentioned. Ymir. Cursed. Heart. Death. And also what he didn’t know about—the dragon. The beast resting underneath that still had not revealed itself to him.

      “It is said that Ymir was evil,” Baldr began. “But it is more than that. He seeks to come back and destroy Asgard.”

      “Well, I am not Ymir.”

      “I know, but blood magic is what you have begun practicing. It is more. This magic acts as a seduction.”

      I dug my fingernails into my forearm and peeled away the upper level of skin there, and particles of fire began to spark. By the time their light dimmed, my skin had returned and showed no signs of harm.

      “What you are now, and what you are doing, I don’t know how to handle it or what to do.”

      Heimdall’s horn blew, interrupting us.

      “And it appears that we will not be able to finish this conversation now, as an army is approaching Asgard.”

      “You got all of that from a horn’s toot?” I asked.

      The nice, kind man I knew had disappeared and, his emotions locked down, he headed to his armory. I followed.

      “Let me help. I can be of great assistance,” I said. “Fighting is the only thing I know, and surely as a dragon I can do more good than harm.”

      “No, you are to remain here, and not leave this place. Here you will be safe as no evil is allowed to enter.”

      “Can that magic be lifted?”

      He stared at me, saying nothing.

      “Only by the All-Father?”

      He nodded and hurried away.

      I didn’t want to consider that Odin might be behind everything that had transpired thus far. It felt like a backroom deal had taken place before my feet had ever touched Asgardian ground.

      Once Baldr had left, I exited the Hall and headed toward Valhalla, where I hoped to find my grandfather. Surely, he would be able to help me, if he wasn’t already fighting at the wall.

      When I stepped into the corridor, a male calling my name forced me to turn around. He stood there in his fine red apparel, handsome to stare at, with a mischievous glint in his eyes.

      “I hope you will forgive us for kidnapping Baldr for so long. He had a lovely time on the battlefield and was only trying to prove something to you.”

      I took a step back. “Who are you?”

      He smiled a devilish smile and bowed. “I am Loki, son of Laufey. Being here with the Aesir takes a little getting used to. It can also be quite overwhelming, around perfection and feeling imperfect.”

      He understood. He understood that doubt. “There must be something I can do to earn my way; to make them see that I can be of great help.”

      He looked me up and down. “Is there some hidden talent you have, dear Nanna, which you could use to assist the gods? Are you willing to sacrifice your freedom to be of service?”

      “What do you mean? You speak as if from first-hand knowledge,” I said.

      “The gifts the gods so enjoy, such as Thor’s Hammer, Odin’s spear, even the lovely necklace that Freyja loves, they all come from the dwarves, and are gifted to them by me, courtesy of my handiwork, and talent to negotiate. However, that has not bought me any friends.”

      “Is this serving as a warning of sorts?”

      “Only that the sun is appreciated after the rain; light after darkness. If they can always expect you to rise to the occasion, then they will never allow you the choice of doing so.”

      “Your gift-giving then—it has given you a place here?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Yes, but it has come with a dire cost. I once was also so unburdened like you, but they have never let me forget that I am not one of them. I am the son of a god and a giant, able to be here because of my mother’s blood. I’d hate to see how they would treat me if I had none of her in me. Oh, excuse me, I did not mean to offend you. But tread carefully.”

      “Do you know who they are fighting today?”

      Loki’s face became like stone, his emotions unreadable. He simply nodded. “Embrace your darkness to dance in the light. Be burdened by it. Come with me and I will show you. We will head to the pinnacle and see with our own eyes what has come to fight against us.”

      “Us?” I asked.

      “You are here.”

      He extended his hand out to me and I took it. He shifted into a bird, and out into the sky we flew, settling on the tallest tower’s pinnacle. I watched the golden army of Asgard move into position, while opponents approached, their standards fluttering in the wind. The symbol of a flame was crystal clear.

      I knew that flame, as I’d seen it since as far back as I could remember in the temple in Carthage. Melqart.

      Why would he be attacking Asgard? I asked. My stomach flip-flopped. My prayer? “Could this be my fault?” I asked.

      “Many wars have started over a woman, why not this one?”

      I’d never heard such truth. If this was my fault, then it would be my responsibility to fix this.

      I focused on the voice within, and felt my body morphing into the large beast. My wings extended. My dragon-vision honed in on the exchange of fiery arrows shot between the warring parties.

      Leaping from the top of the building, I took flight.

      “You will not regret this.” Loki called after me.

      I so hoped not.
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      “You have taken something that did not belong to you, Baldr, son of Odin, and I demand her back.” Lord Melqart approached. Chained jewelry hung across his face, and black-inked tattoos marked his skin. Fire shimmered all around him, and his men, armed and ready to battle, beat their swords against their shields in a show of force and power. It was a tactic that would not work.

      The ground shook under their feet, and Baldr held his daggers to his side.

      “Son, it would seem that your alliance with Melqart was misguided,” Odin began. “I foresee that he wishes to retrieve someone that you have taken of his.”

      “He is mistaken, Father,” Baldr said.

      “You would die for this woman?” Odin asked.

      “I would rip out my heart and give it to her if that is what she desired.”

      The massive army of soldiers at Melqart’s disposal went as far back as Baldr could see. An alliance with the Phoenician pantheon granted Melqart and his men access to Asgard, but they’d not entered through the gate at Bifrost Bridge, where Heimdall stood, but over the Ifing River, where the giants lived.

      Chaos would soon begin. In the distance, if Melqart was there, so was his father, Baal.

      It had been ages since blood had truly been shed in Asgard. The memory of war was fleeting.

      “No concerns, son,” Odin said, and removed his long robes to reveal armor beneath. “I’ve been feeling a little bored.”

      Like the god he was, Odin would not wait for the other army to strike, but attacked first. “My hall has many rooms,” he muttered, and cast his spear so it landed in the heart of one of Melqart’s generals, presenting him with the first sacrifice to his name.

      “We need not forget that we have been forged in fire, all warriors. We shall fight for each other, and none of them shall escape with breath in their lungs. Today we shall send a gift to Lady Hel,” Odin said.

      The Asgardian soldiers had rallied up, taking their place, when out of the heavens a large beast appeared. Its scales were painted black and shimmered in the lowest light, but it was its blue eyes with amber rings that made Baldr stop his advance.

      “Nanna,” he whispered, and the Asgardian soldiers released a slew of arrows at the beast, hoping to bring it down.

      It flapped its wings and screeched high above the skyline. It dipped and dodged until it landed on the city wall, and morphed back into human form—that of Nanna.

      “Stop this,” she begged.

      “Right on time,” Melqart said. “You received my call.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      “The dragon was my little gift to you,” Melqart began, “and now you can do what you’ve been created to do, and pour fire onto these deplorable things. You will take them down; you will burn them.”

      [image: ]

      “Looks like your little dove has betrayed you,” Thor said to Baldr’s right.

      “I know her. She would not do that,” Baldr responded.

      “She has been created by him, which is why he let you bring her here, so that she could awaken Ymir and unlock the curse—a curse that will allow her to then become the beast that only the fiery god Melqart could create. The goal is for her to act as the ultimate weapon and defeat us, through you.”

      [image: ]

      “You,” Nanna continued, “you are the one responsible for trying to kill me?”

      “It would seem like my men failed,” Melqart said, “but I will not miss.”

      A dragonwort-drenched blade was thrown towards Nanna, and when it became lodged in her arm, she fell to her knees and howled. She withered with pain, and smoke began to billow from her. She wrenched the weapon out of her arm, and it seemed that the angrier she became, the larger her form grew.

      “Just like you failed your people in Carthage. Where were you?” she demanded.

      “A god does not belong to anyone. Our loyalties can be swayed wherever man utters a prayer. Your father should know that, for that is why he lost his battle against the Romans. He sacrificed for one, but they sacrificed for many.”

      “You are responsible for what has transpired there. All of those innocent people were slaughtered and the town razed.”

      “Me? I’ve done nothing but listen. Your people are responsible for their own actions. I did not force Hannibal’s hand, and your desire to revolt against the Romans had consequences that even you must pay for. But you caught the attention of another god to save you.”

      “But I prayed to you,” Nanna said.

      “Yet, you left with him,” Melqart said. “Come now, back to me and all will be forgiven. You can rule by my side, as my Dragon Queen, for I know the beast you carry within requires taming. Hear my voice and come to me.”

      “No!” Baldr yelled.

      His skin, that had exuded a white light, turned red.

      “You wish to fight me for her? Give her to me and save our alliance,” Melqart said.

      Odin stepped forward. “It is for the best, dear Baldr. She is not made for this place, and her fate was to die until you saved her. Let her die, let her go.”

      He nodded and had his soldiers surround Nanna with their spears. “She can be the sacrifice for her people, so that they may continue to thrive. The fate of death is not so bad.”

      But being sacrificed to Melqart meant that she would also be destined to dwell in eternity, according the rules of the Phoenician religion, and that had no room for the Norse deities in it.

      “Baldr,” Nanna called to him.

      “I will find you, Nanna!” he yelled.

      Thor held him back from moving forward, as Melqart’s men tied her up with ropes of dragon wort, and carried her away.

      “You have betrayed me, Father,” Baldr seethed.

      “No, you have betrayed us. I have saved us from Ragnarok,” Odin said.

      “If you cannot understand the heart, then you have truly been corrupted by the power of ruling.”

      “Petulance? That is my reward for saving you?”

      “You have saved me from nothing. Instead you have armed me with a weapon and told me in which direction to point my bow.”

      “You are nothing but a young man still. Still growing into your own being. There will be other women. Just look at your brother, even Loki; they have made good choices in their search.”

      “I am not a child who needs your guidance or protection.”

      “Those are the rantings of a child.”

      “She is my destiny and I will save her.”

      “Then you will do so with no help. I will not risk Asgard for a woman who has no place here.”

      “You will lose a son because of your fear?”

      Baldr shrugged off Thor’s hand and headed away, back towards home, and back towards the armory that contained all of the weapons he needed to free the dragon and rid the world of the pestilence that Melqart had become.
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      “Do you wish to do this alone?” Thor asked.

      Baldr remained quiet and continued to put together his satchel of things he’d need to fight.

      “They have sixty-thousand men, and you are taking daggers? You will need more than that,” Thor remarked.

      “What is it you wish me to do?” Baldr asked and folded up the satchel.

      “Let us be clear: war cleanses, and what has happened must be undone, and Loki agrees, right?” Thor asked, and elbowed Loki in the side.

      “Of course, if this is true love, what is the threat of exile?” Loki said.

      “That is the plan then? To save her and then head back to—”

      “Don’t tell us. There are nine worlds and enough places for you two to hide. This is rebellion, and the All-Father will not be happy about your usurping his rule. This will start a war.”

      “He breathes war,” Loki said. “And you just fight them, Thor.”

      “I have seen the beautiful life that I am to have with her—” Baldr began.

      Loki squatted down next to Baldr. “You must understand our position. This woman, who you so stark ravingly love, has not even uttered a word of liking for you. She only called out your name when Melqart sought to take her away.”

      “What are you asking of me, Loki?”

      “She is noble born, of Midgard, but is this flower from that garden so lovely that you must pluck it and keep it?”

      “I know my heart,” Baldr said.

      “Do not confuse him,” Thor declared. “Instead, grab your weapons and let us make haste, for they have surely made better time than us. We know that they have crossed the river over into the land of the giants, and although I’m sure a war with Melqart and his father Baal would be greatly enjoyable, it would be stretching my resources thin to also have to fight the entire giant population.” Thor gripped Mjolnir and flexed his gloved hands around its shortened handle. “Loki,” he continued, “go scout the area and make sure they are still camped south of the river, then we shall be able to make our attack.”

      “Do you remember when we sought to get the largest caldron for the best mead ever?” Loki began. “That is how this trip is surely going to be. Paramount to our success, will be working in tandem with each other and remaining silent. Now pay attention, Baldr, there shall be no declaration of love shouted out across the field. You must use your head and not your heart.”

      “I will subdue that threat,” Baldr began, “and no one will remember Melqart. Instead, since he has given ear to the Romans, his name will be erased, replaced by the Greek Hercules, and those of Carthage will live freely.”

      [image: ]

      They made their way to the camp, deep in the dark forests in the land of giants. Camp fires burned, and joviality seemed contagious, as the men chatted, sung and carried on as if they had no cares.

      Almost everyone.

      Baldr’s gaze fell on Nanna, again in her human form, curled up as tight into a ball as possible in her small cage. Soldiers poked her with sticks in hopes of gaining a reaction.

      “Did you see that? He wished for us to squabble over you,” said one soldier.

      “It doesn’t matter,” another responded. “Soon you will be tied to that spit there, being sacrificed to the greater good. Once the giants arrive, the ceremony can commence, and your heart will go to good use, too.”

      The first soldier frowned. “How is it that you know all of this?”

      “I pay attention when things are said around me.”

      “Sort of dimwitted to tell the prisoner the plan of things, don’t you think? You don’t tell a buck you’re going to kill it before you do, and you don’t tell a prisoner exactly how she will die. Death is enough of a question.”

      “How do we know that she has this heart of Ymir’s?”

      “I don’t!” Nanna interrupted. “That is a rumor. I have no such thing.”

      “How’d she become the dragon then if she didn’t absorb the heart? There are only two ways—Ymir, and Melqart’s blood, and since Melqart wasn’t answering her call, I doubt that she’s even caught a whiff of the green goo.”

      “Green, you say? He bleeds green?”

      “I really can’t listen to this nonsense anymore,” Loki said, moving into the shadows and quickly and silently slitting the throats of the two men. He pushed their corpses into a tent.

      “Is he always that impulsive?” Baldr asked Thor.

      “He is not known for his patience,” Thor said, “but a truer companion I could not have.”

      “You two are like brothers.”

      “Sometimes, but Loki still requires a strong hand at others. He needs to bend his knee every once in a while.”

      Before they could move up to release Nanna, another group of soldiers arrived and picked up her cage.

      “I smell giants,” Thor said.

      “How can you smell giants?” Loki asked. “It is not like giants are flowers, or even moss from the river bed. They are living beings.”

      “They are giants and they make my hands itchy.”

      “Let us not be hasty,” Baldr said, and watched in horror as the soldiers moved the cage toward what appeared to be a makeshift altar. The symbol of a flame, the same as that which appeared on Melqart’s banner was carved into the structure.

      “Good, good,” Melqart appeared from the forest’s edge. “You have put me through enough on this day, Nanna.” He removed the dragon wort rope from her hands and yanked her out of the cage.

      He bent her over the wooden altar, as if he planned to have his way with her. His hands roamed up her body, groping her. “I will kill you,” she whispered, and Baldr heard her.

      “Stay still!” Melqart waved over four soldiers. They flipped her over onto her back. Each held down one of her four limbs. “I do not require that pretty head, just the heart.” He raised his knife, and just as he was about to thrust it into her chest, a fire bomb erupted not far from the altar’s site.

      Chaos erupted in the camp. No one knew which way to look, or saw the invisible threats of Loki and Thor, who just wanted to use his hammer.

      The soldiers loosened their grip enough, and in the blink of an eye, Baldr watched Nanna change again into the large beast. With fire in her throat, she opened her mouth and blew as hard as she could, allowing orange and blue flames to create human candles. They lit up the night as bright as day, but Melqart remained. He jumped back from towering over her, and with the knife he’d used before, the same one drenched in dragon wort, he pointed it at her. Baldr raced forward and tackled him to the ground.

      As he rolled to the side, Melqart stared at the dragon hovering above him. He raised his dagger and repeatedly stabbed her. The dragon tried to shake it off, but the blade remained jammed into her side.

      Baldr couldn’t get close as the beast stalked Melqart, who attempted to use magic against her, but found it repelled by what could have been dark forces. Instead, the dragon took her chance: powerful jaws came crashing down on Melqart, and he disappeared in one large gulp.
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      Everything around me slowed, and I felt the poison moving rapidly through my system. Unable to keep the dragon form, I shifted to my human shape. Blood seeped from my side and I fell to my knees.

      Despite the fire, the lightning that must have been Thor’s influence in the battle, I could barely stand on my feet. The conscripted soldiers ignored me, and the gathered giants raced away, as Thor must have given chase.

      “Annôn,” Baldr whispered. He said my name like a caress, and it touched something deep within. That which I’d been holding on to, afraid to let anyone touch, I wanted him to touch my soul, my heart and cradle it with care. My hand moved out to touch his face. Relief settled in me. I didn’t want to die alone in a strange place. Instead, I took his hand and held it. My body began to shake as a shiver raced through me. “You will not die,” he told me.

      “I will not dishonor you even more than I have. If today is the day of death, then I must accept it.”

      He drew a knife across his wrist and placed the wound to my mouth. “Drink,” he commanded.

      I drank the blood that he willingly gave, taking just enough for me to move again.

      “We can’t stay here. Surely Baal’s camp will turn back if Melqart doesn’t show up in time,” I said.

      “I was not going to let you perish for my insolence. I never should have looked upon you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Baldr sighed. “For months, I’ve lived in your dreams. Every night I’d visit you in your sleep, and we’d have grand adventures. Sometimes it was a simple trip to the sea to hear the waves. Other times, it was just us talking about places and events that could never be.”

      “But why?”

      “Why did I watch, or why did I come for you?” Baldr asked.

      “Both.”

      “Melqart mentioned you to me one day as our fathers were busy discussing their alliance, and I took a peek. You were beautiful and I couldn’t get you out of my mind.”

      “And?”

      “But that is not what had me come for you. It was when I found out that Melqart was not going to answer your prayers. Swords would come and mow everyone down. I could not allow that, let you perish.”

      “Dear Baldr, although I am thankful for your help, I don’t know you.”

      He bowed and looked at his feet.

      “But I’d like to get to know you.” I smiled at him and felt destiny’s tug anew, the beauty of what it could be. And right then that was all we could ask for, a chance to prove that something beautiful could exist between us, if given the chance.

      “We will not be able to stay here, though. This battle means that we must leave Asgard, go into exile.”

      I understood the relationship between him and his parents would be strained after this. I could only hope that his father wouldn’t feel compelled to find him. The All-Father might not see it now, but Baldr was not a coward or a fool. He wasn’t a child who needed to find his way. Time would pass and he’d learn all that he needed to know, but right now, we needed to figure this out.

      “Where shall we go?” I asked.

      “Simple. Back to Carthage. We have a town to save from the Roman invasion.”

      “You think I’m going to be able to shift there, too?”

      He lifted me up and placed my arm around his neck. We trudged back across the river.

      “I think we’ll find out. We’ll survive this together, and all we have to do is remember we are stronger together than apart. I need you to survive there, and you will need me, as well. Your dragon is connected to me, for when you drink from me, there appears to be a connection formed.

      “We will have to go slowly, Baldr.” I wasn’t talking about our current journey, but that of the heart.

      “I promise to go slowly, but you are going to love me.” He whispered it like it was an embrace, and I felt every syllable of his determination and unwavering affection, and smiled at his answer.

      “Yes, I find nothing more attractive than a man who has wit, and who knows how to use a blade.”

      “Keep talking and you are going to pierce this heart.”

      Feeling stronger, I thread my arm through his. Conflict would be coming after us. We’d face threats on every side—a war against the pantheons and their faithful servants.

      In the end, we’d either drown in the blood of consequence or thrive in pure freedom. Together we would defeat the darkness rising. Cleanse away the pantheon’s chafe.

      Or sacrifice everything trying.

      Only time would tell.

      He’d be my god, and I’d be his Dragon Queen.
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        The End
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        The person Rodan was going to be died when she survived her family’s massacre.

      

      Rodan is living a simple life in her farming village when everyone she loves is massacred by an enemy they didn’t fear. As one of only a few survivors, she struggles to find a reason to live until someone from her past gives her one. Vengeance.

      Armed with this new goal, Rodan joins the hunt seeking retribution, but what will be the ultimate cost?
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      Rodan stood in the doorway of the simple one-room structure looking out into the darkness as she dreamt of what her future would hold. In the distance, the light from the End of Harvest festival bonfires glowed and its music echoed throughout the trees. Her intended mate, Jabok, came up behind her, wrapping his arms around her body. The feeling of him draped around her warmed Rodan more than the tightly fastened nazu she wore over her clothing.

      He burrowed his cold nose through her long, brown hair and into her neck. She shrieked and tried to pull out of his grasp, which only made him hold her tighter. After several moments he removed his nose and, laughing, said, “You are so nice and warm.”

      She playfully hit his arm. “Well you would be, too, if you had put on your nazu before you left home,” she replied snuggling into his embrace. “You are old enough to know how cool it gets this time of the annum once the sol sets.”

      “I do not need a nazu to keep me warm. I have you.”

      She smiled. He did have her. And in only one lunar cycle, they would have their bonding ceremony to make it official. She hoped the twenty-eight helios would go by quickly.

      “What were you just thinking about?” Jabok’s gentle voice caressed her ear.

      Rodan turned to face her betrothed and kissed him. “You. Me. Our future.”

      He repaid her kiss with one of his own. Then he turned her around so she could look out the door again and pointed as he spoke. “Here is what I have planned so far. This is going to be the antechamber, so the rest of the house will be built behind where were standing. But in front of us, is what will be cleared for farming.”

      The land in front of them was still untamed, consisting mostly of the standard copper colored grass, dark purple trees with copper leaves, and various other plants and bushes found on Trebor. Still, she stared into the darkness, easily imagining everything taking shape as he described it.

      Rodan pulled away from him and walked back into the dimly lit room toward the small, centrally positioned wooden table. She skimmed her hand along its surface as she ambled around it. “I am glad to know you are just as excited about our future together as I am. And my parents are happy for us as well. I overheard them talking while I was getting dressed for the festival, and they plan to use some of the income they made selling our harvest to hire some of the other families to help us build our home. In fact, I believe it is going to be our bonding ceremony gift from them.”

      “The same with my parents.” Jabok followed her into the room, entwined his fingers with hers, and matched her pace as she circled the table. “I wonder if we should be happy they are helping us build our home so quickly, or, if we should take it as an insult because it means they want to get us out of their homes as fast as possible?” joked Jabok.

      Rodan chuckled. “Hmm. In the case of my parents, I know it is a gift. But for you, on the other hand, I think your mother is tired of you. She has fed and reared you for twenty annums, so I think she is ready to let someone else do it from now on.”

      “Very funny. But the joke is on you because you are the unfortunate creature she is unloading me on.” Jabok laughed louder effectively stifling Rodin’s giggles.

      She stopped moving and turned to stare at him. She crossed her arms and tried to think of a retort, but came up with nothing. The longer she watched him, the harder he chortled. His green eyes filled with tears.

      Finally managing to get control of himself, Jabok stopped laughing and kissed her cheek.

      Rodan softened and smiled. She wrapped her arms around him and lay her head on his chest, the ring he wore on a necklace pressed into her cheek. Jabok embraced her and rested his chin on her head. His body heat seeped through his shirt warming her now chilled ear and face.

      After a few moments of silence, Jabok asked, “Did you happen to see Kada at the festival? I looked for him, but I did not see him anywhere.”

      Rodan stepped out of his embrace and rolled her eyes. She hoped the dim light had kept Jabok from seeing. “No. I did not see him at the festival,” she said in exasperation. “But then, I was not looking for him. Why do you worry about him so much? He is an adult just like us, and he can take care of himself.”

      Jabok sighed. “I worry about him because no one else seems to. We were talking during harvesting and, well, I believe he is finally going to do it.”

      Jabok did not have to explain what he meant by “it”. Both she and Jabok had met Kada when the adults of their encampment, Lewu encampment, had taken him and his fellow survivors in. And even at fourteen annums, all he talked about was the helio when he would be old enough to join one of the Resistor factions as a fighter to avenge his parents’ murder at the hands of The Keepers. Rodan knew Jabok had hoped that with time, his friend would forget about this dangerous notion and settle into life within Lewu. However, the six annums since his arrival had only seemed to harden his resolve.

      “And if he is going to do it, why do you care?”

      Jabok threw his hands into the air. Then he raked his fingers through his short, black hair. “Because he is my friend. If he is leaving, I want to see him off. He thinks cutting himself off from everyone will make what he is going to do easier. But I want him to know he is not alone.”

      She exhaled loudly and walked toward the door. “Fine. Leave me here, alone, and make sure Kada is not doing something stupid. I will walk back to the festival on my own.”

      He grabbed her hand and gazed intently into her eyes. “No, you will not. You are coming with me. Kada is my friend, but you are my mate. Where you go I go, and anywhere I go, you go.”

      She felt the heat of a blush rising from her chest and looked away from his stare. His green eyes that she loved having their intended effect. “Practicing your ceremonial vows?”

      “No, speaking from my heart.”

      He grabbed the portable light from the table, and hand in hand they walked out of their future home.
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      Rodan stood close to Jabok, still holding his hand as they waited for Kada to answer his door. Around them the music from the festival entwined with the sounds of the late helio creatures calling out and scurrying about in the nearby woods. The small light Jabok carried illuminated a circle large enough for them to see their boots and nothing more. After Jabok’s second set of knocks, Kada opened the door to his quarters.

      The family who had taken him in had allowed Kada to move into a small room connected to the storage building out behind their main home since Kada had told them he did not want to live in their family’s house. No one talked about it openly, but even though everyone in the encampment agreed it was odd, the family had not objected to his wishes.

      Kada stood in the open doorway, his piercing gray eyes staring at them.

      Jabok, who was about the same height, returned Kada’s glare. After a few moments, Jabok walked past Kada, pulling Rodan in with him without waiting for an invitation to enter. “Why were you not at the festival?”

      Kada watched them as they entered uninvited, but did nothing to stop them. “Because there should not have been one. The Resistor fighters from Gamma faction, Eta faction, and Tau faction all refused to remain and celebrate with us this annum. For as long as I have lived here, they have always remained to celebrate with you. If they did not think it was safe to stay, the festival should have been cancelled.”

      Rodan silently looked around the room for an inconspicuous place to stand. Kada’s quarters were almost just as sparse as the room she and Jabok had just left. There was a single person sleeping unit, a table with one chair, and storage shelves. The room was neat and orderly with everything in its place. However, it was so sterile that it did not look as if anyone lived in it.

      She finally decided to stand in the corner near the table. As she walked across the room, she realized Jabok had been right. Kada was planning to leave. On the sleeping unit was a travel bag. And, if Rodan had to guess, it was likely filled with clothes and belongings Kada was going to take with him when he left.

      Jabok placed a hand on Kada’s shoulder. “You cannot let the Resistor fighters scare you. They are fighters, so all they see are potential enemies everywhere. Whether real or imaginary.”

      Kada brushed Jabok’s hand away. “Imaginary? So, you think it was imaginary Keeper forces who razed Poncot encampment?” asked Kada, raising his voice.

      “No,” answered Jabok holding up his palms.

      “But we know why Poncot encampment was attacked. They tried to do business with both the Resistors and The Keepers. That is not smart. They were asking for trouble,” Rodan said from the corner.

      Kada spun and looked at her with his eyes wide. “Asking for trouble? So, you believe The Keepers only destroy those who have asked for trouble?”

      Rodan took a few steps toward Kada. “No. Of course they do not only attack people who ask for it. But. But.” Frustrated, she stopped talking and took a deep breath. “You are using rumors about an attack against another encampment as an excuse to run off, join this war, and get yourself killed. You and the other survivors have been living with us for six annums, and almost everyone else has settled in and made a life for themselves. In fact, Birm will likely have her own bonding ceremony after the End of Harvest festival next annum. Why can you not do the same? Why can you not mourn the loss of your family, while going on to lead a normal life?”

      Kada walked toward Rodan and placed his hands on his chest. “Because I am not willing to pretend the past did not happen.”

      Jabok walked around Kada and stood between him and Rodan. “Kada, no one is pretending the past did not happen. Birm, the other survivors, they simply do not want to repeat the mistakes of the past. You all have seen what The Keepers do to their enemies. Why would you want to involve yourself in the war against them?”

      Kada looked up at the ceiling and shook his head. “Because The Keepers are evil. Everyone should join the fight against them because no one is safe. In my former encampment, we thought we were safe, and you know what happened.”

      Rodan walked closer to Jabok. “Yes, we do know what happened. Members of your encampment began openly fighting with and supporting the Resistors. That is what made you a target to The Keepers. Here in Lewu, we do not join in the fighting. We grow food and sell it. That is all.”

      “You are so naive.” Kada shook his head again. “To whom do you sell your food? The Resistors. Do you not realize that as far as The Keepers are concerned, that makes you the enemy?” Kada exhaled an exasperated scoff and turned his back to them. “There is no such thing as neutral in this war.”

      “Okay, maybe we are not neutral. But we are not fighting. We supply the factions, and in exchange, they buy our products and agree to protect us,” said Jabok.

      “We thought we were also protected,” said Kada.

      “Yes, and we learned from that, too.” Rodan stepped to Jabok’s side. “Now, instead of only selling to Tau faction in exchange for protection, we also sell to Gamma and Eta factions. Yes, we make less currency, because Gamma does not even use currency for bartering, but it ensures that we are well protected in the event of an attack by The Keepers.”

      Kada walked to his sleeping unit and placed the strap of the travel bag onto his shoulder. “Well, since you all have thought of everything, stay here and enjoy your nice, safe lives. I owe my family a debt. As a survivor, it is my duty to avenge them. So, I am joining Gamma faction—”

      “Gamma faction,” Rodan interrupted. “Why not join Tau? They are the best equipped and have the most fighters. Gamma is one of the poorest factions, and they have the highest mortality rate. Is that what this is about? You feel guilty for surviving?”

      “No!” shouted Kada as he slammed his fist against the frame of his sleeping unit.

      Rodan started.

      “Kada,” Jabok pushed Rodan behind him and held his palm out in front of him. “She did not mean to upset you. It is just that joining Gamma faction does seem like a big risk.”

      “Yes, it is a risk. They are on the border of Keeper-controlled territory, but they are one of the only factions actively fighting The Keepers. I do not want to join Tau to watch the fighting from afar.” Kada stared at Rodan as he said Tau. “I want to go where I can do some good. And that is in Gamma faction.”

      Kada gripped the travel bag’s strapped and took two steps toward the door. Then he stopped. “I know neither of you understands why I have to do this. If the universe is kind, you will never know. However, it is more likely you will understand one helio, and by then it may be too late for both of you.”

      “Kada wait,” Jabok said. He walked up to Kada and held out his hand.

      Kada stared at it, then slowly raised his hand and gripped it.

      Jabok squeezed Kada’s hand and gave it a shake. “Be safe, and stay alive for as long as you can. And always remember, if you decided to leave and return to life here in Lewu, wherever Rodan and I have a home, you are always welcomed.”
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      It was early helio, and Rodan was walking along one of the hidden paths from her parents’ home to her future home. The rays of the sol broke through the canopy of trees warming her as she strolled through the forest. She and her mother had finished her bonding ceremony dress the previous late helio, and she wanted to bring it to her home. Her home. Her home. Fantasies about the future she and Jabok would have together ran through her head. In fact, this was why she was out in the forest this early. While it was traditional to rest the seven helios following End of Harvest festival, Rodan could not wait for five more helios to get her life started. She wanted to get started now.

      Rodan was so wrapped up in her fantasies, in fact, that she did not see the fighter until she stumbled across him. Literally. After stepping on his leg as he lay covered in leaves and other debris, Rodan was able to regain her balance after a few awkward steps before she fell to the ground.

      “I am so sorry.” She turned to the fighter who now stood, favoring his leg. “Did I hurt you?” She walked back toward him.

      “I am fine. Who are you?” He straightened up as he spoke.

      “I am Rodan. And you are?”

      “Where are you walking from? I was not able to find anything in this wilderness.”

      “I am from Lewu encampment, of course. Is that not the encampment you were searching for?”

      “Yes, it is. I was merely confirming Lewu encampment is where you were from. And since I have found you, I can stop searching and you can show me the way.” He walked closer to Rodan.

      She took an involuntary step back, but had no idea why. Everything around her seemed to go silent. For as long as she could remember, Resistor fighters had visited her encampment every annum during harvest, so she was no stranger to them. But for some reason, being around this fighter felt…off.

      “I am not going back to my encampment.” Rodan gripped the strap of the bag containing the dress as it crossed her body. Her mouth felt dry. She swallowed. “Which faction did you say you were with, again?” As she stared at the fighter, she realized she did not recognize his uniform as one she had seen Gamma, Tau, or Eta wear before.

      He smiled at her. However it did not put Rodan at ease.

      “I will walk with you until you return to your encampment, then.” He took another step closer to her.

      “No. I really should be going.” Rodan backed away from the fighter. Now she wished she had waited for Jabok to walk with her instead of going alone.

      As if her thoughts had summoned him, Jabok’s voice called out to her. “Rodan? Who are you talking with?”

      She turned in the direction of his voice, watching for him as he came through the brush. As soon as she saw him, she looked back at the fighter.

      He was gone.

      She ran to Jabok, shaking slightly.

      “What is wrong?” he asked.

      “There was a fighter here. I tripped over him. And he asked me where I was from. And said he wanted to go to the encampment with me,” she stammered.

      Jabok hugged her while looking around, burying her head in his chest. “I do not see him. Did he say which faction he was with?”

      “No,” she said into his chest. “And I did not recognize his uniform.”

      He twisted to look behind him. “It was probably a Gamma faction fighter. They have been known to wear uniforms given to them by other factions at times.”

      She nodded, even though, deep down, she did not agree. However, as he held her, she willed the unreasonable fear to go away. Jabok was right. The fighter was likely a Gamma faction fighter on a mission of some sort. Rodan had no idea why she was overreacting. When her shaking stopped, she looked up at Jabok. “I am better now.”

      “Good,” he said. “Let us continue on to our home. I want to get started framing the lower level.”

      Our home. Rodan smiled at the words. With the unease she had felt now gone, she once again dreamed of her future with Jabok. Hand in hand, they walked the rest of the way home, together. She only looked back once before putting the incident out of her mind for good.
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      After safely storing the bag containing her dress, and sternly warning Jabok not to open it, Rodan and her intended mate went to work setting the frame for the lower level of their home. It was hard work, but she did not mind because she knew what the end result would be. Before she knew it, the blue Treborian sol was directly overhead and her stomach was growling. It was time for mid-helio meal.

      She fastened the wooden plank she was working on in place and turned to Jabok. “Time to eat.”

      Jabok stood not far from where she was working and nodded. “My stomach agrees. My mother volunteered to make mid-helio meal for us.”

      “That was very nice of her,” said Rodan.

      “No. It was not about being nice. It was about her making sure we did not spend the entire helio out here. My parents are very traditional. So, she would prefer my first late helio with you be after our bonding ceremony.”

      Rodan blushed. After their bonding ceremony she knew she would be sharing a sleeping unit with him, but the thought of spending late helio with Jabok before their ceremony had never entered her mind. Though, she was nervously excited about sleeping with him, she was also traditional. Her parents had raised her properly. She would have to find a way to make sure her soon to be mated-mother knew she would uphold all of their peoples’ beliefs and traditions.

      “If we are going to visit with your mother, I will need to clean up,” said Rodan.

      “You can clean up when we make it to my parents’ home.”

      “No, I cannot. I will not visit with them looking like this,” she replied using her hands to point to her mussed hair, the sweaty grime she felt on her face, and the dirt on her hands and arms.

      “Fine,” Jabok huffed. “I will go to the well and draw water for you. But please hurry. I am quite hungry.”

      Rodan went into the single room structure and found towels she could use when Jabok returned with water. As she waited, she heard the sound of distant thunder which was followed by the feeling of the ground trembling. She set the towels on a table and walked to the door.

      What was that? she wondered.

      She looked in the direction of the main part of the encampment. The sound had seemed to come from there. As she watched, she saw what looked like a flash of light. Since the sol was still in the sky, it was hard to tell what type of light she had seen.

      Jabok came running up to the door of their home.

      “Did you see and feel that?” he asked.

      “I felt something. And I think I saw a flash of light. But what was it?”

      “I do not know for sure, but I believe something is happening back in the center of the encampment. We must go back and find out.”

      “Okay,” Rodan replied. She did not particularly want to go back to find out what the noise and the flash were, but she also did not want Jabok to leave her alone as he went to check it out.

      Rodan followed Jabok as he sprinted into the woods. They were quiet. Doing their best to only travel within paths already created by wildlife, they cautiously made their way closer to the center of the settlement. However, just as they reached the edge of the encampment, something fell from the sky and exploded.

      The Keepers were attacking.

      Rodan stopped in her tracks and grabbed Jabok’s arm.

      “We do not have much further to go,” he said.

      “We cannot go into the encampment. They are under attack. We need to go and call for help. The factions need to know we need help.”

      “There is no time. We need to go and help our people fight. My parents are there. Your parents are there.”

      “I know my parents are there,” Rodan snapped. “But you and I are not fighters. We need to call for assistance.” Rodan walked away from their encampment and toward the comm center.

      Jabok pulled his hand from hers. “I cannot abandon my family like this.”

      “You are not abandoning your family. Remember,” she placed her hand on her chest over the ring she wore on a necklace under her shirt, “‘Where you go I go, and anywhere I go, you go.’”

      He paused. He came back and kissed her. And then ran toward the encampment.

      Rodan watched as he disappeared into the brush. She wanted to follow him.

      When he had asked her to be his mate, she had vowed to remain with him forever. But their only hope was help from one of the factions. If she could get to the comm center and call for help, fighters would come and Lewu would be saved.

      She closed her eyes and exhaled. He will be safe, she thought to herself and ran in the opposite direction.
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      Rodan wheezed and breathed ragged breaths as she reached the rock outcropping. She stood at the base of the incline and recited the poem all children of Lewu encampment learned.

      Early helio’s sol on your face.

      Marked spot will be at your waist.

      Down the slope, you are too far.

      Near the apex is where you are.

      She climbed up the inclined rock surface clumsily. She had to get to the top of this rock. As she ascended, she slipped a few times cutting and scraping her hands. However, this did not deter her.

      Finally, she was at the peak. She turned to face where the sol rose. Then, at waist height, she started searching the rock for the symbol. Three claw marks, not the four or five of most animals.

      She wiped away the sweat which stung her eyes. The mark. There. She touched it, and pressed the rock between the three jagged cuts. When it depressed, she heard a click. Rodan dropped to the ground, moved the brush covering the now exposed entrance, and crawled through the small opening. She scuttled down a narrow passageway that eventually emptied into a larger room.

      The room was a large space carved out of the rock in which it was hidden and lit with electrical lights. It contained a single item, the comm system. She ran over to the controls and turned it on. The system powered up in moments. She turned the frequency modulator to the setting for the closest faction, Tau.

      “Hello. Hello. Is anyone listening. Please, Lewu encampment needs your assistance.” She screamed into the device.

      She waited but got no response. So, she repeated her message again. Tears rolled down her face. This could not be happening. She repeated her message once more and then decided to call the next closest faction. She changed the frequency modulation to Gamma’s setting.

      “Hello! Hello! Is anyone listening! Please!” Sobbing made it hard for her to speak. “Please, Lewu encampment needs your assistance!”

      She waited, trying to control her tears long enough to request help again. When her crying had subsided enough for her to talk, she made her pleas, again, and stopped.

      Just as she was about to repeat her petition for help, a voice replied, “Lewu. Gamma faction has received your message, and we are in route.”
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      “Thank you,” Rodan exclaimed through her tears. She allowed herself a few moments to finish crying before going back into action.

      She turned off the comm device, crawled back out of the comm center, and closed and concealed the opening. She scampered back down the rock face and ran back toward her encampment. She had no idea how much time had passed, and really it did not matter. She had to get back to Jabok.

      The sol was still high in the sky, its rays beating down on her as she ran through the forest. Sweat drenched her body plastering her brown hair to her head and face. Over uneven surfaces of copper grass she scampered. She scurried over and around bushes containing multi-colored flowers ignoring the scratches she received from the sharp leaves and pointy branches. Each gasp of air seemed harder to take than the last. Her legs and her back ached. Her head hurt, as did her throat, which felt dry and scratchy. But still, Rodan pushed herself. The sound of a skyship going by overhead got her attention. She stopped running and looked up through the canopy of trees long enough to confirm in which direction it was going.

      An involuntary cry of relief escaped her. She took a strangled breath and started running again.

      The smell of smoke was present in the air long before she arrived at the encampment. As she reached the edge of the settlement, she expected to hear something, but it was quiet.

      Too quiet.

      She burst through the wooded area into the clearing surrounding the encampment. What she saw was almost too much to take in.

      There were homes and other buildings either on fire or reduced to smoldering rubble. There were bodies strewn throughout on the ground. And there were fighters pointing guns at her and shouting. She stopped, unable to continue forward. What did this mean?

      As she tried to understand what was happening, one of the fighters walked up and touched her shoulder. She turned and looked at him. Rodan could see his mouth moving, but all she could hear was a high-pitched screaming noise that drowned out everything around her. It took a few moments, but she finally realized the screaming was coming from her. She collapsed to the ground. Exhausted. Deflated. Resigned.

      Eventually, her voice gave out. Her throat felt raw and cut open. Seated on the ground, she watched the fighters as they walked around her. Time jumped in fits and starts.

      The fighter who had initially approached her crouched on the ground beside her and identified himself as being with Gamma faction. He asked her questions, but Rodan could not form a thought coherent enough to answer him.

      Then suddenly, she blinked, and two small children were sitting beside her in the spot where the Gamma fighter had just been. The young children were covered in soot. They held one another and stared straight ahead in silence. Rodan knew them. They had been just starting school when she was finishing three annums ago. However, she could not remember their names.

      She blinked again, and five more people were sitting near her. Two were elderly. The other three were near-adulthood children. The group grew. No one spoke as they all sat and waited.

      Then, a soldier stood in front of them. “Everyone should come with us back to Gamma. The sol is about to set. And we do not know if the Keepers’ fighters will return. So, please, stand and follow us.”

      Rodan and most of the other people with her stood as instructed. She watched the Gamma fighters walked amongst the crowd to help anyone still sitting on the ground. When everyone was on their feet, someone else from Gamma began walking. Rodan and the small crowd moved with them in stunned silence. Even in the dimming light of the setting sol, the only home she had known looked almost unrecognizable.

      Suddenly, the person they were all following stopped moving and began guiding everyone back the other direction. As Rodan turned to go the new route, she caught a glimpse of something that stood out amongst the ruin around her. She turned away from the group and walked back in their original direction. There, on the edge of the settlement, was a group of bodies lying near one another. It was this scene the fighter was trying to prevent them from seeing. It was here that Rodan saw Jabok’s body splayed on the ground lying near his parents and hers.

      Rodan’s world went dark.
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      Rodan opened her eyes and found herself staring at a ceiling consisting of bright electronic lights. There was the sound of beeping and whooshing nearby. She pushed up from the sleeping unit and was immediately overcome by the pounding pain in her head. She fell back, too tired to figure out what to do next.

      “The Medic said you would likely be weak and in pain when you awakened. Do you need anything, Rodan?” a familiar voice asked from her left.

      Rodan turned her head toward the voice to find Kada sitting in a chair beside her. His short, light brown hair was pointing all over his head, and his normally piercing gray eyes were softened with concern.

      “My throat,” she croaked trying, and failing, to raise her hand to touch it.

      Kada nodded and retrieved a cup from a nearby table. He helped her raise her head enough to take a few sips and then let her lay back down. The fluid in the cup was not just water. Rather, it tasted like a mixture of herbs the people of Lewu used to treat non-serious sicknesses.

      At the thought of home, sadness welled up inside of Rodan. But she could not cry.

      Kada came back to her side. He took her hand into his and held it in silence while she struggled. Eventually, she slept again.
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      When Rodan opened her eyes, she found herself in a room different from the one in which she had awakened before. Whereas the first room had been bright and open, this room was dim and crowded with what looked like stacked single-person sleeping units.

      Her throat felt better. As she sat up she found that her head felt better also, but Rodan had no idea where she was. Once she felt more alert, she climbed down from the upper sleeping unit to explore her surroundings.

      In her encampment, most of the homes and buildings were made of wood. This place was made of all metal and ceramic. As she thought of her encampment, her head throbbed, and tears fell. She paused and squeezed her eyes shut tightly. She had to stop thinking about what was lost.

      She exited the room lined with rows and rows of stacked sleeping units and found herself in a hallway. Unsure of where to go she decided to walk toward the sounds she heard coming from one end. The large open corridor at the end of the hallway overwhelmed her. Electronic lights glared making everything too bright for her aching head. Dozens of people walked by the spot where she was standing without giving her a second glance. Their busyness reminded her of Market day back in Lewu.

      She froze. Rodan had no idea what to do or where to go. Feeling weak, she leaned back onto the wall behind her, closed her eyes, and slid to the floor.

      A strange female voice hovered over her asking, “Young woman, do you need help?”

      She weakly waved her hand in response.

      A set of arms grabbed her and helped her to her feet. “Let me help you back to your sleeping unit.”

      She looked at Kada and nodded. She leaned on him as they walked. “Where are we?” she finally asked.

      “We are in Gamma compound. They brought you and the other survivors back here until a decision can be made about where you will go.”

      She was quiet until Kada had helped her back into her sleeping unit and under the covers. “How many?” she asked unable to complete the question.

      “They brought back about seventeen people, including you,” said Kada as he tucked her in and helped her settle into a comfortable position.

      Rodan lay on her side and curled into a ball. “I saw Jabok. He...”

      Standing beside where she lay, Kada’s head was at approximately the same height as her. He lay his hand on her shoulder but could not look her in the eye. “I guessed as much. When he was not with you, I assumed the worst.”

      She wiped away the tears that were once again streaming down her face. She had broken the vow she had been waiting all annum to say to him. She had not gone with him. She should have been with him.

      Kada stepped away from her. He seemed to be searching for something to say. “Do you want something to eat?”

      “No,” she answered while blinking slowly.

      “Rodan, you need to eat. You have been here over three helios. This is the first helio you have been out of the medic’s quarter. Food will help you regain your strength.”

      “I do not want food. I want to sleep,” she answered. And as if her body was responding to her command, she felt herself drifting off.
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      Someone shook Rodan awake. She opened her eyes to find Kada standing in front of her. And just as he had done on the previous helio when he had awakened her, he tried to make her eat.

      She shook her head weakly and rolled away from him. She wanted to go back to sleep.

      Unlike the previous helio when he had left her alone, this time he walked around to the other side of the sleeping unit and said, “I will not accept no as an answer this helio. You need to eat. If you do not, you will make yourself worse.”

      “I do not care,” she replied.

      “I know you do not. I felt much like you when my parents were killed. But I knew they would not want me to harm myself. So, I worked to get better.”

      Rodan could see his concern for her in his eyes, but she did not want his compassion. She wanted peace. “I want to be left alone. I want to be with Jabok.”

      Kada turned away from her. Just as she thought he was going to allow her to return to sleep, he faced her again and said, “I know what you are going through. I know how it hurts. But allowing yourself to die does not honor your dead. You should fight to live now, more than ever. It is the responsibility of the survivors to live and fight for the dead. You giving in and dying now disrespects the memories of everyone you knew and loved. Is that what you want?”

      “No,” she shouted. “But what would you have me do? Join Gamma faction and go to war against The Keepers?”

      A mirthless smile crossed his face. “Yes. Joining this war is exactly what you should do. There are reports spreading through the nearby settlements of a group of Keepers’ fighters attacking and razing any support encampments they can find in Resistor territory. Gamma is going to stop them.”

      “Gamma? Alone?” she scoffed and rolled onto her back. “What about Tau? They are also close to this area. What is Tau faction doing?”

      “What they always do, absolutely nothing. Tau is more focused on protecting themselves and their own people than on actively combating The Keepers.”

      Hearing Kada say Tau faction was not doing anything to stop this group of Keepers’ fighters attacking and destroying support encampments made Rodan feel something other than deep sadness. She felt anger. She had called them first when Lewu was being attacked. And as far as she could tell, they had ignored her call. Tau faction was closer to her encampment than Gamma. And they have a larger fighting force. If they had responded to her call, could more people have survived? Would Jabok?

      Thoughts of her intended mate dampened the intensity of her anger, and the despair returned, even heavier than before. Tiredness began to overwhelm her. At fourteen annums, Kada may have been strong enough to decide to live so he could avenge his family’s deaths. But apparently, at twenty annums, she was not.

      “Kada, I am not as strong as you. I do not want to go on without my loved ones,” she said closing her eyes.

      “Move over,” Kada commanded.

      She stared at him, but eventually did as he asked and moved over to one side of the sleeping unit and rolled onto her side.

      He climbed in and lay down facing her. It was a snug fit. Their foreheads were touching, and there was only a thin sliver of space between them. But, Rodan noticed, she did not feel so alone having someone close to her.

      He closed his gray eyes and said in a barely audible voice, “At first, I was not strong either. When the other Poncot encampment survivors and I were brought to Gamma faction, I wanted to die. I stopped eating and talking to everyone. The Medics had to force feed me. And when we were brought to Lewu…” He let that thought trail off, inhaling and exhaling deeply. “The reason I asked Mother Erken and Father Mirt to allow me to stay in the room in the storage shed, is because I had planned to kill myself, and I did not want to do so in their home.”

      Rodan gaped at Kada. She had no idea what to say. She had had no idea.

      He continued with his eyes still closed. “And then came the helio when I decided it was time.”

      A gasp escaped her and she covered her still open mouth with her hand.

      “I will not tell you what I had planned for obvious reasons.” A nervous smile spread on his face. “But just as I was about to kill myself, a voice in my head asked why did I have to be the one to die? I had done nothing wrong. If anyone should die, it was The Keepers and their fighters. They were the ones who had murdered my family and so many other innocent people. And at that moment, I found a reason to live.”

      Kada finished speaking, but remained in the sleeping unit with her.

      The silence stretched on as Rodan processed his story. Why did she feel the need to die?

      Because she felt guilty for surviving. She clutched the ring still hanging around her neck.

      When Jabok went back to the encampment, part of her wished she had gone with him. Even though she knew now, as she had known then, that going with him would have meant no request for help. And if she had not called Gamma, it is possible there would not have been any survivors.

      No. Going for help had been the correct call. She also wished Jabok had gone with her. If he had survived, they could have been one another’s reason for living. But maybe going back for both of their parents had been the correct call for him. And now that they were all dead, could avenging them be her reason to live?

      Thoughts of how Tau had ignored her plea, and how the Keepers’ fighters who killed her loved ones were still planning to do the same to other encampments stoked the embers of anger buried deep inside of her.

      She would live. She would live long enough to make those responsible for the death of her loved ones pay. Nothing would stop her from making The Keepers pay. And as for Tau faction, at the very least she was owed an explanation for why they ignored her plea for help. And once her loved ones were avenged, well then...

      She pushed Kada’s shoulder gently and stared into his eyes. “I want vengeance, too. Tell me what I need to do.”
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      As she ran up the hill to the small clearing, Rodan once again found herself at the rear of the group. She had been training with Gamma faction’s other trainee fighters for seven helios. And while after an entire lunaquart she still was not accustomed to the level of physical activity they required, this helio, at least, her breathing was not as uneven and ragged as it had been when she had started. Kada, on the other hand, was among one of the best new fighters.

      She pushed her sore muscles to continue moving, and finally, she crested the hill. When she made it to the finish line, she collapsed to the ground and lay on her back with her eyes closed.

      A shadow hovered over her blocking the sol.

      She opened her eyes and saw Kada, as she had expected, standing over her with a cup of water in his hands.

      He said nothing. He merely held out his hand to help her up from the ground.

      Begrudgingly, she took it and stood.

      “Keep moving. Resting like that will make it harder to run the next segment,” said Kada. His breath was even, and the only evidence that he had been sweating was the water droplets in his light brown hair and wet patches on his shirt.

      Meanwhile, she was still huffing and using the ends of her damp shirt to wipe the sweat from her eyes.

      She took the water from him and emptied the cup. “I am not, the fighter, you are,” she said through strangled breaths. “So, the next, segment, will be hard, for me, no matter what.” She held the cup out to him for a refill.

      He gave her his cup, and then took her empty one and walked away. Instead of returning to the ground as she wanted, she forced herself to remain standing. She drank all of the water and let the cup fall to the ground. Then, she slouched over, gripped her thighs just above each knee with her hands, and used her arms as braces to keep herself upright.

      Her breathing began to even out.

      Kada retrieved the cup she had dropped without disturbing her. Finally, she felt strong enough to stand fully upright. From where they were positioned, she could see nothing but forest in every direction. She truly hated the physical training portion of becoming a fighter, but she loved being outside.

      Life in Gamma compound was nothing like how she had grown up. First, within the compound, she was surrounded by harsh and sterile metal and ceramic surfaces and artificial lighting that was too bright. Growing up, everything had been made from warm and inviting wood and natural stone. Further, light was primarily provided by sight stones that absorbed energy from the rays of the sol during the helio, and emitted that energy as soft light once the sol was gone. And as farmers, they had worked outside all of the time.

      But in Gamma, most of their time was spent buried deep within their confining compound. She had no idea how they lived like this. And sleeping in the barracks. She had no privacy, no quiet time to herself. Thankfully, most of the other trainee fighters had picked up fairly quickly that she wanted to be left alone and had respected the fact. Still, when they were joking and playing with one another, it was still loud and bothersome.

      “Fighters. On your feet. Move out,” boomed a loud voice pulling Rodan out of her thoughts.

      A collective groan went through the ranks as their commander called for the next run to start. Rodan wiped away the stray tear that had welled in her eye and fell in line with the group. The run would help keep her thoughts on the present and not her past.
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      “Rodan, there is news,” said Kada as he sat beside her during late helio meal in the dining hall.

      Normally, whenever they ate meals, she ate alone, and Kada sat with some of the other trainee fighters. So, the fact that he was sitting beside her now meant the news was important.

      “I overheard some of the fighters talking, and they may have found where the Keepers’ fighters are going to attack next.”

      Rodan stopped moving, her fork paused in mid-air as his words sunk in. The Keepers’ fighters. These had to be the ones who, the ones who had, had ruined her life. She let the eating utensil fall back to her plate.

      “Where are they? What is Gamma going to do?”

      “Fight them, of course. I do not have any details yet. But I am going to ask if I can join them. And I thought you would like the opportunity to join them, also.”

      The anger inside of her was no longer just an ember but a raging flame. Her heart beat faster. She trembled. “Yes. I am going with you.” She walked away from the table. She needed to be outside. She needed to be alone.
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      “Time to move,” a voice whispered over Rodan as she was awakened.

      She opened her eyes springing alert. The rest of the seasoned fighters were standing and reassembling their gear so they could move out. Rodan slowly leaned away from the tree trunk she had used for support as she had slept and stood, stretching. She looked around and saw Kada doing the same.

      They were the only trainee fighters on this mission. In fact, Gamma faction’s Head of Security had met with Rodan and Kada himself before agreeing to allow them to go. He knew they were survivors of Lewu encampment and had wanted to make sure they understood what this mission would entail. Both she and Kada had assured him that the details of the mission did not matter. They wanted to join the fight. Reluctantly, he had given them his permission.

      The group had been skulking through the forest wearing dark fighter’s uniforms for six helios, almost a lunaquart. They were on half-rations and water was running low. Assuming it would take them the same six helios to return to their embarkation point, the Team Leader had determined this was the helio where, based on their remaining rations and water, they would have to decide to keep going or to return.

      When everyone was on their feet and ready to go, Rodan, Kada, and the other nine fighters stood around their Team Leader, Fabic, as he discussed his decision.

      “Everyone, we will have to return to base. Nels and Ipe searched for a water source during late helio and found nothing in the area.”

      Rodan looked around at the other fighters and wondered why they would expect to find water in this area. They were sleeping in a monocere mating area. It was why there was a large clearing covered by a canopy of trees in the middle of the woods. Generations of monocere mating in this area had cleared it. And it would make no sense for monoceres to have a mating area near a water source.

      As if reading her mind, Kada spoke up. “You will not find water in this area. This is a monocere mating area so water could be up to a half-helio’s travel away from here.”

      Fabic looked at Nels and Ipe for confirmation, and each of them stared back with empty looks on their faces.

      Rodan gathered her courage and spoke. “Kada is correct. In the woods, both predator and prey share the same water sources. The more predators you have, the further you live from the water source. You do not want to make it easy for your predators to find you. Monoceres are prey for practically every wild animal you can think of. As a result, they live the furthest from any water source.”

      Fabic looked at her and Kada for a few moments, and asked, “Do you and Kada think you could find the water source before sol set?”

      “I do not—”

      “Yes,” replied Kada cutting Rodan off. “We can find it.”

      “Very well. The two of you will take the lead. But if we do not find water before sol set, we will immediately turn and begin the trip back to the embarkation point.”

      “Understood,” replied Kada.

      Half a beat after him, Rodan said the same, but without any of the confidence she heard in Kada’s voice.

      She and Kada consulted one another and determined the best starting point would be the side egress point which appeared the most worn. Rodan and Kada began walking with Fabic, and the rest of the fighters, close behind two by two. Rodan and Kada, both accustomed to being out in the wilderness, were able to seamlessly work together to follow the monocere path through the woods.

      As they walked, Rodan began to feel like herself for the first time in the lunar cycle since Lewu was massacred. Walking beside Kada, she could almost forget what had happened. The only thing missing was Jabok. Normally, the only time she was around Kada was when she tagged along with Jabok. In fact, this reminded her of the time when she had tagged along with them when Jabok was out searching for young lups to domesticate. It had also been after harvest season had ended, and—

      “What are you thinking about that has you smiling so much,” asked Kada in a low voice interrupting her reverie.

      “Oh. Nothing,” she answered, a little self-conscious about her fantasy. She also whispered. They were not speaking softly to keep the other fighters from hearing them, but to make sure they would not announce their presence to anyone possibly hiding in the forest.

      “If you say so,” he replied, but silently and repeatedly continued peeking in her direction.

      “I guess, I just miss this,” she waved her hands widely. “Life in the compound is stifling. Do you not miss being in the open air? The red and orange sky above. The feel of the sol on your face. The feeling of being free?”

      He shook his head. “No. This reminds me too much of my childhood and the life The Keepers stole from me.”

      She nodded. “I get it, I do. But you can have that life back. Once we are done with this mission, maybe we could do as the other Lewu survivors have and find another encampment to join. You were right about one thing. My desire for vengeance did pull me back from the brink of a very dark place emotionally. But do you ever think that maybe you could move past vengeance and live for yourself?”

      He shook his head again, slowly. “No. My desire for revenge is the only thing keeping me going. Without it, I do not have anything else.”

      “Only because you have never allowed room for anything else in your life. The entire time you lived in Lewu you only made one friend, and—”

      “And he is dead now. Killed by the same evil that killed my family. If anything, the attack on Lewu showed me that I cannot let my guard down. I have to remain vigilant in my desire to destroy The Keepers. And given time, I think you will come to the same conclusion.”

      Before she could respond, she heard the sound they were hunting for. The sound of trickling water. She elbowed Kada. He nodded. “I hear it, too,” he said before turning to let Fabic know. They had found water. The mission could continue.
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      After filling their water containers and taking turns cleaning themselves beside the water source, the fighters had found another clearing in which to rest. The next helio when they awakened and began moving, she thought about what Kada had said about how her desire to destroy The Keepers would become the only thing that kept her going. Was he right? Would she become like him, closing herself off to everything in life but her desire to kill those who had murdered her loved ones? She hoped not.

      The two people walking in front of her suddenly stopped short.

      Rodan brought her thoughts back to the present and saw everyone in front of her and the fighter beside her, Nels, were all standing still holding a fist in the air. She copied them.

      A message began making its way back to her as each fighter heard it, passed it on, and then began removing weapons from their holsters.

      “Fighting ahead, prepare for battle,” the fighter ahead said.

      Stunned and on automatic, Rodan turned her head and repeated the message. With shaking hands, she removed the handheld kinetic weapon from its holder at her waist. She was possibly about to face the people responsible for destroying her home, and her future. She only hoped she could kill several of them before she died herself.
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      With her heart pounding in her chest, Rodan stayed close to the fighter with whom she had been partnered and followed his lead. She and Kada had only been able to make brief eye contact before he went off with his partner. She knew they would possibly never see one another again, but after her conversation with him the previous helio, she knew this was the moment he had been waiting for since he was fourteen annums.

      They walked toward the sound of weapon’s fire and screams. The smell of smoke began to permeate the air. Tears welled up in her eyes as she was immediately transported to when she ran into Lewu after calling for help. As her nerves threatened to leave her immobilized, she instead focused on the sight of her parents, and of Jabok, when Gamma had helped her and the other survivors who were able to do so, bury their dead.

      Kada had been there with her. And after making sure his adoptive mother and father had been buried, he had come and assisted her with burying her parents, Jabok, and his parents also. Holding the images of their lifeless bodies in her mind, the flames of anger blazed burning away everything else.

      They broke through into the clearing marking the outskirts of the settlement, and were immediately met with a small group of people running in their direction to go into the woods to hide. Thankfully, the sol was still high in the sky and they could easily tell that these were scared people and not enemy fighters. They allowed the people to run past them without stopping them.

      She and Nels continued forward, Rodan doing her best to copy his fluid movement toward the sound of mayhem. Her anger kept her moving, but it did not stop the shaking. Buildings were now becoming visible. They were heading into the center of the encampment. As they walked past, the windows of a building on the left exploded causing Rodan to start. She pointed her weapon at the sound of the blast and fired several times. Nels placed a hand on her shoulder.

      “At ease,” he said.

      She looked back at the building and saw the flames now engulfing the building. Apparently, the fire burning inside the building had caused the windows to explode and not an attacking enemy.

      “Sorry,” she said.

      “Do not apologize. Fast reflexes keep you alive in battle. And you have a soldier’s reflexes,” he said and moved forward.

      She followed. Soon, they came upon three fighters holding weapons and searching around a building. They were not dressed like Gamma’s fighters. These were fighters for The Keepers. These were the people responsible for the death of her family.

      Both she and Nels fired.

      Two of the fighters hit the ground. The third managed to fire at them a few times before running to cover around the corner of a building.

      “Follow me. Stay close. Watch my back.” Nels called out to Rodan as he ran after the fighter who escaped.

      She did as instructed and followed him. Instead of running straight after the fighter who had escaped, she watched as Nels carefully searched above and around them with each step. She matched his caution, following what he did while making sure to also look behind them.

      They made their way through the maze of between building passageways. Nels rounded a corner, then hurriedly pushed her back as he shouted, “Incoming!”

      Several rounds of ammunition hit the spot in the dirt where they were previously standing.

      “I saw at least four fighters. So, either the one we were chasing found three comrades...”

      “Or the one we were chasing is still out there, and these are four different fighters,” Rodan said completing his thought.

      He did not have to tell her it would be the end if the four fighters managed to make it to where they were.

      “Give me cover fire, and I will run to the other side of the opening. Then we can trap them,” she said.

      “Okay. Ready in three. One. Two. Three.”

      As soon as Nels said three, Rodan stood and ran for the building on the other side of the opening. She did not stop and think. Nor did she look down the passageway to see where the fighters were. She focused only on what was important, her spot behind the other building.

      She ran so fast that when she made it past the opening, she almost stumbled trying to stop her forward motion. She had made it across. She turned and positioned herself just around the corner and joined Nels in firing at the enemy combatants. They had walked over halfway down the passage toward where she and Nels had been hiding before she moved. As a result, when she made it into position, they did not have time to run back to the other end of the passage to avoid their weapons fire.

      When the fourth fighter had been killed, Rodan looked at Nels ready to celebrate that she was still alive, when she saw another fighter coming toward him.

      “Get down,” she called out to him and fired over his head.

      After several shots, the fighter fell to the ground, and Rodan ran over to Nels who, face down on the ground, had not gotten back up yet. A dark stain spread near the left shoulder of his already dark gray uniform.

      “Nels,” she called out to him.

      “I am alive.” Nels used his right arm to raise himself upright. “I cannot use my left arm, though.”

      “What should I do?”

      “You should help me load my weapon, position it so I can fire it, and press on. I cannot move and shoot accurately with one arm. So, I will only slow you down.”

      Rodan hesitated. She did not want to leave him. When she separated from Jabok, he ended up dying. She did not want to do that to another person.

      “Rodan,” snapped Nels. “What we are doing is more important than any one of us. The Keepers need to be stopped. Now help me load my weapon.”

      She followed Nels’ orders and pressed on the way they were going before they were fired upon. She glanced back at him briefly before she continued toward the growing sounds of gunfire and shouting. Rodan did her best to copy Nels’ cautious manner of checking above and around corners as she moved. And since she was alone, she also had to watch behind herself as well.

      The closer she got to the center of the settlement, the more bodies she saw of the former residents who had lived there. Young, old, and every age in between had been killed by the Keepers’ fighters. She had no idea why this encampment had been targeted. But whatever transgression they may have committed, it could not have warranted this.

      “This way,” she heard a voice call out, followed by what sounded like multiple running footsteps coming in her direction. She could not tell how many, but it definitely sounded like more than one person.

      A quick scan of her surroundings revealed no obvious places for her to hide or take cover. This was it. This would be her last stand. She smiled. She had helped kill seven Keepers’ fighters. Seven lives for the five taken from her did not balance the scales, but she could die without regrets.

      She crouched down at the base of the wall opposite where she thought they would pass her. Maybe she could catch the runners off guard and shoot some, or all, of them before they could kill her. Any fighters she took out would be one less her team would have to worry about. She pointed her weapon at the opening and tried to slow her breathing. She pictured Jabok in her mind. Not his dead body, but him when he had asked her to become his mate. He was smiling, and bright red. Rodan blinked away the tears that would obstruct her view and waited.

      The footsteps got closer. And into her weapon’s line of sight appeared three people wearing Gamma’s dark gray uniforms. Unfortunately, she had screamed and pulled the trigger a split second before realizing it was not the enemy.

      The three people all managed to dive down to the ground and point their weapons at her. Though, no one fired.

      “Is anyone hit?” Rodan called out. “I thought you were the enemy.”

      “Rodan,” yelled Kada who got up and ran over to her. “I am fine. Either of you get hit?”

      “No, I am fine,” answered Yeter.

      “I am fine,” answered Ipe.

      “Where is Nels,” asked Kada.

      “He was shot. He could not use his left arm. So I had to leave him,” she said as she stood. And then burst into tears. An immense wave of relief, guilt, and disappointment all rolled over her.

      None of the other fighters tried to tell her to stop crying. Yeter and Ipe merely kept watching while Kada stood beside her. As suddenly as the wave of emotions hit her, it disappeared. She dried her eyes and asked. “What are you all doing back here? The fighting is in the other direction.”

      “A large group of Keepers’ fighters are concentrated in the center. They have set up a stronghold and are sending out teams to clear all of the paths leading to it. We ran into one of their groups. It consisted of at least six fighters,” answered Yeter as she continued to watch for would-be attackers.

      “I thought we could find a way to circle around them when we found you,” said Ipe.

      “The direction I just came from should still be clear,” added Rodan.

      “Good. We can backtrack along your path, and look for another way to reach the center,” said Yeter.

      “And maybe we can go back to Nels. He could not use his left arm, but he could walk.”

      Everyone agreed, so Rodan led them back to where she had left Nels.

      She rounded the corner, and instead of seeing Nels sitting up with his gun in his hand, she saw Nels on the ground and someone kneeling over his body. The person was not wearing a fighter’s uniform. So instead of shooting at him, everyone shouted some version of the command “Move away from him.”
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      The man standing over Nels’ body jumped to his feet, startled, and held his hands up in supplication.

      Rodan, Kada, Yeter, and Ipe all ran to him.

      “Please do not hurt me. I did not do anything to the fighter. He was in this condition when I found him,” the man pleaded.

      Yeter got onto the ground to check and see if Nels was still alive while Rodan, Kada, and Ipe questioned the man.

      “Why do you have his blood on you?” Ipe demanded.

      “Because I was doing what your comrade is doing now, trying to determine if he was still alive.” The man kept his hands raised, his head slightly bowed, and his gaze on the ground.

      “And if he was alive, what were you going to do?” asked Ipe.

      “I was going to bring him to a place where he could receive assistance. My family and I are hiding in a building nearby. I was going to take him there for help.”

      Rodan looked at the man. He was old, at least sixty annums. He was shorter than all of them and did not appear to be very muscular.

      “How were you going to move him? He is much larger than you?” Rodan stepped closer to the man. She did not know what, but something did not feel right.

      “Oh, I was not going to move him. I was going to go back to my hiding place and get help to bring him back.”

      Before she could ask the man another question, Ipe asked Yeter about Nels’ condition.

      “His heart rate is weak, but it is there. We will need to get help for him immediately.”

      Rodan looked down at Nels’ body and was wracked with guilt. She had left him alone while she continued on. She should never have listened to him when he had commanded her to leave.

      “Well, we are here now. We can carry him to your hiding spot if you lead the way,” said Kada.

      Kada holstered his weapon, and he and Yeter picked Nels up from the ground. Kada held him under his arms trying his best to steer clear of Nels’ injured left shoulder. Yetter carried his legs.

      “This way,” the man said, and they followed.

      As they walked, Rodan and Ipe kept watch on their surroundings. Rodan made sure to be especially alert because she felt uneasy. After taking a few steps, Nels mumbled something they could not understand.

      “Maybe we should stop and see what he is saying,” said Rodan.

      “No, we should continue moving. It is not safe out in the open like this,” said the man.

      Rodan was about to say something to him when she noticed his hands were covered in blood. And not just his hands. There was blood on his shirt and some on his neck. She looked back at Nels and saw blood was smeared all over his neck, and his weapon was missing.

      “Excuse me. In our rush to get help, I do not believe we asked your name. And who did you say was hiding with you?” Rodan asked these questions as she moved closer to the unknown man they were following.

      He turned to answer her. As soon as he twisted his upper body to look behind and respond to her, she dove on him, tackling him to the ground.

      “Search him. Nels’ weapon is missing,” she shouted as she lay on top of the struggling man.

      Ipe came over and easily found Nels’ weapon where the man had stuffed it into his pants. In fact, he found two small kinetic weapons and a knife hidden on the man’s body. With his treachery discovered, the man stopped struggling and cried, begging for mercy.

      “How did you know?” Ipe asked as Rodan got off of the man and stood.

      “I did not. Not for certain. But something did not feel right about him. And, he was covered in too much blood to have been simply checking to see if Nels was dead or alive.”

      “A feeling? And what if you had been wrong?”

      “Acting and being wrong was the better alternative to not acting and being right.” Rodan sighed thinking back to the helio her encampment was attacked. She had met a fighter in the forest who had made her feel uneasy, and she had ignored her feeling. She would never make the same mistake again.

      Yeter and Kada sat Nels’ barely conscious body on the ground again.

      “Now what do we do?” asked Kada as he and Yeter walked over to where Ipe and Rodan stood.

      Rodan looked at the old man on the ground. She took out her weapon, kneeled beside him, and held it to his head.

      “You have one chance to tell us the truth. If I feel you are being untruthful with me, I will shoot you. Do you understand?”

      He nodded, still whimpering.

      “Where were you taking us?”

      “To a building not far from here.”

      “And what was going to happen at this building?”

      “You have to understand. They have my family. They told me they would kill them if I did not do what they said.”

      Rodan ignored this answer, shot into the air, and asked her question again. “And what was going to happen at this building?”

      “I do not know. I do not know. But. But there are fighters loyal to The Keepers who would be waiting for you there.” The man’s sobbing became so intense he could not form any words.

      Rodan stood. “I believe he is telling the truth. So what should we do Ipe?”

      Ipe stared at Rodan. “We’re going to split up. Yeter, you are going to remain here with Nels. Kada, you and Rodan are coming with me. Get the man up from the ground. He needs to take us to this building.”

      After threatening to kill the man as he lay on the ground, he finally regained enough composure to lead them to the location of the planned ambush. The four of them approached the door. The old man led them, and Kada leaned on Rodan as if he was injured. Ipe brought up the rear with his hand on his weapon but pointing it to the ground. The old man’s hand shook as he reached out for the door. He placed his hand on the knob, turned it, and pushed the door wide open. Then he jumped to the side as Ipe had instructed, and the battle was on.

      With freshly reloaded weapons in hand, Ipe went to the left of the door, while Rodan and Kada went to the right. All three of them fired into the room.

      Soon weapons fire was coming at them, hitting the space in front of the open door but not hitting them as they stayed angled on each side.

      As Ipe and Rodan concentrated their weapons fire through the door, Kada walked back along the building from the direction in which they had come and broke out a window. From this third position, he shot into the room.

      The skirmish ended just as suddenly as it started. When the sound of weapons fire coming from inside the building had ceased, Ipe looked at Rodan and said, “Be prepared to shoot. I am going in to check.”

      Kada came back to where Rodan was positioned. “No. We need you to remain on your side of the door. Let me go in. You two should watch my back.”

      Without any hesitation, Kada took a deep breath and jumped into the room. He looked around. From Rodan’s vantage point she could not see anything beyond what little light poured in from the open doorway. So she had to trust that if Kada was not crying out for help, he was safe.

      “It is all clear,” Kada called out.

      Rodan looked at Ipe. He threw his head towards the door. She nodded and walked into the room.

      Kada was standing in the middle of the room. The bodies of at least eight Keepers’ fighters were scattered throughout the room in various awkward positions.

      “Check to make sure they are dead,” said Rodan holding her weapon in the ready to fire position.

      “Check them? Do you think that if any of them were alive they would have allowed me to enter?”

      “Just check them,” commanded Rodan.

      Kada exhaled loudly, but did as Rodan had ordered. At each body, he first kicked it. Then he bent over to check for a heartbeat. When he made it to the fourth body and kicked it, his eyes grew wide. Before he could aim his weapon, the fighter sat up and aimed a weapon at him.

      Rodan shot the fighter. However not before he could get off a shot.

      Kada collapsed.

      Rodan ran over to Kada’s body slumped on the floor. “No! No! No! Please do not leave me. You cannot leave me, too.”

      While she searched him to determine where he had been shot, Kada’s eyes fluttered open.

      “Where are you hit?”

      “My leg,” he said through a clenched jaw. “Oh, it hurts.”

      She looked down at his leg and saw the blood as it spread, darkening the material of his pants. Rodan had no idea what she should do. Kada could not die. She could not lose him, too.

      Suddenly, outside, she heard the sound of Ipe shouting and of people running toward their position. She reached for her weapon in its holster only to touch air. Searching, she realized she had dropped it to get to Kada. And he was lying on his. She looked at him. If this was going to be the end for them...

      “Rodan, where are you?” Ipe asked as he entered the room and interrupted her thought.

      “I am back here beside several overturned tables. Kada has been shot in his leg.”

      “Well, help has arrived. I will make sure someone comes for him as soon as we get Nels to safety.”

      “Okay,” she replied with a strangled cry. They had survived.

      “Help is coming, Kada. Help is coming,” she repeated over and over as she held his hand.

      He nodded and squeezed her hand. This skirmish was finally over, and they had both managed to live.
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      Rodan stood beside the Tau faction skyship as Kada, Nels, and the other injured Gamma fighters were loaded on.

      “Our fighters will sweep the encampment once more to make sure there are not any Keepers’ fighters hiding anywhere. So your fighters can wait here to board our skyship. We will evacuate you back to your compound,” said a Tau fighter to Fabic.

      Rodan watched as over thirty Tau fighters fanned out in numerous directions to search the encampment. There were so many present she had lost count.

      “How did you know to come here?” Rodan asked the Tau faction fighter as she waited to board.

      “We received a distress call from the encampment.”

      “And?”

      “And nothing. We received a call for assistance, and we answered it.”

      Anger began to boil up inside of her. “I am from Lewu encampment. I made a distress call to you the helio we were attacked. And not only did I not receive a response, you never came to help us.”

      The Tau fighter’s eyes grew big momentarily. Then he recovered his former demeanor.

      “We are deployed based on an assessment our Head of Security receives from Tau faction’s second-in-command. And while it was an unfortunate situation, when your distress call came in, our second-in-command, Terk, determined,” he took a deep breath, “determined responding to your call for assistance would not be the best strategic decision to make.

      “And what makes this a better strategic decision.”

      The fighter’s shoulders sagged, and he exhaled again. “This encampment is closer to our territory. The Keepers’ fighters have been attacking and partially destroying encampments near our territories so they can come back later and move their supporters in. Terk determined it would be very dangerous for us to have The Keepers this close to our territory.”

      “Terk determined.” Rodan got in the fighter’s face as she shouted.

      He stepped back, doing his best to avoid a direct confrontation.

      “Someone named Terk, determined helping Lewu would not be a strategic decision. But saving this encampment is. But his decision likely caused the death of some of my people. When Gamma arrived, they were able to save seventeen of us. Only seventeen! Tau was closer. Think of how many more lives could have been spared if you had come to our assistance!”

      Someone grabbed her from behind and held her tightly.

      “It is over, Rodan. There is nothing more that can be done,” said Fabic as he immobilized her.

      She struggled against his hold crying out and still shouting at the Tau fighter.

      Fabic continued to hold her. He never tried to calm her or ask her to be quiet. Instead, he carried her onto the skyship, and everyone around her acted as if there was nothing to see.
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      Rodan stood in the doorway of the simple one-room structure wondering what her future would hold. Her back was turned to the center of what was formerly Lewu encampment. The surviving residents of Lewu had been allowed to visit one last time to gather belongings they wanted to keep because the settlement was going to be completely razed to the ground. Gamma thought it best not to leave it partially standing for fear The Keepers would move people loyal to them into what remained.

      Kada was still recovering from his injury. So, this time, she was on her own to face her past. And that was how it should have been. She gripped the two bonding ceremony rings in her hand and stared at the dress she would have worn as she would have pledged to stay with Jabok for as long as she drew breath.

      According to Lewu tradition, when a man asked a woman to be his mate, he gave her a ring, and he had one for himself. In the annum leading up to the bonding ceremony, each person would wear their ring every helio. The rings were thought to have absorbed a portion of the wearer’s essence over the annum. Then, at the ceremony, each person would exchange their ring. Wearing the exchanged rings symbolized each person carrying a little of their mate with them at all times.

      Rodan squeezed the ring taken from Jabok’s lifeless body and tried to feel his presence. She allowed herself one more vision of the life she might have had with him.

      Their fully built home.

      The bonding ceremony in front of their parents and the rest of Lewu’s residents.

      The child they would have had. Maybe a boy who had Jabok’s easy-going nature and her stubbornness.

      And finally, the two of them old and gray, sitting by their hearth’s fire wondering if their son would be able to stop by and visit with his family.

      Through watery vision, she lit her dress on fire and backed out of the room. She turned her back on the growing flames as they destroyed the life she had always dreamed of and walked into her new life. The life of a fighter.

      
        The End
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        Find out what happens to Rodan and her fight against The Keepers in The Conscious Dreamer Series. The story begins in The Heaviness of Knowing, Book 1 of The Conscious Dreamer Series where we find out who The Keepers are and whether they’re as evil as Rodan thinks.

        www.sharolyngbrown.com/dreamer-series
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        And, to be kept up to date on all of my novels please sign up for my Newsletter

        (http://smarturl.it/SGBrownNewsletter)
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